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Prologue

	“All right, boys. Ready for the show?”

	The man speaking was named Karter. Actually, his name was much longer and more complicated than that, but since no one ever used more than the first two syllables, he'd stopped going any further. He was odd-looking, to say the least. His head, covered mostly with black hair threaded with gray, featured patches of immaculate, glossy black that would look more appropriate on a doll than a man. His face was mostly typical of an aging man who has shown no interest in taking care of himself, but patches managed to look as smooth and pristine as that of a newborn. As a whole, the bizarre features would likely have been enough to push him into the so-called “uncanny valley” reserved for androids, bad special effects, and other not-quite-right humanoids, but one in particular was outright wrong. His right iris, rather than matching the hazel color of his left, had a mirror finish. A pair of dark goggles was perched on his forehead, and he was wearing arctic gear.

	Among any other group of people, he would have stood out like a sore thumb. The three men who joined him, however, made him look positively mundane by comparison. Each was dressed for cold weather, sporting the sort of shiny, synthetic outerwear that mountain climbers favor. Equally synthetic headgear, gloves, and boots were joined by almost comically oversized goggles blinking here and there with the telltale indicator lights of electronics. What little flesh was exposed was unfailingly marred by burns, both chemical and thermal, scars, stitches, grafts, and--where possible--tattoos.

	“We are quite ready, Mr. Dee. I am optimistic that you are able to provide a tool that meets our very specific requirements,” said the man who was unquestionably their leader.

	“Minimal structural and biological impact, maximal electronic and technological? Not an uncommon request. Getting things to work on the scale you're looking for would normally be tricky, but, lucky for you, a prior party requested something similar a few years back. Right, so, let's get started.”

	The group was standing in the middle of a seemingly endless field of broken, cratered ground. A gray sky, scattered with wispy white clouds, offered little in the way of light and nothing in the way of warmth. A crust of ice covered everything, crunching underfoot as Karter approached one of a handful of complex-looking bits of equipment in their immediate area. A base approximately the size of a fifty-five-gallon drum and constructed from shiny metal panels was topped with a trio of spindly metallic arms, studded with small discs, and tracing out the rough shape of a globe. On the side of the base was a hefty, Frankenstein-style knife switch, and dangling above it was what appeared to be a pipe bomb attached by quick-release to a flimsy gantry. He pulled down his goggles and leaned down toward it, but a message assembled out of at least three female voices crackled across a speaker somewhere beneath his coat, interrupting him.

	“You should inform your guests of the safety precautions,” said the message.

	“Oh. Right. You boys might want to look away. Unless, of course, you want to know what your retinas smell like.”

	“Our goggles should provide adequate protection,” the leader assured.

	“Heh, you wouldn't believe the number of blind guys I know who said that.”

	With a quick flick of the switch, he stepped quickly away from the contraption and began heading toward a dilapidated hover-style school bus a few dozen yards away. Behind him, the contraption was humming, and the discs attached to the thin arms were glowing brightly.

	A few seconds later, the rocky field was bathed in a light as bright as day, as a swirling mass of brilliantly shining light coalesced with a whoosh of sound. The three men turned suddenly away, shielding their eyes. By the time any of them could make anything out in the churning purple afterimages that were crowding their vision, they were seeing their host slip into the bus.

	“Let's go, boys,” he said impatiently.

	The trio stumbled across the uneven ground and into the bus.

	“Quite impressive, Mr. Dee,” said the leader of the men, once the bus had started and was heading quickly away from the blinding device. “How quickly can you--”

	“That's not the device you are after. That's part of the demo. It's a contained ball of helium and hydrogen plasma, the output of a small fusion reactor. It is there to provide us with a reasonable small scale analog of our reaction medium. That doodad hanging over it is the item of interest, the reaction trigger. One of these,” he said, pulling out a device identical to the one hanging over the plasma.

	“Indeed? And what of the rest of this?” asked the spokesmen of the group, indicating the bizarre assortment of devices that were whipping by outside the windows.

	It was a collection of, it would seem, randomly selected objects. There were remote-controlled toys rolling and hovering about between street lamps, data terminals, hover cars, and even a small, hovering space vessel.

	“Targets. A representative sampling of consumer electronics and infrastructure. Some on batteries, others hooked up to generators, and others hooked up to the grid. Right. Here we are.”

	They pulled up to what looked to be a fortified bunker. The plasma ball was a bright dot on the horizon.

	“Get ready, and keep your eyes on the plasma,” Karter said.

	A few moments passed, the three visitors observing the now-distant ball of light with eyes just recovering from its ignition. When nothing seemed to be happening, the leader turned to address their host.

	“What precisely are we--” he began, just in time to see the door click shut on the bunker.

	“Activating,” said Karter over a loudspeaker mounted on the bunker.

	Before anyone could voice concerns about why he had seen fit to hide within the shelter and leave them outside, the tiny form of the pipe bomb released, dropping into the plasma. A moment passed, and then a massive lance of light burst out of the top of the plasma ball, curling into the sky like a silk ribbon drawn into a tornado. As quickly as it came, it was gone, but the effect it left in its wake was undeniable. Instantly, each of the devices and vehicles filling the field between the bunker and the test site failed simultaneously. Hovering devices dropped to the ground. Some of the less-potent gadgets fizzled with pops of electricity, and there was even a scattered spray of sparks from a few. Even as far away as they were, the PA speaker made a crackling hiss of failure and the hover bus momentarily shuddered.

	The door to the bunker clicked open again, and Karter walked out.

	“That was a directional emission, pointing straight up. What you witnessed happening to all of this crap in the field was just the collateral damage, so try to picture what it would have done if it was actually aimed at them.”

	“Unmistakably impressive,” remarked the spokesman. He withdrew a business card-sized piece of electronics from his pocket. It flickered a few times, but finally activated, displaying a mildly scrambled welcome screen. “The effect was very brief, however. My slidepad is already coming back online.”

	“That's because the fusion reactor was taken out by the blast. Toss something like that into a reactor that can take the hit, or is self-sustaining, and that pulse becomes a continuous broadcast. And it scales linearly with the size of the reaction medium, so you can imagine what it would be like when you try it on the real deal.”

	“With any luck, I won't have to imagine it. How long would this broadcast last?”

	“We've only ever deployed one of these in the field once. I think it lasted for three months. But that wasn't anywhere near optimized. It was a rush job. I figure we could get that up to a year pretty easily. And firing these things is all you'll have to do. Automated targeting makes them home in on their targets, automated defenses makes them impossible to disarm, and twilight drives keep them from being tracked by normal sensors.”

	“Excellent. You'll be coming with me, then. I'll need you to prepare a production facility so that we can maintain a ready supply,” he said, tapping some commands into his rebooted pad.

	“Nope. We do the production here. If you want reproduction rights, we are talking about a much larger fee. So--”

	“Multiple unauthorized device deployments detected in and around the facility,” the automated voice announced. “Electromagnetic pulse dev--”

	The signal suddenly cut off in a burst of digital distortion. Karter's hand was already on the grip of a firearm at his belt, but a hypodermic injector was pressed to his neck and he collapsed to the ground.

	“Lock coordinates and activate, radius six meters, centered on transmitting position,” ordered the leader into his slidepad, as his men gathered up the unconscious inventor and clustered around.

	A few moments later, there was a flash. When the dust cleared, the men, as well as a hemispherical bowl of rock and soil beneath where they had stood, were gone.

	 


Chapter 1

	Lex had certainly enjoyed more than his share of excitement in the past. His short but stellar career in the world of hoversled racing, one would imagine, would have been the high point so far. Failing that, it would certainly be a reasonable assumption that his ruinous fall from grace at the hands of a race he'd fixed against his will would have added plenty of undue excitement to his life. In truth, though, it all paled in comparison to the events of earlier that year when he had--through dumb luck and desperation as much as skill--managed to foil a plot that could have taken the lives of nearly half a million people, not to mention the star systems they called home. That little adventure was something he thought of as “the Bypass Gemini Incident.” It had involved directly opposing VectorCorp, the largest corporation in the galaxy, and had required the aid of a man who could only be called a mad scientist. Yes, there had been a number of exciting days in his life.

	This was not one of them.

	Currently, he was cleaning up his tiny apartment. The place was little more than a combination living room/bedroom, dominated by a flatscreen that took up nearly one entire wall and a futon that occupied most of what space was left. A door at the opposite side led to a room that would have been called a closet if not for the fact that it had a sink, a refrigerator, and a microwave. It adjoined a room that was similarly a bathroom in name only, with a toilet and shower wedged tightly enough to make successfully closing the door while inside a veritable contortionist act.

	Generally, he allowed trash and grime to accumulate until it made it difficult to navigate the space safely, but today he was sanitizing it in preparation for a rare visit from his girlfriend.

	Her name was Michella Modane; by virtue of their jobs, the pair had been having something of a long-distance relationship, despite the fact they lived less than twenty minutes apart. She was an investigative reporter, and thanks to her coverage of the very same near-catastrophe that had made such an impression on Lex's life, she'd managed to become one of the more respected and sought-after figures of local news. In the past, “local news” might not have been an impressive achievement, but these days, the term local tended to cover multiple planets, so she was rather proud of how far she had come. Most of her information regarding that first big story had come from Lex himself, but everything since had been due to her own significant skills. In the eight months since that big break, she had gone on to unearth scandals and plots ranging from disgraced government officials to corrupt corporate executives. If someone had secrets, they did not want to get a visit from Michella Modane.

	One might then assume that this meant that Lex had no secrets. After all, he was anticipating her arrival so eagerly, he was willing to clean out the crevices of his futon, which was, at this point, a veritable archeological expedition. As a matter of fact, Lex did have secrets, a point which had caused no small amount of friction between them. The first was the specific name and location of the man who had provided him the equipment that had made his heroic deeds possible. Considering the fact that he'd bested the security of VectorCorp, a company more powerful than most individual governments, and had done so despite a complete lack of anything resembling training, her curiosity was entirely understandable. So far, he'd been able to avoid telling her by making it clear that his unnamed benefactor would be in terrible danger if he were revealed--and, more to the point, would not be terribly pleased with Lex for revealing him. It had been enough to convince her and, by happy coincidence, it happened to be true.

	The second secret had to do with the fact that the owner of his apartment building was a man named Nicholas Patel, the head of one of the better-known organized crime syndicates, and why precisely he was allowing Lex to live rent-free. Michella had never expressed curiosity about it for the simple reason that she didn't know about it, and had, so far, not been given any reason to suspect it. This was very fortunate, since the last time he'd become entangled with the mob, it had led to the aforementioned fixed race, which had, in turn, led to the destruction of his career and a two-year hiatus in their relationship. She would tolerate an awful lot, but she could not abide getting mixed up with mobsters. Michella had never explained why she felt that way, but he'd learned a thing or two about her childhood, and he suspected she had very good reasons.

	Lex had just finished dumping a final load of miscellaneous debris into the garbage, and was admiring an apartment that was almost respectable, when a tone alerted him to a visitor at the apartment building's front door. He walked over and tapped the panel beside the door. The video feed showed him the not-quite-face-on view of a person who didn't know where to look when waiting to be let in. It was a man with an inebriated grin showing off a grand total of four teeth. His face looked like it was in the process of being reclaimed by a jungle of gray, scraggly hair. The beard in particular looked like it had won a revolution.

	“Um . . . do I know you?” Lex asked.

	“Trevor Alexander?” the grimy man slurred.

	Lex flinched. After one too many run-ins with the law, he had begun to dread hearing his full name spoken out loud.

	“Yeah?”

	“You're 'sposed to give me a stack of chips.”

	“Sorry, sir. I don't have time for this. There's a homeless shelter three blocks down.”

	He shut off the screen and checked the time. Michella would be showing up in ten minutes. He debated on lighting a candle, ostensibly to set a more romantic mood, but primarily to take the edge off of the combination of window cleaner and leftover takeout food that was currently the dominant aroma. Deciding that it was probably a wise decision, he started rummaging through the solitary closet in his apartment to find one. Before long, there was a knock at the door. He checked the time again, then shut the closet and answered the door.

	After living in an apartment for as long as he had, Lex had begun to react differently to a knock at the door than others would. Since strangers were all stopped at the front door of the building, if someone was knocking on his specific door, it meant they either worked for the building, were a neighbor, or had been given access by him or a neighbor. Thus, ninety percent of the time, the person on the other side of the door would be someone he knew. This turned out to be part of the other ten percent.

	The door opened to reveal the very same grizzled homeless man who had spoken to him a moment ago. Lex slammed the door, latched the door chain, then opened it again, peering through the crack. A potent combination of body odor and fortified wine fumes wafted past him.

	“How did you get in here!?” he asked.

	“Yer magic dog let me in.”

	“My what?”

	“Yer dog! I brung yer magic dog!”

	His aromatic visitor held up a creature that could certainly be easily confused for a dog. It was about the size of a large terrier and had generally canine features, but a close inspection of the pointed ears and narrow muzzle, combined with the black coloring with white stripes and massive fluffy tail, gave it the overall appearance of a cross between a skunk and a fox--exactly what it was. The result was a maddeningly cute creature, eyes and feet a bit too big, and tail easily as large as the rest of its body. In short, it looked like a stuffed animal artisan's magnum opus. Lex crooked his head to the side and raised an eyebrow.

	“Solby?” he asked, recalling the name of the last such beast he'd encountered.

	“Not precisely, Mr. Alexander,” remarked what sounded like an edited-together recording of three women and a synthetic voice.

	Lex whipped around to face the panel beside his door, from which the voice had originated.

	“Ma!?” he yelped.

	“In a manner of speaking,” it replied.

	The bewildered young man turned back to the still-upheld creature. In a maneuver that finally managed to push the weirdness factor over the edge, it winked.

	Lex reluctantly opened the door, allowing the man and his creature inside.

	“Ma, did you send Solby here? Who is this guy?” Lex asked, addressing the panel beside his door.

	For the sake of clarity, it is worth pointing out that Lex was not under any impression that he was speaking to his mother. The unmistakably unique “voice” belonged to an individual he'd met during his last adventure. She was an AI created by a man named Karter Dee, designed to take care of him and his facility. Depending on who you believed, the program owed its name to either its nurturing nature, or the fact that it cooked all of his food, washed all of his dishes, and nagged him incessantly. She was really quite an achievement, a computer program capable of genuine warmth, compassion, and integrity--three things that her creator completely lacked. She also had a vindictive streak when someone got on her bad side.

	“I will explain everything shortly. But first--” Ma began.

	“You owe me a stack of chips,” the homeless man interjected.

	“I don't even know who you are!” Lex protested.

	“I am afraid I promised him that you would provide him with four one-thousand credit chips in exchange for his aid. You will be reimbursed, of course. I would have paid him myself, but I was unable to transfer non-digital assets in my current state, and time was limited.”

	“Jeez, Ma. Four thousand credits? You don't know much about haggling, do you?” Lex said, digging through a jar on the ledge below his ridiculously large flatscreen until he found four poker chips of the correct value.

	The gambling tokens had slipped into the void left behind when cash had finally been entirely replaced by digital-only credits, and Lex found it useful to keep a ready supply. He dropped them into the bum's hand and ushered him out the door.

	“If you ever need somebody to walk that thing, you can--”

	“Not going to happen. Thanks for dropping it off. You know the way out,” Lex said, shutting the door behind his odoriferous visitor.

	The creature that he left behind hopped up onto the futon.

	“No no no no--off the furniture!” he scolded, scooping up the creature and depositing it back on the ground. The creature, technically called a funk, sat obediently on the floor and regarded Lex with a calm, even stare.

	“I apologize. I am not entirely certain of the appropriate etiquette in situations such as this,” Ma stated.

	“What? Never mind. Ma, you want to explain what the hell is going on here? You can start with how that guy got through the front door.”

	“I apologize for that as well. He was beginning to attract attention, and I could not afford any more delay, so I opened the outer door. The encryption algorithm was fairly naïve.”

	“Okay. Why did you send someone to deliver Solby? And why are you talking to me over the door panel right now?”

	“As I indicated, this is not Solby. Solby is a male. This is a female. It seemed more appropriate. As for the reason for the visit, I'm afraid I have a rather significant favor to ask of you.”

	Lex sighed. “A favor? What is it? Does he want me to funk-sit? Or is it more beta testing? Why couldn't Karter just send an email like he usually does?”

	“Beta testing” was a service that Lex had begun to provide his inventor associate following their collaboration in the VectorCorp situation. He would try out a variety of equipment, usually dealing with spaceship parts. In exchange for pointing out any glaring flaws and providing feedback, he would be paid, or allowed to keep an improved version of the equipment in question. The arrangement had proven to be mutually beneficial.

	“I will provide details shortly--but, before I begin, I have a more minor and immediate favor to ask. If it is not too much of an intrusion upon your hospitality, I would be grateful if you could spare some food. It has been some time since I last ate.”

	“You're an AI talking to me over a data connection, Ma. You don't eat.”

	“That is not an entirely accurate assessment at the present time, I am afraid.”

	“What is that supposed to mean?”

	“Look at the creature at your feet, Lex.”

	He did so. It was still staring at him, showing a calmness that he didn't think was physically possible for the species. Solby had been in perpetual motion. Even when forced to sit still, he would practically vibrate with enthusiasm, waiting until he was given permission to prance about again. This creature seemed perfectly composed and poised, looking him in the eye steadily. It lowered its head slightly, revealing a marble-sized glass nub amid the fur on its neck.

	“Do you remember the purpose of this device?” asked Ma, the glass bead flickering red as she spoke.

	“Yeah. That's the thing Karter uses to upload and download Solby's brain. Leave it to that guy to make backup copies of his pet.”

	“Indeed. More generally, it is a high-speed, wide-band data radio.”

	“It sure does flash a lot more than Solby's does.”

	“Yes. You will find it flashes every time that I speak.”

	“As a matter of fact, it is.”

	The creature raised its head again.

	“That is because I am using it to speak, transmitting to the wall panel.”

	“So, what, you're using this little lady as a transceiver?”

	“I am using her as temporary storage.”

	“Storage? Wait . . . you mean . . .”

	“It is nice to finally speak to you face to face, Lex.”

	 


Chapter 2

	Lex stared blankly at the creature at his feet as he tried to comprehend what was happening.

	“Perhaps you could look into the issue of food while you cope with this revelation?” she offered.

	“Uh . . . yeah. Yeah,” he said, eagerly latching onto the task his brain could handle. “I don't have any pet food or anything like that. We aren't allowed to have pets. Except for my landlady's cats . . . before she got bought out, anyway. I guess that might have changed now that Patel is in charge.”

	“Funks have highly flexible dietary needs. A caloric distribution of approximately twenty percent protein, ten percent fat, and seventy percent carbohydrates would fit my current requirements.”

	Lex pulled open his refrigerator, then his cabinets. In typical bachelor fashion, both were virtually free from any ingredients that could not be eaten directly out of the container, or, failing that, after a few seconds in the microwave.

	“Uh. I don't really organize my food by protein content. I've got instant noodles, cheese curls, protein drink, re-fried beans . . .”

	“That will be sufficient.”

	“The beans? Oh, yeah. I guess Karter did always feed Solby burritos.”

	He peeled the top off of the container, dug through the cabinet for a dish, found the only appropriate one to be in the sink, and set about washing it.

	“You need this heated up or anything?” he asked.

	“That will not be necessary.”

	“Right. Okay. Just a minute.”

	As he went about rinsing the largest pieces of stubborn food from the bowl and tried to arrange his thoughts into a series of questions, he was too distracted to notice the sound of his door blipping open. Thus, he didn't know that Michella had arrived until he heard her utter “Trev?” followed by a squealing coo. Lex burst into the main room of the apartment to find his girlfriend crouched in front of Ma.

	“Aw! Look at you, you little darling!” she gushed, face scrunched adorably. “Trev, is this your dog?”

	Ma looked up at the visitor, an unnervingly dignified look on her face

	“Michella! Uh, no, no. A friend of mine dropped her off.”

	“Does she bite?”

	“I seriously doubt it, but--”

	Before he could object, she scooped up the little creature and held her up, cuddling tightly. For a moment or two, Ma wore a face of introspection, eyes squinting and head tipped to the side. Then her mouth dropped open and she yipped three times before somewhat mechanically beginning to lick at Michella's ear and rustle her tail. It was a pale imitation of Solby's manic enthusiasm, but it was enough to delight Michella. Lex felt as though he should put a stop to it, but the sight of them together was just too good to interrupt.

	If a scientist had designed a laboratory-perfect example of girl-next-door gorgeous, Michella would be the result. Her long auburn hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She hadn't bothered to put her “camera face” on, so her freckles were showing on her cheeks. Her skin tone and features showed of a healthy mix of Latin American in her gene pool, with a few glaring departures inherited from a dash of European somewhere along the line. Rather than her on-screen contacts, she was wearing her librarian-style eyeglasses, highlighting her sapphire-blue eyes. A pair of designer jeans and a white T-shirt featuring the logo of her favorite band, Death Zone Dumpster, hugged curves that had inspired what might well be the first image board on the net dedicated to an investigative reporter. As she fawned over the little creature held to her chest, Lex took the time to snap a picture with his slidepad before interrupting the love-fest.

	“You two want a room?” he asked.

	“She's such a cutie. What breed is this?” she asked.

	“I don't know. A rare one. One of those designer breeds.”

	That much was true. The funk had been designed in a laboratory using a genetic simulator.

	“What's her name?” she asked.

	“Her name is . . . uh . . .”

	Ma gestured her head briefly toward the panel by the door, behind Michella. It displayed a name.

	“Squee?” he said with a furrowed brow.

	“Squee. That's a cute name,” she said, putting the little beast down. “You watching her for long?”

	“I really hope not,” he said, dumping the beans onto the dish and placing it down.

	Ma/Squee tapped across the floor and eagerly dug into the food.

	“I know I said I was going to be here for a few hours, Trev, but they moved my flight up. I'm already running late. The car service is waiting outside. Sorry, honey.”

	“What? Okay, ignoring the ditched plans, you got a car service? I could have taken you over in my limo. Hell, I could have flown you all the way to Tessera in the S.O.B.”

	As a former racer, Lex's chief skills almost exclusively dealt with moving quickly and accurately in a piece of machinery. It was thus no surprise that the jobs he found to replace racing all involved handling a vehicle. The day-to-day bills were mostly paid by a hoverbike courier job, which called for him to go whipping through the streets and sky of Preston City at dangerous speeds. Here and there, he supplemented that income with a chauffeur job courtesy of his limo, a holdover from the brief time that he was a celebrity. On top of that was a not-quite-legitimate interstellar courier job that made use of his custom ship, Son of Betsy. The traditional name for the position was “freelancer.” The three careers, combined with the beta testing, were just enough to keep his head above water and allow him to start chiseling away at his massive debt.

	“You know the office likes me to use their vendors.”

	“You could always convince them to make me a vendor.”

	“Don't start,” she said, making a face. “I'll be back in a couple of weeks. I'll see you then. I just didn't want to leave you hanging.” She gave him a hug and a peck on the cheek. “I'll miss you.”

	“Me, too. You better show up next time, babe,” he said.

	“Cross my heart. And goodbye to you, Squee, sweetie,” she said, with a blown kiss and a wink, her trademark sendoff.

	Ma looked up from the food to deliver three quick yips again before continuing her meal. Lex leaned out the doorway and watched her go, a faint smile on his face. When the elevator doors shut behind her, he stepped inside and closed the door. He flopped down on the futon.

	“She seemed nice,” Ma remarked. “And your apartment, also, is very nice. The weather is lovely today. How have things been regarding your employment?”

	“Seriously Ma? Small talk? You're a supercomputer walking around as an adorable little fuzzball and you are attempting small talk?”

	“I am endeavoring to put you at ease with what I understand is a difficult situation.”

	“It isn't working,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose.

	“That is unfortunate.”

	She finished eating the contents of the bowl, industriously licked it clean, and tapped over to his feet.

	“So, what possible reason could you have for coming out here like this?”

	“Karter has been kidnapped.”

	“What!? By who?”

	“I am not certain of the organization, but I have my suspicions that it is a group of political extremists. They wanted to contract him for the construction of a potentially destructive device, and during a scale demonstration of an existing product, they deployed electromagnetic pulse generators to incapacitate me and his other automated defenses. By the time I was able to restore myself to limited functionality, they were gone.”

	“Why would they kidnap him? Do you think they're going to force him to build weapons for them?”

	“You know Karter as well as I. It is entirely possible that they will not need to force him.”

	“Yeah . . .”

	Karteroketraskin “Karter” Dee, was many things. He was a brilliant engineer and a gifted inventor. He was also, proudly, a borderline sociopath with little use for morals and even less use for most of the human race. Though he had helped to prevent a multi-planet catastrophe by lending apparatus and research, he only did so first out of spite, then out of self-interest. The opportunity to field-test his experimental equipment was, in his eyes, justification enough to do virtually anything. In the brief time that Lex had known him, he had seen the man use weapons-grade lasers as a pooper-scooper, and a miniature black hole as a projectile. He had a predilection for creating weapons of mass destruction . . . and now he might be in the hands of a terrorist group.

	“Do you understand why I was willing to take such drastic action?”

	“Well, yeah, but why me? This is a job for the military or one of those bureaus of investigation.”

	“The initial contact with these individuals was arranged through military channels, implying that the military may have been compromised by the group. Furthermore, Karter is, himself, somewhat sought after by a number of military and domestic agencies. My goal is to liberate him, not to deliver him from one form of imprisonment to another. Thus, this is a matter that calls for discretion. You are, to be perfectly frank, one of the few people that I feel we can trust.”

	“There has got to be someone better for--”

	“Lex, I had anticipated your reluctance, and as such had allotted three days in which to convince you in a gradual and logical manner. Unfortunately, I underestimated the difficulty of traversing interstellar distances as an unaccompanied non-verbal quadruped, and thus was delayed. For this reason, I will distill the situation to its purest form.

	“Karter has the knowledge, resources, and lack of moral conviction to be a threat to society on an unprecedented scale. The only thing that has prevented him from becoming a purposeful blight on humanity thus far has been a lack motivation--and, more recently, gentle influence from me. He is now beyond my influence and at the mercy of a group of very motivated individuals. It is a relative certitude that, unless something is done quickly, an evil will be unleashed upon the populace that will make the plot you foiled several months ago seem mild by comparison. I have set a plan in motion that should leave us adequately equipped to retrieve him, but to remain on schedule for the next phase, you and I will need to be en route in sixty-five minutes, so there is no further time for debate. I need your help.”

	“I guess I don't really have a choice.”

	“I was confident you would make the correct decision. I hope that you are able to leave immediately. We will need to purchase a few items.”

	“Like what?”

	“Well, evidently if we are to be moving about freely in public, I will require a leash.”

	#

	A few minutes later, Lex was finishing a call, almost ready to leave.

	“Yeah, mark off, further notice. Thanks. See you later,” Lex said before pocketing his slidepad.

	The first step had been to call his various dispatchers and employers to let them know he would be off the list for a while. It was something he had to do every time he had a long-distance package to drop off for his freelancer gig, so they were used to it. Next, a reasonably clean T-shirt and jeans were selected, and he set about loading down his pockets with everything he might need, including his slidepad, a pack of gum, and a supply of chips. He also quickly packed an overnight bag with clothes for an assortment of climates. One of the side effects of the ease of long-distance travel meant that, in the space of a few days, he could be exposed to both extremes of hot and cold, as well as every weather condition he could imagine. He knew from experience that it paid to be prepared. When he was through, Lex stopped at the door for a final check.

	“Hey, how are you going to talk to me?”

	“I could utilize the speaker functionality of your slidepad,” offered the series of female voices from the panel beside the door.

	“I think that would be a little obvious.”

	“Do you have a hands-free device?”

	“Uh, yeah, somewhere,” Lex said, eventually fishing the jelly bean-sized device from his pocket.

	“Insert it, please,” she requested.

	He slipped it into his ear.

	“Processing . . . negotiating . . . pairing . . . establishing connection . . . connection established. Can you hear me?” she recited, her last comment coming from the ear bud rather than the panel.

	“Yeah. I guess that will do. The only problem now is that I'm going to be talking out loud to an animal.”

	“I understand that is not an uncommon behavior.”

	“I guess not. But most people aren't getting replies. I guess I'll just pretend I'm on a call.”

	“That is wise.”

	Lex left his apartment, Ma tapping along the ground beside him. After an elevator ride to the surface, he fetched his hoverbike. It used three hover modules mounted at the end of short outriggers to haul around the contents of a shopping cart-sized wire basket mounted behind the seat. It wasn't the most dignified means of conveyance, but in his hands it could beat virtually anything in a race across town, including, on more occasions that he would be willing to admit, police cars. Ma was loaded into the basket.

	“You sure you're going to be okay back here?” he asked.

	“I trust your skill as a pilot,” she replied, settling carefully to the floor of the basket.

	“Even so. I'll take it slow. First stop, mega-store,” he said, easing his bike into the air.

	They began to make their way through Preston City. It was the capital of Lex's home planet, Golana, and one of the largest transportation hubs in the galactic neighborhood. As such, it was home to far too many people crammed into far too little space. Even though the city sprawled over hundreds of miles, virtually all of the buildings were massive, reaching dozens to hundreds of stories into the air. Street traffic was fairly light, thanks to the fact that hovercars were able to take advantage of cordoned-off skyways instead. Outside of city limits, cars frequently shifted to autonomous, which virtually eliminated traffic and permitted speeds measured in the hundreds of miles per hour. Inside the city, however, people preferred manual control, leading to the same traffic snarls that had plagued humans for generations. They had simply been expanded from two dimensions to three.

	“You want to explain to me what the plan is?”

	“You and I are going to rendezvous with one of Karter's former collaborators. He has experience in matters such as these. From there, pending his insight into the situation, your involvement may be at an end.”

	“You sure? All I have to do is escort you to a meeting with this guy?” Lex asked.

	“That is a rough overview, but I've done what I can to allow for maximum flexibility, so expect a degree of fluidity.”

	“What kind of fluidity?”

	“We are likely to require more manpower--if so, he may require your aid in locating and meeting with them.”

	“Okay. That sounds doable. I guess I can see why you needed a chaperone. It must be tricky getting people to take you seriously when you're, you know, fuzzy.”

	“Exceedingly.”

	“Wouldn't it have been easier to build a robot body?”

	“Time was limited, and the circumstances of my departure made the survival of a complex computational mechanism unlikely. In addition, there was the necessity to blend with human society. While the many breeds of dog and their relative ubiquity would permit my current selection of form to go unnoticed, a robot would need to be extremely sophisticated to receive the same treatment. Karter has built a female humanoid robot, but he achieved the desired level of fidelity in only three areas of its anatomy. The face was not one of them.”

	“Do I want to know what three parts made the list?”

	“Unlikely.”

	“Yeah, you're probably right. Okay, we're here. Cost-Mart,” Lex said.

	With a name like Cost-Mart, one could be excused for thinking that a description was unnecessary, and to a degree that is true. As you might imagine, it was the sort of place that sold everything conceivable, and generally in gallons when ounces would suffice. The last time Lex had visited this place, it was to buy a gross of granola bars to stock the S.O.B. for a particularly lengthy delivery. The name may even conjure to mind the sprawling size of the superstore, but that is where the expectations start to fall short. To begin to understand the scope of the shopping center, you must first understand that there was no parking lot, because customers were encouraged to pilot their vehicles directly into the store. It had departments the way malls had stores, spread across floors and stretched across blocks. Items were loaded directly into trunks, baskets, and seats. A quick swipe of a slidepad deducted the cost of the purchase directly from your accounts, meaning that there was no checkout. Shoplifting was virtually nonexistent, primarily because if you walked or drove out of the store without paying, they would automatically debit your slidepad as you exited.

	There were smaller stores and more traditional places to purchase things, certainly, but for someone who wanted to be absolutely certain that what they needed would be in stock, Cost-Mart was the best bet.

	“What are we looking for?” Lex asked.

	“Some manner of leash appropriate for a creature of my size. We will also need food and water for a few days for myself and, if the S.O.B. is not currently stocked, food for you as well. In addition, we need: four small items of blue clothing, a commercial- or industrial-grade thiol oxidation spray, two or more epinephrine injectors with replaceable reservoirs--product code EPP-4942c--a large package of pain management medication, a general anesthetic, assorted first aid supplies, four to six additional hands-free audio devices, four to six additional slidepads or datapads--”

	“Whoa, whoa, whoa! What is this, a scavenger hunt? Listen, I'm not sure I've got enough available credit to cover this stuff. I mean, what's a cheapo slidepad run these days, five thousand credits?”

	“High-end models would be preferred.”

	“Yeah, I don't have the cash to be buying those things by the half-dozen.”

	“Of course. Please stop at the nearest gambling kiosk.”

	“Heh. This ought to be good.”

	Before long, Lex spotted a video poker machine beside a coffee stand on one of the upper levels. Just as cash had found a replacement in casino chips, ATMs had evolved into poker kiosks. All one had to do was take a seat, load credits into the machine directly from their bank account, and cash out to get a pocket full of fixed value, non-traceable funds. Best of all, the machines didn't charge a service or convenience fee. This was largely because virtually all of the people who sought to use them simply as a way to convert money from credits to chips took the time to play a hand or two, inevitably losing a bit in the process. It was actually a fairly ingenious and effective system. Unless, of course, you had a gambling problem, but society had shuffled those unfortunates down to the bottom of the ladder long ago.

	He settled his bike down and Ma hopped to the seat. The light on her neck flashed, a log-in screen came and went, and a user profile under the name Kyle Oscar Dunbrook appeared. As she worked at the kiosk, a patron of the coffee shop, sporting a latte larger than his head, stopped and eyed the bizarre sight.

	“She's my good luck charm. I always sit her in the chair for the first hand,” Lex explained.

	The stranger shrugged, apparently satisfied with the answer, and moved on. A moment later, Ma was finished bringing up the account information. The balance was . . . unusual. It seemed to say 5.45E11.

	“Wh--why is there an E in the available balance field?” Lex asked.

	“Scientific notation. The funds display of this machine is only ten characters,” she said, the screens flipping through to the cash out tab.

	“Wait . . . so Karter has more than ten digits in his bankroll?” he asked, eyes wide.

	“In this account, yes. There are others.”

	“. . . I should have become a mad scientist.”

	The coin tray on the front of the machine quickly filled. There were five one hundred thousand-credit chips, twenty ten thousand-credit chips, and twenty one thousand-credit chips. A moment later, four more one thousand-credit chips dropped. For the appropriate frame of reference: if his various jobs managed to bring in one hundred thousand credits combined, it was a pretty good week. He was holding nearly two months' salary in his hand.

	“That should be sufficient to cover the expenses. I would suggest you only deposit half into your account. Liquid funds may come in handy.”

	“Whatever you say, boss.”

	She logged off, he logged on, and in short order his account swelled to a larger number than he'd seen in months.

	“Right, let's go shopping,” he said.

	 


Chapter 3

	The items on the list were snagged one by one. First was a harness-style leash, which was securely strapped on so that Lex would stop getting irritated looks from security guards and fellow shoppers. He also had swung by the pet food section, but Ma assured him that Solby always seemed happier and healthier when he was provided with the food Karter favored, specifically beans and rice, so frozen burritos and vitamin tablets were chosen as her rations. Next, he managed to get a decent deal on a combo-pack of six current-generation slidepads bundled with hands-free buds. At Ma's request, he'd splurged for a few ruggedized cases, complete with lanyards and belt clips, as well. The vague “blue clothing” requirement was fulfilled by a handful of bandanas. The epinephrine gadgets were a little hard to find--they were in the allergy medication area rather than the prescription area, and everybody seemed to prefer the disposable ones rather than refillable--but before long he'd snagged everything that she was after.

	“What's next, Ma?” Lex asked, as he piloted his bike out of the store.

	“Our next destination is the starport. We will need to board a first class flight, but, first, you will need to send your own ship autonomously to a maintenance station near the flight path,” Ma explained.

	“Uh. The S.O.B. can't do long-range autonomous flight,” he explained, nudging his bike in the general direction of the starport.

	“Karter designed and built your ship, and I was responsible for installing the software. I assure you, it is entirely capable.”

	Lex blinked.

	“Well, why didn't anybody tell me!?”

	“You had not requested it. You had only requested short-range autonomy.”

	“Then why did you put it in?”

	“The appropriate sensory apparatus and computational power were present in the system; there was no reason not to include it.”

	“Are there any other features you didn't bother to tell me about?”

	“Several. I can prepare a list for you, if you like, following the completion of our current task.”

	“Any reason you can't do it now?”

	“It is possible that you will be displeased by one or more of the functions, and thus will be less inclined to continue to lend your aid.”

	“See, now . . . that's not very encouraging.”

	“Only one of them is potentially life-threatening.”

	“Oh, well, that's not so bad,” he snarked, quietly questioning why he was willingly helping these people.

	#

	In a large space station, at an undisclosed location, a woman by the name of Janet Purcell was pacing angrily in the way that only a superior officer can. Her hair was short and red, a brilliant, fright-wig shade of red that was clearly the work of chemicals rather than nature. The clothes she wore were strictly military: black canvas fatigues, festooned with patches and medals representing assorted service honors. Notably absent were flags or seals indicating her military loyalty. She looked like she may have been entering the unhappy half of her thirties, but her physique was the training-forged build of a career soldier. A deep scar ran from her scalp just above her left eye, circled across her temple and cheek, and ended at the edge of her chin. What looked to be the feathery red of an electrical burn was just visible on her throat at the neck of her fatigues. Hanging at her belt was a combat knife laser-etched with the designations MME (MonoMolecular Edge) and HFMO (High Frequency MicroOscilation) along the side of the blade. To a layman, these terms roughly translated to “very very sharp” and “makes a scary, high-pitched noise while it cuts through things.” The scary noise was caused by the fact that the blade vibrated at a frequency just beyond the range of hearing, and this frequency slowed a bit while it was sawing through . . . well, virtually anything. In a chest holster, a plasma-pistol with a bulging extended power cell was ready and waiting to be drawn. The look in her eye suggested that it wouldn't have to wait long.

	“He is secured?” she hissed.

	“Yes, ma'am.”

	“Again?”

	“Yes, ma'am.”

	The man answering the questions was the same one who had been the leader of the group that had ended up kidnapping Karter. He was sporting at least three recently-bandaged wounds, and one hand was badly disfigured. Rather than the arctic gear of his last outing, he was wearing composite body armor over fatigues similar to Purcell's, and a high-powered plasma rifle was strapped to his back. The goggles, however, still had a place of honor on his head. The body armor, goggles, and bandages were worn by nearly all of the soldiers without a task-specific uniform. In this case, a name tag etched on the armor labeled him Crewman Marx.

	“Explain to me how this happened,” she ordered.

	“The prisoner, Dr. Dee, appeared to be cooperating. Our engineers agreed that the most recent design did appear to be a larger-scale implementation of the small device we had confiscated from him when we first captured him,” Marx explained.

	“Cooperating? He depressurized three decks. Even with emergency procedures, we lost five men. That does not sound like cooperation!”

	“We are still investigating how he managed to gain control of the airlocks and override the failsafes.”

	“That is the third security breach since he was brought to this facility. That is unacceptable,” she cried, hammering the wall beside her with a fist. A moment later, her composure returned. “You say the scale has been increased. Is it enough for our purposes?”

	“Engineering is just finishing a mockup now, but they say that several key components necessary for activation aren't included. They are going to run some tests shortly.”

	She fumed silently for a moment. “Keep me apprised of the results. I am going to speak with him.”

	“Yes, Commander.”

	Commander Purcell marched out of the room and into the hallway. The cramped, industrial corridor looked as though it had been designed by the same people who had made the first submarines. Pipes and vents visibly lined the walls and ceiling, and a grating covered more along the floor. She made her way down a long, curving hall, through a narrow door, and down a few ladders, finally arriving at a much larger and more navigable space. This was good, because there were six guards on duty. The same number in another hall would have made it impassible. Three stood on each side of a barred cell door. Inside was Karter Dee. He wasn't looking particularly threatening at the moment, as it had been discovered that both his whole left arm and his left leg below the knee were mechanical prostheses; they had been forcibly removed after he'd used them rather creatively to wreak havoc. He was now sitting on a chair that was the only piece of furniture in the room. Even the lights had been removed.

	“Dee!” the commander barked.

	“What?” he snapped, as though she were interrupting something much more interesting.

	“You can't keep doing this forever.”

	“I think that I can.”

	“You realize that we will kill you if you don't cooperate.”

	“Pff, no. If you could figure this out on your own, you wouldn't have kidnapped me to start with. This is a lose–lose for you. I'm not going to cooperate unless I get what I want, so unless you are going to cave to my demands, you can either keep threatening and get nothing, or kill me and get nothing. I've got all the power here.”

	“We have your latest designs. It is only a matter of time.”

	“Lady, that design is incomplete, and you don't have the tools to finish it. You don't even have the tools to make the tools to finish it.”

	“You won't stop us from achieving our goals.”

	“What makes you think I want to stop you? I couldn't care less about your agenda. You think you're the first group of terrorists I've sold stuff to?”

	“We aren't terrorists. We are revolutionaries.”

	“Tomato, to-mah-to,” he said, with a waggle of his remaining hand. “The point is, I was ready, willing, and able to fork these things over by the dozen if you were willing to cough up the money. I still am, but the price has gone way up. Inconvenience fee, because, for some reason, you thought it was wise to kidnap me.”

	“We couldn't afford to have you supply them to anyone but us, and we couldn't afford to have you warning anyone.”

	“Nondisclosure agreements and exclusivity agreements. Think like a corporation, lady. They've proven much better at enslaving the masses and pushing home their agenda than all of the terrorists in the history the human race put together. But no, you had to do things the hard way. So I had to make a point or two, in the form of four very destructive escape attempts.”

	“Three,” she corrected.

	“You sure about that?” he said doubtfully.

	Purcell stared at him intensely, her mind racing. Suddenly, her eyes widened and she scrambled for her hefty mil-spec communicator and thumbed the transmit button.

	“Engineering!” she hissed.

	“Engineering here,” came the reply a few moments later, accompanied by video.

	“Do not activate the latest prototype of the CME activator.”

	“It is already in the testing rig. We are getting impressive power output.”

	Even over the transmission, a worrying increase in the electronic hum of the equipment could be heard.

	“Shut it down--now!”

	“Shutting down.”

	The man in the video window tapped at some controls. The hum had become a shuddering rattle by the time he issued the appropriate command, and whatever had been causing it was causing the lighting in the room to flicker and flare. Gradually, the rattle died away.

	“The device is powered down,” the technician said.

	“Disassemble it, and move it off the station. Testing on any and all designs provided by Dr. Dee will now be done planetside in Site C. Maximum safety protocols.”

	“Yes, Commander.”

	She closed the connection and turned her gaze to Karter.

	“Probably I should have kept my mouth shut about that one,” he said. “Oh, well, next time.”

	“What do you want, exactly?” she fumed.

	“Good question. Start making offers.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “No,” she decided. “We have not reached that point. I'm not willing to make any deals.”

	“Heh. The terrorists won't negotiate with me,” he mused as the commander stalked away.

	#

	Back on Golana, Lex and Ma had just arrived in “The Upstairs,” the orbital section of Golana Interstellar Starport. It was made up of a series of rotating rings at the end of long tethers that led to complexes on the planet's surface. These tethers allowed elevators to haul crew, passengers, and cargo into space in a cheaper and more efficient way than shuttles, and the rotation allowed the outer rim of each ring to experience at least a semblance of gravity in a cheaper and more efficient way than artificial gravity generators. A side effect of the rotation method, though, was that the full effect was only felt at the circumference, where the paying customers were. The further in you went, the less gravity there was. Right now, Lex was quite near the hub, working his way toward a place called “Blake's Stardock” and learning how difficult it was to gracefully navigate in zero-G while carrying a small creature and a bulky bag.

	“I find it difficult to believe that there is not a better means of travel in microgravity,” Ma suggested as she and Lex twisted awkwardly and collided with the wall at the end of a corridor.

	“There is. There's these little zip-lifts. I just never had to use them before. Most of the time, this is faster.”

	“This does not appear to be one of those times.”

	“Don't rub it in,” he said, tucking her under an arm and wrangling the bag onto his shoulder.

	“Lex? Who you talking to?” asked a man sticking his head out of a nearby hatch.

	“Nobody. How's it going, Blake?” he replied.

	“Just fine. Thanks for helping overhaul that bigwig's racer last week.”

	“Overhaul? I messed with the timing.”

	“Whatever it was, he said it knocked 0.5 off his lap times.”

	Blake, who had known Lex back when he was an up-and-coming racer who had been tagged with the unfortunate nickname “T-Lex” by the press, ran the stardock. Aside from giving people a place to keep their ships when not in use, he also performed standard maintenance and tuning. The man was a wizard with his tools, and could get even a third-hand, used and abused engine running again, but he never could get the knack of some of the finer tweaks that racers used to give themselves an edge. Thus, when someone brought him a ship that needed some tender loving care, he would call Lex. In exchange, he put Lex on the crew list and let him keep his ship in one of the spare docks--when there were docks to spare. It was an arrangement that worked out pretty well for both men.

	“You never struck me as the 'accessory pet' sort, Lex,” Blake said, eying Ma. “Or is this Mitch's?”

	“Nah, but she was all over it, so I'm sure she'll want one.”

	“Women.”

	Ma narrowed her eyes.

	“Uh, so, anyway, I'll just be in and out. Need to tell Son of Betsy to drop herself off somewhere.”

	“You've got a fully autonomous autopilot?”

	“Apparently.”

	“Huh. Well, go ahead. I'll let you know if I need you for anything.”

	“Sure thing,” Lex said, making his way into the hatch and nudging his way along the walls to the dock that held his ship.

	“What did your friend mean by his statement, 'women'?” Ma asked sternly.

	“What? I don't know. It is just something men say when they don't understand women.”

	“His tone indicated he was utilizing the term as an indication of fault.”

	“Yes. I cannot imagine why he would want to indicate that women could be difficult to deal with sometimes.”

	“Are you indicating that I am difficult to deal with?”

	“Maybe.”

	“Thank you, Lex.”

	“For what?”

	“For the implicit indication that you think of me as a woman rather than a machine.”

	“Oh. You're welcome. Ow!” he yelped, after receiving a nip to the hand.

	“And that is for speaking disparagingly of my gender.”

	“I'm sorry. Jeez.”

	“I trust that it was not disproportionately painful. Owing to a prior lack of the appropriate anatomy, that is the first time that I have bitten someone, and I am not confident that I have achieved proficiency in the nuances of the act.”

	“Don't worry about it,” he said, drifting up to the view window overlooking his ship and pulling out his slidepad. “There's the S.O.B. I'll open up a secure connection, and you do what you need to do.”

	Lex rubbed his hand as the red light on Ma's neck flashed furiously. It had been eight months or so since he'd met her, and whereas he and Karter had been in contact strictly for business reasons, Ma kept up a correspondence with him for seemingly no reason beyond keeping in touch. While his first impression hadn't been a good one (he'd indicated she wasn't a good computer and that he would rather deal with a real person), she'd quickly warmed to him when he apologized and began treating her as an equal, something that no one else had ever done. While this had seemed strange behavior for a computer, it had helped him to realize that Ma wasn't your standard AI. She did not have the traditional Three Laws of Robotics governing her actions.

	Instead, she had been programed to act in what she determined to be the best interests of Karter specifically and humanity in general, and to strive to improve both her understanding of morality and the quality of her interaction; a so-called Altruistic AI. Somehow, despite having one of the most self-centered and unstable people Lex had ever met as her primary point of reference, she had developed into a reasonably well-adjusted personality. Somewhere along the way, she had also decided that she had the reasonable expectation of proper treatment, and tended to be petty and bitter toward those who she felt were disrespectful. Considering her lack of the “thou shalt not kill” and “thou shalt obey” aspects of the Asimov Laws, it was probably best to stay on her good side.

	“Command upload complete. The S.O.B. will arrive at the rendezvous point in approximately sixteen hours. Our flight will be leaving in twenty-one minutes and will arrive there in twenty-three hours,” Ma explained, as the ship's engines began to flare and the de-docking procedures kicked in. “You are to be commended. The ship's systems are in an excellent state of repair, and it remains cosmetically flawless.”

	Lex watched anxiously as the ship left the dock and maneuvered into a transit lane. “Yeah. The S.O.B. is the nicest ship I've ever had. I'd like to have it for a long time. Are you sure it will make it okay?”

	“It is programed for maximum safety. It will take fewer risks than you yourself would,” she explained.

	“That's not saying much. Let's get going. What flight are we on?”

	 


Chapter 4

	A shuttle ride to the appropriate platform and a short wait later, Lex and Ma were boarding an interstellar passenger ship. It was something that Lex hadn't had to do for years, ever since he'd gotten his own ship, and he did not miss any part of the process. The lines, the terrible music in the waiting areas--and, as he was currently being reminded, the security checks. They had already scanned his bag, his body, and Ma. They then had asked him to confirm that he wasn't carrying any forbidden substances and devices, presumably just to waste a little more of his time, since they had already done the scans. His slidepad was checked for the proper identification and documentation, his reservation was checked and verified, and, after a short argument, his bag was accepted as carry-on rather than being checked. The only thing that made the entire process tolerable was the fact that the middle aged balding man administering the gauntlet was clearly enjoying it even less than Lex.

	“Do you have an exotic animal transport authorization for that creature?” the man asked.

	“Uh, let me see . . .” Lex said, taking his slidepad out for approximately the eighth time.

	“Check your inbox,” Ma informed him.

	An instant later the appropriate message arrived.

	“There we go.”

	The man eyed it, then looked to the creature at Lex's feet.

	“A 'Funk'? Never heard of it.”

	“They're very rare,” he said.

	That much was true. Until recently, Lex had thought that there was only one . . . well, only one at a time, at least. When there are dozens of duplicates of various ages standing by to replace the original in the event of mishap, the appropriate census count becomes a little more muddied. Squee represented only the second named creature he was aware of, and it was almost certainly the only one to leave the planet of its birth.

	“Mmm, yeah, I remember hearing about them now,” the man said with a nod.

	“I'm sure,” Lex replied.

	“Okay, you're in first class, so you can board now. Cabin three. It looks like you'll be getting off after the second stop,” he said, bleeping Lex through the checkpoint and into the entryway of the ship.

	Space travel in general was frequently treated as though it was functionally identical to the air travel of old, but the reality was closer to a cross between trucking and rail. Science bent the laws of physics to its whims and broke the light barrier for travel speed, but the sheer distances involved, along with the complexities of regulation and safety, meant that travel time still tended to be measured in days. Thus, rather than the cramped rows of airline-style seats in coach and the plush easy chairs in first class that populated the short-distance shuttles, full scale passenger haulers gave the coach folks a hallway and dining area as well, and the first class passengers got full rooms or suites. Despite a brief brush with celebrity, Lex had never actually had the opportunity to ride in a first class cabin. At first glance, he was impressed.

	“My god . . .” he remarked. “It is almost as big as my apartment.”

	Opposite the door was a flatscreen, in the place where a window might have been if the cabin was anywhere near the hull. To one side was a couch; to the other, a narrow bed. Thin sliding doors led to a minimal bathroom (complete with shower) and a closet, respectively. Lex tossed his bag on the bed and flopped down on the couch, which put his own futon to shame. A moment later, an attendant knocked on the door, providing him with a complimentary glass of champagne, and asked if he needed anything for his dog.

	“Water would be appreciated,” Ma informed him.

	“You heard the lady,” Lex said with a grin.

	“I'm sorry?” said the attendant curiously.

	“Err, water would be appreciated,” Lex repeated sheepishly.

	Ma probably would have snickered, if she'd had the appropriate audio file. A moment later a dish and a bottle of spring water were provided. He poured it out for Ma, sprawled on the couch, and sipped at his sparkling wine.

	“You know, Ma? As rescue plans go, this is a good one.”

	“Thank you, Lex. I hope that your opinion of it remains positive through to completion. Now that we have a moment, please remove one of the new slidepads, attach the reinforced case, and affix it to my harness.”

	“Okay,” Lex said, digging
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