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Captain Khaled Castillo scowled at the yellow warning light. Holographic alerts, often a godsend and just as often a pain in the backside, blinked throughout his spacecraft. “For all the Sol, what now?” Khaled snapped at his ship, which was a three-pronged propeller-shaped hauler named Harene. The artificial intelligence had the same name, Harene. There was no real difference between the ship and the AI.

Checking over his quarters for immediate threats, Khaled pushed off his bunk. His room was only two feet longer and wider than his bunk. He hunched to clear the doorway, his hand cushioning the top of the doorframe in case his head bumped against it. His unruly curls brushed against his fingers, and he hustled the seven steps to the alcove housing his hauler’s flight control—a boxy room with a rectangular gel glass panel in the center and two command chairs.

“Impact. Panel 13B, starboard,” Harene answered.

“Impact? Is there serious damage?” Inside flight control, Khaled read the reports about the status of the hauler on the gel glass monitor.

“Minor hull damage.” Harene’s robotic voice had a slight lilt from a bygone dialect, from a bygone Haumea. No one had occupied the colonies on Haumea in two decades. Settling the dwarf planet had been a necessary jump in humankind’s spread into the outer solar system, but Haumea was quickly abandoned once several engineered stars were ignited and lit up the Kuiper Belt. The mini sun, Octavia, between Uranus and Neptune, marked the boundary between the inner and outer solar system. The Innlings never stopped griping about Octavia’s brilliance, as if illuminating the Kuiper Belt was a crime. Idiots. Light was life.

Proud to be an Outling through and through, Khaled didn’t complain unless his sleep was interrupted. As long as he had a ship, air, and sustenance, the rest amounted to extravagance. The best luxury, which didn’t cost him anything but time, was stories. Dark tales about another solar system, not so far away with a dead sun and no light, except from distant neighboring stars, chilled Khaled the most, but he couldn’t get enough of them. The latest rumors from freighters returning from Planet X whispered about ravenous beings lurking in the darkness.

In the claustrophobic confines of flight control, he banged a fist against the pliable glass monitor. “What made the impact?” he asked, wishing for the twelve billionth time the Council of Human Occupied Planets (CHOPs) hadn’t ruled to hobble AIs. For one, Harene would be a better companion. For two, the AI would quit playing dumb with his questions. Maybe the cargo Khaled had picked up at Serenity Sol Station—an artificial world between Orcus and the artificial sun, Z’ha’dum—would finally allow him to afford an illegal upgrade.

His hauler had left Serenity Sol Station four days ago and headed to Orcus for a brief stop before continuing to Makemake. Only three hours from orbit, he itched to begin landing procedures. There was a pretty gal he liked at the main settlement on Orcus, and he had enough scratch to buy her a drink. Two if he didn’t buy one for himself.

Flight control, and every room on the hauler, emptied into the living space, a mostly sky-blue room, twelve-foot by twelve-foot. Khaled barreled through the living space and fifteen projections of the yellow beacon. Harene excelled at overkill. He rushed into cargo bay three and wove through the stacks of crates to examine the affected sector. No loss of integrity was visible from the inside.

“Complete view of panel 13B, starboard, please, Harene.”

The ship wall faded to translucent, revealing the outer hull. A jagged shard of glass, ice, or maybe it was a crystal, jutted like an extra rudder sharp enough to be murderous. It was a miracle the thing hadn’t sliced the Harene in two.

A tremor passed through Khaled’s chest. His ship had come within a foot of total disaster, to ending him and his pathetic attempts at trading. He peered closer, his nose grazing against the hull. “What is it?”

“I require a more precise inquiry, Captain Castillo,” Harene replied.

“Must we be so formal? We’ve been cohabiting for five years.”

Harene was Khaled’s newest hauler, yet it wasn’t new. He wished he could afford a human navigator, but he acquired crap no one else wanted on the faint hope someone on the more remote worlds would pay him for it.

His current cargo was special. It came from Earth. He had purchased the crates unopened, which saved him a freighter-sized chunk of currency, and the seller had moved the crates onto Harene at no extra cost—a major bonus when profit margins were as tight as Khaled’s. Despite the constant gnaw of curiosity, he hadn’t dared to open the sealed containers. If crap comprised his cargo, he would make more profit selling it the way he had bought it. He leaned against the closest stack of crates, savoring the aroma of plastic, hoping he smelled organic plastic. If the cargo contained plastic from Earth, he would be rich enough to hire twelve pretty navigators and buy a new ship.

“Hard port,” he ordered, grabbing a handhold molded into the wall. Harene angled sharply, picking up velocity. The piece of space trash held fast. Khaled sighed. “Do I have to go out there?”

The yellow beacon deepened, bordering on orange.

“Harene? Update.”

“Environment is compromised. Hull composition compromised.”

“What?” Khaled tapped the comm link attached to his collar to bring up his holoscreen. Xylomannan, an antifreeze fundamental to hull integrity, was being depleted. Like every ship in the Sol, his was constructed from a composite of carbons and nanites. Without antifreeze, the hull wouldn’t be able to repair itself or protect him from the lethal cold of space. “The space rock is doing this? I have to cut it loose.” Khaled marched to the locker beside the airlock and shrugged into his spacesuit. “Check seals on my suit, and send a distress call to Orbital Rescue Services.”

“Seals are at one hundred percent, Captain Castillo. Message sent to ORS.”

He clicked on the helmet and trudged into the hatch, sealing the inner door behind him. He hitched himself to the shortest tether, and a holographic bar displayed the progress of depressurization in the airlock. The holographic icon flashed blue when he could safely open the outer door. He held his glove over the blue light to trigger the latch release, and the door slid upward. “Wish me luck.”

“I cannot wish, Captain Castillo. It is against CHOPs regulations.”

If Khaled couldn’t afford the illegal upgrade soon, he would go mad. Built-in thrusters across the back of his suit went off, gently propelling him out of the hauler. When he reached the rope’s limit, the tether jerked him back against the ship. He deployed the magnets in his suit and stuck himself fast to the hull before he bounced away. One jerk on the tether line was enough. The bruising would last for a week.

He switched off the magnets in his suit and adjusted the magnets in his boots. Hooking his tether to a safety rail on the outer hull, he tromped along as if walking through a pool filled with hardening cement. Inch by inch, he headed toward the piece of debris protruding from his hauler. After seven steps, he had to rest to keep perspiration and his breathing under control. Sweating too much would make him cold and stress his vitals, and passing out would make his situation worse.

“Remind me I need to work out more regularly when this crisis is over, Harene.” He didn’t have any extra flesh, but he could do with improving his endurance.

“How frequently would you like the reminder, Captain Castillo?”

“Twice a day will do.” Any more, and his AI would push him over the edge. Harene was so close already.

Another ten steps and he reached his goal. The Harene wasn’t a huge vessel—three large cargo holds that could be converted to other uses when not holding freight, engineering, flight control, a small living space, and two bunk rooms. To make the ship as efficient as possible, Khaled could flip gravity on the hauler. His exercise equipment was on the ceiling of the living space. He would have to quit being lazy about reversing gravitational orientation.

He ran his gloved hand along the jagged edge of the space trash. As ragged as it was, he guessed it had broken off something bigger. He activated the scanner built into his glove, bathing the object in electronic inquiries. The answers scrolled across the faceplate of his helmet. Ice.

“Water ice, Harene?” There were myriad types of ice and a myriad types of water ice.

“Correct, Captain Castillo.”

His eyebrows rose. “Pure water ice? What type?”

“Type one, Captain Castillo.”

This bad bit of luck could be a boon in disguise. “What’s the best price? Where?” Pure water ice was a rare commodity on some worlds in the Outer Sol. “I’m about to become very, very rich.” A grin spread his gaunt cheeks. For the first time in his life, the grip of poverty loosened, and his heart thudded—not from his physical exertions, but from possibility.

“The current best market for water is the space station Ylla between Makemake and Eris. Last currency transaction, five hundred thousand rations per kiloton.”

“How big is this chunk of ice?”

“Calculations based on drag puts it at two point five kilotons.”

“Huckamucka,” he exclaimed with a whistle. His girl on Orcus could bathe in cocktails. Maybe she would agree to be his navigator. “Deploy bots to ready cargo hold three for our icy guest.”

“Cargo three contains crates obtained on Serenity Sol Station.”

“I know. Move the crates out of there.”

“Cargo holds one and two are filled to maximum.”

“Order the bots to move the boxes to the living space and bunk room two.”

“Order given, Captain Castillo.”

Finally. “Send a bot out to me with a loader and mining equipment.”

Not long after, a bot joined Khaled on the hull. The bot was a common model used throughout the Sol—a squat box on six legs, its body filled with tools. Together, Khaled and the bot spun through space, the bot more aware of the surrounding stars than Khaled. His full attention never wavered from the slab of ice. He drilled a series of holes with a plasma drill, then used a blade to saw off a good chunk. A few pieces drifted free.

“Bot B75, retrieve fragments.”

The little droid zipped off and vacuumed up the stray bits of ice. The bot dumped them in the enclosed loader with the bigger chunks. When the loader was full, the bot tugged the loader inside cargo hold three, then returned. The droid and Khaled repeated the process until the entire chunk was inside Harene.

He kneeled before the gash in his hull, running his gloved fingers over the rip. “It’s not a very deep gouge. Why was the ice so stuck?”

“I do not understand the question, Captain Castillo.”

Of course, Harene didn’t. Khaled wanted to kick the AI. “How was the ice stuck to the hull?” He turned on the scanner in his glove and ran it over the dent. Harene displayed the results on his faceplate. Teensy rows of deeper pits lined the gouge. “What made those marks?” he asked.

“Unknown.”

“Best guess.”

“Bite marks.”

His chuckle grew into a belly full of guffaws. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes, and he gripped his stomach to calm himself. “Ice… ice doesn’t have tee…,” laughter overwhelmed him for a solid two minutes, “…teeth.”

“Agreed, Captain Castillo.”

Thank the five suns for small favors. He stood and started for the airlock. “Bot B75, repair the hull with fresh nanites. Estimated time?”

“Nine minutes, six point twelve seconds.”

“Thank you, Harene.”

He sealed the airlock and waited for the chamber to repressurize. Through the tiny view panel, he saw the orange alert continue to flash. Khaled frowned. “Report on hull integrity, Harene.”

“Xylomannan levels dangerously low.”

Frost formed on the composite walls, growing thicker as he blinked. Khaled left his spacesuit and helmet on and exited the airlock. “What’s going on?” He glanced at the sealed hatch for cargo bay three. “Report on payload in bay three.”

“The ice is melting, Captain Castillo. Bay temperature thirty-three point four degrees Fahrenheit and rising.”

“Bay three is set to twenty-nine degrees. Did you change my instructions?”

“Negative, Captain Castillo.” Harene shared proof of the bay temperature being set correctly.

Perplexed as to why cargo bay three thawed while the rest of his ship iced over, the hair on Khaled’s neck rose, tempting him to remove his helmet and rub away the chill, but he didn’t dare. He stopped in front of the cargo bay door, hoping his AI was wrong. “Open bay three, Harene.”

The seals around the door hissed as they depressurized. Water seeped out, surrounding Khaled’s boots. The water instantly froze. He took a step back, the ice cracking underfoot. The door continued to slide upward. More water trickled out, covering the floor in a slick sheen of ice. This time Khaled stood his ground.

Inside the bay, the two plus kilotons of ice gleamed—valuable jewels to end Khaled’s days of stressing over air rations. Off the mound of ice tumbled green mossy balls, each the size of his fist. The creature closest to Khaled snaked out a foot, much like a snail but faster, and glided to the toe of his boot. The creature yawned, showing a mouth of tiny, jagged teeth and bit down, piercing through the thick space boot, drilling into flesh. Khaled yelped. More and more balls of moss slithered out of the ice.

Khaled groped for the wall. “Seal… reseal the hatch, Harene. Now.” He reeled about and sprinted. The space boots kept him clumsy. The next closest door belonged to bunk two. He heaved himself through the door, falling into the stacked crates. Using his feet, he scrambled out of the doorway, pressing himself flat against the unforgiving containers. The crates wouldn’t spare him an inch. He inhaled to make himself as thin as possible and kicked at the hatch control. “Lock bunk two.”

He pushed at the crates until some gave way, revealing a small corridor to the back of the room. Khaled crawled over the crates and huddled in the far corner, wishing he could get farther away. He could hear them, whatever they were, squeaking and squealing, teeth on nanite composite. The little buggers were eating his ship. Did they want the ship, or did they eat the ship to get to him? Khaled couldn’t swallow, praying his time hadn’t run out. “How long until ORS arrives?”
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“It’s Christmas, Lucy,” Nikili Echols spoke in a singsong and slapped her partner on the back. The Huey didn’t need Nikili once a distress call was answered and the course set, yet she rechecked the Huey’s flight path.

Her squad chief had once told her the rescue ships were called Hueys as an ode to ancient rescue operations on Earth. Why Earth needed more homage was beyond Nikili. Earth was the worst attention whore in the Sol.

“Okay, you’ve told me the Christmas thing is a joke, but I still don’t understand what’s funny.” Everything about Lucy Ashida radiated artistry and grace—like a dark, exotic queen from a forgotten world. She swiped a delicate finger over the edge of the gel glass panel spanning in front of their seats and brought up the file about the distress call.

Nikili envied Lucy’s elegance, believing her own features were too rounded, too cute to be taken seriously. “The line about Christmas is from a primitive, I mean positively primitive, Earthan science fiction movie. Out of the blue, while traveling in their spaceship, the man says to the lady, It’s Christmas, Lucy. My kid and I watched the film together years ago. Honestly, if not for Saverna’s constant squeals of amusement, I would have fallen asleep. This movie was a trial of endurance and not in a good way.”

“And you’ve tortured me with Christmas ever since. Ancient Earth celebrated the weirdest things.”

“You should check out these ancient movies. Their Neolithic ideas about space were bizarre.”

“Invite me over tonight, and I will watch old movies with you. You shouldn’t be alone so much.”

Kind and supportive things always tumbled from Lucy’s tongue. Nikili’s throat tightened unexpectedly. Part of her yearned to say yes, but she couldn’t, couldn’t summon the energy to invite her dearest friend over. “Hmm. You know why.” For five years, Nikili had battled a spiral of depression and self-loathing, which had stolen her life. Bit by bit, she had lost everything until she felt as if she dwelled inside a dark pit with no hope of ever climbing out. Utterly drained emotionally, broken, beyond rescue, unable to get herself together, Nikili teetered on giving up some days. The only one she hadn’t lost was Lucy. Gazing into Lucy’s perfect soul, a small smile of appreciation flickered across Nikili’s lips. “Some other time, Lucy.”

“Until you invite me and follow through, I’ll keep nagging you.”

“You not giving up on me means more than the five suns.” Nikili returned to examining the rescue call details for the forty-ninth time and gathered her long, ebony tresses into a smart tie. On the holoscreen projected by the comm link attached to her collar, codes popped up in violet. She flicked at the number twelve. The smart tie lengthened and twisted her hair into a secure knot.

“The mission brief says the emergency is a hull integrity issue. Says the hauler is losing antifreeze.” Nikili tapped on her thick lower lip. “What would cause a loss of antifreeze? Isn’t antifreeze built into the nanites?” The nanites on the Huey had antifreeze so innate to their composition, she had never given it any thought. She wondered how the lack of xylomannan would interfere with rescuing Captain Castillo, fearing she and Lucy were ill-prepared. She pulled up an archive on nanites and hull composition, which mentioned xylomannan was part of the nanites like pigment was to her skin. “Losing xylomannan makes no sense, but without it, the ship will freeze, which includes all its systems and everyone inside.”

“Maybe we should consult the salvager on call and ask them how the nanites could lose their antifreeze.” Lucy’s hair was the same shade of night as Nikili’s, and her wild curls were unnaturally tamed into a lumpy cascade.

Nikili poked at one of Lucy’s curls, heavily weighted with a substance she couldn’t identify. “What did you use on your hair?”

Lucy slapped Nikili’s hand away. “Let me be.” Her exotic, inky eyes crinkled into slits as she checked over the CIT call data. “Oh look, your favorite salvage operator is on duty. Hook Raeder. Did you know? Is this why you asked to change our shift?”

“No, I didn’t know. I was thinking of trying to connect with Saverna today. That’s why I asked to change shifts.”

“Don’t drag your beautiful, innocent daughter into this. You keep track of your ex better than a stalker.”

“Quit drifting in dark matter.” Nikili straightened the collar of her uniform—a black unitard with a red jacket covered with insignia and patches of achievement. She had more patches than anyone in Orbital Rescue Services (ORS). Since she had last seen Hook, her estranged husband, she had been awarded fourteen more. Absently, she patted them. She hadn’t been able to help herself since her colossal failure five years ago involving a space sick dad with a blowtorch, but she excelled at saving others. Such a tragic fiasco wouldn’t happen again. Not on her watch. “ETA forty minutes. Contact the captain, Lucy. Who is she, by the way?”

“They’re a he. Khaled Castillo.” Lucy waved a finger over the contact CIT now icon. CIT stood for citizen in trouble. She nudged the CIT icon eight more times. “No reply.”

“The AI isn’t obeying?” Nikili glanced at the nearest camera. “E51?” She asked about the Huey’s AI.

“Diagnostics report E51 is fine. It’s comms that won’t connect.”

“Is the system down?” Nikili blinked at the monitor. “Is that even possible?” She had never heard of an outage.

Lucy waved a finger over another icon, running more diagnostics. “No, the comm system isn’t down.”

Nikili hit Outer Sol dispatch, which was based on Charon, and they didn’t answer either. She sent a summons to her station on Orcus.

“What do you need, ORS Echols?” The squad coordinator had a tone as serious as the worst emergency.

“Comms check. We can’t raise dispatch on Charon or the CIT.”

“Receiving you loud and clear on Orcus.”

“Try to contact CIT KSH0021 and dispatch on Charon.”

“Raising.”

A longer delay than usual spanned between Nikili’s Huey and the base on Orcus.

“No response,” the squadron coordinator stuttered. She never stuttered. ORS responders were trained not to. “It’s as if Charon and the hauler disappeared. Authorized to upgrade to level six emergency.”

Pulse fluttering, Nikili’s hand trembled, hovering over the manual override. She couldn’t wait for dispatch, couldn’t wait for orders and protocol. Today would not be a repetition of her failure. She locked her wrist into the command chair and brought up the holo controls. “I’m on the job. We’ll bring Captain Castillo home safe and sound.” Icons flickered over her visor.

The hum of propulsion burst into a louder whine. The ship accelerated, and Nikili’s heart raced. Outside of the transparent hull surrounding her, she studied the environs of Orcus, especially the standard flight approach from Serenity Sol Station. “Where are you, Castillo?”

“There.” Lucy pointed. “He’s just past the shadow of Vanth.” Vanth was Orcus’s solitary moon.

“He’s way off the flight path, and that’s quite a gash in the hull. Why isn’t hull damage in the file?” Nikili frowned at the propeller-shaped hauler with the three blade-like protrusions and at the data before her. She wouldn’t allow this mission to end in an unexpected fiasco of a surprise. “E51.” She addressed her vessel’s AI. “New scans. All codes. Do them twice.”

She punched in a braking sequence to dock with the hauler. The clear bubble in which she and Lucy sat rocked, and E51 blared with an error, refusing to dock. The sleek tail of the Huey shuddered.

“Until scans complete, docking is unsafe, ORS Echols.”

“Don’t be such a drama queen.” Nikili switched to manual override and coasted the Huey to the hauler. She swung the teardrop-shaped vessel sideways and deployed the magnetic field. The hauler attached to E51 without a groan. “I don’t get why that was so hard for you, E51.” She wouldn’t leave Captain Castillo hanging by being overly cautious. Her instincts told her to step it up and not wait for the meticulous computations to tell her it was safe. If the hauler wasn’t safe, Castillo needed her. Now.

She stood to gather her gear behind her. The interior lights flared brighter, chasing away the shadows inside the Huey. Most of the ship was a fiery shade of red. A brilliant chrome ladder beside the lockers led to the lower level—a medical bay surrounded by bunks, living quarters, engineering, and extra rescue equipment.

The set of lockers right behind the command seats held protective suits, medical supplies, and emergency repair gear. Nikili hefted the first aid bag out onto the floor. “How are Castillo’s vitals?”

“Heart rate is erratic.”

“Thanks, E51. Lucy, do you want to tend to the erratic heart or the hauler?”

“I deal with your erratic heart daily.” Lucy slid on her shiny yellow spacesuit and smiled. “Grease over blood, if you don’t mind.”

“I’m good with med.” Although not heavy, Nikili had a broader frame than Lucy. Taking up more space on a tiny spacecraft wasn’t ideal. She whacked her elbow against the lockers and cursed. “Daughter of a wind fart. Why do I always do that? Every freaking time.”

Lucy giggled. “Be more mindful, Echols, or you’ll have to rescue yourself.”

Shaking the sting out of her elbow, Nikili slung the medical pack over her shoulder, jumped down the ladder, and trudged to the airlock. “Is the hauler’s AI speaking to you yet, E51?”

“CIT’s heart rate and respiration are elevated. Advise immediate medical attention.”

Nikili wondered if the hauler’s AI had been upgraded and had contaminated E51. An AI should always reply to a direct inquiry. “Answer my initial question. The hauler’s AI?”

“She refers to herself as Harene.”

“A she, huh?” Yeah, the hauler’s AI had an illegal upgrade. “What’s she saying?”

“She’s shivering.”

“Shivering?” she repeated. “An AI can’t shiver. Neither can a ship.” Nikili’s skin prickled. Squinting through the hazy porthole of the Huey and then through the scuffed-up porthole of the hauler, she noted the heavy coating of ice. “Okay, it looks beyond cold in there, but haulers and computers don’t shiver. What’s going on?”

“Reporting what Harene is communicating without deviation.”

“Hmm.” Nikili grabbed her helmet from the shelf by the airlock. “Helmets and comm links on, Lucy.”

“Aye. You can take the lead, Echols.”

“You need to step up more often on our rescues if you want to transfer with me to Deep Space Rescue.” Nikili needed to escape the ghosts of the mission gone wrong five years ago. It didn’t matter whose fault the failure was, or that it was the only rescue where she hadn’t been able to save a soul. She saw the faces of that family every time she sped off with E51 and heard her mother’s scathing reprimand, You don’t have what it takes. The words haunted her, forever reminding her how wrong she had been. She couldn’t fail again, but she wouldn’t risk Lucy either. The thought of losing her, or watching Lucy get hurt because of another miscalculation, made her stomach twist. This time she would get it right, and maybe her mother’s ghost would see just how much Nikili measured up.

OEBPS/Images/image4.jpg
In 2223, the colonies rose up, the corporations fell, and a new
order began. The leaders of the rebellion became the new
ruling class, forming noble families who controlled key
industries and colonies. Though freedom had a new face, the
systems of survival still demanded sacrifice. The mines
remained active. The Sol still needed its raw materials.

Colonies grew, but slowly. Outposts limped aleng, propped up
by shipments through Haumea. The Outer Sol was dark,
frigid, and barely habitable.

That changed in 2590.

The Inner Sol had been developing a breakthrough: miniature
suns, designed to bring light and warmth to outer colonies.
The first prototype was developed on Callisto, intended to aid
the moons of Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune. Only one mini sun
was sanctioned.

But the Outer Sol had other plans.

A second rebellion, smaller but more cunning, formed from
the Outer Sol colonists. They stole the mini sun's blueprints
and prototype. Retreating to Makemake, they secretly
developed a plan for independence. Over six years, they built
four mini suns.

By 2596, the Outer Sol was reborn.
The mini suns were deployed with strategic precision:

1. Z’ha'dum - Near Orcus, stabilizing the region and
powering Serenity Sol Station.

2. Chulak - Between Makemake and Eris, giving rise to
thriving communities and bolstering Ylla Station.

3. Muad'Dib - Beyond Sedna, reaching as far as
Planet X, Gonggong, and 2002 MS4,

4, Octavia - Between Uranus and Neptune, transforming
life on their moons.
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Compiled for historical clarity in the year 2691

By the dawn of the-22nd century, Earth had become a
hostile place. Wildfires, megastorms, and unrelenting
tornadoes swept continents. Mass extinctions decimated
ecosystems. Climate change had taken its toll, pushing
civilization to the brink.

In 2103, the exodus began.

The rich fled first, founding the first off-Earth city on Mars.
However, luxury couldn't run itself. The elite needed labor.
Lotteries were held, pulling working-class citizens from
Earth under the illusion of opportunity. The corporations
got their workers. Mars got its servants. Society continued,
but the old struggles persisted.

To expand beyond Mars, corporations began educating
select populations. Skilled engineers, builders, and scientists
helped humanity spread to the moons of Jupiter and Saturn.
But the greed of old Earth followed. The corporate elite
continued to exploit both people and planets.

By the mid-22nd century, mining operations stretched all the
way to Pluto and Charon. Haumea, an irregular, egg-shaped
world on the edge of the solar system, became the gateway
to the true Outer Sol. It was here that deep-space missions
launched to chart and exploit the farthest known worlds:
Orcus, Eris, Sedna, Makemake, Quaoar, Gonggong, 2002 MS4,
and Planet X. ‘

Most did not survive those missions. Workers were overtasked
and under-supplied.

Then came the rebellion.
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These artificial suns brought a cascade of change. Dormant
outposts became self-sufficient cities. Trade routes flourished.
The Outer Sol, once a desperate frontier, became a thriving
collective of independent worlds.

The Inner Sol did not react kindly.

Furious over the'theft and the Outer Sol's newfound power,
tensions flared. But the Inner Sol no longer held all the air
rations. The Outer colonies declared their independence in
2590, before the suns were even deployed, signaling that the
old order was gone. The Inner Sol was forced to recognize
new trade agreements and treat the Outer Sol as equals.

Haumea, once a critical hub, was quickly abandoned. Its value
as a waypoint collapsed—there were better places to live.
And better places to die.

As of 2691, the Outer Sol remains rough around the edges,
still volatile. But its people shine in the artificial daylight they
created for themselves. The Inner Sol—beginning at Saturn
and stretching inward—remains wealthier, older, and more
bitter.

The Sol system is now united, but old divisions still surface.





