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Chapter 1

Orcus – Terraformed trans-Neptunian dwarf planet of the Sol
System: Administrative area of the Omegatech Collective (SkyX
Conglomerate) – Protectorate of the USS Drex-Skycom
regime. 

 


Zlidon City,
CE 2986.

 


 


Counting the
blue pills and exile packs for the fourth time, Paige Mirax
reflected on how much she hated herself for what she was doing. She
sealed each of the plastic bags and placed them inside her jacket
pocket, pausing to take a long look at the blaster pistol on the
counter. She despised guns, and had never handled one before
getting involved in this ugly business. But it no longer mattered
what her personal distastes were. Those needed to be set aside in
order to survive. She tucked the weapon into her belt, making sure
the heavy jacket concealed it. Opting for warmth instead of weapon
accessibility, Paige buttoned the coat right up to her neck. As
dangerous as this line of work was, she had yet to find herself in
a situation that required her to even draw the sidearm. Besides
that, it was minus five degrees Celsius outside. The odds of
trouble were slim on a bitter day like this. 

 


Walking
outside of the decrepit tenement building that she called home,
Paige passed by a homeless couple huddled over a small fire in the
street. Their faces were expressionless, as if beyond despair and
far past the point of feeling sorry for themselves. It was a
reminder to Paige that the sale of the drugs in her jacket pocket
was imperative. The rent was due in just a few hours, and currently
there wasn’t enough money in her account to cover it. She knew that
if she missed that payment, Omegatech Watch agents would evict her
immediately, and electronically seal the door to her own apartment
before giving her or her daughter a chance to gather their
belongings.

 


As always, the
contact was anonymous, and the location was in one of the most
dangerous sections of Zlidon City. Paige had done this enough times
already to know that the client was a corporate type from the
wealthy section, where all the city officials and Omegatech reps
lived. They always seemed to pick the darkest parts of town to meet
in, presumably to minimise the chances of being discovered by their
own peers, or for that matter even Skycom Corporation. Paige felt
the bitter cold pierce through her layers of clothing as she walked
past another group of shivering homeless people. No one had any
business being outdoors on a day like this, unless you couldn’t
afford to be indoors. Or, Paige thought, if you happened to have a
nasty drug habit. 

 


One of the
planetoid’s one hundred atmosphere scrubbers loomed beyond the
city’s skyline, a solitary mountain of metal surrounded by a vast
expanse of snow and ice. It took almost one hundred years to
terraform this icicle, Paige thought, and look at all the good it’s
done. Paige shook her head while crossing the street, avoiding a
snowcat rumbling by from the opposite direction. The Omegatech
Collective was part of a Conglomerate with Skycom Corporation known
as the SkyX Conglomerate. Fundamentally, that had made Omegatech a
business associate and therefore a close ally to the Drex-Skycom
regime. As was the case with other SkyX Conglomerate members, this
allowed Omegatech to freely operate in the outer regions of the Sol
System; in the case of Omegatech, beneath Orcus’ thick shell of ice
was a source of vast deposits of heavy metals. When the planetoid’s
atmosphere had finally become breathable and industrial scale
mining operations for such commodities took hold on the surface,
through Omegatech, Zlidon City became a premier economic hub for
Skycom operations in this part of the Sol System.

 


Miners,
entrepreneurs, bioengineers, and construction specialists flocked
to Zlidon City by the thousands, shuttling back and forth to
various planet-side project sites and orbital stations. Omegatech’s
massive investment soon began yielding huge returns for both
themselves and Skycom, and the business opportunities for new
arrivals seemed limitless. But the bubble had burst much sooner
than anyone anticipated, and the consequences were disastrous.
Astrogeologists employed by other members of the SkyX Conglomerate
discovered equally abundant sources of heavy metals on other
trans-Neptunian planets as well as objects in the Oort Cloud,
making the mining of heavy elements commonplace. As more deposits
were discovered, the price of the commodities plummeted, and the
costs of maintaining operations on Zlidon City quickly outpaced
revenues. Omegatech responded by scaling everything back, stopping
just short of abandoning the dwarf planetary system completely.
Now, the only ships that landed in Zlidon City were police vessels
and the occasional supply ship.

 


All in all, as
long as Skycom Corporation received their cut of the profits, they
didn’t care which company or companies in the Conglomerate was most
profitable, this basis effectively accelerated the economic
collapse of Omegatech’s wealth on Orcus. With the prospectors and
venture capitalists gone, all planet-side projects were placed on
standby or cancelled outright. Soon afterwards, people could no
longer afford to hire transports to get them off the planetoid, let
alone to other parts of the United Systems of Sol or even the
Sajnen Confederate.

 


As was typical
with Drex-Skycom regime society, the Omegatech Collective’s
decisions for Orcus were based purely on numbers, not conscience.
The corporate philosophy was applied equally to both the pursuit of
risk, and the retreat from it. Thus, Omegatech along with Skycom
offered neither aid nor comfort to the contractors affected by the
radical turn of events. The risk of failure while pursuing success
was an accepted reality of Drex-Skycom regime culture, and so
Omegatech was neither obliged nor compelled to adhere with the
welfare principles of the regime.

 


Paige Mirax,
an expert geologist and engineer by background, was one of the
hundreds of thousands of people who were now faced with a struggle
for existence. Her story was no more or less tragic than all of the
others living in Zlidon City. When asked by an Omegatech senior
officer for an estimate regarding an excavation project with an
impossible deadline, Paige had made the mistake of responding with
an honest answer. An executive mandate so obtuse could only have
come from someone who knew very little about the realities of
mining through several kilometres of ice. But the officer could not
be bothered with such mundane academic concerns, and quickly
replaced Paige with someone who would tell him exactly what he
wanted to hear.

 


Reputation was everything in the society
of the Drex-Skycom regime, and the major corporations that existed
within its rigid cultural framework had zero tolerance for
pessimism in the workplace. Paige now had an official reputation as
someone who couldn’t think large enough to suit corporate
ambitions, and was effectively ostracised from Omegatech, Skycom,
and every other corporation operating in the Sol System. Her great
gamble for success had failed miserably and became her complete
undoing, culminating with the tragic death of her husband in an
industrial accident and the bitter estrangement of her eldest
daughter as a result. All that remained of the family that she
brought to Zlidon City was her youngest daughter Emilia, who looked
to her mother to help her make sense of the cruel world around them
ever since.

 


Walking around the corner of a building,
an icy breeze made Paige wince. Emilia still has a chance, she
thought, tilting her head downwards as she walked into the wind.
Her youngest daughter was now 16 years old, intellectually gifted
and ambitious. Emilia aspired to join either the Drex Dynasty or
Skycom Corporation Navy, and had a fighting chance of being
accepted into the School of Applied Science from a number of top
universities or institutions. The tuition was enormous, but Paige
always allayed Emilia’s concerns and encouraged her to pursue
whatever she desired. Failing her daughter was not an option. Paige
was prepared to do whatever was necessary to provide Emilia with
everything she needed to succeed. That meant taking extra care to
ensure that Emilia avoided making the mistakes that she did, the
greatest of which was placing her complete faith in the Drex-Skycom
regime.

 


Someday I’ll tell her, when she’s old
enough to understand, Paige thought as she turned left towards an
enclosed courtyard. She couldn’t bear the thought of disappointing
her youngest daughter the way she had disappointed her husband and
other elder daughter. The irony was that Paige now depended on that
which the Drex-Skycom regime wanted her to hate— FerrusCorp— for
her salvation. It was FerrusCorp who took her in as a dealer and
saw her academic credentials as an asset, using Paige as a contact
for wealthier clients because of her refined manners and intellect.
FerrusCorp who were part of a bigger group known as the Cestus
Coalition hated both the Drex Dynasty and Skycom for all the same
reasons that Paige now did, and she found the shared resentment
comforting. But she could not, would not, tell her daughter that
she planned to finance the girl’s dream of becoming a starship
captain through the sale of illegal drugs. Paige’s handler, a
FerrusCorp member known as Akio Langley, swore very sincerely to
uphold that request. It still amazed her that these men— these
criminals— had become the only people in her life that she could
trust. Are we really villains, Paige thought as she jumped up and
down to stay warm, or just honourable men and women who respect
each other’s right to exist?

 


The hovercar
passed by twice, as it always did, before stopping to let out a
small passenger covered head to toe in winter clothing. A much
larger figure emerged from the other door and stood by the
hovercar, keeping Paige in a clear line of sight. A light snow
started to fall, with the occasional gust kicking up powder that
stung Paige’s face. The shorter figure walked deliberately forward
and stopped about five metres in front of her, shifting weight from
foot to foot.

 


“Blue stars...
red... stars...” The client was female, and she was trying to
remember the phrase that Akio had instructed her to speak. Paige
could tell from her accent that she was corporate, that she was new
at this, and that she was already drugged out of her mind.

 


“I think you
mean blue stars burn the hottest, and red stars grow the largest,”
said Paige. “Then I’m supposed to say, the blue will die young, but
the red have grown old.” She focused her eyes on her, but kept her
companion in her peripheral vision.

 


“Yeah!
B-l-l-l-lue stars, they’re my fa-a-a-vourite,” she answered,
looking straight up and trying to catch snowflakes with her tongue.
Paige wanted to end this nonsense as quickly as possible.

 


“Who’s your
friend over there?” she asked.

 


“That’s
J-o-o-h-n, my m-m-b-o-d-yguard,” she slurred. “He likes the
b-l-l-l-u-e stars, too.” She took one step forward. The bodyguard
did the same.

 


“Do you know
why you’re here?” Paige asked, squinting through another icy gust
of wind.

 


She shifted
dreamily back and forth, with a vacant smile on her face. “You...
have a-a-a-all the stars!” swinging her arms out for
expression.

 


“Yes, thirty
blue pills and six exile packs, as ordered.” Raising one hand over
her head to get the attention of the bodyguard, Paige slowly
reached with the other hand inside her jacket and gently pulled out
the plastic bag. The bodyguard had his own coat unbuttoned now.

 


The client’s
eyes opened wide when she saw the ‘stars’. “Yum! Gimme, gimme,
gimme!” she clumsily lunged forward for them, catching her balance
just in time as Paige stepped backwards.

 


“Ah, ah, ah,
you have to pay for these,” Paige said. Her heartbeat accelerated
as another hovercar drove past the courtyard, but then calmed down
after it continued by without stopping.

 



“C-r-e-e-e-d-i-t... I’ll give you lots of c-r-e-e-d-i-t for the
stars...” she reached into her coat pocket. Paige’s eyes
involuntarily widened. She caught her expression and pulled the
wallet out quickly, pointing it at her as if it were a blaster.
Paige’s face went pale and her heart stopped for a moment.

 


“Bang bang!”
she exclaimed, then began laughing. Paige was not amused.

 


“That’s 25,000
credits,” Paige said through clenched teeth. “If you’ll please wire
the funds.” Following the same routine as before with the
bodyguard, Paige reached into her jacket for her wallet. The device
was set to ‘proximity’ and could already detect the client’s wallet
online.

 


“Two-o-o....
F-i-v-e... Z-e-e-e-r-o...” she fumbled with the tiny keypad. Paige
was about to lose her patience, but regained her composure as the
wallet display confirmed receipt of payment to the FerrusCorp
account, followed by an automatic transfer of 2,500 credits to her
own personal account. She smiled. The rent would be paid on time,
and the next sale would complete the first tuition instalment for
the school. Paige reached out with the package, and she seized
it.

 


“M-m-m-mine!”
she said, clasping it to her chest and tearing open the
plastic.

 


“It certainly
is now,” Paige answered, pocketing the wallet. “Good day.” And with
that comment, she walked past her towards the street, away from the
courtyard.

 


“Hey girl!”
she called after her. Paige was reluctant to acknowledge her, but
decided to anyway. It was snowing harder now, and the wind was
making it more difficult to see.

 


“Yes?”

 


“What kind of
stars do y-o-o-u like?” An empty exile pack fell from her hand into
the snow. Damn, Paige thought. That’s an awful big hit for a girl
her size. The bodyguard started walking briskly towards her.

 


“What kind of
stars do I like?” Paige repeated again.

 


“Yeah! What
kind of s-t-a-a-a-r-z-z...” Her head was tilted downward, but she
was looking up at Paige with a strange smile on her face. One hand
was in the same coat pocket she had drawn her wallet from.

 


Paige answered
without thinking, just wanting to go home. The bodyguard suddenly
broke into an all-out sprint.

 


“Red,” she
said.

 


“Wrong
answer!” she exclaimed, raising her hand suddenly. Paige thought
she had pulled her wallet out again, but something didn’t look
quite right. The bodyguard shouted a warning just as Paige saw a
bright flash and heard a loud discharge. She never felt the plasma
bolt slam into her chest and go straight through her back. Instead,
she thought it was strange how the girl suddenly dropped from her
view, and how warm it had just become despite the snow that was now
falling directly onto her face. In her final moment, she remembered
how much she missed her husband and thought of his cheerful smile,
and focused on that gentle image as the light outside faded to
blackness.

 


“What the fuck
just happened?” screamed Akio, as he watched the snow and ice
around Paige Mirax’s corpse turn crimson.

 


“Akio, what’s
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