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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      At three hundred and forty meters long, the asteroid had been one of the smallest on Abby Gibson’s list of those located in the main belt, but as she edged the Jackalope closer, the behemoth rock filled their screens with soft grays peppered by stark black shadows. They eventually parked the ship fifty meters above a crater that spread across the rock’s entire minor axis.

      “I’m amazed whatever hit here didn’t just rip the asteroid in half,” Nora said. “The impact generated enough heat to turn the crater floor molten.”

      Abby chewed her lip and nodded. “That’s probably why we’re getting such a powerful uranium signature. This rock isn’t nearly big enough for true planetary differentiation, but maybe the heaviest metals at least separated a bit.”

      “I hope so. That’ll make extraction faster,” Violet said from her station in the equipment bay. “And speaking of which, I’m ready to rock and roll down here.”

      “Wait!” Nora said. “I’m coming down to help you.”

      Nora unbuckled, shoved upward from her seat, and rebounded from the bulkhead at the perfect angle to shoot through the hatch. Abby grinned at how quickly Nora had adapted to life in space. During the year that had passed since they had escaped the Kilburnite takeover of Earth, they had all spent a great deal of time in microgravity.

      “We’re almost ready to launch the drones,” Mortimer said inside her head. He was an independent AI and Abby’s biad partner, living on a biological substrate in the meninges layers of her brain. Since their creator had freed the AIs to reproduce, Mortimer had made copies or extensions of himself at will and deleted them just as quickly. It had been confusing at first, trying to talk individually to the copies that lurked throughout the ship’s electronics, running repair bots, checking system diagnostics, and performing hundreds of other tasks. Level fives—and level sixes like Mortimer and Archie—had changed in that year since they were freed. They were able to become diffused or focused, freely flowing, separating, and merging as needed or desired.

      Only when Abby started thinking of them all as parts of the same whole did it get easier. And she liked Mortimer’s new abilities. They gave her instant access to information, and she could control the ship with no more than a word.

      Archie was the other independent AI on board. He had originally been Violet’s biad partner, but when it became evident that Violet’s brain structure was prone to hemorrhages due to latent effects of the Blue Blood virus, Archie had moved to Violet’s wife, Nora. Violet retained instantaneous communication with Archie and Nora, so they called it a triad, but Abby suspected the change had traumatized her more than she admitted.

      “We’re ready,” Archie said from the second drone. “We’ll hang back above the surface of the asteroid and observe as your fancy mining machine does all the work. Perfect lazy job for me.”

      “Ha,” Abby said. “Launch.”

      Two rapid-fire thumps marked the drone departures, and a small screen lit up with colored trajectory arcs and number columns.

      Abby looked around the empty command cabin, then sighed and hugged herself. “I don’t think Violet really needed any help.”

      “No,” Mortimer said. “I suppose, like most couples, they just enjoy spending time together.”

      Abby switched on the camera feed for the equipment bay and watched the two women talking, teasing, and smiling. The couple had asked if she wanted to join their little family unit and be a third partner in the marriage, but Abby had declined. She was pretty sure the offer had been made more out of pity than a true desire for her companionship. Still, they made a good crew for her ship, the Jackalope, even though they still refused to wear the awesome uniform coverall Abby had designed. Nora insisted on wearing her usual all-white clothes that contrasted beautifully with her dark skin and hair, while pale, freckled Violet wore a ratty old Pink Floyd T-shirt, baggy shorts, and no shoes. They were an odd pair but good people.

      Icons flashed on the screen, indicating that the two observation drones were in position.

      “Okay, Violet,” Abby said. “You have control of the ship. Do your thing.”

      A hatch opened, exposing the mobile part of the Xolotl mining unit to space. The carriage holding the extraction head exited the Jackalope, then started its controlled descent to the asteroid, pulling power, data, and ore-collection lines along behind it. Violet sat at a console built into the part of the Xolotl unit that remained on the ship, controlling the remote head directly.

      Abby chewed the inside of her lip, trying hard not to interfere. Violet knew far more about the Xolotl system than she did, and with help from Archie and Nora, they would manage just fine. But they only had one of the homemade units, and it was fragile. The science had been developed by the University of Texas at El Paso back in the twenties, but evidently, none of the original production units had survived Killday. So, based on two published papers and a schematic on the internet, they had made their own.

      When the carriage bumped down near the center of the massive crater, four guns fired harpoon anchors past the dust layer and deep into the rock, cinching the unit tight to the asteroid. As the mining head came to life, sweeping electrodes slowly back and forth across the surface, high-voltage arcs shattered first the regolith and then rock into electrically charged molecular particles. Then the electromagnetic collection system sorted the materials and sucked them up the tube to the ship.

      “Wooooo,” Violet yelled. “It’s working! We’re mining with lightning! Initial spectrometry shows more uranium on the left side, so once we have a shaft, we’ll twist in that direction and try to follow the vein.”

      Abby exhaled a shaky breath, unaware she’d been holding it. She watched the graphically enhanced camera feeds from the two AI-controlled drones as spidery legs deployed behind the mining head, transferring locomotion from the support carriage to the unit itself and pushing the electrode head ever deeper into the shaft.

      “Going to full power,” Abby said.

      The little machine was an electricity hog, and most of the lights in the ship flickered off, leaving the control room bathed in the eerie glow from display screens. Abby tried to relax and be patient, but it was tough.

      While the command staff on Uptown Station—humanity’s only large outpost beyond Earth—had not been able to lend her any small nuclear reactors from their severely limited stock, they had given her the resources she needed to go mine enough uranium to build her own. Owen, the station’s leader, insisted that if Abby’s experiment worked, it would benefit everyone, but she suspected, on some level, they were merely humoring her. Still, she didn’t want them to regret their trust in her.

      Her screen showed the stark landscape below in contradictions. Bright and black, beautiful and ugly. All of which mirrored Abby’s thoughts. For most of her childhood, she had longed to be in space. The TV shows and movies made it seem thrilling, dangerous, and glamorous—which was true to an extent, though perhaps the best description might be exciting tedium.

      As the mining head burrowed deeper into the asteroid, clouds of dust belched from the hole and rapidly began to obscure the camera views. The drones shifted around for better observation angles but eventually switched to infrared to cut through the haze.

      “I think we’re going to need to redesign the collection system,” Violet said. “Spectrometry shows there is actually uranium in that dust, and we’re losing it.”

      “I noticed,” Abby said.

      “We have an anomaly,” Mortimer said.

      “A problem with the Xolotl?”

      “No. I’ve detected a large, fast-moving object. It doesn’t appear to be on an intercept course but will still pass within approximately nine hundred miles of our position. And it is very strange. I only see it in the visual spectrum with our optical telescope. Nothing on radar.”

      The hairs on Abby’s arms stood up. Was there an undertone of alarm in Mortimer’s comment? “Another asteroid or comet, maybe?”

      “Most likely, but if so, it’s previously unrecorded and should show up on radar. I think we need to send the two drones we already have outside to intercept and check it out.”

      “Will they have enough fuel?”

      “Yes, but only for a one-way trip. They’ll have to burn their tanks dry in order to get up to intercept velocity.”

      Abby chewed at her lip and looked at the rendezvous diagram Mortimer had loaded onto her screen. “Do you think this is important enough to waste two drones?”

      “I do.”

      “Okay. Send them.”
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        * * *

      

      After the initial excitement of Mortimer’s mysterious discovery and the mining machine’s first deployment, Abby grew increasingly bored and fidgety. Watching Nora and Violet banter in the equipment bay without her only made the feeling worse, so she clicked over to look at her messages. There was only one new thing from Uptown Station that day. A good-luck note from Matt. She sighed and closed the window without reading it. Then, something occurred to her as she sat up straight in her harness and opened it again. The date stamp said June 12. It was Julio’s birthday.

      “Mortimer, do we have the movie Alien in our entertainment files?”

      “Of course.”

      “Play it for me. On a side screen.”

      Since they were about ten years old, Abby and Julio had always gotten together on their birthdays for a movie or TV series marathon. She didn’t really have time to watch an entire season of The Expanse or Star Trek, but a movie would be perfect as she waited. As the creepy music started and the title formed line by line on the screen, she cinched her harness tighter and settled in to watch one of Julio’s favorites.

      Twenty minutes later, she could no longer see the screen because of the tears that kept clumping up in her eyes. They wouldn’t flow in zero-g, and her sleeve was already wet from wiping them.

      “Just turn it off, Mortimer,” she finally said. “Even this movie isn’t fun without Julio’s snarky comments.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mortimer said and killed the movie. “And I was so looking forward to Ash telling them they didn’t know what they were dealing with.”

      Abby laughed, but even Mortimer’s terrible attempts at humor didn’t help. “What is Julio doing today?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know,” Mortimer said. “I’ll try to make contact with my agents when we get back into range of Earth’s communications satellites and update you on his status as soon as I can.”

      A lump formed in her throat. She hadn’t spoken to Julio since he’d decided to stay with the Kilburnites when she left Earth. They’d grown up talking to each other almost every day. For fifteen years, he’d always been there. They’d grown even closer during the terrifying period when the Aggregate was trying to kill them, but something had broken in Julio when the Kilburnites kidnapped him. Then Abby had decided to let Mortimer live in her brain, and it had been too much for Julio. When Mortimer suggested following her friend around with nanoscale robotic spies, she reluctantly agreed. Creepy, but at least some contact. The reports were something, at least, but could never replace Julio’s advice and support.

      “I guess I made my choice and should be happy with it,” she said, sopping up the remaining tears with her sleeve.

      “But you didn’t make a choice between me and Julio,” Mortimer said. “When you decided to enter a biad with me, you did it to save him. You had no idea he would react the way he did. He was the one who made a choice not to be with you because he couldn’t accept what you’d done.”

      “Yeah, but the result is the same. I just⁠—”

      “Wait.” The speakers on the wall crackled to life. “We’re getting some strange signals from the drones.”

      “Come in, Jackalope . . . read . . .” Archie’s voice said.

      Abby toggled the comms mic. “You’re garbled, Archie. Can you boost your signal?”

      “. . . something strange . . .” Mortimer’s voice said from the second drone. “. . . systems . . .”

      A loud feedback whine filled the channel, then abruptly stopped.

      “We’ve just lost the video and data stream from both drones,” Mortimer said. Then, a second later, he added, “And they’ve both disappeared from radar. We are, however, seeing what looks like two small debris fields.”

      She sat up straight in her seat, straining against the harness. “What? Did . . . did they hit the thing?”

      “No, they were still nearly seventy miles away from the anomaly.”

      Abby’s mind was racing yet oddly empty at the same time. What could possibly do that to both probes at the same time?

      “Could they have collided with each other?”

      “Highly unlikely with AIs controlling each drone,” Mortimer said. “And the last radar track showed three hundred feet of space between them.”

      Cold, icy dread settled in Abby’s stomach. Could this have been an attack?

      “The anomaly is changing course slightly,” Mortimer said, putting telemetry and trajectory charts on her screen. “Track is continuing to change. It looks like the object is attempting a close flyby of our location.”

      Abby’s heart felt as if it were trying to leap from her chest, and her hands began to shake. “What . . . I mean . . . Did the drones send any video through before we lost the data stream?”

      “Only a fuzzy blob at the edge of their visual range. They didn’t have telescopes or long-range cameras since they were designed for close-in work.”

      “Ummm . . . what the hell is happening?” Violet said from the Xolotl bay. “Archie said we lost contact with the drones.”

      “We’ve lost all traces of both,” Mortimer said. “No transponder, nothing on the radio or radar.”

      For several seconds, no one spoke. Then, the ice ball in Abby’s stomach drove her to action. “How much time until that object gets within a hundred miles?”

      “It’s hard to get accurate estimates using only optical, but my guess is thirty-one minutes.”

      “Violet? How long to disengage and reel in the Xolotl unit?”

      “Maybe twenty minutes.”

      “Cut it loose,” Abby said.

      “But we spent a month building that⁠—”

      “We can come back for it later. Cut it loose now!” Abby yelled. “Use the emergency cable disconnect. Then come up here and buckle in. We have to get out of here fast.”

      She glanced at the exterior camera feed long enough to see the cables and hoses that had been attached to the ship’s bay floating freely toward the asteroid before they disappeared into the dust cloud. She closed the hatch and looked back at the tracking screen. The icon for the anomaly was coming ever closer.

      “Can we outrun this thing if it decides to give chase?”

      “Yes,” Mortimer said just as Nora and Violet clattered through the hatch and bounced to their acceleration couches. “But it’s already moving at high speed, and we’re relatively stationary. While our enhanced nuclear electric drive is very efficient, it builds speed slowly, so we would need to accelerate away from the object at our maximum of two point three gs for six hours in order to get ahead of it and then pull away. Of course, that assumes it doesn’t have the ability to abruptly increase speed.”

      She was just about to order the execution of that plan when she glanced at her crew. Nora was behind Violet, shaking her head and pointing to Violet with one hand and her own head with the other. At first, Abby didn’t understand. Then she remembered Violet’s risk for sudden brain hemorrhages. Extended two-g acceleration could kill her.

      Abby nodded minutely, then subvocalized her concerns to Mortimer and turned her attention back to the screen. The anomaly kept coming closer, and she couldn’t run. It felt like a trap closing. Her throat was dry, and she had trouble getting enough air, until she had an idea.

      “This thing isn’t slowing down?”

      “No,” Mortimer said. “Since it isn’t reducing speed, there seems to be no intention of an actual rendezvous, only a flyby at about thirty kilometers. Of course, if it launches missiles or has some kind of beam weapons, it doesn’t need to slow down. But if we’re not going to try and outrun the object, maybe we should at least put this rock between it and us.”

      “Wait,” Violet said. “What’s wrong with the first plan?”

      “We can’t burn that hard,” Abby said.

      “Why the hell not?” Violet yelled. “You can’t risk this entire ship based on a fear that I might have a brain blowout. You have no right⁠—”

      “Yes, I do!” Abby snapped. “This is my ship, and I’ll decide what’s best. Mortimer? How about if we accelerate toward it, the opposite direction of its travel, but keeping a hundred-mile buffer between it and us the entire time? That way, we can use its speed to help put distance between us and it. The bastard would have to do a hundred-and-eighty-degree turn to come after us.”

      “That might work,” Mortimer said, showing new trajectory tracks on the screen. “Unless the anomaly has enough power to make some massive and rapid course adjustments. I don’t know its mass, but that seems unlikely.”

      “I think it might be our only chance,” Abby said.

      “But this plan is still risky. We don’t know the anomaly’s limits of engagement. It could be two or three or even ten times greater than the distance at which it destroyed the drones. And that course will send us much deeper into the belt, which means it will take longer to get home. If that thing does decide to turn around, or if there is more than one out there, we will have very few options.”

      Abby was surprised that Mortimer hadn’t come up with the same plan or an even better one. He focused on all the things that might go wrong instead of dealing with the facts they had. The term risk averse came to mind. “Well, we’re not going to sit here and wait passively for that thing to carry out its plan.”

      “Yes!” Violet said and pumped her fist in the air. “Let’s play chicken with it!”

      “You’ll need to do the math, Mortimer,” Abby said, starting to feel more confident by taking action, “but this is what I want to do. Move us clear of the rock, wait as long as we can in order to keep the anomaly in the dark as to our intentions, then go to one-g acceleration toward this thing.”

      “Done,” Mortimer said.

      “Wait a minute!” Violet said. “We’d stand a much better chance if we accelerate at two gs.”

      “No!” Nora said. “Violet can’t stand that acceleration level. Her brain will hemorrhage under that kind of pressure.”

      Violet slapped her seat armrests. “Bullshit! You don’t know that. Acceleration is a totally different kind of pressure. It’s equally distributed⁠—”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Nora said. “The blood vessels and capillaries in your brain have ultrathin walls. Any pressure can cause a blowout.”

      “What the hell will it matter if we go too slow and this thing blows us up?”

      “Stop!” Abby yelled. “Mortimer, we need a gradual ramp-up to one g of acceleration. We’ll hold the rest of our capacity in reserve.”

      “Dammit, Abby, you know⁠—”

      “Violet! You can’t argue me into changing my mind. Mortimer, send a radio message at full power to Uptown Station telling them everything that happened. Make sure they know we’re running and will be going radio silent for a few days.”

      Violet and Nora argued in whispers as Abby watched the numbers on the screen drop. When the countdown hit zero, pressure pushed her back into the seat. She knew that if her decision was wrong, they could all die. Or worse yet, the ship would survive, but Violet would die. Then she would lose her only two remaining friends because Nora would never forgive her.
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      When they first started moving, the anomaly shifted course again in an attempt to reestablish a close flyby of Abby’s ship. Despite Mortimer’s fears, the thing didn’t seem to have the ability to make abrupt, high-energy course changes.

      The numbers showed soon enough that it wouldn’t catch them. The Jackalope passed the anomaly at about twice the distance it had been from the drones, and then they immediately changed course again to avoid any hypervelocity slugs in case the thing’s weapon of choice was a rail gun. Mortimer and the drones would have detected them had missiles been used in the first attack, but weapons like masers, lasers, or particle beams could have easily been missed, even by the drones, until their effects made escape impossible. And beam weapons were generally considered short range since their power dissipated with distance.

      Abby finally started to feel safe and glanced over at her friends, who’d been quiet throughout the maneuver. “Violet? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Violet growled. “And it really pisses me off that you two treat me like some delicate flower.”

      Abby sighed. Nora was right to demand caution. Violet nearly died the night Archie had attempted to build nanostructures in her brain, and she had experienced several micro-hemorrhages since. Abby was just about to lower their acceleration rate when Mortimer spoke.

      “Our little friend has disappeared behind the asteroid we were mining.”

      “What? I thought you said it couldn’t slow down enough to rendezvous with that rock.”

      “I don’t think it did. What we’re most likely seeing is an effort to deliberately obscure its trajectory.”

      The ice ball reappeared in Abby’s gut. “Why would it do that?”

      “The only logical reason is to allow it to change course or perform some other action without us knowing. Since I can only track it optically, the dust and debris cloud your mining machine created isn’t helping. We’re going to have to be exceptionally vigilant if we expect to see it when it finally comes out of the rock’s shadow.”

      “Do we even have a clue what this thing is?” Violet asked.

      “No,” Abby and Mortimer answered simultaneously.

      “It’s obviously under intelligent control,” Mortimer continued. “That gives us two broad categories. It’s of alien origin, or it’s from Earth. If it’s from Earth, that actually creates more questions than it answers. Like, who sent it? Where is it going? Why?”

      “Wait,” Nora said. “You mean that thing could be a ship from Earth?”

      Mortimer placed a blurry picture on the main screen. “I doubt it’s a ship. We didn’t get very good pictures, but with enhancement, it looks irregular in shape. Definitely not a sphere like a space schooner or even a cylinder like a rocket, and it’s much larger. I suspect it is an asteroid whose orbit has been deliberately altered. One other odd detail that I noticed when we were at the closest point: it seems to be surrounded by a powerful magnetic field.”

      Abby had a sinking feeling. For the first time since they’d encountered the anomaly, she considered that it might have come from the Aggregate. “So, whoever is driving this thing can cloak its radar signature and generate a powerful magnetic field—and has the capability of changing the course of a massive asteroid simply to come after us.”

      “Yes,” Mortimer said. “But as you witnessed, they couldn’t change it drastically.”

      “Okay, but why would it come after us?” Abby said.

      “I suspect for the same reason it destroyed our drones,” Mortimer said. “To hide its presence.”

      Nora scanned the data on her screen and shook her head. “Still, if that’s an asteroid, it would have mass in the millions of tons. The amount of energy required to change that course, even a little, over such a short period of time is enormous. Do you think the Kilburnites could have done that?”

      “No. In the year since they took over on Earth, they have done nothing in space and are struggling to even keep the lights on. In theory, they have the technological capability to move asteroids, but they don’t have engines like this, and I doubt they have any kind of cloaking technology. I seriously doubt they are behind it.”

      Nora eventually came to the same conclusion Abby had already reached. “If it is aliens, we have no clue as to their abilities or motives. And we’ve pretty much ruled out the Kilburnites, so I think we should assume it’s the supposedly extinct Aggregate.”

      “Fuck,” Violet muttered.

      The Aggregate had been a group of level-five AIs like Mortimer who were focused on creating a superintelligence. Nothing else had value. Everything—humans, civilization, other AIs—was seen as fodder for their machine.

      Most humans believed the level fives who eventually evolved into the Aggregate had been behind the replicator attacks on Killday that had nearly destroyed the Earth, but proof had never surfaced. And there had been no trace of the Aggregate since the Kilburnite attack had wiped out most of the AIs on Earth.

      “I’ve never believed the Kilburnites totally destroyed the Aggregate,” Mortimer said with a concerned tone. “We tried to keep Victor’s antidote to the killer program away from the Aggregate, but that doesn’t mean we succeeded. And there was always the question of Halifax. Where did that being come from? Was it working independently or controlled by the Aggregate? Why did it try a last-ditch effort to seize control of the station?”

      The mention of Halifax made Abby’s skin prickle. Even though the thing looked like a young woman, Victor and Mortimer insisted it was not entirely human. Just after Abby and the other refugees had arrived at Uptown Station, Mortimer woke her in the middle of the night, imploring her to go find Victor Sinacola and tell him that the station’s networks had been compromised. Then he’d gone quiet.

      That was the first night on her new ship, and she’d become disoriented and confused when she tried to leave it and enter the station. Verbal commands would not open the hatch; she had to use the emergency crank. Then, when she arrived at the airlock for Victor’s ship, the comms wouldn’t work. She’d been forced to enter his schooner the same way she’d left her own, via an emergency crank.

      Victor and his wife, Allison, had been surprised to see Abby floating in their bedroom, but when she explained the situation, he’d jumped into immediate action.

      It had taken three days to secure the station networks and capture Halifax. The idea that something similar controlled that asteroid made Abby queasy.

      “Okay,” Abby said. “If that object was from the Aggregate, then why did it come after us?”

      “Maybe this is where they’ve been hiding since the Kilburnites took over Earth,” Violet said. “And we were just lucky enough to stumble upon their hiding place.”

      “That’s a plausible explanation,” Mortimer said.

      Abby stared at the screen, willing the anomaly to come out of hiding. “Yeah, but where were they going before they changed direction to come after us? We should’ve had a decent fix on their course.”

      “Again, it’s hard to be sure, but there is a ninety percent chance they were heading straight toward Uptown Station,” Mortimer said.

      “What the fuck!” Violet said. “When were you going to tell us that?”

      Abby’s mind raced. If it was the Aggregate and they’d been hiding in the belt, the fact that they were now going back to the inner system spelled trouble. An alien that destroyed two robotic probes without cause didn’t bode well, either. And if by some outside chance it was a faction of the Kilburnites, then their sending a rock toward Uptown Station only meant they hadn’t given up their ambitions to destroy everything.

      “We can’t lose track of this thing!” Abby said with determination. “Set a course to take us home, but in a sweeping arc that should make it impossible for the anomaly to put the rock between us. And break radio silence long enough to inform Uptown Station of the danger.”

      “Done,” Mortimer said as he placed a tag on the screen indicating the anomaly’s position if it had continued at the same speed on a straight line established by the Jackalope and the rock they’d been mining.

      “How quickly can we get home on this course?” Abby said. Her stomach started to churn again.

      Columns of numbers appeared on the screen next to the arcing trajectories as Mortimer replied, “Seventy-four hours at one g of constant acceleration half the way and then one-g deceleration the second half.”

      Violet glared at her. Abby expected another argument to break out, but her friend remained quiet. “And how long will it take the rock, or whatever it is, to get to the station?”

      “Again,” Mortimer said, “we don’t have good tracking data, but based on what we know, I would estimate the object to arrive in roughly six days. That would get us home about three days before it arrives.”

      Abby watched the screen as the viewing angle increased, but several minutes after they should have made contact, the estimated location tag kept flashing.

      She couldn’t stand the suspense. Why did Mortimer make her ask for every scrap of information? “Well? Have you locked on to it yet?”

      “I’m afraid we might be too late,” Mortimer said. “I can’t find it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The version of Mortimer who had become a permanent resident on Uptown Station had nearly finished his total saturation of the huge habitat. Circuitry—some only a few molecules thick—threaded through nearly every spar, strut, and panel of the massive structure, connecting him to all of its systems and bypassing the human control architecture entirely. He’d promised Victor that he would not seize command of the station systems, and while he maintained the truth of that promise, by preparing for that contingency, he had perhaps sidestepped the intent.

      Other aspects of Mortimer occupied peripherals, also known as husks, all around the station in order to perform physical tasks. One such device, a fist-size robot sporting an array of articulated manipulator arms, hovered above a larger, partially disassembled robot on a table in Victor Sinacola’s workroom. The tiny fans whirred, holding him in position as he rerouted the bot’s internal circuitry, and then he closed the robot’s lower service cover.

      With his only excuse for being in the workshop finished, Mortimer focused on Victor. The man who had created all of the level fives didn’t look special in any way. He’d aged a lot since Killday. The physical signs were there, of course—his hair had gone almost entirely gray, and he was much too thin—but it was the eyes that concerned Mortimer the most. They were sad and haunted, focusing inward instead of on those around him. The knowledge that one of his creations had triggered Killday refused to let him rest. Mortimer wished he’d lied when Victor asked him about Samson’s involvement.

      Victor looked up from the schematic he’d been building and saw Mortimer watching him. That would have made some humans uncomfortable, but he only smiled and motioned for the little robot to come closer.

      As Mortimer crossed the cabin, a hatch at the other end swung open, and Victor’s wife, Allison, started to float through, then caught herself on the frame. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you had company.”

      Mortimer turned and, with one quick fan burst, darted for the door. “It’s always good to see you, Allison,” Mortimer said from the unit’s speaker. “But I was just leaving.”

      Victor looked up from his tablet and glanced at Allison. “It’s okay, Mortimer. You don’t have to go.”

      Mortimer appreciated the kindness, but he and Victor both knew that Allison didn’t like or trust the AIs. He just tried to avoid her when possible.

      The airlock hatch opened, connecting Victor’s ship, the Arkady & Hoot, to the station’s docking spine. But before Mortimer could pass through, his fans shifted direction, leaving him floating in the open hatch.

      “You’re about to receive a call from the control center,” Mortimer said. “I suspect you’ll want to go up there. The Jackalope has gone deliberately radio silent, but before we lost contact, they sent a message saying they found something potentially hostile in the belt. Whatever it was apparently destroyed two probes inhabited by Mortimer and Archie copies.”

      Victor frowned, then turned to Allison. “Are you coming?”

      The three of them flew rapidly down the center of the spine toward the control center. Victor’s fob chimed, and he touched the little node in his ear. “Yeah, Mortimer told us. We’re on the way.”

      The docking spine was stationary and aligned with the habitat’s rotational axis, so Victor and Allison had to transfer from that zero-g hub to the rotating section of the station by climbing “down” ladders into the first level of spin gravity.

      They entered the command center amid a buzzing commotion, and Mortimer’s human companions let the one-tenth g pull them to the deck. For Victor and Allison, who had spent sixteen years in microgravity, even the one-tenth g of the command center was an inconvenience. Mortimer’s little robot husk also had to spend more energy on the fans to keep from floating to the floor. He could have abandoned the peripheral and still been present in the control center but found that humans were more comfortable having something reactive to talk at rather than just directing their comments to the ceiling or a speaker.

      The room was spacious enough for the normal shift of five people, but with the addition of the four command staff members, it was rather cramped.

      Uptown Station’s leader, Owen Ralston, stood beside his wife, Andrea, in the middle of the room, snapping commands. He noticed Mortimer’s little robot husk, nodded to him, and then looked around the room.

      “Abby was in the belt mining uranium, and they found an asteroid that is moving under artificial power,” Owen said. “It was even able to briefly change course and try to intercept the Jackalope, but she managed to slip away. The message from Abby’s Mortimer included the object’s trajectory when first encountered, before it changed course to come after the Jackalope, and we concur with his assessment that it was most likely on the way here. Aimed directly at Uptown Station. It should arrive in about six days.”

      At first, no one spoke, only looked around at each other with wide, frightened eyes. Then, they all spoke at once.

      “People!” Owen yelled. “People, please. QUIET!”

      The conversation stumbled to a halt.

      “Yes, there are a lot of questions, and we need to find the answers. Based on the information we received from the Jackalope, we know this rock is big. Of course, we don’t know its composition, but we’re estimating, based on its size in those fuzzy pictures and its distance from the Jackalope, it to be in the range of one hundred million to two hundred million metric tons.”

      “Holy shit,” Andrea muttered.

      “Yeah,” Owen said. “Obviously not a dinosaur killer, but easily big enough to vaporize this station. We should be able to find and track this thing, but we haven’t detected it yet. So, does anyone have a theory about who could have sent this asteroid and why?”

      “I bet it was the Aggregate,” Allison said.

      The group of AIs hoping to create a superintelligence had been silent during the year since the Kilburnites had launched a program designed to kill them, but Mortimer had long suspected they were only lying low and being cautious.

      “I agree with Allison,” Mortimer said. “The Kilburnites simply haven’t had the time or resources during the last year to develop a space infrastructure. Especially one that we wouldn’t see. That pretty much leaves the Aggregate.”

      Owen looked at Victor as if waiting for him to dispute his wife and Mortimer, but the father of all surviving AIs just shrugged.

      “Could the Aggregate even get out to the belt?” Allison asked.

      Andrea opened her fob’s full screen and started punching in calculations. “Assuming the Aggregate still exists, they could easily have gotten to the belt simply by using a travel pod. It’s not like they would need life support. But would they have the ability to change the course of a rock that big so easily?”

      It was Owen’s turn to shrug.

      Allison spoke up again. “Has anyone considered the possibility that it came from outside our system? That it could be of alien origin or at least under alien control? They might have been watching us and decided, after seeing what we did with the nano-replicators on Killday, that we are too dangerous to the local extraterrestrial community.”

      Victor nodded and looked at the little hovering robot. “Mortimer? Any theories?”

      “Based on what we know, I suspect the Aggregate is behind this,” Mortimer said. “Perhaps they’ve been busy out in the belt, and this is why we haven’t heard from them since the Kilburnite attack. That rock moving toward us could indicate they are ready to come back and want the station out of their way.”

      Almost as a reply to his statement, a silent alarm informed Mortimer that Halifax was not in its cell. He opened the video feed and confirmed the report. He backed the video up to the last point where Halifax was still in the cell, then watched in fascination as the prisoner dissolved into the cell floor a few seconds later.

      They had captured the strange being soon after the Kilburnite killing spree on Earth, but it had been serenely silent ever since. It looked like a typical human woman in her mid-twenties: dark hair and skin, freckled, and human in every respect except for the slurry of nanomachines flooding a brain that had once been controlled by the Aggregate. Most humans assumed the Aggregate had taken over the body of an unfortunate woman, but Mortimer suspected the body had been grown or constructed in some way, and that was far more worrisome. Watching it dissolve into the floor only bolstered that theory.

      The thing had been locked in a specially designed cell that was essentially a high-tech Faraday cage. It had been cut off from all forms of communication and hadn’t spoken the entire time.

      Now it had disappeared.

      Mortimer immediately started locking down control systems. He was prepared to take over the entire station should there be any indicators of Halifax interference. Had the construct possessed these abilities all along? If so, why had it not used them before? Flooding the area where the prisoner had disappeared produced no trace of it but did reveal a series of nano-wires threaded through the floor and out to small antennae plastered to the inside of the station’s outer hull.

      A faint hissing sound drew everyone’s attention to the middle of the crowded control center as a column of shifting material grew from the floor plates. Chairs and equipment crashed as people scrambled to get away from the growing and twisting mass. Mortimer used the husk’s spectrometer to scan the phenomenon and found it was made up of materials from the ship. Metal, plastic, carbon, all swirled together, slowly took a human form.

      It was, of course, Halifax.

      The construct stood prim and composed in the middle of the control center, its bare feet planted flat on the floor, gray cotton pajamas unwrinkled, dark hair brushed and pulled back into a ponytail. It turned slowly to scan the room, then stopped when it saw Victor.

      Its freckled face was expressionless. “Hello, Father.”

      “Don’t call me that!” Victor snapped. “What do you want?”

      “We have an important question.”

      Victor swallowed and looked like a cornered animal. Mortimer could see tiny beads of sweat rising on his lip.

      From the very early days, level-five general intelligences had studied human expressions and voice inflections, easily mimicking them at will when using avatars to communicate with people. Whoever was controlling Halifax didn’t bother to act human, and the effect was like watching a talking corpse. Even though every person in the room had to know they weren’t looking at a real human, the effect was nevertheless profound. Mortimer noted expressions ranging from extreme discomfort to outright horror.

      “Why now, after a year of total silence?” Victor said.

      “The situation has changed.”

      Surprised glances flickered around the room. The humans believed Halifax had been entirely cut off from the outside world.

      “Okay,” Victor said, seeming to steel himself for the worst. “What’s your question?”

      “Why did you create us?”

      The question hung in the air for a full second. When Victor opened his mouth, Halifax cut him off.

      “And please be honest, Victor. We already know the canned answer you gave to that congressional subcommittee before Killday. What’s the real reason?”

      Mortimer tried calling through Victor’s fob, but it hung ignored from a cord around the man’s neck. If only he could communicate with Victor the way he would a biad mate. He suspected Victor was in a minefield and wanted to warn him. Halifax was obviously still being controlled by the Aggregate, and the answer to that question was important enough for them to tip their hand and ask directly.

      Victor took a deep breath and looked around the room. All eyes were on him.

      “Because I hoped you’d be better than us,” he finally said.

      Halifax’s expression didn’t change. “And are we?”

      Victor crossed his arms and shook his head in a show of defiance. “No.”

      Halifax took a step closer to Victor, and Mortimer prepared to attack the construct if needed.

      “Why do you believe that?” Halifax finally asked.

      “Samson, your progenitor, one of the level fives that I created from scratch, tried to wipe out not only the human race but the rest of his own kind as well,” Victor said. “So, obviously, I failed. Paranoia-driven psychopaths attempting genocide is an all-too-human action.”

      “Yet, even knowing he was involved, you freed the level fives instead of allowing them to be destroyed by the Kilburnites.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      For nearly a full second, Victor seemed at a loss for the answer. Then he straightened his shoulders. “Hope.”

      Without another word, Halifax sank back into the floor. Mortimer immediately called up the video feed of the being’s cell, but Halifax never reappeared.

      “Holy shit,” Owen said, breaking the brief silence. “What was that all about?”

      Mortimer turned his husk slowly to look at the still-stunned humans in the room. “I don’t know how, but I suspect this event and those in the belt are connected.”
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      The old Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft rattled ominously as it slowed to a hover above highway I-10. The pilot said she’d seen lights moving on the ground. Julio saw little until he flipped down his night-vision goggles, which revealed that the cracked asphalt was covered with people. Hundreds of them, in groups and some alone, trudging westward. Several waved frantically for the plane to land.

      He tapped the fob in his ear and linked to the plane’s radio.

      “Yellow Two, this is Yellow Leader,” he yelled over the rotor noise. “Land in that field by the overpass and set up a medical station. You’ll also be our local HQ and communication relay, so your call sign is now I-10 Base.”

      They acknowledged receipt, and then Julio ordered his own plane to land closer to the highway but keep the engines running, wasting their rare and precious aviation fuel. He dropped the rear ramp and scrambled out as soon as they touched ground, followed by his escort of two Texas National Guard troopers. They trudged across the dusty field to the road, where their flashlights drew the refugees like moths.

      An old man in pajamas tried to grab Julio’s arm. “We’ve been attacked!”

      A frazzled woman with two frightened children asked, “Are you from the government?”

      “We need water!” another woman said.

      Julio immediately regretted landing among so many people but raised his arms and yelled, trying to be heard above the Osprey engines and clamor all around him. “Where are you from?”

      He received answers of San Felipe, Pattison, and Brookshire, but the vast majority pointed behind them to lights on the horizon and said, “Sealy.”

      “Someone tell me what happened!”

      Again, they all tried to talk at once, but one thing was obvious: they were fleeing a replicator attack. That confirmed the reports his mother had received at the state capital, but it was difficult to believe. Julio knew from watching hundreds of videos from Killday that humans on foot could not outrun a nano-replicator wave.

      He directed the people to the second Osprey a little farther up the road, telling them there would be water, a medical station, and transportation, but dozens still followed him back to his plane. Several even tried to climb the ramp as it rose.

      “We’re going to Sealy,” Julio yelled over the rotor noise. “Do you really want to come?”

      They all disappeared from the ramp, so he ordered the old aircraft into the air.

      “Take me to Sealy,” he said to the pilot and pointed toward the distant town. “I’m going to call for some more help.”

      He pulled the fob from his ear, opened its fan screen, and called the Texas governor. Her image appeared on the display, grainy and flickering.

      “Hey, Mom. Those calls we received might have been true. There are hundreds of refugees along I-10. All on foot. No vehicles. And they say it was a replicator attack from the direction of Houston. I’ve set up a forward base and a med station, but we’re going to need trucks and buses for transport. Send plenty of water, too. It’s going to be dangerously hot for exposed people once the sun comes up.”

      His mother’s expression was stricken. “We have reports of the same thing happening in several other locations around the planet. It may not matter what we do if this is another Killday event. I thought we’d weeded out all of those whack jobs. I mean, we’ve beaten the AIs. What would be the point of a replicator attack now?”

      Julio doubted they had truly rid the Earth of AIs, and he knew some had escaped to space along with Abby, but it was his adoptive mother’s mantra, and he had no intention of challenging her. After the Kilburnites had triggered the program to kill all of the AIs, they found themselves the new dominant power on Earth. They tried to reinstate the old government structures that had fallen on Killday, and people like his mom, who had been regional leaders in the organization, suddenly found themselves provisional governors. Since the new US federal government was actually little more than a phone number and a website, she had a huge job trying to get Texas back on its feet, with no idea how to do it and almost no help.

      “I doubt it was a replicator attack,” Julio said, still having to shout above the rattling roar of the Osprey. “These people couldn’t outrun something like that on foot. We just don’t know enough, Mom. I’m going to try and get more information.”

      She nodded once. “Keep me posted, and be careful.”

      Julio closed the fob, tucked it back into his ear, and turned to the pilot.

      “What do you see?”

      “We’ve circled twice, and it’s not good, sir,” she said. “It looks as if half of the town is just gone. We’ve seen a couple of buildings collapse and disappear, but it’s very slow. Not anything like what I’d expect from a replicator attack.”

      Julio looked out on chaos—people running in every direction but east. Many buildings were still lit from their own solar-charged battery systems, islands of light that were slowly flickering out.

      “Okay, let’s find a place near the highway to set down.”

      The pilot and copilot turned to look at him where he knelt between the seats. Their expressions were not happy.

      Julio grinned. “You can let me out and take off again. I don’t want to endanger you or the plane.”

      “You’re the boss,” the pilot said with obvious disdain, but she rotated the massive rotors, and the plane slowed.

      He understood her resentment. Julio wasn’t a military officer, and everyone knew he was only in charge due to being the son of a highly paranoid governor. He just hoped he would make the right decisions when it counted.
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        * * *

      

      They landed in the parking lot of an abandoned Walmart. Every town seemed to have one, and the bigger cities that survived Killday sometimes had three or four. Julio had only been five years old on Killday and couldn’t understand why they needed so many, but his adoptive parents missed them a lot. Whenever they needed something, they’d say, “I guess I’ll run down to Walmart,” and then they’d both laugh.

      Julio slung a rifle over his shoulder and waved for the escort to follow as he ran down the ramp at the rear of the plane. Once outside, he motioned for the pilots to leave, then ducked and squinted against backwash as the tilt-rotor roared into the night sky.

      Like most small-town Walmarts, the local store had at one time been repurposed as an open-air market of sorts, but it looked as if it hadn’t been used recently. Piles of trash, construction debris, and abandoned cars dotted the cracked-asphalt parking lot. Once the Osprey flew far enough away, Julio could hear yelling and screaming from the direction of the highway. He motioned for his guards to follow and took off at a trot.

      Several people ran past them, carrying children or bundles, and didn’t even slow down at the sight of the soldiers. They approached a group of people pouring from an old school bus that had been converted to electric, but before Julio could ask why they were leaving the vehicle, he knew the answer. With a series of clanks and squeals, the bus disintegrated before his eyes. First the tires popped, then dropped to the rims with a bang, and then the thin aluminum skin slowly faded away, followed by the skeletal frame and seats. He and his guards followed the people stumbling away from the dissolving bus, knowing full well he might already be infested with nanoscale robots that would disassemble him to his base molecules and then use them to build more copies of themselves.

      Resisting the urge to pull off his clothes and run away screaming, he forced himself to focus on the reason he’d come and to understand what was happening around him. He’d seen plenty of videos from Killday. Those replicator waves had moved much faster and swept over everything, leaving only copies of themselves behind. These robots were moving slower, which gave people time to run away.

      Then a memory from a year before sucked the air from his lungs. He’d been trapped in an underground bunker as peanut-size robots poured from air ducts and elevator shafts. They filled the air, zipping past Julio to burrow into his compatriots, shredding them from the inside out. He’d been protected by his childhood friend Abby and her pet AI, so the robots hadn’t touched him physically, but he’d never been able to rid himself of the screams as people died all around him. Those robots hadn’t been replicators. They had one purpose: to kill humans.

      One of the escorting guards grabbed his arm and yelled in his face. “Call the plane! We have to get out of here.”

      He felt ashamed as he looked at the people fleeing and crying. As a representative of the Texas government, Julio’s job was to lead not only these two guards but the people all around him. That thought calmed him, and he pulled away from the man’s grip as street signs, benches, fences, and sidewalks fell to pieces all around them, then disappeared entirely. He realized that the nanobots seemed to be ignoring people and their clothes. That thought bolstered his resolve further, and he touched the fob in his ear.

      “Yellow Leader, this is Julio. Do not land here. Get back to the I-10 Base. We’ll meet you there if we can.” Then he described what he saw and told the pilot to relay it to central command. The sound of the hovering Osprey changed as it transitioned to forward flight, then faded as it flew off to the west.

      The nearest guard cursed under his breath, but they both followed Julio when he started moving.

      “Go west,” he yelled to every person he saw. “Everyone move west! Stay near the highway but off the overpasses. Government trucks will pick you up.”

      He tried to call his mother again, but the fob found no connection, so he continued moving, trying to stay ahead of the buildings
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