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Chapter 1


The power plant of the hoversled rumbled. It was a precisely calibrated machine, gram for gram, watt for watt a match for every other hoversled in the class. The only things that could make a difference in a race were the tuning and the driver. And this one had one hell of a driver. 
Lex rolled some dials on the rear of the yoke, shifting the plasma injection timing. The reactor complained. The heat spiked, but top speed ticked two more notches into the red. He could smell the seals in the closed loop of the reactor heating up. A tremor through the microhydraulics let him know the extra speed was robbing him of steering responsiveness. Every system in the hoversled was past its intended operational parameters. Every system but him. And since he was operating at top level, he knew what the sled could take. It wouldn’t blow. It wouldn’t even trip the safeties for another seventy-five seconds. And if he pulled the turns tight enough, the race would be over in seventy-three.
Sweat poured down his cheek. The sled had a cooling system. It was off. Only so much power to go around and he wanted it all for thrust and traction. A telltale honeycomb effect on the windscreen of the sled revealed that some sort of visual overlays were active, but they were doing little more than producing a strange, fuzzy visual artifact, a doubling of the struts and bodywork of the hoversled. They were ghosts, millimeter-accurate replays of prior runs on the track. The idea was he’d be able to see how far ahead he was in other runs, full representations of his sled superimposed onto their precise position on the track. But they were all stacked up on top of him. He was clocking within five milliseconds of his average time. His lip twitched into the hint of a grin. And there was still some slack.
The final turn was ahead. Too sharp to take at full speed, and he was going well beyond full speed. He angled the hoversled, leaning into the turn. It was the sort of maneuver that was really meant for motorcycles, things with physical contact with the ground. All it achieved in the hoversled was lifting half of his repulsors farther from the track and robbing him of traction. But you don’t set records by using the hoversled as intended. He took a hand from the steering yoke and tapped a preset on the HUD controls. A seldom-used metric appeared at the bottom of the collection of red-lined parameters: the repulsor capacitors. They took the place of shock absorbers in this system. He let them steadily charge. Lex chomped the double load of gum in his mouth. The timing was the only variable left. Too early and he’d drift off course at the inside of the turn and lose speed. Too late and he’d overshoot the outside of the turn and lose speed. But just right and…
He juiced the repulsors. They kicked the whole sled up and over. He took the turn without dropping out of the red and landed squarely on the ideal line. All the fuzziness in the viewscreen faded away. He was ahead of all the ghosts. He grinned and snapped his gum as he blasted past the finish line, and the final lap time blinked red on his screen with that fun little star beside it and the two words he’d been working toward for the last seven hours.
Track record.
Lex eased all the systems down from their warning state. Cutting-edge polymers and composites crackled and creaked like the rigging of a pirate ship. Every system on the hoversled would need maintenance. Exactly the way it should be. If you weren’t using it all, you weren’t using it at all, and you couldn’t expect to be the best.
His slidepad chirped as he guided the ailing hoversled off the track and toward the garages. He swiped the screen without looking.
“Lex,” he said.
“Lex. It’s Preethy. Why am I staring at your thigh?” she said.
“Because you won’t let us put hands-free slidepad connectivity into the competition hoversleds.”
“Given the number of collisions you and the other racers have with one another on the track, I do not think it is wise to leave that avenue for distraction open.”
He pulled the slidepad from his pocket and held it in a practiced grip against the steering yoke. “What’s up?” he said. The view of Preethy’s head was bobbing on the screen. He recognized one of the hallways of the office complex at the league headquarters. “Are you still doing meetings?”
“As I’d assumed we wouldn’t be having supper together until you were through on the track, I rescheduled some of tomorrow’s meetings to this evening to make use of the time. I had my assistant put a hook in the track’s time-trial database to give me a notification when a new record is set. It’s been a rather handy way to keep track of your activities. Are you aware you hold seven of the top ten times on the track?”
“Who keeps count?” he said.
“I do. As does my assistant. Are you aware you’ve spent thirty-five hours this week running time trials? And it is only Wednesday.”
“It’s my job.”
“Certainly it is, and I can tell you that the investors are delighted to see you honing your skills further. The higher the skill level in the league, the better the competition, the better the ratings, the better the advertising rates. You’re making me and the company a bundle, and the public relations are sparkling. But I can also tell you that your net improvement can be measured in milliseconds while your anxiety and fatigue have been ratcheting steadily higher. And while we have spare hoversleds in case you wear another one out, we only have one Trevor Alexander. And I’ve become rather attached to him.”
“This has got you worried about my health? Last time I counted, the total number of killer robots on that practice track is zero. This is practically a walk in the park.”
“Lex, you’re a gifted racer.”
“I’m a skilled racer. And skills need to be kept sharp.”
“This is about your standings, I presume.”
“Where am I in the standings?” Lex said.
“You and Kyle Byres have sixty points for the season.”
“Tied.”
“That is correct.”
“I’ve come in second three times this season. I finished outside the winner’s circle once. Mr. Rival has the same number of first-place finishes, and he’s never been outside the top three.”
“I’d like to point out that Kyle—”
“Don’t say his name,” Lex said with a wince. “I don’t want to hear it any more often than I have to.”
“Are you a toddler, Lex?”
“I’m a grown man with a grand total of a half second of track time across four races keeping me from losing the lead entirely. He’s a more consistent racer than me. So that means I need to get better.”
“He’s also six years younger than you, Lex.”
“You saying I’m losing my edge?”
“I’m saying you could retire tomorrow and be a legend of the sport. You could never win another race and your record to this point would stand the test of time. And that’s without any of your other exploits beyond the track. You have a life outside of racing. And presently the more important fact is you have a reservation tonight at the new Portuguese restaurant that opened this week. Eight p.m.”
“Pet friendly?”
“I believe they will be willing to make an exception in our case.”
“Looking forward to it. You want me to pick you up?”
“No. I’ll meet you there. Don’t be late. It’s been a long day, and I’m looking forward to a good meal and an early night.”
“That makes two of us.”
[image: image-placeholder]Two hours later, Lex was sipping wine over dessert. Squee, his pet who as far as the locals knew was an exotic dog, was draped over his shoulders like a mink stole. The little creature had stuffed herself with some very expensive beans and was teetering on the brink of sleep.
“Serradura. How have I lived my life for this long and never had any serradura?” he said, jabbing a spoon into the parfait he’d selected for dessert.
“It is rather delightful,” Preethy said. “Indulgent.”
“Yeah.” He scraped around the edge to catch as much of the current layer of the dessert as he could. “Speaking of indulging things, I was wondering if we could talk about that ‘exhibition race on demand’ thing I was talking about.”
Preethy’s face shifted to an expression Lex had never seen on anyone but her. It was a magic combination of “I’m humoring you” and “Must we go through this again?” with a sprinkle of “You rascal, you” to take the edge off. And she achieved it with little more than a subtle arch of her eyebrow. Linguists ought to be studying those eyebrows. They had their own language.
“That would be your plan to organize nonranked races at the drop of a hat, correct?”
“Yeah. It might be fun. You know. Unscheduled entertainment for people subscribed to the newsfeed.”
“Or, perhaps, a way for you to fill more of your day with training and practicing?”
“Can never get too much practicing, right?”
“You can when fielding a full track of racers costs three hundred million credits and unplanned races with no ticket sales or promotional work are nonearners.”
“Granted. That’s a problem. I get that.” He scooped another mouthful of pudding. “But I can only improve so much without competent racers to race against.”
“There are four more races in the season. And I have it on good authority from the CEO that you’re a shoo-in to have your contract renewed for next season.”
“CEO Misra is a good egg. And quite the looker. And has excellent taste in restaurants. But it’s not practice when it’s the real deal. I can’t get experimental with my techniques if a screwup costs me my place in the standings.”
“I believe that’s the source of excitement, isn’t it?” she said.
“Not for me, it isn’t. I’m not putting a losing season on my record after the long road back to the track.”
“It is mathematically impossible for you to finish below third place.”
“Second place is first loser, and third place is last place,” he said.
She took a sip of her dessert wine. “Lex, I admire your skill, and no one can question your drive. But I worry that your unconventional life has damaged your perspective somewhat. Life-or-death challenges have come along often enough that you seem to equate any failure as absolutely final. It would be a bit of a pot calling a kettle black to say that you work too hard, but there comes a point that you must trust you’ve done your due diligence and simply embrace the challenge when the challenge comes.”
“You’re starting to sound like Ma.”
“That’s a high compliment.”
“I just want to be the best I can. We only get one shot at this life, and I lost a couple of years of racing to a pile of stupid choices. You don’t make up for lost time by taking it easy.”
“As the years go by, you might find yourself defining lost time differently. But there is no sense butting my head against this any further. How can we solve your problem, then? I presume you’ve found the simulators inadequate?”
“They’re great. Fantastic even. Your hoversled sims are the second best I’ve ever used.”
“Second best? I was told they were the state of the art when we had them installed. There are no superior models available. Where did you experience a better one?”
“I got trapped in one being run by a potentially apocalyptic swarm of self-replicating robots under the control of a damaged AI. Sort of a one-off.”
“I see. At least our research team didn’t overlook a consumer solution. But it doesn’t scratch the itch?”
“The simulator’s settings have all these pesky safety limits to keep your brains from getting rattled out. The real world has real physics that I can use to get around them.”
“And loading up rival ghosts on the actual track when running practice laps?”
“Can’t actually swap paint with them. A real hoversled can nudge you around a turn or block the airstream or bump you from behind. It’s not the same.” He shook his head. “Look. Things fell apart with Michella because she couldn’t peel her brain away from the job for the duration of an entire meal. I’m not doing that to you. Right now is about you and me, not me and the track. What’s new outside of the league?”
“Depressingly little. If not for our meals together, I would have no social life. I haven’t even been able to see my uncle in months, and he’s on the board of directors for the league.”
“I never realized running a league would be so much work.”
“I imagine other leagues have a rather larger board. But it turns out when you field a successful and profitable assortment of racers almost entirely from those ejected from other leagues, the leagues who parted with them tend to respond negatively. The number of qualified staff that have been poached from us in just the last three months would be enough to run a normal league. I’ve been picking up a rather impressive amount of slack personally.”
“If you’re going to yell at me for working too hard, I’m going to yell at you for working too hard.”
“I am well aware, and it is well deserved. Four more races, Lex. Then things can be dealt with. When the season is through, there will be time enough to staff up, with a focus on providing superior benefits and compensation so that, at the very least, it will cost our rivals and their overeager recruiters much, much more to steal staff. A more carefully worded contract should help in that regard as well. But presently, in order to have time to make intelligent hires, I need to free up my schedule, and in order to free up my schedule, I need to make those hires.”
“It’s six days until the next race. What are you doing until then?”
“I’m scheduled to be off planet until the day before the race,” she said. “I’m leaving tomorrow afternoon. Hopefully after you and I meet for lunch.”
“You’re heading off planet, and you didn’t even ask me to be the chauffeur?”
“Would you have taken the time from your practice schedule?”
“No, but I would have made up a very compelling excuse, and you would have earned a consolation prize.”
“Ah, well. My loss. Though, I must admit, as thrilling as travel with you at the controls can be, the corporate ship does offer certain desirable amenities.”
“You haven’t had one of my special flights yet,” he said slyly.
“It would certainly be a pleasant change of pace to have a positive experience in zero-g to counterbalance the events in Indra Station.” She shuddered at the memory. “After the race season. Now, I believe it’s well past time we paid the check and headed home. Much to be done, and we’ll both think more clearly with a full night of sleep.”
[image: image-placeholder]Lex touched his slidepad to the security panel of his apartment door. His considerably more than professional relationship with Preethy was anything but a secret, but they both had decided to hold off on actually moving in together. Part of it was for the optics of the CEO of a racing league sharing a bed with its top racer. Part of it was… more complicated. Lex emptied his pockets onto the table beside the door. The engagement ring that had been intended for Michella sat in a dish at one corner of the table. No doubt a psychologist would have plenty to say about why it was there, but it didn’t take seven years of expensive schooling to figure out having a yearslong unrequited romance finally blossom and then ultimately fall apart had a way of making one hesitant to fully commit to a new relationship and fully let go of an old one.
He lifted Squee from his shoulders and carted her over to the couch. She scampered back onto his shoulders the moment he was sitting down. After she’d assaulted his ear with licks and tickly whiskers, he opened a drawer and revealed a slidepad with noseprints smeared across its screen.
“Squee, here’s your toy. Just keep the volume down, and don’t buy any more frozen burritos,” he said.
The adorable ball of fluff that had previously housed a supersophisticated AI rolled to her back, clutched the slidepad with her paws, and nosed at it until a wirefeed of a crowded dog park appeared. She stared in rapt interest at the cavorting of canines that were probably several star systems away.
“I should really cut down on your screen time,” Lex said, digging his own slidepad free. “But it’d be a little hypocritical, wouldn’t it?”
Man and beast let their minds settle into the comforting buzz of their chosen digital pablum. For him, it was songs he’d heard a thousand times by a band he didn’t even particularly like—Death Zone Dumpster—and reviews of the top-ten racers’ telemetries synchronized with his own.
“I don’t get it,” he said, scrutinizing the footage of his primary rival in frame advance. “He holds the line perfectly every time.” He flicked to the next turn and framed through it as well. “Turn after turn. Race after race. He’s following the perfect line. If he’s alone, it’s the mathematically perfect ideal line, or if there’s someone else—me—jockeying for position, he’s as close to it as physics will allow. It’s not just reaction time. It can’t just be reaction time. No one has reaction time that fast. He’s anticipating and correcting for things instantly.”
He brought up the postrace inspection certificate for the hoversled. “Nothing extra in the navigation system. Nothing bolted onto the steering rig. Everything in software is within standard tuning. Everything within the hardware is in standard tuning. No unusual transmissions. Just little quirky things. The guy rides the standby for the safety system a little hard. He’s threading the needle between racers at the speed of sound. You’d have to be either crazy or me to not be thinking about safety at those speeds.”
Lex’s mind swirled and bumped into the walls of his head. Simply being gifted wasn’t enough for that sort of result. And if the postrace and prerace inspections hadn’t turned up anything, then the only difference was… what? How was he doing it?
He swiped away the footage. It didn’t matter. If he couldn’t prove this guy was doing something shady, then he’d have to assume the only way to beat him was to sharpen himself to that same impossible razor’s edge. And he was almost there. The two of them were a match, on average. Lex had more wobble in his performance. That was it. If Lex could just drop a few more of the lows and add a few more of the highs, he could get at least one good, solid, satisfying, convincing win. But to do that, he would need practice. Not just simulator practice. At least, not with this simulator. And he couldn’t very well rope in a bunch of other racers to help him get practice on the real tracks. Getting random nobodies wouldn’t give him realistic opponents, and getting the real crew together (aside from being expensive) would also be giving them practice, which would rob him of some of the benefits.
What he needed was a better simulator. And a couple more weeks to practice on it. He flicked up his contact list. His thumb hovered over a contact.
“This is dumb, Lex,” he muttered to himself. “This never ends well. But, on the other hand, the alternative is potentially failing at the only job that’s ever really mattered to me.” He turned to Squee. “What do you think? Wanna go visit Mommy and Daddy?”
The funk’s ears perked up. She dropped the slidepad and scrambled up to sit attentively.
“See, now I have to do it. Can’t disappoint the cutie.”
He tapped a contact. After a moment of the connection negotiating, a choppy combination of three human voices answered.
“Lex. Always a pleasure to hear from you.”
“Hey, Ma. How are things?”
“Things have settled into a comfortable routine, periodically interrupted by brief pauses for Karter to heal, repair, or upgrade himself.”
“What’s been punching holes in Mr. Engineer?”
“Most recently, he fractured his two remaining synthetic vertebrae after a proposed upgrade to his modified inertial inhibitor applied excess torque to his torso. He is recovering well and now has cybernetic replacements. How are you?”
“My spine is intact, thanks for asking. I guess if he’s on the mend, he probably doesn’t have any time to work on a little side project for me.”
The audio crackled.
“It is him,” Karter said. “I thought the idiot was calling.”
“Lex is inquiring about your schedule. He may have a project for you,” Ma said.
“Oh? Did he get military funding or something so he can afford my services?” Karter said.
“No. I just figured, you know. For old times,” Lex said.
“Old times don’t pay for tritium. I need credits or services. No friends and family discounts.”
“Look, I’m not even asking you to make something new. If you don’t already have it, I probably can’t use it. My next race is in six days, and I’m hoping to get access to a simulator so I can drill some specific parts of the track so—”
“You think a couple days of simulations will make a difference?” Karter said.
“They’ll be better than nothing.”
“You don’t hire Karter Dee for things to be better than nothing. You hire Karter Dee to pervert the laws of physics to your petty whims. And it just so happens I have something that might fit the bill. Get down here and we’ll put it through its paces.”
“This isn’t one of those beta projects, is it? The Hall of Rejects?”
“Of course it is! Why would I need you to put it through its paces if it wasn’t under active development? Now get in that ship of yours and get down here so we can see what sort of effect it has on a human test subject.”
The audio crackled again.
“Ma? You still there?” Lex said.
“I am. But Karter has left the call and is heading for the development floor.”
“Give it to me straight. If I come down there, what are the odds I end up regretting it?”
“Exceedingly high. Karter’s social graces have degraded somewhat in the past few months.”
“All right. I’ll rephrase. What are the odds I’ll end up getting badly hurt?”
“I shall endeavor to ensure a high standard of safety. As such, I would place your odds of injury as mid-to-high.”
“For comparison, how would you place my odds of getting badly injured while racing?”
“Mid-to-high.”
“That settles it, then. No harm in giving the lunatic a chance to help me train. I’ll see you soon.”
“I eagerly anticipate the visit,” Ma said. 
He tapped the slidepad to end the call and gave Squee a pat on the head. “What’s the worst that could happen?” he mused.
[image: image-placeholder]The next day, as soon as he’d finished his lunch with Preethy, Lex had made his way to the hangar where he kept the SOB. Once he was suited up, strapped in, and entering high orbit, he tapped a few controls and watched the sensors.
“How are we looking, Coal?” he asked.
“Unusually high enforcer traffic at the hub today,” Coal said. “More accurately, precisely the same amount of enforcer traffic at the hub as you usually experience, but unusually high relative to the standard baseline.”
“Yeah,” Lex said, twitching at the tickle of Squee’s tail as she drifted in the weightless cockpit of his ship. “It’s almost like VectorCorp is still sore about the number of times we’ve run afoul of them.”
“The nature of corporate turnover suggests that anyone with a specific vendetta against you has likely been removed from a position of power,” Coal said.
“I like to imagine it’s just in the corporate training manual now. ‘Give Lex a hard time.’ Are they following me and keeping pace?”
“They are remaining just beyond the standard short-range sensors of an unmodified Cantrell Intrasystem Interceptor. This places them well within the range of my sensors.”
Lex plucked Squee from the air around him and pulled up some elastic straps for her to nestle between. He kept his inertial inhibitor turned down to what some would consider dangerous levels. He didn’t want his pet getting knocked around, and she clearly wasn’t interested in holding on to him right now.
“They think they’re being sneaky,” he muttered. “May as well let them think they’ve gotten the better of me for a while. Make them feel good.”
“Job satisfaction is very important,” Coal agreed.
He took the controls. Coal instantly dropped her automatic piloting. It had taken him a while to get used to the reality of having a fully sentient ship’s computer, but he’d come around to it. After literal years of finding ways to keep himself occupied during lengthy faster-than-light jumps while doing freelance deliveries, he’d slowly come to rely upon the companionship. At first, Squee was enough, but she wasn’t much of a conversationalist. Coal was like a moderately less socially graceful version of Ma, insomuch as that’s what she literally was: a mildly degraded duplicate of Ma. The same AI that had on more than one occasion resided in the mind of his pet, and the same one who would be greeting him when he arrived at Big Sigma to talk to Karter about the new simulator.
Rather than dwell upon just how much of his life had come to revolve around an utter madman’s friendly and nurturing AI, he chose to give the trailing enforcers their exercise for the day. Juicing the throttle forced him firmly against his seat, and he launched into a tight turn.
“Coal, let’s visualize the—” Before he could finish, the view through the cockpit flickered to display spheres of red around every object, the legal minimum safe distance he could approach. “Thanks.”
Lex took a hand from the controls to pop a compartment on the side of his seat. Thruster flares flashed in the rearview display in the corner of his HUD. The enforcers had noticed his maneuvering. In a skill that really had no place in the repertoire of a pilot, he feathered the ship into a precise vector to slide through the gap between three ships queued for entry to the FTL corridor with one hand while unwrapping gum with the other.
“That is the last of your Berries and Cream Protein Blast gum,” Coal said. “Would you like me to order more?”
“Skip it,” he said. “Berries and Cream is a good flavor, but whoever made the decision to include the words ‘Protein Blast’ in the name of their product does not deserve to be rewarded with a second sale.”
“I will research alternate berries-and-cream gum varieties,” Coal said.
“If it makes you happy,” he murmured, eyeing the cluttered path ahead.
There was a time when avoiding the enforcers was a necessity. The price VectorCorp charged for the fastest lanes of the corridors was far too high for him to make any money with the prices he could get away with charging for a delivery, for starters. Then there was the pesky little law against making unlicensed deliveries using said corridors. He could skip the corridors at extreme risk to life and limb—something he had no concerns about whatsoever—but he still needed to use the hubs to enter and leave planets, which meant he technically was breaking their rules for the last few moments of any given trip. So finding ways to slip through their fingers was a job requirement in those days. But those days were gone. He had the money for express corridors, and he wasn’t carrying anything that required a license. They probably wouldn’t have been happy to learn about the dozens of illegal upgrades lurking in the SOB’s guts, but that was neither here nor there. The point was, as he wedged his ship through the barely adequate gap between the safe zones around two freighters and a tourist shuttle, he was engaging in a completely pointless exercise. Provided he didn’t cross into the minimum safe distance of any of the other ships or pieces of equipment, what he was doing wasn’t strictly illegal. But one botched swoop could easily violate three dozen transit laws. It was a pointless exercise in rebellion that did little more than antagonize the enforcers and get his blood pumping a little bit.
On the other hand, it was fun.
“Will we be taking the corridor or using uncharted space?” Coal asked.
“No corridor,” he said, squinting at the enforcers on the HUD as they maneuvered around to attempt to intercept him on the other side. “These folks have something to prove, and I don’t want them setting up an ambush or something at the next hub.”
“Then you should call Preethy while you still have access to communication. You asked me to remind you that you needed some information you’d failed to address during your meal,” Coal said.
“Oh, right! Good thinking, Coal.”
Two enforcers aligned themselves ahead. He shook his head at how precisely they were lined up with his projected exit from the queue line. That they assumed he would take the quickest, safest way through the crowded traffic he was weaving between was probably a sign of green by-the-book enforcers following their training. He chose to interpret it as a slap to the face. They were daring him to evade them despite having at least three different escape routes between other vessels. A ponderous cargo-hauler above and ahead started to accelerate, overlapping its safe zone with three personal vessels. That should have gotten the enforcers on the hauler’s case. That was the precise safety law Lex was using as an obstacle course. But naturally, they kept their sights set on Lex.
It was definitely personal…
A broken circle spun in the corner of the screen beside a professionally taken headshot of Preethy, the video call negotiating. Lex flicked the edge of a button on the steering yoke, adding a few milliseconds of lateral thrust. Coal updated his projected trajectory on the HUD, and the enforcers maneuvered to intercept it. A bright line of energy jumped between emitters on the pair of ships, a clothesline meant to overheat Lex’s engines if he crossed it. The range ticked down, his ship getting closer and closer to the trap they’d set. A video feed of Preethy’s face replaced the headshot.
“Hello, Lex,” she said, an unfamiliar hallway sliding along behind her. “Preparing for a trip, I see.”
“Yeah. Heading out to see an old buddy to burn time before the next race.”
“Odd you didn’t mention it during lunch.”
“I’m trying to keep business out of our personal lunches. If I’d started running my mouth about this, I never would have learned about that concert you wanted to go to next month.”
“So it’s business, is it? Well, do be careful, and be sure to give yourself some extra travel time. We wouldn’t want any unforeseen circumstances to interfere with your participation in the race.”
“Wait, you’re telling me if something goes wrong, I might have to get a high-powered, state-of-the-art vehicle to a predetermined destination as quickly as possible. How could a simple hoversled racer ever deal with such an unprecedented outcome?” he said, laying on as much over-the-top anxiety as he could manage to underscore the intended humor.
The performance managed to produce a raised eyebrow, which was just about the maximum amount of emotion Preethy tended to show during business hours.
“We both know you are gifted in your capacity to discover new and exciting problems and catastrophes.”
“Just so long as we both agree I’m gifted.”
“To that end, I notice you are chewing gum. You wouldn’t be engaged in anything unadvisable right now, would you?”
The emergency channels attempted to break through the call, blaring with all sorts of angry commands from the enforcers. Coal helpfully squelched the broadcast.
“Heaven forbid. I just love the great new taste of Berries and Cream Protein Blast.”
As the range to the enforcer countermeasure dropped below one hundred meters, he gave the yoke a gentle tug and eased the ship into a trajectory that came so close to the futuristic equivalent of a spike strip they’d rolled out that visible flares of plasma rolled off the edge of his shields as it grazed the line.
“No doubt,” Preethy said in a level tone that nonetheless displayed almost toxic levels of doubt.
“I know you’re busy. Meeting coming up, right?” Lex said.
“Seven minutes,” she said.
“I won’t keep you. I just wanted to know if you could send me a copy of the latest full text of the league regulations and bylaws.”
“The published version is insufficient?”
“There’s extra legalese in the copy you have, right?”
“Just a few appendices explaining some of the finer points and deeply defining some of the technology and terminology.”
“Yeah, I’m going to need those.”
Three more emergency channels popped up and were squelched. There were now so many angry faces lined up on his HUD, shouting at him and unaware that he wasn’t listening, that it was beginning to obscure his view.
“I don’t mind you pushing the limits on the track, Lex, but if you try to do the same with our regulations, we’ll need to have a firm discussion.”
“I’m going to be talking to Karter about a high-intensity simulator to get some extra training in, and I want to make sure it’s not going to be considered an unfair advantage,” he said.
“I see. And I assume you don’t know the specifics of the simulator yet?”
“Not yet.”
“I’ll have the full text delivered to you. Anything else before I head into the meeting?”
“That’s plenty. Sorry to bother you. Anything you want me to bring back with me?”
“Just yourself, in one piece, and without any outstanding warrants for your arrest or bounties on your head.”
He whistled. “That’s a pretty major ask, but I’ll see what I can do. See you later!”
“Enjoy your trip,” she said.
“I did say I was going to visit Karter, right? Enjoyment isn’t really one of the possibilities.”
“Then try not to do something stupid,” she said.
“I always do.” He ended the call.
“For clarification,” Coal said. “When you responded ‘I always do’ to her request to try to avoid doing something stupid, were you indicating that you always try to avoid doing something stupid, or that you always do something stupid?”
“Yes,” Lex said.
He looped the SOB around to run parallel to the corridor. The enforcers arranged themselves into something resembling a formation behind him. Now there were eight emergency channels attempting to assert themselves on his HUD.
“Care to summarize what these knuckleheads are on about?” Lex said.
“They are of the opinion that you are flying in an unacceptable and erratic manner and should shift control to the automated corridor-boarding queue or face disciplinary action. They used broadly more colorful language.”
“Am I actually in violation of anything?” he asked.
“Not utilizing strict interpretation of codes of conduct. You are violating several informal safety guidelines, but nothing enforceable.”
“Technically innocent is completely innocent, that’s my motto. Let’s get out of here before they decide technicalities aren’t good enough.”
He dialed in a relatively direct series of FTL jumps, ones he was relatively confident wouldn’t cause his ship to explode due to particle impacts, and jumped to FTL. As the view out the window blue-shifted out of visibility, he helped Squee free herself from the safety straps and reclined the chair a bit.
This was the point in a pre-Coal trip that Lex would have dug out his slidepad and let his mind lightly congeal as he thumbed at a pointless and colorful game or consumed some equally pointless pop culture. Her presence as the ship’s computer had changed his habits in that regard.
“So where were we?” Lex asked.
“During the previous FTL jump, I had asked you to explain to me the point of music, and you had diverged into a tangent on why people keep salt and pepper shakers on their tables,” Coal said.
“Oh. Right. So music… It’s sort of… I don’t know how to explain it… I guess it’s like this…”
[image: image-placeholder]Seventeen anecdotes, twenty-three tangents, and seven hundred and six analogies later, Coal was no closer to understanding the purpose or allure of music, but they had arrived at Big Sigma. Tempting as it would have been to navigate the orbiting debris field on intuition and skill alone, Lex’s spirited defense of rock and roll as a cultural imperative had cost him a few hours of sleep, and he didn’t really want to wreck the SOB’s finish with some microimpacts because he wasn’t feeling up to his usual level of navigational prowess.
“Welcome, Lex. Welcome, Coal,” Ma said, her voice still lightly distorted by the lowest levels of the debris field. “It is, as always, a pleasure to have you on-planet. We have had relatively few visitors of late.”
“Didn’t Karter move here to avoid visitors entirely?” Lex said.
“Yes. We have trended rather more closely to that theoretical ideal of zero than in the preceding months. It is for that reason that I wish to prepare you for what you are likely to experience with regard to Karter.”
“How much worse could he get? Is he swinging a crowbar around and cursing at the walls?”
Lex took manual control and guided the ship toward the courtyard between the three main buildings in Karter’s complex. He half remembered that one or more of them had been destroyed at one point or another, but yet they all seemed equally worn and weather-beaten. Leave it to a mad engineer to rebuild his lair with all of the nicks and scratches intact.
“A complete psychological assessment would take too long and be surplus to requirement, but a relevant example of recent difficulty is the following. It took a nontrivial amount of directed persuasion to convince him to put on clothes.”
“The man wears overalls. That’s one step removed from footie pajamas. That was too much for him.”
“His counterargument to my suggestion that social contract dictates either wearing clothes or informing guests that nudity is a possibility was, and I quote, ‘He’s a test pilot, not the queen of England.’ He punctuated this statement by throwing a burrito in the general direction of the trash receptacle.”
Lex landed and popped the cockpit. He got a snootful of the oddly industrial-smelling atmosphere of Big Sigma. Squee launched out of the cockpit like a rocket, taking full advantage of the lower-than-average gravity to turn her already-prodigious leaps into balletic, drifting bounds. Lex trotted toward the door.
“Just give it to me straight. Am I about to see Karter in his birthday suit? Because I need time to prepare.”
“The colloquialism is not entirely apt, as Karter has had a large proportion of his anatomy replaced cybernetically or synthetically. So, extending the metaphor, he has tailored his birthday suit almost to the point of nonexistence.”
“I don’t like that you’re avoiding the answer I’m looking for, Ma,” Lex said.
He stepped into the influence of the front door of the laboratory. Earth-level gravity kicked in. He shut his eyes and received a full-body spray of disinfectant. When he blinked away the stinging stuff, the door had already opened. His host was standing before him, wearing a pair of swim trunks and nothing else.
“Took you long enough,” Karter said. “I thought you were a racer.”
“There’s still the laws of physics to deal with,” Lex said.
Karter scoffed. “If we let the laws of physics dictate our schedule, humanity would still be trying to reach their first star. ‘Oh, it’s physically impossible.’ Quit making excuses and follow me.”
The engineer turned, presenting Lex with a view of what, if Lex were to give him the benefit of the doubt, was probably Karter’s motivation for avoiding any outfits on his torso. His back was largely covered in what Lex supposed could be called a “surgical scar”; though, like everything else Karter did, it was a little much. A section of his back about the width of his palm and running up his spine looked like one of those “visible anatomy” models. The musculature and circulatory system were entirely visible, as though the skin atop it had been replaced with perfectly transparent resin or plastic.
“Jeez, Karter. Does that hurt?”
“I’ve got the ol’ replacement appendix pumping out some feel-good juice, but it’s still itchy. The synth skin should go opaque in another three days, and then it’ll settle down. You’re here for the simulator, right?”
“Yeah. You sure you’re okay to work on it?”
“Work’s done. You don’t have the bank account to have me do something from scratch. This isn’t using any new hardware at all. This is just reusing junk I already made.”
“So… it’s safe, then? Tested already?”
Karter turned, such that he was able to glare at Lex with his one silver eye. “Hold still,” he said.
Lex narrowed his eyes and tensed, ready to dodge-roll if Karter seemed volatile enough. “Why?”
“Because this eye can do brain-activity monitoring, and I’m seeing if you’re flatlining. You are good at two things, Lex. One of them is going fast, which I guess you’re slipping at, since it took you so long to get here and you’re looking for some training aids. The other is not dying when I give you something that might kill you. That’s two skills more than most people have. Try to hold on to them. We know what beer bottles do, and we know what your head does. That doesn’t mean your head will work well with a beer bottle lodged through it. Now unless you’d like to test that instead, shut your mouth and listen, because I’m only going to run through this once.”
They stepped onto the elevator. Ma illuminated the button for the beta-test floor.
“You know the mental cloak? The thing that makes you invisible to things with human brains by stimulating the self-editing synapses externally? That’s half of this thing. We’re going to be targeting your gray matter.”
“This is the thing that could cause seizures in, like, an entire city?”
“Twenty-five kilometers, don’t be dramatic. And we’ve got that nailed down a lot tighter now. If we overstimulate a brain, it’ll just be yours. The other thing we’re working with is the Carpinelli Field Generator. You remember how it works?”
“It’s like pushing an outboard motor into—” Lex started.
“Don’t give me that kindergarten version. I swear, whoever came up with that analogy deserves to have a beer bottle lodged in his head.”
“I’m starting to get worried about that specific phrase,” Lex said.
“The Carpinelli Field partially phases physical matter within its influence into an orthogonal offshoot to our physical universe that has subtly different physical laws, thus allowing, in essence, a scaled-down relativity effect. But here’s the deal. Space isn’t really a thing. Space-time is. People cheer about how the Carpinelli Field allows us to screw with the three physical dimensions of space, but those are just three of the four-plus dimensions in the space-time manifold. The real coup was figuring out how to decouple time from the mix so you didn’t get any distortions. Traveling at greater-than-light speed wouldn’t do much good if you still aged the amount you would have if you were traveling at normal speed.”
“This all made a lot more sense to me when we could talk about outboard motors.”
Karter gritted his teeth and slapped his palm against a control panel beside a door. It hissed open.
“It’s very simple. Our interaction with time is just as malleable as our interaction with space and uses the very same thing we use to go faster than light. You can’t travel back in time, but you can manipulate the speed at which you experience time. It’s basically how the TymFlex safety system works. Slowing down time to decrease the relative kinetic energy of debris. So where’s that leave us? The mental cloak can directly target regions of the brain with EM radiation, the Carpinelli Field can manipulate time with EM radiation. Using the two together can manipulate your perception of time and layer any sort of sensory experiences atop it that we want.”
He turned on the lights and revealed what was either a high-end gaming chair—the sort with built-in inertial feedback and all the other bells and whistles—or a used ejector seat from a military vehicle. A small array of hexagonal plates formed a semicircle, the center of which would be the head of the person in the seat.
“Wait, wait… let me see if I understand this. You’re going to… project a simulation into my brain. That’s the simulator part. And you’re going to use the Carpinelli Field to slow down time?”
“You were almost half right. Give the man a cookie, Ma,” Karter said. “We’re not going to slow down time. For your mental processes, time will appear to be moving more slowly. There’s a hard limit on how much the distortion can be, because the temporal distortion potential of any given piece of space-time is…” He stopped. “I may as well be explaining football to a chimp. You get twelve hours of collapsed simulator time at a clip, and those twelve apparent hours will take… Ma?”
“Seventy-three milliseconds,” Ma said.
“At the end of those twelve hours, or at any point within those twelve hours that you decide to bail out, you snap back to normal time. All the memory and muscle memory and such remains. At least in theory.”
“And just so we’re clear, I’m not going to age at an accelerated rate?”
“Your body isn’t part of the time distortion,” Karter said.
“Is my brain going to age at an accelerated rate?”
“It’s not your actual brain, just your perception that’s adjusted.”
“How is that different?”
“In ways that you will never, ever, ever understand,” Karter said. “Look, I’ll save you time. Here are the dangers. Number one: seizure. Seems like we worked that out in the mental cloak testing, but worth putting on the list. Two: you go crazy. Screwing with someone’s mind, crazy is always a possibility. Brains are gooey masses of electrochemistry that barely work in the best circumstances. Stirring them around with a big technological spoon is sure to cause some lumps now and then. And three: your memory fills up. That’s assuming you do something like four hundred years of sim time. But I wouldn’t worry about that. We can just go in there and fix your noggin up like we do with Squee.”
“I’m not super keen on the idea of possibly losing my mind.”
“Oh, calm down. Sanity is overrated. Want me to show you the nuthouse certificate again?”
Lex furrowed his brow. “Ma? Thoughts?”
“Oh, sure. Ask the silicon-brained entity about a risk assessment about your meat brain.”
“I concur that the seizure risk is the greatest risk, and is minimal. The risk to your sanity will be difficult to determine, so I would advise close observation,” Ma said. “Presently, Karter’s violent mood swings are the greatest source of danger to you.”
“That tracks,” Karter said. “Now you’re still covered under the release form and liability form you signed back when you first became a tester, so there’s nothing legal to worry about. Step one is we do a full body scan. Ma, get the medical arm in here.”
“I didn’t agree to test it yet.”
A whirring sound echoed up the hallway.
“Oh come on. Ma told me all about how you’re shaking in your boots about someone out there being a better racer than you, and we’ve already gone over how ‘go fast’ and ‘don’t die’ are your two skills. Losing half of them is probably making you awfully upset. So save us the part where you pretend to be one of the normal, cowardly nothings that clutter up most of the dirt-balls in this universe and just accept that you’d rather let me ram a beer bottle through your head than give up a millisecond of lap time to the steady march of time and human frailty.”
“A figurative beer bottle. Right?”
“Sure, whatever. Ma!” Karter bellowed.
What looked like an overcomplicated medical gurney rolled into the room. Karter shoved Lex back so he flopped hard onto the cushioned surface. Green and red laser lines swept down his body, and an associated screen populated with imagery of the main systems of his body.
“There we go. Health snapshot. You’re in good shape. Except for that right there,” Karter said.
“What right where?” Lex said, bolting upright.
“Karter is indicating a small dark lesion in your—” Ma began.
“Skip it. Testing now, prognosis later. The point is, you’re healthy enough to get your brain shot with radiation. Step two is we concoct a high-difficulty racetrack in the simulator—something you’ve never run before—and you do a single timed run as a control. Ma?”
“Creating track now.”
“And this lesion you saw…” Lex said.
“Track complete,” Ma said.
“Right, get your butt down, run through this thing,” Karter said.
Lex stood and, as seemed to be a standard part of every visit to Karter’s lab, questioned what in the world could have possessed him to think this was a good idea. He was about to let a mad scientist—one who would headbutt him in the nose for calling him a mad scientist instead of a mad engineer—bombard his brain with radiation. And for what? To shave a few fractions of a second off his track times?
“I’m not so sure I—” Lex began.
“Ma, queue up the footage,” Karter barked.
“Footage?” Lex said.
One whole wall of the room suddenly flickered and displayed a loading bar. Evidently Karter had replaced random structural elements of his lab with holoedge screens. Because of course he did. The display switched over to a side-by-side of the most recent race against Kyle Byres. The precise timing of each racer drifted along the track, with a bright line connecting it to the actual hoversled in the footage. The fastest time was green. The second-place time was bright yellow, and each subsequent time was steadily deeper orange until the last place was full red.
“This is you here, right?” Karter said, pointing to his sled.
“Yeah,” Lex said steadily.
“What color is that?” Karter said.
“Yellow,” Lex rumbled.
“Is it? Let’s be sure. Ma, read off the color value, would you?”
“Red: FF. Green: FF. Blue: 00,” Ma said.
“I think I get the—” Lex began.
“And what’s this one up here?” Karter said.
“Red: 00. Green: FF. Blue: 00,” Ma said.
“And green is good, right? And red is bad?” Karter said.
“Listen, I realize—” Lex attempted.
“Because Lex here, he’s got a LOT of red. Pretty much all the red you can get. And this guy up here? No red. All green. It’s almost like Lex is worse than this other guy.”
“You’re not going to—” Lex growled.
“Let’s check the next footage, see if he’s got any red in that one.”
“Fine! I get it!” Lex snapped.
He marched over to the seat and plopped down. Squee immediately thumped onto his lap. She pawed his chest for a moment, then tilted her head and slid back down to remain in his lap.
“We’ll be simming you in the standard hoversled for your league, with your specific tuning,” Ma said.
“And you got that information how, exactly?” Lex said.
“Believe it or not, the data security of a bunch of dopes driving in a circle isn’t quite as potent as the global governments I’m usually tasked with penetration testing,” Karter said. “You’ll see a big red button, right where your eject button would normally be. That’ll dump you out of the sim. You can also just ask to be dumped, because Ma will be supervising you, or you can probably just resist the sim. It’s pretty flimsy and you can knock yourself out of it with any significant pushback. Again, the better to avoid scrambling your eggs. First sim, the control run, not time compressed. Ma, hit him with it.”
Lex had a few questions and concerns that seemed worth voicing, but Karter’s patience had clearly run out. The simulator kicked on with an audible thump of circuits powering up. He felt a hair-raising crackle of static, and the world around him began to change. The visual aspect was the most comprehensible. As a boy, along with an endless list of other pointlessly self-destructive things he did to pass the time when he should have been doing homework, he used to press on his eyes until little purple blotches started appearing in his vision, curling and spreading like drops of ink in water and interspersed with little blue sparks and flashes. It was like his own personal fireworks show, even though he was probably just cutting off circulation to his retinas and risking blindness. This was like that, except instead of purple-black motes of darkness, a view of a simple but perfectly realistic racetrack through the familiar framework of a hoversled’s windscreen oozed in to replace his vision. Though it wasn’t quite as explicit and easy to articulate, the same sort of creeping, patchy replacement of one reality with another occurred in each of his senses. Racing gloves and a buckled harness threaded through his sense of touch. The rumbling hum of the engine didn’t so much fade in as replace the sounds of the lab in chunky digital blocks. But once the transition was over, he found himself sitting in the seat of something nearly identical to his racing vehicle surrounded by other rumbling hoversleds ready to race.
It would have been unsettling to have this other reality thrust upon him, except despite the impressive fidelity, it wasn’t all that convincing. There weren’t errors. It wasn’t that he felt like he was in a video game. It was just that it was like his brain had helpfully tagged it all as “not real.” He didn’t feel like he was vibrating in the seat of a powerful hoversled. He felt like he was remembering—very vividly—what it was like. This felt more like his brain had just pressed play on a very deep reminiscence, simultaneously better than a real simulator because it was fully immersive and worse than a simulator because it wasn’t fresh, real data piping into his brain.
“Please attempt to minimize your lap time,” Ma said, her voice crackling over both an in-simulation speaker in the sled and the PA system in the lab. “In a few moments we will be testing your performance against this time, so we would like it to be representative of your best possible performance on an unfamiliar track.”
“Sure. Let’s see what this fake sled can do,” Lex said.
A countdown popped up. He tightened his grip. Reactors hummed. Thrusters blasted. The race commenced.
He exploded off the line, instantly grinding against the other sleds as they approached the first turn. As with everything else, the fidelity was astonishing. Every element was there. It felt real. And at the same time, he was deeply aware it wasn’t. The simulator back at the league headquarters rattled him and bashed him around. But this one was different. All those little things were there. He didn’t just hear the screech of metal on metal as he nudged his way between two sleds, he felt it, the vibrations transmitted through the struts to his seat. He could feel the thrum of the reactor. It was as near to reality as he was ever likely to get in a simulator.
Broadly speaking, you didn’t do your first run on a track with a bunch of other racers. Not knowing what each individual turn was going to be while also having to plan your turns and try to anticipate the motions of a dozen other sleds was a recipe for ending up at the bottom of a pile of sparking, smoldering vehicular debris. But somehow Lex suspected that Karter both knew that he’d be able to handle it and wanted to see just how he’d handle it. Lex didn’t disappoint.
By the beginning of the second lap, he was in third place, already getting a feel for not just the track itself but the individual tendencies of the AI opponents. By the end of the second lap, he was solidly in the lead and had trimmed six seconds off the previous lap time. He hit the finish line on lap three with the trailing racers in sight ahead of him. If this had been a five-lap race, he might have worked his way back to the middle of the pack from behind.
“All right,” Karter said. “We’ve got our baseline. Adding a blue button and resetting.”
A blue button fizzled into view in the simulation, literally duct-taped in place on one of the struts. Above it was a four-digit LED seven-segment display, currently reading 12:00.
“Slap that button, and the time collapse will activate. You’ll have twelve hours to practice on the track. Ask Ma to tweak the number and difficulty of the AI racers if you want, but when the twelve hours are up, we’ll run you through one more time under identical conditions to the control and see how you do.”
Lex took a breath and eyed up the button. It didn’t inspire confidence that even in a world where he could have made it look perfectly polished and in place, Karter had elected to make the symbolic representation of his device look like a cobbled-together afterthought. But he hadn’t come this far just to chicken out. He reached up and tapped the button.
Nothing happened.
Indeed, the only indication that there was any effect at all was when he tried to ask if something was wrong. In the simulation, the words came out just like he expected them to. In real life, it felt like he’d sent the signal to his throat and mouth, but rather than jetting along his nerves faster than he could perceive, the message felt like it was oozing through him, dripping like molasses. Fifteen solid seconds of waiting and his “real” body still felt entirely motionless, stone still. A brief, panic-inducing bolt of concern washed over him. The human brain was not built to grapple with experiencing two realities simultaneously, and it similarly didn’t cope well with discovering that voluntary control over one of those realities was gone. All sorts of “you are trapped” reflexes, hard-coded into his brain via millennia of evolution, screamed at him to slap the button. He reflexively obeyed, punching the eject button.
Unlike its piecemeal arrival, the real world rushed in like someone had flipped on the lights. He was instantly in the simulator. A full-body flinch disturbed Squee on his lap, earning him the sort of accusatory glare that only a pet can deliver.
Karter glanced at a reading on the wall display, which had shifted to a sort of dashboard with stats about the simulation and experiment.
“Eighteen seconds. You lasted eighteen seconds before you noped out? Pansy,” Karter remarked.
Lex took a breath. His heart wasn’t even pounding. His body hadn’t had time to catch up to the panic he’d felt in the simulation. Having a mental panic attack while one’s body was still utterly calm was yet another in the growing list of new experiences Lex was racking up in this experiment.
“Okay. Let me try that again,” he said.
“You sure? You’re not going to lose your nerve and eject again? I don’t have time for test pilots who lack the nerve to actually test something.”
“Just start it up,” Lex rumbled.
The simulation bled into his senses once more. He steeled himself, then punched the blue button. Taking special care to ignore the muted sensations flowing in from outside the sim, he fixed his eyes on the countdown and prepared for his second run on the track.
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[image: image-placeholder][image: image-placeholder]



OEBPS/images/fe2f40f8-5772-4d51-b6a8-47e9506cdf73.png
c000000 000







