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Vien sat behind
his newly acquired pre-war earth desk and smiled broadly as he ran
his hand across the top. All he needed now was a nice comfortable
high-backed pre-war earth chair and his office would be complete.
He spun around in his much less aesthetically pleasing modern
office chair to face the holographic projections that floated in
various positions on the walls of his office. He scrutinized each
one carefully, he was not yet totally convinced of the
effectiveness of his new security AI.

If the AI was
really as good as Delros, his chief hacker and programming wizard,
made it out to be then he was finally going to have the extra time
he needed to pursue his true objective, which was to find the red
Nari. His concern was unwarranted however, as he watched his
security teams deal with the two attempted scams that the AI had
detected on the main casino floor.

At that moment
Bethna came bouncing into this office. She was a Folin, so she was
naturally short and thin. Her short hair was snow white and her
skin a pale blue, so it looked like she was forever standing under
a UV light. The luminescent glow of her pale blue eyes only
encouraged the comparison. Her facial features could be best
described as elfish or fairy-like, except that her ears were long
and droopy rather than upright and pointed.

Bethna was his
new personal assistant. He had chosen her carefully, not just
because she was extremely smart and well organized, but because
Folin could live up to three hundred earth years. Her slow aging
made his lack of aging much less obvious.

“What is it
Bethna? I have some private research I’d like to spend some time on
today,” asked Vien.

“That’s going
to have to wait Mr Galactos. You have a visitor,” replied
Bethna.

“I’m not taking
any meetings today. Whatever it is, set it up for tomorrow,” said
Vien waving his hand dismissively.

“I don’t think
that would be wise. She claims to be a member of the Androsian
Cartel and she said she is here to collect a debt from you.”

Vien was
suddenly alert. The Androsian Cartel was one of the very few
criminal organisations he did not do business with and for good
reason.

“How can I be
in debt to them? We haven’t done business with them without me
knowing have we?” he asked with concern. Trouble with the Androsian
Cartel was the last thing he needed after working so hard to turn
The Rock from a dream into a reality.

“That was the
first thing I checked sir. We haven’t done business with them or
any of their legitimate shell corporations.”

“What room is
she in?” he asked as he rolled his chair across to one of the
holo-projections and brought up the controls.

“I comped her
the galaxy suite as per our normal protocol for any of our special
guests,” replied Bethna.

Vien brought
the security feed for the galaxy suite up on the holo-projection
and sitting there on one of the suites luxurious lounges, waiting
patiently, was a human female in her late thirties. She was tall
and thin with shoulder length straight blonde hair. She wore a
bright red dress that was fitted at the top but flowed gracefully
from the waist down. It was adorned with a colourful an unique
flower design down each side. It was the sort of dress designed to
turn heads when she entered the room.

“Sir, do I have
to remind you that we have guests on the premises from the Vellaros
Syndicate and the Hemra Cartel? Both of whom have come here to do
business with each other because we guarantee a secure neutral
location. If they find out an Androsian is here-”

“No, you don’t
have to remind me. I am well aware of the gravity of the
situation,” replied Vien, sharply cutting her off.

He continued to
study the woman in the projection. Initially her head was turned
away from the camera so he couldn’t make out her identity. Then
suddenly she turned her head slightly to face the hidden camera, as
though she knew it was there and that he was watching. Almost one
half of her face was highlighted with a bright pinkish red makeup
inset with various intricate silhouettes of flowers. While the
makeup on her face made her stand out it was her dazzling green
eyes that drew his immediate focus.

“Oh shit!” said
Vien leaning back in his chair and putting his hands on the top of
his head in genuine shock.

“Now you are
scaring me sir,” said Bethna, “Should I summon Yilindre and
Arondre?”

“No, this is
not the type of situation that can be solved with Arturian muscle.
I will handle this personally. Artimus, shut down the security feed
to the galaxy suite immediately and keep it locked and offline
until I tell you otherwise. Nobody except for me will have the
ability to turn on the feed, not even Bethna. Is that clear?”
ordered Vien.

“If you intend
to go to that area of the casino alone, then for your safety, I’d
advise against that Mr Galactos,” replied the voice of his security
AI.

“I agree with
Artimus,” added Bethna.

“Noted and
ignored. Now, how about you get back to working on fixing the
issues that are causing delays with the construction of my new
ship,” he ordered Bethna. Bethna wrinkled her nose, a sure sign she
wanted to argue, but she bit her lip and left. “And you, Artimus,
just do as you are ordered, or I will have you erased!”

“As you command
Mr Galactos,” replied Artimus as calmly as if it had been asked the
time.

Vien rubbed his
temples vigorously, pre-empting the headache he knew he was about
to get.

“Why track me
down after all these years?” he thought to himself as the memory of
the day they had first met came bubbling up to the forefront of his
mind.
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Vien pushed the
door open to his very cramped and minimalistic apartment in the
workers accommodation block. He was hot and sweaty from yet another
hard day at the launch pads unloading cargo from the incoming
transports and loading ore onto the outgoing haulers.

Psarus was an
early-stage mining colony, one of over a hundred new planets that
Earth had been given mining and colonization rights to, as
reparation for the devastating destruction suffered on Earth during
the Entari invasion and the Gene War.

As far as
planets went it was relatively small, and generally speaking, it
was a giant dustbowl with very sparse vegetation or animal life.
Its most unique aspect was its fast rotation, making day and night
cycles about five or six hours long. Working over two day and night
cycles in the one workday took a lot of getting used to and played
havoc with the human body’s circadian rhythms.

A consequence
of living on Psarus was that most people, Vien included, became
accustomed to feeling like they hadn’t had any sleep. The effect
was so dramatic that all workers were required to spend time in the
fully blacked out sleep chambers once a month just so that they
didn’t go around the twist.

Vien wanted
desperately to jump into his shower for his allotted two minutes of
recycled water, but he was too hungry and instead went to his
kitchenette. He opened one of the small overhead cupboards and
pulled out a pack of strawberry flavoured reconstituted protein and
vitamin mix.

He grabbed a
plate from another cupboard and tore off one end of the foil
packaging, then upended it onto the plate. A jelly-like pink block
slopped down with the same sound dog food makes as it slurps about
of the can.

He rummaged
around in the bottom of the kitchen sink for a spoon and checked
that it was vaguely clean before he went to his small dining table
that folded out from the wall next to the kitchenette. He sat down
and stared forlornly at the pink gelatinous block. To say it was
actually strawberry flavoured was a stretch, but this far out on
such a remote world it was about all that was available. He took a
spoonful of the reconstitute and shoved it in his mouth. At this
point his stomach wasn’t that fussy. What bothered him about it was
how much it reminded him of Entari nutrient bars. In the early
years of the Entari invasion back on Earth it was those or
starvation.

It brought his
thoughts inevitably back to Earth and what he had left behind when
he and the other Vendunari went into exile. He tried to push his
mind back to the food, it just made him angry when he dwelled on
the past. It was coming up on five years stuck on Psarus, keeping a
low profile, and Jess still hadn’t made contact.

He quickly
finished the reconstitute and turned on the small holo-projector
set into the wall next to the table. It flashed to life and he
opened the mining license market news. After his first year on
Psarus he had already decided that he wasn’t going to just sit idle
and wait for Jess, he was going to make a better life for himself.
With the power of the Nari he could live for thousands of years or
maybe longer and he had no intent on living on the poverty line
longer than he had too.

To his surprise
and immediate interest, the Interstellar Council had finally opened
up Texar exclusively to Earth for prospecting operations. He had
been waiting for two years for that news but when he looked at the
prices, of the buy-in for shares in the prospecting company, he
smashed his fists on the table in despair.

Although it was
a gamble to invest at such an early stage of a colony, if he was
able to get even one share it could turn into ten thousand times
that amount in the long run. The only problem was that, despite
saving every credit he could working the launch pads, he was still
twenty thousand short of what he needed. If he could not raise the
money in the next two weeks all the shares would be snapped up,
then who knew how long it would be before another opportunity would
come along.

He contemplated
taking his chances with some of the illegal gambling places on
planet but thought better of it. He knew enough about gambling to
know that it was only the house that always came out on top. He
looked around his sparse apartment, even if he sold everything he
owned, it wouldn’t come close. The only valuable thing he owned was
the purple Nari.

He pulled up
the sleeve of his work shirt and looked at the purple crystal
bracelet that was on his wrist. He let his mind relax and detach
from the presence of the Nari and the bracelet morphed back into a
purple crystal orb, the size of a tennis ball, in the palm of his
hand.

It had taken
him many months to learn how to keep the Nari looking like a
bracelet without having to specifically concentrate. The constant
physical connection made it possible without totally taxing his
mental energy. These days it was second nature to him, so he often
forgot he was even doing it at all. In the end though it was the
only way he felt he could keep the Nari safe and hidden, while
never actually letting it leave his sight.

With practiced
ease he formed the Nari back into a bracelet again. The only sure
way to make the money he needed fast enough was a risky option and
something he had steered clear of in the past for that reason. He
thought back to Earth and his former life as a Vendunari. It made
him angry again and he stood up in a sudden fit of rage and flung
his empty dinner plate as hard as he could at the far wall where it
shattered.

“Fuck you
Jess!” he yelled, “You can be a coward if you want, but I am
getting out of this place and I am going to find who stole the red
Nari and killed Rachelle!”

With his mind
now resolute on a course of action he ignored his craving for a
shower, left his apartment and headed in the direction of the
Canopy Club.

 


~*~

 


Vien stepped
through the main entry of the Canopy Club. He stood for a moment
while his eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. Being one of the few
establishments that sold earth-based alcohol, albeit at exorbitant
prices, as well as the much cheaper and much less palatable local
distillate, the club was busy as usual.

It was hard to
see too far around the club from the entry due to all of the indoor
ferns that sprouted from soil beds in the floor and along the
walls. The Canopy Club wasn’t just popular because of the alcohol
and music, it was also the only place on Psarus where you could see
something green.

Vien walked
slowly through the club towards the area where his friend, Nico
Aristaeus, normally hung out at. Nico was a tall fellow with short
brown hair, he was originally from the Netherlands and when he
spoke English it was with a deep Schwarzenegger like tone that made
him sound oddly Austrian.

Vien knew him
from the launch pads. He was a landing controller who always seemed
to have some type of sneaky goods coming in on a cargo ship.
Somehow his special packages always seemed to magically avoid the
customs tariffs too. By avoiding those he was able to sell
hard-to-get items under the table at the club for a very nice
profit. For that reason, he was well liked and well connected.

Aside from his
scrounging abilities Vien took an instant liking to him when they
first met. Nico was one of the few human children who
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