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Chapter 1

Saturn planetary system, United
Systems of Sol, sometime in the later part of the year CE
3032.

 


 



Paige’s fingers moved swiftly over the console in front of her
as she manoeuvred her spaceship around one of Saturn’s smaller
moons. The stark white orb stood out against the backdrop of the
black of space. Her heart rate sped up as she glanced down at
her monitor and noticed several other ships right on her tail.

 


Not long after
having passed three other moons of the gas giant, Paige
had gained some distance, but now those other ships were about to
overtake her. Once she finished circling the moon, she punched
her thrusters into full throttle with a few quick flicks of her
fingertips, however two ships still managed to zoom past
her.

 


“Spawn of
Cerberus!” Paige cursed. The thought of her deceased and
once hated mother repeated in her mind as she glanced down at
her monitor and saw yet another ship about to pass her. She needed
to retake the two places that she’d just lost, so most definitely
wasn’t about to let another person take third place from her too.
If she had to play this race dirty, then that was exactly what she
was going to do. 

 


Quickly, she
manoeuvred her ship in front of theirs, causing them to power down
their thrusters for the briefest second, or risk a crash. It gave
her the advantage she needed. Save for the two ships already ahead
of her, she flew through a ringed checkpoint before the rest of the
ships behind her.

 


Paige smacked
her hand against her console launching her ship toward the gas
giant, hot on the heels of the two ships that had overtaken
her. Paige was thrown back in her seat as the thrusters
burst into life and the ship shot forward.

 


However in
spite of her efforts, the fourth placed ship had still managed to
catch up to her nearly brushing her with their wing tip.
Paige caught herself snarling at them. The other competitors
were prepared to do anything to win, and she was more than willing
to give it back to them if that was how they wanted to play this
race. She could get dirty too. It wouldn’t be the first race she
decided to play dirty. 

 


Saturn’s rings
came into view, and she quickly began typing commands into the
console in front of her. The spinning chunks of ice and rock that
comprised Saturn’s rings threatened to end her life if she made one
false move. 

 


All the ships
scattered as everyone choose their own route through the rings.

 


A large
twirling rock sailed towards her ship, and Paige began frantically
typing in commands, but the ship wasn’t moving fast
enough. 

 


“Come on,
baby! Don’t kill me now!” She yelled at the ship as she continued
to type away at the console in front of her. 

 


Her ship began
beeping frantically at her as it warned her about an immediate
collision. 

 


“Come on. Come
on!” 

 


Doing a last
ditch manoeuvre, Paige commanded her ship to do a barrel roll to
the side of the large rock.

 


She closed her
eyes and held her breath as she hoped for the best. 

 


The beeping
continued to increase, filling her ears with the alarming
noise. 

 


Then
everything went quiet.

 


Paige cracked
open her eyes, and then her eyes shot wide as a smile spread across
her face. She’d made it! She was alive! And the rings of Saturn
were now behind her— for now at least.

 


“Thank you,
baby.” She caressed her ship lovingly before typing more
instructions onto the console in front of her.

 


Paige glanced
down at her console and noticed her engines were heating up more
than she would’ve expected. She was pushing them harder than usual,
but that was nothing new for her. She’d have to keep her eyes on
her monitor, but it was difficult when the other ships were still
breathing down her neck. Notwithstanding that she’d gained a bit of
a buffer between her ship and theirs, overall she hadn’t lost them
in the rings like she’d been hoping. However it would have to
suffice. Her prime objective which was to win the race hadn’t
changed.

 


Suffering from
similar overheating issues with their engines, the two leading
ships were forced to slow down a tad. This immediately allowed
Paige to ease closer to them— before she knew it, the two
leaders were right in front of her. But Paige wasn’t about to
pass them just so they could simply pass her back again. So she
decided to hang back slightly, waiting for the right opportunity to
pass them and make her move for first place. Until then she was
just going to let them all duke it out and continue to overheat
their engines.

 


They rounded
another of Saturn’s smaller moons, and Paige decided it was time to
start playing the game a little more aggressively. She pushed her
way forward edging past the second placed ship, her thrusters
pushing her ship up alongside that of the leader.

 


Then before
she could blink the leader’s ship turned, blocking her way, and she
had to do some quick manoeuvring to keep their ships from
colliding.

 


“Fuck,” Paige
muttered as she attempted to get back up beside the leader. He
was so determined to win this that he was playing this race
dirty.

 


She could see
the space station Asteria around the orbit of Titan on her
viewscreen amongst a backdrop of glittering stars. She had to get
there first because after that they were going to make a final run
through the rings of Saturn and she wanted to be in the lead when
that happened. 

 


Hanging back,
Paige looked for another opportunity to pass him. Unfortunately
this allowed the ship she’d overtaken earlier for second place to
scream back past her and swing in trying to pass the leader, who
then did something similar to what she’d done during the early
stages of the race. He swung right towards the other
ship. 

 


Although he
was a lot more aggressive than Paige had been, which made her think
that they were going to collide! 

 


And he wasn’t
backing down. Paige braced herself, ready to manoeuvre her ship out
of danger if they did crash. Her heart froze for one second as her
eyes were glued to the viewscreen right in front of her. 

 


But then the
leader’s ship did a barrel roll at the last second, dipping right
above the ship in second place before landing safely on the
other side. 

 


Paige hit her
thrusters. Now was her chance to get herself into first place while
these idiots danced around each other.

 


She shot past
them and saw the space station show up on her navigation console.
As she finished guiding her ship around the space station and
gunned her ship back towards Saturn, she could still see the
others flying dangerously close to one another as they jostled for
second and third place behind her.

 


However it
wasn’t long before the other ships behind the two ships in second
and third had caught up to them, and subsequently it wasn’t long
before they were all hot on Paige’s arse.

 


All that was
left was for Paige to once again pass through Saturn’s rings,
and on the other side was the finish line.

 


Upon reaching
the gas giant anew, she led the pack through the rings and
manoeuvred her way through the dense field of ice and rock, when
suddenly a large asteroid was headed straight for her. With a
few quick commands, she sent her ship barrel rolling off to the
side, narrowly missing the lumbering space rock.

 


And just then,
as someone was coming up beside her she saw it. The finish
line.

 


Paige swerved
her ship in front of the other ship, causing them to slow down or
collide. The other ship slowed down, and Paige punched the
thrusters, and she zoomed through the finish line in first
place.

 


***

 


Powering down
her thrusters, Paige let her momentum push her towards the shuttle
bay on the space station Asteria. From there she flew her ship
into the shuttle bay and landed it with a sigh of relief. Her comms
device chimed, and she pulled it from her pocket. It showed a
new deposit into her account— a hundred thousand credits had
been deposited into it.

 


Paige smiled
and tipped her head back. Not bad for a day’s work she mused
to herself as she then looked at the notification bar. It
was mostly useless spam, but one message was from someone with
the screen name Six6Six. She tapped it, expecting more
spam.

 


“Paige, get
back to me.”

 


It was a voice
only message and the message from Six6Six had come in only
ten minutes before she’d finished the race. It was probably a
safe bet she could get the sender if she tried. After a few
moments of considering it, she shrugged and pulled up the contact
info. The connection negotiated for a few seconds, and she was
connected. This time it was a video feed that answered.

 


She was a woman in her early thirties,
hair streaked with hot pink highlights. A stud graced one
nostril, and a handful of rings perforated one ear. Her
clothes ran the gamut from black leather to pink vinyl to
white latex, along with virtually every other material but
cloth. It was all layered over each other in haphazard flaps
and pleats and held on with too many buckles and zips. The
overall effect was hideous and unusual, standard uniform of the
pathological non conformist. She was slightly overweight and,
from the looks of it, very annoyed.

 


“Oh, you,”
Paige said flatly.”

 


Evidently Six6Six whose
real name was Patti
was Mako’s protégé when it came down to being an elite slicer.
Patti who was a few years younger than Mako and only about a year
younger than Paige had met the former in the Immersive
Simulated Cyber Realm commonly known as the ISCyR. Much like
Mako she’d despised Paige, having nursed a grudge against her
for years. Amongst other things she took much pleasure
taunting Paige by serving her with constant reminders
that she was, and would always be the little brat daughter of
a tyrant mother.

 


“That’s right,
me, you little sh—”

 


“Thanks so much for calling, Patti. Do keep
in touch,” she said, reaching to end the call.

 


“No, wait,
it’s a message from Kixi!”

 


“Okay,
what?”

 


“Kixi told me
you were racing ships in sanctioned races when you weren’t being a
Züncålazin trying to save the galaxy. Is that true?”

 


“Well I just
made a bag full of credits winning one of those races— all legit of
course.”

 


Patti rolled
her eyes. “Well yes, Paige, don’t you ever listen? I did say
sanctioned.”

 


“I’m
very selective with the things I choo—“

 


“Have you
heard of the ‘24 Hours of Sol’ space race?” Patti interrupted.

 


“Vaguely,
why?”

 


“Do you
remember Jak Zed?”

 


“No, who’s that? Lucky boyfriend number
six?”

 


“Don’t act as if you don’t know who he
is. Jak wants you on his team for the race. As to why he would
want to hire the likes of you beats me but he’ll fill you in on the
details when you see him. So if you’ve forgotten where to find
him, then look him up, bitch.” With that, she closed the
connection.

 


“I’m the bitch? Look who’s talking!” Paige
muttered through clenched teeth. She took out
her frustration on the control panel, hammering the buttons to
search for Jak’s details, and then set a course for Celestia City,
Earth.







Chapter 2

The outskirts of Mystika City, Terra Australis province,
Earth.

 


 


The
penultimate race of the Hovercar System Championship was
barely eight minutes old when Zenon Qarr lost her steering rudder
at over 700 kilometres per hour.

 


The worst
thing was, it wasn’t even her fault. Some crazy driver from Aries
Prime had lost control of his hovercar while trying to pull an
impossible 9 g turn and had crashed spectacularly into a large
marsh right in front of Zenon, sending sizzling pieces of his car
flying in every direction— three of which punched right through
Zenon’s tailfin like a volley of red hot mini meteorites,
rendering her steering vanes useless.

 


Zenon jammed back on her collective, and
somehow managed to right her hovercar with only her pedal thrusters
just as three of the other top contenders whizzed by, rocketing off
into the distance, kicking up geyser sprays in their wakes. Her
hovercar slowed to a complete stop, hovering a metre above one
of the hundreds of water alleys in the vast swamp at the edge of
Mystika City’s city limits.

 


Ālrai Tānien’s
voice came in through Zenon’s earpiece. Ālrai was Zenon’s
navigator, co-driver and husband. He sat in the back of the
hovercar‘s cockpit, slightly above and behind Zenon.

 


Zenon bit her
lip as Ālrai spoke.

 


Then she shook
her head determinedly. “No way, Ālrai. I didn’t come here to bow
out in the first ten minutes. We’re not out of this yet. You just
plot our course, I’ll do the rest.”

 


And with that,
she gunned the thrusters, flinging her hovercar back into the
race.

 


***

 


The Mystika City round of the Hovercar
System Championship was what was known as a ‘gate race’. The
city was famous for holding such races— one such gate race was a
part of the annual Grand Slam series when that series was held in
Mystika City which was often. The Grand Slam series itself
consisted of four mini rounds that were contested with hovercars,
Formula Zero cars and high performance wheeled ground cars—
with the gate race mini round reserved for the latter
which consisted of a fiendishly complex race through
the streets of Mystika City. With respect to the Hovercar
System Championship version of the race, although
not contested with wheeled ground cars, obviously, and in
spite of the fact that it wasn’t held in the actual streets of
the city, but rather just beyond the city’s
outskirts, was based on the same principle.

 


Instead of
doing laps around a track, a gate race had no actual track at all.
Rather, the hovercar version of this type of race took place over a
wide area of open terrain 500 kilometre wide by 500 kilometre long.
In the case of this round of the championship, that terrain
was the vast swampland on the edge of the city limits of Mystika
City: a marshy landscape that featured a labyrinthine network of
narrow waterways cutting through the swamp
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