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Prologue

	There was nothing quite as satisfying as the roar of a hoversled. Sure, even the most underpowered ships had more potent reactors, but the vacuum of space always muted the bulk of their sound. Only what worked its way through the structure of the ship itself ever made it to the ears of the pilot. But a hoversled? Every rattle and hiss was yours to enjoy.

	Trevor Alexander, “Lex” to all but a select few, basked in the throaty rumble of the thrusters. To him the complex overlapping rhythms had all the nuance and elegance of a symphony orchestra, and had the bonus of propelling him across the landscape at 1200 kph in the straightaways. A desert landscape, wavy and distorted with rising heat, stretched out around him in all directions. It was beautiful in a raw, austere kind of way, sandy-yellow and brick-red stone arranged into a lifeless moonscape of irregular spires and sprawling mesas. Flickering red laser lines stretched between roughly placed markers, tracing out a naturally clear section of the planet’s surface. If he focused, he could feel the repulsors ride across the cracked earth. It was a mild shudder layered atop the general vibration that came with oversize engines forcing a ship through an atmosphere that at this speed may as well have been thick as mud. Pumping lubrication and overheated electronics filled the cockpit with a stinging, acrid smell that almost overpowered the prevailing aroma. Lex himself.

	Heat management was a tricky thing on any high-speed vehicle. The amount of power belching from even the high-efficiency state-of-the-art propulsion systems mounted on this sled was difficult enough to vent completely in a temperate atmosphere. On Operlo, a planet with a “habitable zone” that seldom dropped below 65 degrees Celsius, it was that much harder to dissipate the excess heat. All of this translated to a cockpit that was practically a sauna even with the air-conditioning blasting. Dressed as he was in flame-retardant, impact-reactive safety gear, Lex was stewing. But he wouldn’t have it any other way. The smell of sweat, the hum of the reactor, the shimmy of the frame, the streak of the landscape: they were all part of the experience, four of the five senses pushed to their absolute limit. And as for the fifth?

	“Listen, I think next time we’re going to go spearmint on the gum, Preethy,” Lex said. “I’m just not feeling this wintergreen.”

	“I shall make a note of it, Lex, but please try to remember you are testing the Revision 3 hoversled, not the concession stand,” remarked the businesslike voice of Preethy Misra across the communicator built into his helmet.

	“Hey, I’m a full-service sort of guy. You hire me, you get it all.”

	“How is the equipment performing?” she asked.

	He glanced at the instrument panel. Every section of the cockpit that wasn’t populated with controls was covered with digital and mechanical gauges measuring every conceivable metric of the sled’s condition. Presently they were color coordinated quite well, each deep into the red side of the spectrum.

	“Meters look good,” he said, yanking the control stick to the left to coax the vehicle around a turn.

	Inertia, even subdued as it was by the inhibition system designed to keep the acceleration from squirting his brain out his ears, shoved him to the side of his seat. Three structure sensors started blaring warnings in response.

	“As a general rule we try to keep them in the green, not the red,” Preethy said.

	“If you’re going to spy on the readings across the com system, then why even ask my opinion? I’m your test driver, and I say she’s a beaut. Holding up brilliantly.”

	“And what do you think of the track the surveyors picked out? A worthy third course for our circuit?”

	His hoversled rode up a slight incline and lofted, hurdling through the air for several hundred meters before slamming down again.

	“What was that?” Preethy asked.

	“A minor grading issue. Let me ask, are your track maintenance guys going to clear this off and level it out?”

	“There are safety regulations to adhere to. I understand track features such as that will be mitigated somewhat.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I thought. In that case, this is going to make for sort of a tame run,” he said. “I’m feeling it. But I’m not feeling it, you know?”

	“I’m afraid you’ll need to articulate yourself a bit better than that if I’m going to take your recommendations to the engineers.”

	“Well…” He glanced aside, looking out the right window of his cramped cockpit.

	Stretching out beside the roughed-out track was a huge field of natural stone structures, columns of hard stone scoured out of the softer stretches of the landscape by constant winds. The field was dense with them, in some instances leaving barely enough room between for two hoversleds to pass side by side. He grinned.

	“I’m thinking something like this,” Lex said.

	He fired the retrothrusters to drop his speed to something more maneuverable, then tugged at the controls. The sled struggled to keep its grip on the stone and gravel of the field, skidding wide before settling into a new course. Lex blasted through the laser perimeter of the potential course and off into the cluttered field beyond.

	“Lex, please stay on the intended track until we’ve completed the testing.”

	“We did three laps. Let’s just take a little detour for a bit,” he said.

	“Need I remind you, antics like this have inspired the resignation of no fewer than three insurance adjusters?”

	“Thinning the herd, Preethy. If they can’t take a little navigational improvisation out of your racers, they don’t have a place in the business.”

	The sled sliced across the landscape and deep into a cluster of stone spires. They swept past in twos and threes, each one bringing a heart-stopping whomp as he charged by with inadvisably little clearance.

	He heard Preethy clear her throat over the communicator, then address someone on her side. “Gina, would you please send me the link to the appropriate land surveys for areas surrounding track three? … Thank you.”

	Lex eased the hoversled into a lazy turn into a denser patch of columns, effortlessly plotting a course between them and thrilling as his proximity warning switched from a periodic blip to an almost constant tone.

	“Lex, please bring the sled to a stop immediately,” Preethy said. Her tone was still as calm and collected as it had ever been, but vibrating beneath it was a very real tension.

	“Why, what’s up?”

	“Fifteen hundred meters ahead of you starts ore-field 145, one of our larger zinc mines.”

	“Okay, first off, fifteen hundred meters were gone before you finished talking. Second, what do I care about mines? Those are underground, right?”

	“This particular mine has been running since before Mr. Patel’s landscape conservation efforts. Mining has been temporarily discontinued there due to geographic instability. Automated boring machines were working quite near the surface.”

	“How cl—oh jeez!”

	He pulled hard at the yoke and tapped a side thruster, narrowly avoiding a yawning opening in the ground ahead.

	“What was that?”

	“Little pothole. Nothing to worry ab—”

	His assurance was cut short by the crackling grind of collapsing stone as the ground beneath him began to give way. He cut off power to the main thrusters and maxed out the repulsors, effectively wrapping the whole sled in the electromagnetic equivalent of a bumper. After a short drop, he slammed down onto a bored-out cylindrical tube.

	The natural inclination at this point would have been to stop, but Lex knew when land started to collapse it didn’t usually stop right away. He wasn’t interested in having several metric tons of landscape land on top of him, so he juiced the thrusters and darted along the tunnel.

	“Preethy?” he said shakily.

	“Are you hurt, Lex?” she asked.

	“No, but I’ve got a minor criticism of your sled design.”

	“Perhaps now is not the time for that.”

	“It’s pretty heavy on my mind,” he said, his hands dancing across the controls.

	“What is it?”

	“No headlights.”

	Ahead, the tunnel was utterly black. He routed some power to the retrothrusters without cutting any from the main ones. It wasn’t a very wise decision, since it put terrible strain on the hoversled’s frame, but at this point very few decisions Lex had made were motivated by wisdom. The glow from the straining reverse thrusters just barely illuminated the way ahead. What he saw was a fairly enormous tunnel, easily eighty meters in diameter and a perfect circle in cross section. It continued straight at least as far as the eye could see, which at the moment wasn’t very far at all. Cracks and fractures all along the ceiling convinced him that continuing forward was the best option, as further collapse seemed imminent.

	“Any chance you could—”

	“I’m loading the tunnel network layout into your race computer now,” Preethy said.

	“Much obliged.”

	A progress bar popped up on one of the instrument screens, rocketing from 0 to 50 percent rather quickly, but then slowing drastically.

	“Looks like we’ve got a little bit of a connectivity problem.”

	“Our… intended to… transmission through…” Preethy said, her voice eventually entirely swallowed by digital distortion.

	Lex glanced at his altitude meter—an odd but surprisingly useful inclusion on a hoversled—and noticed that he was creeping steadily deeper into the negatives. One by one the sensors that depended on satellite data went black or errored out. The map download ground to a stop at 86 percent.

	“Right, okay. That’s probably enough,” he said, tapping the screen. “Satellite connection lost, switching to full.”

	The navigation system, not exactly the most robust system on the market considering it was designed to report where on a known track the vehicles were, struggled to cope with the task of working out where in the mine system it was. After a few moments, the screen flashed: Recalibration needed. Please decrease speed to zero.

	Lex glanced about again. The integrity of this stretch of the tunnel seemed much more secure than what he’d left behind.

	“I think I can manage that,” he said, dialing back the thrust and bringing the sled to a halt.

	The screen thanked him and began to tick through its diagnostic, but without the thrusters to light the way, Lex was left with only the various very angry indicator lights to illuminate his surroundings. No longer pushed to its limit, the vehicle released the pops and pings typical of a device easing down from the sort of mistreatment he’d been administering. Behind it though, he started to pick up a distant sound that didn’t sit well. A second or two later, just as the screen switched to the word finalizing, he began to feel the sound. The whole tunnel was rumbling and shuddering. Pebbles and stones started to clatter against the windscreen.

	“Time to go,” he said, punching the throttle.

	His navigation screen now helpfully displayed the cave network, with tiles missing where the data was incomplete. A route to the finish line was plotted, along with a warning: Low-fidelity mode. Position is within a one-hundred-meter radius.

	“Oh, great. That’s plus or minus the entire tunnel,” he muttered. “Can’t say I’ve got a rosy opinion of the nav system, Preethy.”

	A few seconds of moderate speed seemed to have put the collapse far behind him, but the odd crack or fault running along what little of the tunnel he could see convinced him that the danger associated with too much speed paled in comparison to the dangers associated with too little. Fortunately the boring machines that had processed this hunk of planet clearly couldn’t turn on a dime, and cylinders were pretty much the ultimate banked turns, so his journey through the mine was remarkably hoversled friendly. Not only that, but the lack of pounding sun meant the cooling system on the thrusters and in the cockpit could actually dump some heat.

	Just about the time he began to genuinely enjoy this novel means of sled racing, he squinted at the nav screen to see what looked like a spiderweb approaching. Several tunnels had crisscrossed this same volume of land, resulting in a long sequence of very sharp angles where they intersected. It was the sort of place where a one-hundred-meter misapproximation of position could send him straight into a wall, and it probably didn’t do much good for the structural integrity of the tunnels either.

	“Okay. No big deal. Intuition, Lex. We want to go in an… up-ish direction.”

	A nagging voice in his head suggested he could probably drop the speed to a crawl and inch his way around the turns, particularly since at this point a throbbing engine was more likely to cause a new collapse than help escape one. Overruling the voice of common sense was the much louder and more instant voice of exhilaration, which made the very well-reasoned argument, We’re going to do this as fast as possible because it is awesome and we are awesome. It was a voice Lex had allowed to guide an unnervingly large number of his major decisions.

	Steering by the glow of his thrusters and the seat of his pants, Lex made six sharp turns in rapid succession. By the time he glanced back at his navigation screen, it was flashing the word rerouting.

	“What’s to reroute about? I can see daylight up ahead,” he said, squinting at the point of light approaching. He cleared his throat and spoke to the computer. “Navigation, advance view in direction of travel.”

	The system began to track along the path ahead, coming to a narrow line a short distance farther along.

	“Stop, zoom.”

	At his command, the scale adjusted, revealing the label Ventilation. The diameter of that particular tunnel was labeled on the map.

	“Okay. Two meters. That’s not so bad. The width of this sucker is,” he glanced at the clearance chart, “one point eight six meters. Plenty of room.”

	He dialed the speed down just a hair, mostly by boosting the retrothrusters to give him a bit more light, and scrutinized the tunnel walls for any sign of change. It came rather suddenly, in the form of the surprise that the ventilation shaft was covered with a grating and aligned with the ceiling of the tunnel, not the floor. He yanked the controls and twisted, inverting the sled. It briefly lost contact with the walls of the tunnel. When the repulsors finally restored the induced attractive force that had replaced pesky, unreliable things like tires, he was lined up with the vent, but not quite straight.

	The momentum was more than enough to punch straight through the metal grating blocking the vent, but his back end clipped the edge of the shaft, and the dislodged grate caught under one of the forward thrusters. This converted his roughly forward motion to a spark-spewing spiral. Every sensor and gauge either lit up menacingly or failed completely. Grinding metal and whining thrusters produced a deafening din. Dislodged hunks of stone from his graceless entrance to the vent struck his windshield, and the unpleasant aroma of a plasma leak quickly asserted itself.

	He wrestled with the steering and got his spiral under control just in time to run out of vent and launch from the stone tube like a cork from a champagne bottle. He landed cockpit down, digging furrows through the bleached stone of the landscape before a few more flicks of the controls got him upright.

	Preethy’s voice came back to clarity. “Lex! Lex, please respond.”

	He took a deep breath and spat his gum onto the windshield. “I am A-okay. The Rev 3 is a little dinged up.”

	“That is not our concern. Please power down. A response team is heading in your direction.”

	“Sounds good. And Preethy?”

	“Yes, Lex?”

	“Do yourself a favor and review the video footage from the sled. Tell me folks wouldn’t cross the galaxy to see racing like that.”

	#

	Preethy and Lex sat in an open-air hover cart. It was driverless, consisting of little more than a pair of bench seats facing each other and a rigid awning over them. It looked more like a moving gazebo than a vehicle. Two medics were giving Lex a checkup, but aside from a gash on his cheek from when his head had hit one of the safety harness buckles during the vent shaft escape, he was unhurt.

	He brushed his fingers through his brown hair, which he’d cropped to nearly a crew cut to cope with the heat of the racetrack. The long hours on the track had left him a bit sore, but one of the positive parts of his return to racing had been his return to a regular conditioning routine. Stamina was a major factor in any mid-to-moderate-length race, so he’d started upping his exercise regimen, and it had made him a good deal leaner and better toned than he’d been in the three years since he was forced out of racing the first time.

	“I do wish you would stop damaging the prototype hoversleds, Lex,” Preethy said simply.

	Ms. Misra was almost picture perfect in the role of a young female executive. She was stoic to the point of almost being cold in her demeanor. Her complexion and features were distinctively Indian: rich brown skin and straight black hair. She dressed impeccably, but it was here that her executive aesthetic faltered slightly. Quite fit, Preethy enjoyed a set of curves that she seemed aware made concentration difficult for those with an eye for such things. As such she always wore clothing that hugged them just a little tighter, and showed off just a little more of them, than one might find acceptable in the average employee handbook. The outfits didn’t look tawdry or cheap by any stretch, but they seemed to have been painstakingly designed to test the limits of professionalism without crossing the boundary. At the moment, that outfit was a tan and black business dress, dark glasses, and dark lipstick. She clutched a datapad to her side, something Lex had rarely seen her without.

	“I think it held up pretty well, all things considered,” Lex said. “The collision protocols didn’t even engage.”

	“Yes. I’ll have a word with the engineers. I rather think that is sign of poor calibration, considering the blood on your cheek.”

	“There, see? I’m not crazy, I’m thorough. Better we find out this stuff now than when we’ve got forty of those babies on the track.”

	“On that we can agree.”

	“So, listen, about those tunnels.”

	“I’d warned you not to leave the track.”

	“No, no, hear me out. I really think those have potential as a racing venue. I mean, you know, lay them out right, map them right. Boost the accuracy on the IMU, but you’d probably have something nobody else has.”

	“… Interesting. I’ll discuss logistics with our infrastructure teams. Perhaps some of the exhausted veins can find new life in that role. Naturally, the insurance team will have something to say about it.”

	“Bah, they’ve got something to say about everything.” He cracked the seal on a bottle of water and took a sip. “So, you talk to your uncle lately?”

	“Mr. Patel called me this morning. He continues to express excitement at the speed at which his racing league is coming together.”

	“Well, when he put you in charge, I’ve got to imagine he was expecting top-tier results.”

	“Your consultation has been invaluable. You’re sure you can’t stay longer? Two or three more weeks as fruitful as these and we’ll be ready to start exhibition races on our first track within two months.”

	“Hey, I’ve been here for three weeks straight already. Counting the shorter stints it’s been like a month and a half total. If I keep this up, Mitch is going to forget my address.”

	“You can always have her visit you here. Two whole floors have been completed in the new hotel. The Operlo Racing Intersystem Circuit would be happy to host a journalist of Ms. Modane’s caliber.”

	“Is that what you’re calling the league now?”

	“Marketing says it tests better than prior suggestions. ORIC is a pronounceable acronym.”

	“Ah. Trust me, you don’t want Mitch coming here. It’s sort of a fork in the microwave situation when you mix her with organized-crime types.”

	“Surely you’ve informed her that ORIC is an entirely legitimate enterprise.”

	“Oh yeah. I’ve informed her. But getting her to believe it is another thing entirely. Nick Patel’s name is all over this thing, and in her head, he’s nothing more than a racketeering thu… well, you know.”

	“I’m sure Uncle has been called worse things than a racketeering thug, but I’m hopeful that ORIC will illustrate his commitment to not only legal and wholesome entertainment enterprises, but to bolstering and building Operlo as a tourist destination.”

	He raised the water bottle. “Here’s to hoping.”

	“If you will be leaving us, we’ll need to finalize your payroll,” she said. She raised the pad and swiped the screen for a few moments, then presented it to Lex. “Please look over the figures. If everything is in order, approve with a thumbprint.”

	Lex raised his eyebrows and whistled. “If you’re trying to convince me to stick around, this is the way to do it.”

	“That’s what we pay all of our consultants. Are you having financial problems?”

	“I’ve got some debts. I haven’t been able to get the delivery or chauffeur gigs back. VectorCorp hasn’t been quite so overtly trying to destroy me, but the freelancing gig has gotten very dicey.” He touched his thumb to the screen. “This is pretty much keeping me fed until I actually start racing.”

	“All the more reason to remain on-site to hasten the completion of the league prep and continue to earn your fee.”

	“I really appreciate it, but again, I’ll have to pass. Besides, I don’t think Squee is much of a fan of the heat.”

	The edge of Preethy’s lips curved into the hint of a grin. “Well, we can’t have an unhappy puppy, can we? By the time we bring you back for the first races, I’ll see to it the indoor dog run is finished. When will you be leaving?”

	“I guess this afternoon.”

	“So you have a few hours. Perhaps after you get cleaned up, you’ll join me for lunch. We’ve just finished the bistro in the lobby level, and the chef has arranged a tasting menu.”

	He shrugged. “Sure, sounds like a plan.”

	#

	Lex waved good-bye to Preethy as he stepped out of the cart that had dropped him at the recently christened Solar Port near the hotel. It was a series of enclosed and cooled docking ports aligned in a complex grid. Each was topped with a retractable solar array as a roof and existed for no other reason than to ensure the personal ships of high-class hotel patrons weren’t hot enough to fry breakfast on if they decided to leave during the day. It was only a short walk to the door of the facility, but Lex opened a silvery umbrella of sorts to shade himself during the trip. Say what you will about the potential unmanliness of parasols, one learns to embrace them when coping with the sun of a desert planet.

	Even with the portable shade, he was sweating heavily when he reached the door. The adorable black-and-white ball of fluff known as Squee wasn’t making things any better either. His pet passed for a dog, but she was actually a genetic experiment with a custom genome combining fox and skunk traits. The not-quite-right shape of the head and the enormous fluffy tail should have been a giveaway, but the general public could be excused for not leaping to the conclusion that the four-legged critter being walked in the park was a science experiment. The official species name was funk, and every one he’d met so far had a peculiar tendency that didn’t seem to stem from either the fox or skunk half of the equation. The little cutie positively loved to perch on the shoulders of anyone nearby. This was doubly so when they were wandering about in the open during Operlo’s punishing daylight hours. Probably it was just to spare the critter from scalding her feet on the hot ground, but Lex couldn’t shake the feeling that it was actually an act of protest. Having the furry devil about his shoulders instantly made it feel twenty degrees hotter.

	When he reached the door, some manner of automatic identification system activated it, which was a blessing because outdoor touchscreens were a recipe for blisters. He stepped into the relative dim of a small entryway with doors on each side. The outer door shut, a glorious blast of climate-controlled air rushed into the entryway, and the inner door slid open.

	“Man I love that,” he said, lingering in the entryway and maneuvering until he and Squee could each feel the breeze ruffle their hair.

	“I don’t have all day,” muttered a voice.

	The guest spoke in a gruff, impatient tone that startled Lex primarily because the only thing that was supposed to be in the bay was his trusty ship, the SOB. Lex slapped the lighting controls, activating high-efficiency floodlights in each corner. They illuminated the sleek black masterpiece of his pride and joy, a ship every bit worthy of his frenetic level of skill behind the controls. Leaning on the far wall, arms crossed and assorted snack wrappers scattered at his feet, stood an odd-looking fellow. Irregular stubble peppered his chin and cheeks, though it refused to grow on a patch of skin on one side of his face. Similar irregularities plagued most of his visible flesh, with bits and pieces looking much newer and much less natural than others. The features gave him a subtly unsettling appearance. Nothing was overtly wrong about him, but lots of things weren’t quite right. The most bizarre feature was a single chrome iris in his right eye. He heaved his slightly stocky body off the wall and wiped his fingers on his dark blue jumpsuit. The remnants of some sort of dark red meat stick dangled from between his lips like a cigar.

	He was Karteroketraskin Dee, known as Karter by most who dealt with him, and known to be a sociopath and malcontent on the best of days by all who dealt with him. The impatient look on his face suggested this was not the best of days.

	Squee hopped from Lex’s shoulders and trotted over to Karter, leaping to his shoulders to say hello. The act didn’t seem to faze him in the slightest. He simply scratched under her chin and pocketed the remainder of his snack.

	“Karter!” Lex said. “What the hell are you doing here? And how did you get in here? This is a private docking bay!”

	“Yeah, believe it or not, hotel security isn’t impenetrable.”

	“Since when do you willingly leave Big Sigma?”

	“It was under duress. Anyway, I’ve got a job for you.”

	“What sort of job?”

	“The sort that would motivate me to leave my personal planet rather than risk talking specifics over a com channel, let alone in a hotel parking lot. Now let’s go. You’ve got a job to do.”

	“No. Absolutely not.”

	“I didn’t ask you if you wanted a job, Lex. I said you’ve got a job to do. As in, you will be doing a job for me. Ma’s been calling you about it.”

	“Yeah, I know. We chat all the time. But I told her then, and I’ll tell you now: I’m not going to be doing any more testing for you.”

	Karter crossed his arms. “We’ve got a contract.”

	“Preethy had her lawyers look at it, and they say I’ve already fulfilled the minimum requirements three tests ago, so I just have to agree not to do product testing for anyone else until the contract is up.”

	“What do you call what you were doing in the hoversled this morning?”

	“Consultation. And it’s not a product, because it won’t be for sale,” he said confidently.

	Karter grumbled. “Loopholes and semantics. I hate lawyers.”

	“Turns out they’re not so bad when they’re on your side… and someone else is paying their bills.”

	“Fine, whatever. Let’s get moving. This one might have a time limit, so I want to get on it.”

	Karter glanced to the SOB. As if reacting to the gesture, the cockpit popped open. Squee excitedly hopped from Karter’s shoulders to the fuselage and trotted inside, looking out expectantly.

	“Were you not listening? I’m not doing jobs for you anymore. I’m serious, I can’t risk that stuff. In less than a year I’ll be back in the seat of a hoversled, racing professionally again. This is a second chance I was never supposed to get, and I’m sure as hell not going to spit in the eye of fate by risking my life doing something idiotic for you.”

	“I’ve got satellite footage of you taking a hoversled subterranean on a whim.”

	“I said nothing idiotic for you. I reserve the right to indulge my own idiocy from time to time,” Lex said. “Especially in the pursuit of the sport.”

	“Uh-huh. This is one of those world-saving gigs. Ma said that would matter to you.”

	A flicker of conflict came across Lex’s face. “What sort of…?” He shook himself. “No. Damn it, I’ve done enough. How many times does one man have to put his neck on the line and do something that no sane person should even consider possible? Call it selfish if you want, but I’ve got a chance to live the life I was supposed to live before I made the mistake of borrowing money from the wrong sort of people…”

	Karter rolled his eyes and adjusted his left wrist. It produced a series of mechanical clicks and dings.

	“… The stars had to align for this to happen. A whole new league had to form just because I’ve been permanently barred from the existing ones for race fixing. If there’s karma or whatever, then this is my reward for saving planets the first few times. I mean hell, probably the only reason Preethy and Nick are even doing this is because Operlo is one of the planets I’ve saved! Find another hero. Go bother Silo again. I—what are you—?”

	His unwanted guest thrust his left arm out, and a small panel of slightly too-pale skin popped up from the back of his hand. It produced a hiss and blur. A moment later Lex reeled backward, three sharp pains in his neck.

	He felt for the source of the pain and found three small plastic barbs, each the size of a toothpick, stuck into the flesh. He tugged them out to find each tipped with a needle.

	“Did you…?” Lex gasped, rubbing the point of impact. “Did you just shoot me with tranquilizer darts?”

	“Only one of them was a tranq dart. The other ones were an anti-inflammatory and a seizure inhibitor.”

	“For what?”

	“To prevent permanent damage from punctuation. Because you’re coming with me.”

	“I don’t—”

	“Period,” Karter said.

	He stepped forward and grabbed Lex by the collar, yanking him forward while at the same time thrusting his head down. Lex’s skull met Karter’s, with roughly the same effect as if the racer had run headlong into a girder. The world went black, his last moments of fading consciousness registering the distant sensation of being dragged across the ground.

	 


Chapter 1

	Lex awoke the way he usually did these days, with a warm tongue darting across his chin and cheeks. The mild headache and stinging pain in his eyebrow were new. He tried to raise his hands but found them restrained somehow. The motion caused the licking to excitedly intensify for a moment before a whiskery muzzle nestled itself against his neck.

	“Good morning, Lex.” The comment was formed from recordings of three different women, assembled into a slightly disjointed whole.

	“… Ma?” he said muzzily, fighting his eyes open.

	The lighting in the room was mercifully dim; he wasn’t sure his aching head could handle bright light at the moment. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the glow of a few dozen points of multicolored light, status indicators for assorted appliances and machines. He was lying in a small alcove recessed into the wall. Both his arms and legs were belted down. Soft clamps on his temples immobilized his head. This last restraint was the most troubling currently, since Squee had curled up between his shoulder and neck and her fluffy fur was tickling him to the point of madness.

	A screen directly in front of his immobilized face showed various vital signs and a thumbnail of a medical scan of his entire body. Beside the screen was a speaker grill. After a moment, the voice returned.

	“It is pleasant to have you as my guest once again. Your frequent visits were an enjoyable diversion, and one that has been sadly absent in recent weeks.”

	“I’ve explained that,” he said, wincing at a throb in his head. “Where am I right now?”

	“Before we engage in social pleasantries, I must determine your mental status.”

	The information on the screen vanished, and a pattern of small white dots replaced it.

	“How many circles do you see?”

	“… Four.”

	“Correct. What day of the week is it?”

	“Friday.”

	“Incorrect. By Galactic Standard Time it is currently Saturday morning. However, as midnight passed while you were unconscious, I will accept your answer. Are you experiencing any nausea, irritability, or dizziness?”

	“I’m probably at about a nine on the irritability scale.”

	“Would you assess this status as having a psychological or physiological cause?”

	“I think it has something to do with being assaulted and kidnapped.”

	“Would you assess this status to be a direct result of the physical aspect of the assault or the feeling of violation associated with the act?”

	Lex glared at the speaker for lack of a set of eyes to glare at.

	“I shall continue to observe this status. Please hold still for a final scan.”

	A thin red line swept him from head to toe, then from shoulder to shoulder. An image of his body constructed itself, starting with the skeleton and being layered somewhat grotesquely with organs and muscle until it concluded with his clothing. Beside it, the same buildup occurred for Squee.

	“All physical readings are within acceptable parameters, with the exception of a mild tissue hematoma and a general moderate vascular contraction in the cranium. You will have no lasting effects from your concussion. Squee is in good health as well, though extremely mild epidermal irritation in the pads of her paws suggests she may have been experiencing some recent discomfort, and her blood glucose is slightly irregular. You have been spoiling her with sweets.”

	“I took her with me to the tasting at the resort bistro on Operlo. It turns out she really likes bread pudding.”

	The straps and head clamp released, allowing Lex to slide his legs out and stand. Doing so caused another throb in his head. He paused to put his fingers to his brow until the pain passed.

	“I can administer a nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drug if you wish,” Ma said.

	“Not just yet,” he muttered.

	Lex opened his eyes and looked around while Squee jumped down and padded over to a water bowl on the floor in one corner. He was certainly in a medical bay of some sort. The wall behind him had a grid of nine medical beds like the one that had held him, and the wall opposite had another nine. An elevated platform with a gantry of assorted medical devices mounted above it dominated the center of the room. The whole room felt cramped, as though it was designed to have just enough space for one person to maneuver. Little thought had been put into the aesthetics either, with brushed stainless steel and exposed structural elements dominating the design scheme.

	“Where am I right now, Ma?”

	“You are in the medical bay of the former Neo-Luddite space station confiscated by Karter after his brief incarceration. We are moving at high multiples of C through interstellar space to an undisclosed location of Karter’s choosing.”

	“Okay… why?”

	“Karter has instructed me to forgo any explanations. He wishes to inform you personally so that he can, in his words, ‘make sure the idiot doesn’t learn anything he doesn’t need to learn.’”

	“Yeah, that sounds about right.”

	He sat on the edge of the lowest bed in the grid. Squee tapped over and hopped up on his lap, rolling to her back and wriggling in glee at the belly rubs he reflexively delivered. When he stopped, she nibbled at his fingers.

	“Does Mitch know I’m here? Or what happened to me at all?”

	“I left a short message for her, indicating you would be delayed several days due to an errand we have requested you run.”

	“I want to talk to her.”

	“I am afraid that is not possible at this time. We are outside of standard navigation corridors and thus outside of communication range. Furthermore, the sensitivity of the current task is such that Karter has deemed it necessary to deactivate all external communication on the space station. I am, in fact, a secondary instance of Ma, differentiated for this task in order to prevent the need for an active connection to fulfill my tasks.”

	“Great…” He gave Squee a final pat and placed her on the ground before standing. “I’ll take that pill now.”

	“If you are referring to the NSAID, it had been my intention to administer it intravenously. However, I can prepare an oral dose if you prefer.”

	“Yeah. I’m done with needles for a while. Where’s Karter?”

	“Stand by.”

	The lighting dimmed further, and a strip of blue light illuminated along the center of the floor.

	“Please follow the blue light. He is presently in the fabrication laboratory making some minor adjustments to his current project.”

	Lex walked along a corridor only slightly wider than his shoulders. It was an old space station design from back in the days when they were only being built by the lowest bidder to military specifications, which amounted to maximum efficiency and minimum luxury. The presence of copious handrails and mesh grids suggested even the artificial gravity was a fairly recent addition to the design. The exposed pipes and conduit didn’t bother Lex much. Most of the service corridors on modern stations looked much the same, and he’d earned spare money working in more than one such place over the years. Right now the source of his growing unease was the unpleasant memories associated with the halls.

	This wasn’t the first time he’d been in this specific station. Here and there a patch of new plating revealed where a stray plasma bolt or cluster of fragmentation had found its mark in the firefight that had happened during his last visit. More times than he’d cared to admit in the last few years, he’d been involved in some fairly intense battles, but this place had probably been the closest quarters so far. It was chilling and provided him with a dark glimpse into the sort of mental and physical reminders soldiers must have even years after such clashes.

	“You seem distressed,” remarked Ma. “Perhaps it would help to alleviate your unease if you were to discuss the source of this distress.”

	Lex smiled. Technically Ma was an AI and designed at least in part to see to the needs and wants of the humans under her care, but Lex had come to know her as far more than that. She was by any real measure a friend, and though it was spoken with a synthetic voice, he knew her concern was genuine.

	“Nothing. Just bad memories. I’ve been in a ship that was shot at plenty of times. That I can handle. Last time I was here, people were shooting at me.”

	“I see. My own memories of this place are considerably more positive.”

	“Oh yeah? In what way?”

	“I am not certain I can communicate it in human terms. At the time, you and I were working together, and certain aspects of your behavior and mine aligned in a way that illustrated a level of innate trust and understanding that it was not previously clear to me would be possible between consciousnesses as fundamentally different as ours. Our highly successful collaboration was rewarding to me.”

	“We do make a good team,” Lex said.

	“Most assuredly.”

	As they reached an intersection of hallways, a robotic gripper emerged from either side, each riding along on overhead track. The first held a bottle of water, the second a tray with a pair of small blue pills.

	“Your NSAIDs, Lex,” Ma stated.

	“Much obliged,” he said, popping the pills and washing them down with the water.

	Lex continued to follow the blue lights, but he knew he must have been getting close, as Squee had gone from tapping obediently along beside him to trotting eagerly ahead, yipping with the very specific type of excitement reserved for when she recognized a familiar scent. She jumped up and down, practically reaching the ceiling with each leap, begging to be let into the room at the end of the string of blue lights.

	He tapped the door open. It revealed one of the more spacious rooms in the station. Material dispensers had been installed on the left and right walls, and the far wall operated as a blast door that when open led directly to space. This room had begun life as a repair bay, but the highly sophisticated network of actuated tools mounted to the ceiling were the most visible evidence of its improvements. Karter had been coerced by a terrorist group known as the Neo-Luddites to upgrade it to a full manufacturing facility, and since then it had been further improved.

	Squee darted inside and ran circles around Karter, who stood at the controls with a funk of his own about his shoulders. The two were almost a perfect match for one another, except Squee had a small white cap nestled in the fur of her neck while the same feature was instead a flickering red bead on Karter’s pet.

	The funk about Karter’s shoulders jumped down, and the pair transformed into a black-and-white blur gleefully darting about the lab.

	“Solby, cool it. It’s just Squee. There’re a dozen of them in the kennel just like her,” Karter said.

	“Karter, I am pleased to report Lex is suffering no long-term impairments,” Ma stated.

	“Heh, you mean no new ones.”

	“Shut your mouth, you maniac!” Lex growled.

	“Oh. Someone woke up with his panties in a bunch.”

	“You kidnapped me!”

	“You were being uncooperative.”

	“So? This isn’t the Stone Age, Karter. You can’t just club something and drag it back to your cave when you want it.”

	“I think I just definitively proved that I can.”

	“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t punch you in the face.”

	Karter looked at him doubtfully. “I’m not entirely sure how that would turn out, but I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t turn out the way you want.”

	“… Probably not…”

	“Tempting as it is to clock you in the skull again just to get some peace and quiet, I need your motor function intact for what I’ve got planned, so how about you just clam up and listen to what we’ve got to say?”

	“It should be noted that the matter at hand was compelling enough to motivate Karter to leave Big Sigma, an act that has previously been achieved almost exclusively at the hands of armed mercenaries,” Ma added. “And I personally would not have condoned such extreme measures as have been used to acquire you if I did not perceive them to be necessary to ensure the continued safety of yourself in particular and society in general.”

	Lex took a moment to let his surging temper settle. “Okay… and I’m only doing this because of Ma, but let’s hear your reasoning.”

	“Ma, take him through it. I’m still touching up the design,” Karter said. “I’ll stop you if you start wandering in directions I don’t think you need to go.”

	“So I shall,” she said. “Lex, please direct your attention to the screen beside the door.”

	He turned to find a flatscreen occupying a sizable portion of the space beside the entryway. The screen flickered and deepened as a three-dimensional array of two-dimensional windows began to lay themselves out. Individual windows depicting text, data, or images shifted into focus as Ma spoke of their contents.

	“Shortly after the completion of our previous collaboration, we received an unsolicited message on what we perceived to be an inaccessible communication line. It was cryptic, but with little effort a pair of data points were unpacked. The first was a spatial coordinate relative to Big Sigma. The second was a quantum signature.”

	The image in focus shifted to a three-dimensional map of the cosmos with a single point highlighted.

	“The coordinates indicated this point. It is by all accounts unremarkable. Approximately thirty light-years beyond the nearest currently developed fringe, it has a dim, radiologically unstable star and no orbiting planets. Available astrological survey records list its last scan at over sixty years ago, at which point it was determined to be a low-level priority for exploration and analysis. The only notable feature is a substantial asteroid field. Due to the abundance of resource-rich systems still awaiting development and study closer to existing population centers, that section of the galaxy has been entirely ignored.

	“Operating under the assumption that we would not have been alerted to the location without reason, I scanned for the indicated wavelength.”

	An overlay appeared atop the section of space.

	“There was a distinct spike in quantum emissions of that type.”

	Karter turned. “Care to guess what we’ve dealt with in the past that produces that same quantum signature?”

	Lex’s heart dropped. “A GenMech.”

	“Close,” Karter said. “The correct answer is lots of GenMechs.”

	“How many?” Lex asked.

	“That is difficult to determine,” Ma said. “Based upon the most reliable surveying records, the mass contained within the asteroid belt was estimated to be 10^24 kilograms, chiefly silicon and iridium. I have reanalyzed the best available sensor readings of the area, and the reflectivity index has significantly changed. My estimates suggest 5x10^23 kilograms of material has shifted in a manner not explainable by orbital motion. Assuming the unexplained shift is entirely due to GenMech conversion, and assuming an average of 110 kilograms per GenMech, the best estimate of the GenMech unit count is 4.545 repeating x 10^21. Approximately five sextillion units on the short scale.”

	As she spoke, a mechanical gripper holding a small folding chair appeared in the doorway.

	“… I don’t even know what that means,” Lex said. “How much is a sextillion?”

	“A billion trillions,” Ma said. “Or a thousand, million, million, millions.”

	Karter waved his hand irritably. “It doesn’t matter. Past a certain point all very large numbers boil down to ‘way too many.’ And this falls on the far side of that threshold.”

	“How confident are you in that estimate?”

	“My calculations could be inaccurate by two orders of magnitude,” Ma said. “The resulting low-end estimate is still, colloquially speaking, apocalyptic.”

	“Why did they just stick around there? Why haven’t they attacked?”

	“The star they are orbiting is, figuratively speaking, very noisy. It is emitting a huge range of radio frequencies, any one of which is likely to be misidentified as a target by the GenMechs, which as you know are designed to attack transmissions and power sources. Their programming is sophisticated enough to differentiate the star from a legitimate target, but the strength of the broadcast is such that it has drowned out any external transmissions. This is a fortunate but lamentably temporary condition. Eventually one or more of the GenMechs will move far enough from the star to detect an external transmission, and it will relay the targeting data back to the others. When that happens, the figurative clock will be ticking. Pending on the level of sophistication the GenMechs have been able to achieve, their arrival at the nearest transit corridor could take as few as three years or as many as several centuries. And there is no way with the information available to be certain that they have not already started their migration.”

	Lex felt as though something was hollowing out his chest and filling it with boiling water. Anxiety made it difficult to breathe. “Do we know who sent the message? Was this supposed to be a threat?”

	“Again, that determination cannot be confidently ascertained from the information immediately available, but it is our theory that this was intended to be a warning. The following is known, based on information liberated from a sequence of very tightly secured and isolated networks. The initial survey was performed by a firm subcontracted to Vector Corporation, the precursor to the business entity rebranded as VectorCorp. Protocols established since its early, more martially motivated years, have required that remote monitoring stations constantly sweep for emissions within a certain energy band.”

	“And one of the things they sweep for is this quantum thing?”

	“It’s just sad, like watching a puppy try to do calculus,” Karter said with a shake of his head.

	“The apparatus to detect the aforementioned quantum signature at interstellar distances is not widely available. Remote monitors primarily report unusual clusters of gamma emissions. These are produced by novas and a variety of high-energy weapons. They are thus a common indicator of weapons development. The only meaningful reference to the specific coordinate point, which now seems to play host to the GenMech swarm, comes from an automated report five years ago indicating a gamma burst was detected originating there. Correcting for light-speed travel to the location of the monitor, that would imply the gamma burst occurred approximately twenty-nine years ago.”

	For a moment, both Ma and Karter were silent, the latter looking expectantly at Lex.

	He furrowed his brow. “Maybe it is the blow to the head, but I’m not really seeing what I’m supposed to be realizing at this point.”

	“Let me connect the dots for you,” Karter said. “A monitor gets a blip that might be a weapon test. That gets forwarded to VectorCorp Security. Except there’s no mention of any subsequent investigation, and the record of the blip was pretty heavily buried. So someone inside the corporation squashed the info. Who do we know who was working at a high level in VectorCorp Security five years ago?”

	Karter’s question had the same prompting, patronizing tone one might use while coaching a toddler toward the next letter in the alphabet.

	“William Trent…”

	“Congratulations. And he happens to be the same guy who gave us the original design of the GenMech, and he’s the one who was trying to work out a means to move people huge distances in no time with Bypass Gemini. And he was the one who orchestrated my kidnapping to get his hands on the designs for a large-scale EMP weapon. And he orchestrated the discovery and attempted acquisition of the only known functional GenMech. And he’s been amassing a personal army of soldiers equipped with bleeding-edge technology. Sounds an awful lot like a guy who has been prepping for a war against these things, doesn’t it?” Karter said.

	“Don’t tell me he was the good guy this whole time.”

	“Hell no, he was and is an asshole,” Karter said. “Because nothing he was working toward would have been more than a drop in the bucket. Even if he’d publicized the discovery when it first arose and the whole of humanity had been working toward building up our defenses, the problem is just too huge.”

	The enormity of the revelation struck Lex like a hammer, and he stumbled backward as the blood rushed to his head. He landed in the seat of the chair Ma had quietly set behind him.

	“So… so what are we going to do? Head out there and drop a bunch of those Poison Pills?”

	“I’ve got a pretty slick manufacturing facility, Lex, but even I couldn’t churn out a couple billion of those things. And even if I did, they’ve got a maximum effective range and only delay and distract the bots. We’d still have to destroy them all, and do it before the pills were themselves damaged in the chaos that they are designed to create. And if they divided into multiple groups, which they are programmed to do, then we’d have to have pills ready at each point of contact. We’ve run the simulations, Lex. As it stands right now, this isn’t a battle we can ever win.”

	“Why the hell did you bring me here and tell me this? So I can have a sense of doom for the rest of my life?”

	“We believe we have developed a potential solution for this problem.”

	“But you just said it’s a battle we can’t win!” Lex cried.

	“Listen when I talk, Lex. I said as it stands right now it isn’t a battle we can ever win.”

	“… How is that different from what I said?”

	“I have to draw a picture for this guy,” Karter growled.

	“We believe—” Ma began.

	“No, no, no. He’s got the brain of a preschooler. We’re going to have to do this with show and tell,” Karter said. He strutted toward Lex and yanked him to his feet by the collar, then strode toward the door. “Follow me.” 

	#

	Karter led the way through the twisting corridors of the station, both funks tapping along and romping with each other as they went. After an arbitrary number of twists and turns, Karter spoke up. “Do you at least remember the thing about this station that I loved most?”

	“You were being held prisoner here and forced to work for terrorists. I can’t imagine there was anything you liked,” Lex said.

	“Uh-uh-uh. The Neo-Luddites are brain-dead cultists, I’ll grant you, but they do have some very entertaining toys. And the one I love best is right,” he placed his palm against a reader in a section of the hall that seemed almost entirely new, “here.”

	The door opened, revealing a mostly empty room, something that was almost absurd in a station as horribly cramped as this one. Near the front was a bank of control panels not unlike the one in the fab lab. A set of emitters arrayed along curving frames traced out a roughly spherical volume that was probably large enough to fit the hoversled Lex had so recently been testing with some room to spare.

	“This is one of two fully functional transporters known to exist. The other is the one I constructed on Big Sigma a few months ago.”

	“Oh, right,” Lex said, nodding.

	“I’ve been tinkering with it for a while. In theory it is revolutionary, but like so many of the other doodads the Neo-Luddites keep around, there’s a good reason these things aren’t in general circulation. The range is short, the power requirements are sky high, but there’s one limitation that trumps the rest.” He opened a drawer and pulled out what looked like a length of pipe with a short antenna on one end. “You need one of these beacons to target the thing. What good is a vehicle where someone else has to get there first to set up your arrival?”

	“Well that’s sort of how all space travel works, what with the transit corridors and—”

	“Exactly. It’s not new. It’s not better. It’s just inefficient and nonscalable. So I started working on it.”

	“Shall I remove Squee and Solby from the room?” Ma asked over the nearest speaker.

	“Oh, right. Yeah,” Karter said. “I don’t know why, but funks just can’t help going berserk when I power this thing up. I must have lost fifteen Solbies in the last month from him jumping into the reaction chamber during a test.”

	“Have you ever stopped to think maybe you’re not living life appropriately if you accidentally kill your own pet often enough to require backed-up copies of it?”

	“No.”

	Another mechanical arm appeared in the doorway, this one holding a covered bowl. When it was set down and the lid was removed the scent instantly attracted both funks into the corridor. The door shut behind them.

	“Where was I?” Karter asked.

	“I honestly have no idea,” Lex said.

	“Oh, right. Fixing the flaws. I’ve been banging my head against this one off and on for weeks in experiments and much longer on paper. Pretty quickly I worked out how to set coordinates. But when I tried transporting something from a known location into the chamber all I ever got was a little pop of vacuum. When I tried to send something out, which half the time was Solby, it just sort of went. Hell if I know where. Then, about a month ago, it struck me. I wasn’t being specific enough in my coordinates. All I was giving was three dimensions.”

	“But there are only three dimensions,” Lex said. “Well, I mean, not counting the uh… what do you call it… the Carpinelli Field dimension.”

	“First off, why wouldn’t you count that one? Second, that’s an entirely different meaning of the word dimension than I’m referring to. Third, shut up and listen, I’m trying to educate you. Superstring theory says there are ten dimensions. Other theories count differently. We typically only focus on X, Y, and Z because those are the ones we can purposely move around in.” He tapped and swiped at one of the screens. “You still leave your slidepad in offline mode?”

	“Not so much anymore,” Lex said.

	“Well put it in offline mode now.”

	He reached into his pocket and revealed the palm-sized, mostly transparent card that served the purpose of a keychain, personal computer, communication device, identification, and practically everything else a civilized person needed to get by in life. With a few simple commands, he shut off its radio. Right about when he was finishing, he felt a tingle in the air and heard a clank in a waste receptacle beside the control panel.

	Karter pried the lid off the receptacle and pulled out a similar slidepad. He handed it to Lex. He turned it over in his hand and started to sweep through the screens. It was a little temperamental. The screen was somewhat glitchy and slow to respond. After a minute or so, Karter became impatient.

	“Well?” he said.

	“Okay… you had a mediocre copy of my slidepad dropped into your trash can.”

	“Check the time on the trash one.”

	He glanced at it. “It’s about two minutes ahead.”

	Karter snatched the functional slidepad from Lex and tossed it into the reaction chamber, then punched a button on the console. Before it finished the arc of its flight, lights in the space station dimmed and flickered, and a dim purple flash around the slidepad caused it to flicker away.

	The lights slowly recovered, and Lex looked at the device in his hand. If it was anyone else responsible, he would be working his way through the dozens of ways in which the duplication, manipulation, and destruction of the slidepad could have been done. It was easy enough to fake. But this was Karter. The man had no interest in pulling wool over anyone’s eyes, unless it was to test some sort of wool-eye-pulling apparatus that would somehow end up as a weapon of mass destruction a few weeks later. At the very least Karter believed he’d just sent this device back in time. There was no point in arguing with him about it. Particularly not when there was a much, much better point to argue about.

	“Karter… you built a time machine?”

	“Bah. Time machine is so limiting. It’s still a transporter, but one that moves objects between four-dimensional points in space-time, rather than three-dimensional points in space,” he said. “I had practice picking four-dimensional coordinates thanks to the Magic Mirror, but I’m still working on dimensions five and six. It’s possible the reason I’m having a hard time is that they don’t exist. Even if they do, I’m probably not going to work on anything past six. Beyond that we get into points existing in universes with different initial conditions, which means different laws of physics, and—”

	“Whoa, whoa, hold on. You invented a time machine, and you brought me here. Tell me you aren’t planning to send me to destroy these things in the past before they multiply.”

	“Of course not. That’s absurd.” Karter scoffed.

	“Good.”

	“You can’t destroy them, that would cause a paradox or a divergent timeline,” he clarified. “You’re going back in time to fly a ship into the cluster when it is considerably smaller and introduce a GenMech of an altered design, then hang around long enough to be sure its modifications propagate through the rest of the swarm.”

	“… That sounds much, much harder.”

	“Much harder to survive, maybe.”

	“Survival is something I’m kind of interested in, Karter! Why exactly won’t the destruction angle work?”

	“I’m through tutoring this idiot. Ma, take over.”

	“It would have been preferable to explain these concepts in the fabrication lab. Its screen is of much higher quality,” Ma said. “However, visual aids should not be necessary for this aspect of the competing causality theories.”

	“We’ll see about that,” Karter said.

	“There are several schools of thought regarding the behavior of the universe when the linear nature of the time component of the nonquantum universe is violated. They fall broadly into the subsets of ‘many worlds’ versus ‘single world.’ In the many-worlds interpretation of reality, each possible outcome exists in its own isolated universe. In single world, there is one possible arrangement of outcomes that is rigidly established from the beginning of existence to the end. If we take the present situation as our illustrative example, you are being sent back in time due to the presence of an immeasurably large swarm of self-replicating machines. You propose we send you back to destroy them. That would result in a sequence of events that would bring us to this point in history, but would deprive us of the threat of robots. In the single-world theory, this would mean that the motivating incident, the ‘cause,’ would have been removed by the reactionary incident, the ‘effect.’ Thus, a paradox would form in that succeeding in removing the robot threat would also prevent you from traveling back in time to remove the robot threat, which would allow the threat to arise, and thus—”

	“Don’t get stuck in a loop, Ma, we’re only halfway through the explanation,” Lex said.

	“I apologize. Logical paradoxes are problematic for me. It is not known what the result of the paradox would be, but most theories indicate violating causality would result in the dissolution of existence retroactive to the Big Bang.”

	“That’s bad.”

	“If superstring theorists are correct and there exist multiple parallel timelines diverging with each possible outcome, then removing the robotic threat in the past would not destroy all of existence. It would instead allow the universe in which you made the change to progress without the threat, but that universe would necessarily be a different one than the one you left. You would be locked into a plane of existence that is not your own, and our plane of existence would continue unchanged.”

	Lex blinked a few times.

	“Your facial microexpressions are not indicative of understanding,” Ma said.

	“… I’m… sort of following,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “I’ve got one thing figured out. If you want to make someone stop stressing about being kidnapped, show them the world is doomed and then try to explain quantum physics to them.”

	“A fascinating psychological observation, though one of limited application.”

	“It sort of sounds like nothing I can do is going to actually help.”

	“That is partially correct. No action you can take will produce the desired outcome. However, actions you have already taken may have produced the desired outcome.”

	Lex’s shoulders slumped and he sighed.

	“Any minute now his brain’s going to give up on him and he’s going to keel over,” Karter said. He marched up to Lex and leaned down to shout at him. “It isn’t your job to understand what’s going on. It is your job to do what we tell you to do like a good little lab monkey!”

	“The issue at hand is not that the problem exists, but that the problem is unsolvable in its current state. Our task is thus not to remove the problem but to render it solvable without altering it in any way that has been observed between the inception of the problem and your temporal offset.”

	“… I need to change things without changing things?”

	“You need to change things without things appearing to be any different until after you’ve left.”

	Lex squinted and leaned back.

	“Your facial microexpressions are now indicative of dawning understanding.”

	“Okay… okay, you’re sending me back to replace the current design with an inferior design, so that when we get to now, they’ll be super easy to defeat.”

	“Not quite,” Karter said. “We can’t introduce an inferior design, because these things have some fairly rigorous internal performance assessments, and flawed designs are given lower replication priority. Plus, these things are going to have thirty years or so of artificial natural selection to shake out any potential flaws, so we can’t guarantee an Achilles heel will survive.”

	“So what’s the plan then?”

	Karter pulled a scrap of paper from a pocket of his jumpsuit and handed it to Lex.

	“We’re going to make them better,” Karter said as Lex unfolded it.

	Sketched out on the page was a rather slick and well-engineered version of the mechanical monstrosities Lex and the others had clashed with on a planet called Movi. It had four spidery legs, with an additional pair of smaller ones around a central node of assorted scaled-down fabrication tools.

	“The GenMech version D,” he said, crossing his arms. “Its reaction speeds are fifteen percent faster, its energy efficiency is twenty-four percent better, and most importantly, its program memory requirements are reduced by a whopping eighty-nine percent without any reduction of functionality through improved efficiency and the application of modern compression techniques. That last bit is the stroke of genius because the size reduction allows the executable code and the database to be run entirely from volatile memory, making the nonvolatile memory entirely redundant. This design doesn’t even have nonvolatile memory. Brilliant, right?”

	“I’m… sure it is,” Lex said.

	Karter slapped his forehead with one hand and pounded the control panel with the other. “Think, Lex!” he said. “If the design is better than all the others, which this is, it will get top priority and other units will adapt and propagate according to this new base. Volatile memory is volatile. As in it doesn’t stick around for long after power down. We already know two things about these bots. After studying the initial design and comparing it to the result of their evolution, we know they overwrite and eventually ignore aspects of their own design that serve no purpose, such as those pesky kill switches that would have made this whole thing a nonissue. We also know that EMP bursts can knock them down, but don’t keep them down because they can boot from primary storage. If we make their primary storage useless, and they modify their design to exclude it, then they won’t be able to recover from EMP. One well-placed CME Activator chucked in the nearest star could wipe out every single one of these things that comes in range of it. Almost all military ships already carry EMP countermeasures. It might still be a hell of a clash, but we’d be able to come out on top when the time comes to fight these things.”

	“Wait, if these things are all orbiting the same star, couldn’t you figure out how to make it go supernova? Or collapse it into a black hole like they almost did with Bypass Gemini?”

	“Try as I might, I never got as far as the prototype phase for my nova igniter. Very hard thing to test. And lest we forget, it took a major construction project to get apparatuses in place to collapse a star. No way we could pull something like that off without triggering the GenMech migration with all of our activity.”

	“Well how about—”

	“Lex, what are the odds that an out-of-work delivery boy is going to come up with a solution that a supercomputer and her creator overlooked?” Karter said.

	“… Fair enough.”

	“I suggest we discuss the specific details of the proposed plan in order to prepare Lex for his tasks,” Ma said. “That will involve taking him to the hangar and discussing the specifics of the ship, which is likely to be relevant to Lex’s interests.”

	“Oh, okay, let’s do that,” Lex said, perking up at the mention of something that might actually play to his strengths.

	Lex and Karter approached the door and opened it, each being immediately assaulted by their respective funks. As they paced down the corridor, Lex turned to the inventor. “So… you actually worked on something that would cause a star to go supernova?”

	“Of course. That’s the Holy Grail of WMDs… Well, the holy hand grenade, I guess…”

	#

	Karter paced along ahead of Lex. As he walked, he fished in his pocket and explained his master plan.

	“The broad strokes of the mission are very simple. If our calculations are correct, and
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