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Chapter
One

Zyra
Zanr awoke to a blaring shriek and fumbled angrily about the
headboard of her bed. She jabbed a finger at a flickering control
button and was relieved to hear her chronometer withdraw its wail. ‘A
necessary evil,’ she thought, reluctantly admitting that
without the chronometer’s noisy alarm setting, she would never
rise from bed early in the mornings. No sooner than Zyra silenced the
chronometer, her ship performed its routine morning mantra:

“Good
Morning, Ms. Zanr,” said the ship
computer in a deeply feminine, but utilitarian voice, causing Zyra to
grunt and plop her head under her pillow. “It
is oh five hundred hours interstellar time, chrono-date: see six-oh
nine-two one-oh oh two oh. There are seventeen items logged in the
ship’s daily maintenance report which are hereby listed in
order of priority:

Item
One: Hadrian Shield Generator currently inoperable because of
inactive power cell. Servicing is required. Item Two: Right dorsal
fin was damaged at oh two hundred hours by interplanetary debris.
Marginal damage sustained, but servicing prior to hyperspace travel
is required. Item Three—”

Zyra
listened to the ship computer give its lengthy report about all the
ship systems that were either malfunctioning or not functioning at
all. Not that she had needed to hear the report. She was well aware
of the damage her ship had sustained since her hasty retreat from
Selsus-18, the fiery world where she had captured her last fugitive.
Since then, her life had been on a swift and steady decline. She had
failed to apprehend a list of fugitives, not the least of which was
Captain Rador of the J-Sector Corsairs. In the process, she had
stared death repeatedly in the face and come away only with her skin
in tact. Though she was a born survivor, Zyra had escaped her doom
only because she knew the universe hated her. She would have to
endure a lot more punishment before it would ever tire of her
presence. If there were ever a chance that Zyra would get her life
back on track, it would take more than just a fistful of money. What
she needed was a complete restructuring of time and space as well as
a little bit of good luck thrown in for good measure. Since that
wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon, Zyra knew she would have
to cope with living as best she could.

Fatigued
as Zyra was, she knew she couldn’t go back to sleep if she
wanted to and moaned from the long list of ‘to dos’. Zyra
groggily drew the sheets from her legs and rose from bed with a yawn,
all the while being bombarded with the ship computer’s salvo of
work items:

“—Ixion
Starboard Gun Battery Number Six and Number Seven are inoperable due
to damage received on chrono-date: see six-oh nine-one seven-oh oh
two oh. Item Seventeen: ETHER-Comm message system is low on
resources. Estimated time of projected system failure: impending.

Updating
Captain’s log for chrono-date: see six-oh nine-two one-oh oh
two oh. One item logged in Captain’s Daily Report. Two
long-range transmissions from I-Sector-seven seven six in the Maltis
system received by ETHER-Comm Reception Band. No further items to
report.

Have
a pleasant day, Ms. Zanr.”

“Pleasant
day, right,” groaned Zyra while she mimed an android’s
stiff gait toward the adjacent quarters that served as her shower.
There she removed her undergarments and stepped inside the receptacle
where the showerhead was. With a single verbal command, a cascade of
water, perfectly set to the desired temperature, fell on her ivory
flesh. Even within the intense steam of the shower, the scars Zyra
had received in battle were as evident on her body as they were in
her demeanor. One long red scar in particular ran down the length of
her left shoulder. It was the most severe of a lifetime of scars—and
notably the first. It would only be a matter of time before she
received her next scar.

Only
a few days ago, Zyra locked horns with Captain Rador and had paid a
heavy price for it. She had risked more than any sensible person
would have in trying to apprehend the most elusive man in the Three
Galaxies. Only she desperately needed the money that his capture
would provide, and had decided that it was worth the risk to pursue
him. Her starship, justly named Helship-II, after the ancient
Norse goddess of death for its lethal weaponry, had been severely
damaged when she had confronted Captain Rador in transit to the world
Asphixis where he had been hiding from the InterGalactic Police for
several months. In that battle, where she pitted Helship-II’s
sophisticated weapons systems against those of Rador’s vastly
more powerful ship, she had nearly been killed.

Zyra
had unfinished business with Captain Rador. Unfortunately, her
finances for such a difficult operation had run precariously thin.
Without a substantial amount of money, she could not repair her ship
or continue to pursue Captain Rador, so she was forced to allow him
to go into hiding again while she figured out a way to get some easy
money (if such a thing as ‘easy money’ existed for
someone with a moral dilemma).

When
Zyra finished washing herself, she left the shower and hastily put on
a fresh set of underclothing before slipping into her smart-suit. The
black, skintight outfit allowed her encounter-suit (an exoskeletal
arrangement of high-tech machinery and 52nd century body armor), to
detect even the slightest variation of her bio-signs—a most
vital instrument during her ‘hunts.’

Zyra
made her way back to her sleeping quarters and sat at the small desk
that doubled as her makeshift office. She touched a sliver of azure
light cutting through the darkness before her, causing a holographic
grid to appear in the air.

“Coffee,
Cuban, black, no sugar,” she said, commanding the ship computer
to prepare her usual breakfast. After a blip, a hum, another blip,
followed by a brief buzzing noise, the nozzle in a small food
dispenser on her desk filled a dispensable pink polystyrene cup with
a steaming hot, black liquid. Zyra took the cup in hand, then a quick
sip of its contents, savoring the piquant flavor of the drink, before
putting the cup down. She rubbed the lingering sleepiness from her
eye with one hand while she slid the holographic icons in the air
before her with her fingers on the other. She pressed one of the
glowing icons that called up a visual list of the InterGalactic
Police’s most wanted list.

“Computer,
play recorded ETHER-Comm messages for chrono-date: see six-oh
nine-two one-oh oh two oh,” commanded Zyra, having nearly
forgotten about her received transmissions.

“Playing
ETHER-Comm Message Number One,” said
the computer in its dull, almost aristocratic speech before another
more animated voice segued with the computer’s:

“Hey,
Zyra. I know you’re beside yourself right now. Sue me for
calling you for the umpteenth time, but I am a persistent bastard, as
you always say. Hell, you know that already. Still, for all my
haggling, I can’t get you to make even a single transmission. I
know! I know! You told ol’ Hunter here that you’ve got
everything under control and to give it a rest. Well, I can’t.
How the hell do you expect me to keep a level head while you’re
out there doing whatever it is you do, rattling the nerves of every
fugitive in the cosmos? If it makes you feel better, let me tell you
that you’ve finally won the gold. Every assassin from this side
of the universe to the Andromeda Galaxy has your number now. Worse
yet, you’ve finally pissed off the IGP. They’ve
officially
tagged you public enemy number one. In your defense, I told the
others back at the barn that you’re just a damn
overly-committed zealot. A hopelessly desperate, overly-committed
zealot, but a zealot no less. There’s a saying, ‘Give a
man with a death wish a bottle of whisky and a loaded gun, you get a
dead body. Give a martyr a quote from scripture and a pocket full of
prayers and you get a room full of corpses.’”

Zyra
winced from Hunter’s harsh words as he interrupted his
monologue to let out a sigh.

“Anyway,
I’m sitting here alone in my room on Earth-III wondering if
your newfound enthusiasm to bring all the evildoers in the galaxy to
justice is because of that Zaragos incident. If it is, I advise you
to slow down and take yourself a breather before you get yourself
killed pursuing some damn vendetta. Just to be on the safe side, I’ll
be looking into the whole Zaragos matter myself as insurance that you
don’t do anything regrettably stupid. Consider me your guardian
angel. Anyway, that’s all I’ve got to say for now. But
I’ll be waiting to hear from you. Be safe out there, Zyra. I’m
counting the days till you get back. Love you.”

“End
of ETHER-Com Message Number One.”

Zaragos.

Zyra
hated the word. For Zyra, Zaragos was synonymous with death. The only
thing that troubled her more than hearing the word Zaragos was to
find out that the man she loved was risking his life to pry into her
business.

Hunter,
you damn fool. You don’t know when to leave enough alone.

Zyra
had no chance to contemplate the matter further before the second
message began to play.

“Playing
ETHER-Comm Message Number Two.”

“Mrydzzzz
szzzzz zzzz…”

Zyra
let out an aggravated sigh when the second message garbled to an
unintelligible hum.

“Warning.
ETHER-Comm System low on resources. Language decoder has failed.”

“Computer,
reset ETHER-Comm audio parameters to default settings and play back
received transmission number two,” Zyra ordered.

“Warning.
ETHER-Comm System low on resources. Language decoder has failed.”

Pleasant
day. Right. It’ll be the best day of my life if I’m not
captured by space pirates and sold into slavery. Zyra forgot her
frustration to assume a curious demeanor when she noticed a peculiar
image on her holographic display. She read the criminal profile with
more than casual attention, forcing her eyes over every word of the
report:

IGP
Criminal Profile: Fal L. J. Orono. Human. Male. Asian descent. Age
33. Blood Type: B. Birthplace: Zurkis-2, West Water Region, Sheldik
Colony. Occupation: Miner. IGP violations: Vagrancy, Aggravated
Assault, Robbery, Domestic Battery, Illegal Arms Sales, Possession of
Contraband, Child Smuggling, Trafficking of IGF information.

Never
convicted on charges. Acquitted on insanity defense. Suspected
affiliate of Ortig-Boru crime family. Most serious offense: Suspect
accused of conspiring with Xorghkan Terrorists to sabotage the
Dilidium mines on the planet Hephaestus. The event resulted in the
deaths of over 6000 miners on chrono-date: C6-03.16.0017.

Note:
Suspect is extremely violent and unpredictable. Last seen in V-sector
near the planet Rif not long after the Hephaestus massacre. SUSPECT
WANTED DEAD OR ALIVE. Amount of reward for information leading to
arrest of suspect is subject to sensitivity of information. However,
the reward for the physical capture of suspect is currently set at
80,000 I.S.C.

Quite
a rap sheet you have there, Mr. Orono. Definitely worth the money. I
wonder where you’re hiding?

Zyra
touched a series of icons on the holographic monitor in front of her
with a determined squint. A message popped up on the screen.

CLASSIFIED.
INFORMATION RESTRICTED TO IGP TOP LEVEL OPERATIVES ONLY.

What
do you mean classified? It’s a basic chronology of his offenses
for god’s sake!

Zyra
again manipulated the holographic icons on her screen, but more
briskly than before.

CLASSIFIED.
INFORMATION RESTRICTED TO IGP TOP LEVEL OPERATIVES ONLY.

You’ve
got to be kidding me!

She
tried to retrieve the information through a backdoor in the IGP
information system. Again, the familiar message popped up on the
screen.

CLASSIFIED.
INFORMATION RESTRICTED TO IGP TOP LEVEL OPERATIVES ONLY.

Frustrated
by her failure to obtain Fal Orono’s criminal history records,
Zyra folded her arms and pursed her lips in deep thought.

If
the InterGalactic Police want to play hardball, so can I.

Zyra
toggled a long queue of icons on her screen, bypassing the IGP
information system altogether in favor of another approach.

“Now,
I’m getting somewhere,” she said, allowing herself a
small grin as Fal Orono’s school records filled the holographic
monitor grid:

Gamynon-Alpha
Secondary School Student Records: Fal L.J. Orono. Human. Male. Asian
descent. Age 16. Blood Type: B. Birthplace: Zurkis-2, West Water
Region, Sheldik Colony.

School
History: Zurkis-2 Grammar School for the Gifted, Zurkis-2 Primary
School, Gamynon-Alpha Intermediate and Secondary schools. Student
profile log entry #307: “A remarkably brilliant student.
Regularly demonstrates signs of genius in interstellar mathematics
and chemistry. However, for all his remarkable abilities, Fal shows
very little discipline in class and incites his fellow students to
misconduct. Some instructors believe his long history of poor health
has diminished his drive to excel. Fal has taken a liking to the
school’s bad elements. With a bit of administrative assistance,
I think we can get young Fal back on the right track.”
Gamynon-Alpha Secondary School Dean R.J. Zool, chrono-date:
C6-09.11.0003.

So
you’ve a long history of poor health, do you, Mr. Orono?
Interesting.

Zyra
touched an icon on the screen to enlarge Orono’s school medical
records.

Gamynon-Alpha
Secondary School Student Medical Records: Fal L.J. Orono. Human.
Male. Asian descent. Age 17. Blood Type: B. Birthplace: Zurkis-2,
West Water Region, Sheldik Colony.

On
chrono-date: C6-04.26.0004 student was forced to leave school without
graduate degree due to acute Sereptitus-T Syndrome. Has been admitted
to local hospital for treatment.

A
sense of euphoria struck Zyra as she realized she was getting closer
to solving the puzzle of where Fal Orono was hiding. To figure out
where he was, she first had to figure out who Fal Orono was. Zyra
made it a point to never leave a stone unturned when working a case.
No matter how seemingly insignificant or trivial a clue appeared, she
always investigated it. This was how she had made a career of
apprehending criminals who eluded even the most brilliant IGP
detectives. Contrary to popular belief, thorough investigation of her
targets (not her trigger finger!) was the reason for her success as
an intergalactic bounty hunter. Searching for Fal Orono would prove
to be no exception to the rule. So Zyra searched her ship’s
computer database to give her a detailed summary of Sereptitus-T
Syndrome.

Upon
discovery that Sereptitus-T Syndrome was a rare disease that few
physicians or hospitals could treat, Zyra typed in the command for
the computer’s search engine to retrieve information of all the
local medical centers near the planet Rif that could treat
Sereptitus-T patients and was surprised by the results.

Interesting.
There aren’t any. Why is that?

After
Zyra touched an icon on her screen, a catalogue of data regarding the
planet Rif filled her vision. It was an exhaustive and seemingly
pointless search. Zyra made a knit of her pale golden brows in
frustration. It was her intent to narrow down her search of Fal Orono
to those sparsely populated worlds that possessed treatment centers
for his disease where he could also hide from observant eyes. She had
assumed that there was a logical reason for the IGP report stating
that Fal Orono had been seen on Rif. She didn’t doubt the
credibility of the report, but her presumption of where Fal Orono was
hiding was now in conflict with the planetary data on her computer
monitor.

Why
would the IGP say that Orono was spotted on Rif when Rif is a world
incapable of sustaining human life, or, more importantly, void of
medical centers or doctors that can treat his illness?

No
doubt the IGP had searched Rif extensively for Fal Orono and had come
up short. She had obviously missed some important clue, and as a
result had come to a dead end tracking Orono just like the IGP. Zyra
touched an icon on the holographic monitor to enlarge the topographic
map of Rif only to notice a much smaller object in the lower right
corner of the screen. The object was almost unnoticeable except for
the numerical data indicating the longitudinal orientation of an
orbiting satellite. Pressing the icon again, she was presented with a
detailed map of the moon, Ziggiris.

Ziggiris?
I wonder…

Zyra
typed another keyword search, and upon reading the file, realized
immediately that she had struck gold.

Encyclopedia
Tri-galactica entry found.

Ziggiris:
The moon Ziggiris was once a thriving colony for humans before the
Human-Arlarion [H-A] war erupted in the quadrant over three hundred
years ago. Human miners first settled on Ziggiris when it was
discovered that the moon was rich in chrysium ore. The Human
Confederation of Planets used Ziggiris as a military outpost during
the H-A War. In the wake of several bloody incursions against the
colonists by the Arlarion Armada, Ziggiris has since been abandoned
by its original inhabitants.

Ziggiris
Entry #2: “The Historical Significance of the Moon Ziggiris.”
Orbiting the world Rif, the moon Ziggiris is a densely formed globe
rich in minerals such as: mercury, lithium, zinc, cobalt, and other
metallic ores. But most prevalent of these minerals found on Ziggiris
is the radioactive ore chrysiumite-saltrate, or chrysium. Throughout
the galaxy, chrysium has long been recognized as a potent form of
energy for powering the reactor cores of intergalactic vessels. The
colonists on Ziggiris discovered that in its unprocessed state,
chrysium possesses healing properties and can be used for medicinal
purposes to treat certain rare diseases such as Hague’s Disease
and Sereptitus-T Syndrome.

Jackpot!

A
wide grin formed on Zyra’s face. She had uncovered the final
piece of the puzzle. It was safe for Zyra to conclude from her
research that the reason the IGP failed to locate Fal Orono was
because they thought he was hiding on Rif, when all this time he was
holed up somewhere on Ziggiris. She didn’t know why Orono was
spotted on Rif for any other reason than he might have briefly taken
up refuge there by necessity. But she was willing to bet her ship
that Orono, a former miner and chemistry student, knew how to extract
chrysium from the lowest depths of Ziggiris and thereby used it to
treat himself. That was to assume, however, that he had somehow
gained the knowledge of how to turn unprocessed chrysium into
medicine. It was a stretch to think that he might still have been
hiding on Ziggiris after three years on the run. Yet, it was the only
lead she had and she would have to pursue it. Besides, the red light
on the ETHER-Comm management system alert in the upper left corner of
her computer holographic display grid told her she very badly needed
the money his bounty would provide.

Okay,
Mr. Orono. I’m itching for a good fight right about now. Let’s
see what you’ve got.














Chapter
Two

Ziggiris.

The
solitary moon orbited the planet Rif, its tawny grey surface scourged
by millennia of violent meteor showers. The stars glittered above the
jagged mountain peaks that rose like monoliths over the flats of
Ziggiris. A thick cloud of dust blossomed from the moon’s
surface while Helship-II landed discreetly behind an alcove of
towering rocks, the deep shadow of the cliff faces taking Helship-II
into its sullen embrace. The landing platform of the ovoid
spacecraft had barely touched ground before a sleek hover-cycle shot
through the exit bay doors and sped across the grey-blue plain in a
blur of silver light. Zyra Zanr, now dressed in her encounter-suit,
steered her cycle with precision, bobbing and weaving between
stalagmitic outcroppings of rock.

I
don’t know if you’re still here, Mr. Orono. But if you
are, I’ll find you.

Zyra
didn’t often question the reasons for fugitives becoming
fugitives, only that they had broken the law and never been punished
for it. Fal Orono was no different than any other fugitive in that
regard, except there was something unusual about him. Here was a man
that by any standards could be considered a bona fide genius. He
could have done any number of good things with his life, such as
curing diseases, or discovering new forms of energy. But instead he
chose a life of crime. It was a waste of human potential and nothing
was worse to Zyra than a person not reaching their full potential.
That Fal Orono had squandered his natural talents simply to become a
felon upset Zyra to no end. There were more than enough criminals out
there causing chaos. The universe did not need Fal Orono to be a
troublemaker as well.

Zyra
squinted behind the protective visor that concealed her face as she
navigated the deep gorge formed by the impact of an enormous meteor
untold ages ago. She shot by a narrow ridge and out towards the
valley beyond, nearly clipping one of the lower wings of her
hover-cycle in the process. Zyra was piloting the vehicle much faster
than was necessary, especially considering that she was in unfamiliar
wilderness on a remote moon on the distant side of the known galaxy.
If she were to be critically injured in an accident, she would die on
Ziggiris, and no one would ever know.

She
didn’t care.

Zyra
had spent her entire adult life taking dangerous risks simply for the
thrill and wouldn’t cease to take risks now merely because she
was a quintillion light-years from home. Besides, she wasn’t
about to pass up the opportunity to test her daredevil hover-cycling
skills. The light from the stars above Ziggiris cast a dim gleam on
the chic reds, greys, and purples of Zyra’s encounter-suit. She
had spent the last three days en route to Ziggiris trying to repair
her damaged suit only to concede that it was a massive undertaking
requiring far more time than she had available to her. As the
self-proclaimed “galaxy’s biggest procrastinator,”
Zyra had gone out of her way to avoid repairing her encounter-suit.
When she had finally convinced herself to begin work on the suit, she
had only to take a single glance at its exposed internal network of
fused wires, splintered nano-circuits, and melted communications
modulators to prompt her to further delay repair. It was only within
the final sixty-seven hours of the flight to Ziggiris that she made
any real attempt to set upon her task. A hack job, to say the least,
that pathetically left her without eighty-six percent of her suit’s
functions.

Well,
at least life support still works. Zyra’s vain attempt to
lift her spirits failed when she contemplated the enormous risk she
was taking. She was alone, tracking a dangerous criminal in a strange
setting. But that wasn’t the problem. She always worked alone.
The greater the risk, the greater the pay, she always said. The one
thing she hated most was sharing the monetary rewards of her
occupation. Still, she couldn’t recall the last time she had
hunted a criminal without her encounter-suit up and running. Next to
her ship, her encounter-suit was the single, most important tool of
her trade. For the first time that Zyra could recall, she was without
the full complement of her encounter-suit’s internal weapons.
If it weren’t for the Ajax Tech Series-5000 Photon Rifle she
carried on her hover-cycle and her risk blade weapon option, the
suit’s sole functioning weapon, she would be totally
defenseless right now. Then again, perhaps she’d get lucky and
discover that Fal Orono, in his self-imposed isolation on Ziggiris,
had foregone his violent ways and converted to pacifism, or that he
had no weapons to fight her with and would surrender without a
struggle.

Yeah,
right.

Zyra
frowned beneath her visor and checked the power meter on her
hover-cycle, noticing a severe drop in the energy level. It changed
from a dull yellow to a bright orange, ever approaching the dreaded
critical red that signaled complete power loss.

I
really, really, need this money, Mr. Orono. You’d better be
worth the trouble.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
had landed her ship only a few hundred kilometers from the old mining
colony of Zadikon, so it didn’t take her very long to reach her
destination. She sensed the precariousness of the situation and
promptly brought her hover-cycle to cautionary speed. According to
the flashing light on her left forearm that tracked the heat
signature of life forms, Fal Orono, or some other living being, hid
somewhere in the ruins of Zadikon Colony, so she had to be on guard.
Fal Orono may have been ill, but he was extremely intelligent,
aggressive, and most likely paranoid. Zyra knew without a doubt that
Orono would not hesitate to kill her.

Zyra
surveyed the landscape, committing all the perceivable ins and outs
of Zadikon to memory, while she cruised by the ramparts of the old,
makeshift fortress on the outskirts of the ancient colony. She
searched through the streets and studied the dilapidated cylindrical
buildings and rusted metallic structures that once had been the
colonists’ homes, any of which could serve to conceal Fal Orono
from her intensely alert eyes. Bits of aluminum scaffolding and
plastic tubing from the ravaged buildings blew past her feet in a
cloud of debris. The brisk solar winds that regularly traversed
Ziggiris couldn’t dispose of all the trash left behind by the
colonists. Hundreds of years and abandonment had scavenged defunct
power stations and mining rigs.

After
a few minutes, Zyra came to the central square of the hexagonal
colony where several conjoined buildings stood. She dismounted,
grabbed her photon rifle, and began to walk towards a ramshackle
pergola containing a cache of old mining equipment. She had hardly
taken a step before a stream of laser fire bore down upon her. Zyra
dived to the ground and rolled to avoid becoming a stationary target
while the ground burst into flames. She leapt into the air and
activated her Icarus Tech Propulsion Pack, its twin-turbo sonic
propulsion engines mounted just above the small of her back,
thrusting her like a bolt of lightning away from the laser fire and
towards an overturned excavator vehicle. She had to duck to avoid
being struck by the subsequent laser blasts zipping by her, as well
as hot shrapnel that rained from the excavator’s hull like
fiery hail. Suddenly, the laser fire ceased. Zyra gathered from the
silence that her target was repositioning himself to get a better
shot. She searched for her would-be sniper among the stacks of
equipment.

“You
don’t have to do this, Fal Orono. I’m not here to kill
you,” she cried out.

“I
don’t know how ya found me! But I ain’t goin’
back!” a voice yelled from somewhere within the shadow of the
pergola. The electronic cadence of the voice signaled that Fal Orono,
too, was wearing an encounter-suit—not surprising, considering
the lack of a breathable atmosphere on the moon.

“Look,
you’ve been a very naughty boy, Orono, and you’re in a
lot of trouble. Don’t make things worse for yourself. Throw
down your weapon and surrender.”

“I
ain’t never surrenderin’! You can tell that to whoever
sent ya!”

“No
one sent me to get you. I’m only doing my civic duty while
trying to make a quick buck. I think you’re familiar with the
term bounty hunter?”

Zyra
punched a sequence of numbers on the keypad on her left forearm. The
tracking system began to blip more sporadically than before. Now she
was able to track her target’s movements.

Left!
He’s moving left!

The
encounter-suit computer tracker’s alternating blips suddenly
turned into a sustained beep. An unrelenting thread of lasers ravaged
the excavator as Zyra leapt from behind it, glass, plastic, and metal
spraying into the air. Zyra returned fire at the pergola. A sudden
barrage of intense photon energy tore through the dilapidated
building. The pergola exploded with a blinding glare, causing a
figure to shoot out from its burning frame. Laser-fire beamed at Zyra
again. A pillar of dust enveloped Zyra when she fired the ventral
thrusters of her propulsion pack to avoid the lasers. She vaulted
sideways into the air, while firing off an impressive stream of
photon darts at her target. Zyra had no time to react. Fal Orono was
one step ahead of her. He had already launched himself at her with
his own single thruster propulsion pack. Fal Orono shot toward Zyra
like a streak of light from the fiery blaze that was the pergola. He
came at Zyra with his laser rifle blazing. Still performing her
midair cartwheel, Zyra spun in the air from an upside down motion,
contorting her body like a corkscrew while activating her risk blade.
She made a deft slash at Fal Orono with her left arm.

Fal
Orono managed to avoid her risk blade as it flashed before him. Zyra
flayed the heel of Orono’s boots as he rocketed past her. Zyra
tried to gain her distance from Orono’s lethal aim while firing
a defensive stream of shots from her photon rifle when one of the
twin engines on her propulsion pack unexpectedly failed. She was
thrown into a wild spiral. Zyra barely gained enough control to avoid
the brilliant burst of scarlet energy that zeroed in on her. Zyra
killed the thrust on her propulsion pack to avoid crashing into the
wall of one of the nearby buildings. She landed roughly on the
ground, but rose in time to avoid the second and third round of laser
blasts from Orono’s rifle. The air smoldered from all the
intense laser fire raging at Zyra. She hastened back towards her
hover-cycle, but Fal Orono turned the vehicle into Swiss cheese.

Can
this get any worse? I’m supposed to be the hunter, not the
hunted!

Zyra
turned to see Fal Orono racing towards her. She sprinted away from
him and nimbly avoided hot scarlet death while returning a salvo of
radiant photon blasts from her own weapon. One mistake and I’m
dead, she thought. With his propulsion pack at full thrust, Fal
Orono shot by her, barely missing her with his marksman aim. He
veered around in midair for the final kill. Zyra could feel death a
breath away. Something suddenly boiled up deep inside her. Fueled
more by rage than desperation, Zyra performed the most unexpected and
foolhardy act of suicidal bravery she could recall doing. Instead of
running away from Fal Orono, who was now descending towards her like
a raptor with talons agape for the kill, she turned to face his
relentless attack. The ground beneath Zyra exploded as she leapt into
the air with a cry, rising higher than a moon with substantial
gravity would have allowed her, and grabbed onto Orono. The impact of
them colliding midair knocked Zyra’s photon rifle from her
hand.

Fal
Orono looked as if he was going to use his laser rifle against Zyra.
She quickly grabbed the butt of the weapon and tried to wrest it from
him. Orono’s response was to punch her twice in the face to
throw her off balance so that he could regain control of his rifle.
The frantic movements he was making to keep from flying straight into
the moon during Zyra’s moment of distress caused his weapon to
go whirling into the air when she snatched it from him. Zyra made a
fist with her other hand in anticipation of activating her risk blade
again. Orono recognized her intent and clutched her wrist. Zyra
struggled to get free of Orono’s grip to no avail. The pair
wheeled high into the air, racing from Zadikon Colony like a pair of
screaming missiles. Only seconds had passed before they were hundreds
of feet in the air, zipping over the vast plains of Ziggiris.

Fal
Orono used every acrobatic trick he knew to shake Zyra off of him. He
shot down in a steep incline towards the moon’s surface, then
flew low enough to cause Zyra’s dangling feet to strike rock. A
stream of dust rose for nearly a kilometer. The friction of Zyra’s
feet raking the ground painfully overrode her senses. Zyra’s
anger soared to its peak as she cried, “If I’m gonna go,
you’re coming with me!”

She
gave a harsh tug on Orono’s arms, forcing him to fly lower to
the ground than he had intended. He was flying at such incredible
speed that he could not angle himself up in time to avoid a tall
boulder that projected out of the ground. He was about to clear the
boulder when his shoulder slammed into it. Both Orono and Zyra let
out a loud cry from the force of the impact. Zyra was certain from
his horrible wail that Orono’s shoulder had torn free from the
socket. In his agony, Orono lost control of his propulsion pack and
flew in a haphazard pattern. She cried out also, fearing that they
would both crash into the moon below them. She held onto Orono using
the fingers on her right hand.

Seizing
upon Orono’s momentary disorientation, Zyra made a fist with
her left hand again to activate her risk blade and thrust upwards.
With one precise motion, she cut through the blue-black oxygen-line
that fed air into her target’s encounter-suit. Fal Orono cried
out with a whimper as he spun completely out of control. This time,
Zyra lost her grip on Fal and tumbled wildly towards the moon. She
landed on the ground with a wheeze, a mushroom cloud of dust rising
about her motionless form. A moment later, Orono smashed into the
moon as well.

Zyra
ignored the burning sensation in her legs and forced herself to rise.
She limped slowly towards Fal, noticing that he was on his knees
hunched over screaming. She could see the oxygen escaping his
encounter-suit in a pale orange-yellow fume. The severed breathing
line had depressurized his encounter-suit. She knew what would happen
next. There was a brief explosion before Fal Orono fell backwards to
the ground. Zyra squinted at Fal, unable to make any sense of his
features through the red spray that had coated the visor of his
encounter-suit helmet.

Zyra
thought about what had occurred and how quickly it had all happened.
She wondered if she had exhausted every means to avoid killing Fal
Orono. What if she had waited just a few more days to get her
encounter-suit to operate at full capacity before undertaking his
capture? Perhaps if she had, she could have used the suit’s
non-lethal apparatuses to apprehend him. Then again, maybe she was
asking the wrong question. Perhaps the real question was did she feel
upset because she played a role in Fal’s death? Or was she
simply disgusted by the fact that she didn’t feel any guilt
about his passing? By its very nature, bounty hunting was a messy
occupation. Known throughout the galaxy as the ‘Grande Dame of
Bounty Hunters,’ she knew the title was not meant to be a
compliment.

Not
what I wanted. I only hope this was all worth it.

Zyra
stepped towards Fal, watching the faint gravity cause his blood to
rise into the air in the form of bubbles. She noticed something
glittering within the mist of ink-blue blood rising from his breached
suit. Zyra reached an arm forward to take the glittering object from
the air to discover that it was a data orb.

She
had just started to scrutinize the orb when she had the strangest
sensation that someone was watching her. Zyra removed her eyes from
the orb and cast her gaze warily about her, searching the shadows of
the nearby cliffs with more than casual alarm.

















Chapter
Three

Zyra
reclined lazily in the pilot’s chair of Helship-II with
her foot rested on the ship’s navigation computer console while
fondling the data orb she had taken from Fal Orono, appearing
oblivious to the stars that filled the main view screen in front of
her. Having had her fill of trying to solve the riddle of Fal Orono’s
erratic behavior and decision to hide on the desolate moon of
Ziggiris, she put the orb inside the data orb information retrieval
tube on the console to her immediate right and watched the onyx-black
orb hover on a beam of indigo light inside the cylinder.

“Computer,
extract file from Data Orb Number One.”

“System
unable to comply. Data Orb Number One is encrypted.”

“Computer,
run de-encryption program: Triple Sevens and extract file from Data
Orb Number One.”

“De-encryption
program: Triple Sevens unable to complete specified task.”

“Computer,
run de-encryption program: Intruder and extract file from Data Orb
Number One.”

“De-encryption
program: Intruder unable to complete specified task.”

Exasperated
over the ship computer’s failure to de-encrypt the data orb,
Zyra removed her foot from the console and assumed a more proper body
posture.

Okay,
so you’re a tough nut to crack, Data Orb Number One. But I’m
game. Zyra firmly pressed the tips of her fingers on her opposing
hands together, making them grow colorless, and said: “Computer,
run de-encryption programs: Bonnie and Clyde, Forty Thieves, Merry
Men, and Loki, then extract file from Data Orb Number One.”

“De-encryption
programs: Bonnie and Clyde, Forty Thieves, Merry Men, and Loki unable
to complete specified task.”

Damn!
What the hell is on this orb? It would have been no stretch of
the imagination for Zyra to assume that one or two of her
de-encryption programs, all of which were the standard illegal
variety, would have failed to de-encrypt the data orb. But the Loki
program alone, which had the black-market value of a starship, should
have sufficed to crack the encryption. Zyra had a difficult time
comprehending how her most sophisticated de-encryption programs could
fail her. She was about to let out an emphatic swear when the ship’s
proximity detector began to go berserk. The siren-loud shriek coming
from the console nearly burst her eardrums.

One
of these days I’ve got to do something about all these loud
devices on this ship!

Zyra
jabbed a finger at one of the holographic keys on the console to
silence the proximity alarm before pressing another to call up the
ventral starboard view scope. Zyra tried to think of a joke to still
her rising heartbeat, but the sight of the giant starship looming on
her view screen suddenly made her grow deadly serious. From the stark
lines of the ship’s contour and large plasma cannons fanned out
along the elongated bow of the approaching vessel, Zyra knew it was a
Xorghkan warship. With the press of a single button, she set
Helship-II’s operations systems to red alert,
immediately causing the ship’s defensive shields and weapons
systems to be activated. Zyra was surprised to see a Xorghkan appear
on her view screen, speaking unintelligible words to her.

“Computer,
activate ETHER-Comm language translator program: Babylon-Sigma.”

“Warning.
ETHER-Comm System low on resources. Language translator has failed.”

“Damn!”
I forgot about that! Well, if I can’t understand them, maybe
they can understand me! “Computer, activate ETHER-Comm
emulator.”

The
ship’s computer hadn’t even responded before Zyra bowed
her head in defeat and verbally fell in sync with the computer’s
automated voice:

“Warning.
ETHER-Comm System Low on resources. Language emulator has failed.”

I’ve
got one last trick left to try! It had better work!

“Computer,
activate Evasive Maneuvers Program: Shinobi-Alpha.”

A
brilliant spark shot out from the overhead console.

“Warning,
no data available on Evasive Maneuvers Program: Shinobi-Alpha.”

Zyra
rolled her eyes and folded her arms in defeat as she silently counted
the seconds before the angry Xorghkan on her view screen disappeared.

Why
did I even bother to get out of bed?

*     *   
 *

The
tall Xorghkan commander marched by Zyra with a bestial swagger as she
leaned against the wall leading into the flight control room to let
him by her. She looked at the team of Xorghkans as they ripped her
ship apart panel-by-panel.

“What
are you looking for?” she asked. “Maybe if you tell me, I
can help you.”

The
Xorghkan commander ignored her remarks, his brutish gaze trained on
his subordinates. Zyra shook her head in disbelief as she watched one
of the Xorghkans cut open her pilot’s chair with his serrated
knife and gut the chair to let its internal circuit boards and wires
hang in a braid on the floor. Not far from him, another Xorghkan
trooper used a strange bulky device to download all the files in her
ship’s computer. Zyra followed the Xorghkan commander towards
the front of her ship and tried to appease him as best she could.

“Look,
this isn’t necessary. Why don’t you tell me what it is
you want? You don’t have to tear my ship apart! How am I
supposed to get back home if you keep this up?” Zyra was most
disturbed by the fact that the Xorghkans acted as if she wasn’t
even present. Finally out of patience, she raised her voice, “Are
you even listening to me?”

She
finally gained the attention of the Xorghkan commander. He took her
into his iron grip, slammed her against the nearby wall, and forced
the edge of his quickly unsheathed knife to her left eye. She stood
deadly still, knowing that the commander would gladly have used the
knife if he didn’t think that there might have been a chance
that she knew something. She stared into the Xorghkan’s
jaggedly sculpted face and studied the bony ridge that was his mouth
and sharp crest jutting up from the back of his head. There was such
scorn in the Xorghkan’s fierce, yellow eyes that she thought he
might kill her for the mere pleasure of it. Time seemed to be at a
standstill as he held his knife a hairline away from her azure pupil.
Zyra didn’t do anything to antagonize the Xorghkan commander,
but neither did she allow herself to show him any fear. That would
have sealed her fate. Still, it seemed as though the commander had
intended to kill her. It was only after one of his subordinates
walked up to him and said something in his strange unintelligible
language of guttural grunts and clicks that the Xorghkan commander
finally released her, but not before giving her his most malignant
glare. He turned around and led his troops with Zyra in tow toward
the rear of her ship where they had breached the hull of the ship
with a boarding tube. One after the other, they filed into the long
boarding tube with their weapons and equipment. A moment later, the
tube was withdrawn, causing the chamber to decompressurize. The air
shot out of the chamber and forced all the nearby equipment to fly
out into space. Zyra, too, would have been sucked out of the hole in
the ship if she hadn’t grabbed onto a mount on the wall.

“Computer,
run Hull-Breach Program: Beta!” she cried, her legs and long
golden hair flailing in the air behind her from the forces trying to
rip her hands free of the wall mount.

“Warning.
No data available on Hull-Breach Program—”

Zyra
ignored the rest of the computer’s response and devised a plan
to save herself and her ship. She took a deep breath and released her
grip on the wall mount. The air sucked her backwards, but she angled
herself just in time to grab onto a seam in the wall right next to
the manual controls for the ship decompression door.

Using
all her strength to keep from being sucked backwards through the
large gap in the wall, she activated the corridor door switch. All
the main hall doors began to shut, effectively sealing off the
breached section of the ship. Zyra’s body slumped to the ground
a moment later when the G-forces within the ship went back to normal.
Zyra forced herself up from the floor to her knees and crouched over
panting.

This
is going to be a long month.

















Chapter
Four

The
hours crawled by slowly for Zyra as she sat in her pilot’s
chair with her arms folded, brooding grimly on her situation. All she
could do now was to wait for the inevitable. Since the Xorghkans had
boarded her ship, nearly all of her ship’s systems had failed,
leaving her with only life support and the rudimentary use of
communications, the latter being currently incapable of sending a
transmission over the long distances of space with any real
effectiveness. She had spent the last twenty-four hours trying to
repair the ETHER-Comm system with little success. When fully
operational, the ETHER Band Communications Module would send out an
all-points emergency distress beam signature. The powerful carrier
wave crossed the vastness of space at faster than light speed by
bouncing its signal through hyperspace conduits. This would ensure
that someone would get her emergency distress signal within a matter
of days. Any other existing form of long-distance communications on
her ship was hardly up to the task of speedily announcing her need
for help. It could literally be months or years before someone
responded to her distress signal. Unfortunately, none of those
systems were working either.

In
their crude haste to search her ship, the Xorghkans had done a
thorough job of dismantling it. As a result, Helship-II had
quite literally gone to hell. Zyra had half expected the Xorghkans to
blast her ship into oblivion once they were aboard their vessel. It
was standard operating protocol for Xorghkans to mercilessly open
fire on ships they encountered in space, regardless of the threat or
lack thereof. But the Xorghkans had probably assumed that they had
done enough damage to her ship while scavenging it to leave it out of
commission.

They
were right.

The
odds were unfathomably bleak that her ship would be spotted by a
wayfaring spacecraft. To say nothing of the fact that space was an
infinitely vast sea of which very little was traveled, she was as far
out of the way of any known trading routes or major worlds as she
could be. Someone could search for her for a billion years using all
the cutting edge technology of the day to locate her and never
succeed.

Zyra
might have felt the slightest bit of hope if her EM Band emergency
distress beacon was functioning properly. She had rigged the device
to bypass the ETHER-Comm transponder unit to transmit an S.O.S.
signal within a pathetic five hundred kilometer radius. The sad truth
was that long before anyone ever received the emergency signal, they
would have detected her through their visual sensors.

Zyra
would have laughed at the irony of her situation if she could get
over the stench of Fal Orono’s rotting remains in the rear of
her ship. In the battle with Captain Rador, the cryo-chamber unit was
severely damaged. As a matter of standard space-faring knowledge,
cryo-chambers were routinely installed in every cruiser-class
starship as a last means emergency device. Assuming that all other
options had been exhausted to repair a starship, and flight controls
or life-support systems were lost, the idea was that the ship’s
pilot could activate the cryo-chamber unit, and put herself into
suspended animation with the hope that somewhere along the line
someone would locate the ship and rescue her, even if it took many
years. The device wasn’t without its limitations, however. It
was the job of the pilot’s ship, if capable, to power the
cryo-chamber unit until its energy reserves ran low. Only then would
the device switch to its internal power setting, constantly
replenishing its battery cells with solar energy. The battery cells
themselves were subject to the decay of time and would more often
than not fail to regenerate power after some several hundred years.

For
her own convenience, Zyra had used her ship’s cryo-chamber to
keep the corpses of dead felons she apprehended from decomposing
during the long haul through space. She had no luck this time with
Fal Orono. In fact, the only way she was able to preserve his body at
all was to place him next to the large engine coolers in the rear of
the ship, hoping that the subthermal temperatures there would keep
him on ice long enough to get him to her destination intact. As if
she had not had enough problems already, the Xorghkans boarded her
ship, tearing it apart panel-by-panel, screw-by-screw. Whatever it
was they were looking for, they wanted it badly. It was obvious that
they did not find it.

Zyra
winced to consider if it was possible that the Xorghkans were looking
for Fal Orono. Or could it be that they were searching for the data
orb she had found on him? The very same data orb she had hidden in
the right pant leg of her smart-suit? Whether or not that was so,
there was one thing she was sure of – she was not going home
anytime soon.

I
guess this is the end of the road for me, she thought. Hell, I didn’t
want to live forever anyway.

Her
ship’s damaged proximity alarm gave a garbled blip that should
have been a loud shriek. It immediately caused her blood to rise in
anger.

Could
it be? A ship?

She
pressed a button to activate her main view screen, but all that
appeared was a fuzzy white line. Still, she could at least hear the
voice speaking to her. It sounded like an elderly man with an Old
Earth southern accent.

“—is
Captain Jack of the Ole Willy responding to emergency distress
signal-Beta. Over.”

Zyra
hastily punched a button on the instrument panel that let her
communicate with the other ship, forcing herself to calm down as she
spoke.

“This
is Zyra Zanr, captain of the Helship-II. I’m in a bit of
a bind here, Captain Jack. My ship was boarded and searched by
Xorghkan troopers not more than a day ago. They destroyed my ship’s
navigation and propulsion systems and left me stranded. Think you can
help me out? Over.”

“I
sure’d like to, honey. But I ain’t got no spare parts for
a cruiser-sized vessel. And I sure as heck ain’t no grease
monkey. Best I can do is give ya a tow to the nearest space station,
as I’m headin’ to one myself. Over.”

Zyra
could barely contain her joy.

 “I
don’t know how to thank you, Captain Jack!”

“Oh,
a coupla rounds o’ drinks at the local bar on station’ll
oblige me just fine. Over.”

“As
many as you like!”

Zyra
couldn’t help but grin and make a cross in front of her heart,
thinking that the arrival of Captain Jack was more than a mere
coincidence. It had been a tough couple of weeks. But perhaps her
string of bad luck was finally coming to an end and things were
starting to look up for her.














Chapter
Five

The
vivid glare that shone in from the other side of the boarding tube
caused Zyra to raise her hand to her face to keep from going blind.
She assumed a measured stride while trying to see past the brilliance
of the rig lights that gleamed from outside the boarding tube through
the observation glass. She did, however, allow herself a quick glance
to see the tow beam that fastened itself to her ship’s hull
from the larger vessel she was approaching. She finally came to the
opposite end of the boarding tube to see the burly, old man standing
before her with a young boy at his side.

“Welcome
‘board the Ole Willy. That’s short fer Wilma.
Named ‘er after my wife, god rest ‘er soul.”

“Nice
to meet you, Captain Jack,” said Zyra, extending her arm to
shake his hand. Like a swashbuckling hero from an Old Earth romance
novel, Captain Jack took Zyra’s hand into his own and kissed
her on a white knuckle. It was an Old Earth custom she had read
about. Zyra was surprised to see that it was still in use during this
day and age.

“Pleasure’s
mine, sweetheart. But call me Jack. I ain’t too fond of
formalities in the presence of a lady, if ya follow.”

“I
think so,” said Zyra, giving a radiant smile to the young boy
standing beside Captain Jack. “Your son?”

“Oh,
no. Ain’t had no children since the late nineties. This here’s
my grandson, Jack the third. Call ‘im Lil’ Jack for
short.”

Zyra
fell to a knee to greet young Jack, guessing that he was no older
than the age of five.

“Hey
there, cutie.”

“Hiya,
ma’am. Yer e’en more pretty than grandpa said ya were.”

“Why,
thank you. You’re a sweetheart.” Zyra stood back up to
normal height and said, “He’s a gem.”

“Certainly
is,” replied Captain Jack, “an’ more like his old
grandpa than ya can guess. Where ya think he gets his charms? Anyway,
if yer all set to go, honey, I’ll show ya to yer quarters. Then
I’ll kick the engines into overdrive and let Ole Willy
do her thing. And don’t forget—ya owe me a drink!”

“It’s
the least I can do, Jack.”

*     *   
 *

Zyra
sat on a tuft of old rags in the makeshift quarters in the rear of
the ship where she could hear the loud whine of the nearby engines.
She didn’t know how she could go to sleep with all the noise
about her, but knew she was more than thankful to be on board Captain
Jack’s ship. Besides the fact that the Ole Willy was an
antique freighter that was not built for creature comforts, Captain
Jack was doing her a favor. She should have been happy considering
the danger she was in only minutes ago. But her weariness was growing
on her. It unsettled Zyra to think about the direction her life was
heading. Her private war against the criminals of the universe was
taking its toll on her life. What life? She didn’t have
one. She had forfeited her life the day she donned her encounter-suit
and started chasing through the stars after criminals. She was the
farthest thing from a space cop. Matter of fact, she operated so far
out of the lines of legality that, at times, she wondered if there
was any real difference between herself and the people she hunted.
Bounty hunting was her profession by need, not by choice—or so
she always told herself.

Zyra
lay back against the wall and listened to the deep thrum of the
freighter’s engines. Her eyes glazed out of focus as she
thought of her past, present, and future. When would her obsession
with hunting criminals end? The rewards of bounty hunting were not
without merit. Few people could make the kind of money she did
without selling their souls, bodies, children into slavery, or
inheriting their riches from wealthy, deceased family members. Still,
Zyra wasn’t satisfied. Perhaps she hunted for the thrill of the
hunt. She had always laughed in the face of danger and accepted the
deaths of those she had killed as collateral damage in the greater
scheme of keeping the universe safe. Since the death of Fal Orono,
she had started to question her ethics. Had she lost sight of the big
picture for the sake of some perverted rationale that favored the job
over the morals of the office? Thousands of bounty hunters crossed
space every day in search of fugitives, some more moderate in their
occupation than her, others more violent. For a long time, Zyra had
thought that what made her different from other bounty hunters was
that she had a noble agenda. Prompted by the untimely death of her
father, she had taken up battle with the universe’s worst
criminals hoping to bring a little order to a rapidly disintegrating
civilization. Or at least, that was what she told herself every day
before she donned her encounter-suit.

Zyra
thought back to the days when she was a cadet in the Intergalactic
Alliance Space Marine Academy. She remembered how hard she had worked
to prove to her superiors and fellow officers that she was as good,
if not better than, everyone else. She had endured her share of
jealousy, bigotry, sexism, and xenophobia. She had fought hard to
prove that she belonged with the best—and had failed. It was
something she had never lived well with, the knowledge that she had
failed to graduate from the Academy to become an Alliance Space
Marine. On the day she had quit, she felt as though she had betrayed
everyone who had ever believed in her—most especially herself.

Was
that why she drove herself so hard as a bounty hunter? Without a
doubt, she was among the most feared bounty hunters in the galaxy. As
a result, she had gained more than a few enemies. Perhaps that was
why she didn’t want to settle down in one place or to try to
start a normal life, for fear that someone, out of malice or revenge,
would take it all away from her in one moment as Zaragos had once
done to her when she was a child. Tears misted up in Zyra’s
eyes as she felt a deep throbbing in her breast. Disgusted with the
violent images flooding her mind, Zyra stretched out on her side and
drew a rough blanket over her shoulders, weeping uncontrollably
before she finally fell asleep.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
walked down the glum corridors of the Ole Willy with her
blanket over her shoulders, shuddering from the piercing cold of
space. All she wanted now was to take a hot shower to wash away the
grief that had welled up inside her. She found her way to the front
of the ship to the flight room where she saw Captain Jack kneeling
beside a tool kit soldering wires in an open panel in the wall.

“Hi,”
she said. Captain Jack removed his soldering goggles from his eyes
and turned to look at Zyra.

“Oh,
hey there, sweetheart! Too loud back there for ya to sleep?”

“I
slept a little. I’m anxious to get back to civilization, that’s
all.”

“Not
too much that’s civilized in civilization, but I reckon I know
wha’ ya mean.” 


“You
need a hand? I’m pretty handy with a welding torch.”

“Now,
what kind of pilot would I be if I put my passengers to work?”

“Really,
I don’t mind.”

“Suit
yerself then, honey.”

Zyra
lowered herself to her knees and grabbed a welding torch and mask
from the open tool kit nearby. She started to sort out the burnt
wires in the wall opposite of Captain Jack.

“I
was wondering, Jack. How did you find me? My distress beacon wasn’t
functioning very well and the signal only broadcasted over a short
range.”

“Seems
ya caught me in a bit of a white lie. I never did receive your
distress signal. Truth is, I was on the run from the same Xorghkans
that found ya.”

“You
mean—?”

“Yep.
They were looking fer me. Ya just happened to be in the wrong place
at the wrong time.”

“Why
were they looking for you? Why would they think that you’d be
on board my ship?”

“Well,
it ain’t exactly me they were looking fer. They wanted a
contact o’ mine, a fella named Fal Orono.”

“Fal
Orono? Who’s that?” asked Zyra with as straight a face as
she could manage, not wanting to reveal her knowledge of Orono
without first knowing what Captain Jack knew about him.

“He’s
this fella I met some years back durin’ my freight runs to
Signet-Prime,” Jack answered. “He was hidin’
somewhere not too far from where I found ya. I didn’t know why
an’ I sure didn’t care to ask. I’d bring ‘im
supplies, food, clothing, meteorological equipment, and whatever else
he needed. He’d give me large amounts of chrysium ore in
exchange. Was quite a profitable trade, to say the least.”

“What
did the Xorghkans want with Fal Orono?”

“Like
I said, I don’t know. He was in hidin’ and I wasn’t
tellin’ where he was. Would be bad business if I did.”

“Well,
you said you delivered goods to him. Where was the drop-off point?”

“Look
here, sweetheart, ya’ll be the first person I’m tellin’
this to. Ya seem sincere. I just hope ya know how to keep a secret.”

“It’s
an art form to me.”

“In
that case, Fal Orono would always meet me on the last day of every
sixth month on some world named Rif. Ain’t a whole lot to see
there. I didn’t exactly go there to be sightseein’
either. Durin’ our last meetin’, some Xorghkans picked up
my trail and followed me to Rif. They came in blastin’ and we
had to cut our meetin’ short.”

“So
he was being hunted?”

“Seems
so to me. Anyhow, I figured I’d just hightail it right outta
there.”

“Whatever
happened to Fal Orono?”

“Don’t
know. Seein’ as six months were up since I last saw ‘im,
I figured I’d go back to Rif and look ‘im up. That’s
when I ran into the Xorghkans again. Gave me one hell of a scare when
they came after me, too. The Willy’s quite nifty for her
size, not to mention she’s got some teeth, but she ain’t
no match for no Xorghkan battle cruiser.”

“It
seems strange that Xorghkans would make so much fuss over one man.”

“Xenos.
They’re all of one mind and no brains. Ya’ll be wastin’
yer time tryin’ to figure ‘em out.”

“I
don’t think it’s that simple.”

“What’re
ya gettin’ at?”

“It
doesn’t make any sense to me. The Xorghkans were really pissed
off when they came aboard my ship. They ripped it completely apart.
They were looking for something.” Zyra suddenly had a thought.
“Or could it be…someone? Tell me, Jack. Was Fal Orono
alone during your meetings?”

“Why
so interested? Ain’t none o’ yer business really.”

“Excuse
me?”

“I
think I’ve said enough about that Orono fella, don’t ya
think? Unless yer some kinda spy or somethin’. Don’t
think it isn’t obvious that no cute lil’ darlin’
like yerself would be caught dead way out here in the boondocks if ya
weren’t up to some strange stuff. I blame myself for the
Xorghkans attackin’ ya, but I’m no fool either. Maybe ya
oughta tell me a bit about yerself before I go on further.”

Zyra
found Captain Jack’s sudden change of demeanor intriguing, to
say the least, but grew silent for a moment as she contemplated what
she should say.

“I
told you before, my name is Zyra Zanr, captain of the Helship-II.
What I didn’t tell you is that I’m a bounty hunter.”

“Bounty
hunter, eh? Ya look a lil’ too polished fer that line o’
work.”

“Looks
can be deceiving.”

“Ya
needn’t say more. All right, sweetheart. I’ll trust ya as
far as that. I think we better hold off from spillin’ our guts
any further till ya deliver on that promise to weld those panels back
in shape.”

“Fair
enough.”

Zyra
held her stare upon Captain Jack for a moment longer, unable to shake
the feeling that she was caught in the web of some larger conspiracy,
a conspiracy that she might eventually regret stumbling onto.














Chapter
Six


“Neptune-Alpha. Some call it a backwater world, others a
Shangri-La for sailors. That’s where I sprouted my sailin’
legs, though ya might have a mind to pick a bone with me over the use
of the word sailin’,” said Captain Jack, sitting in his
pilot’s chair puffing smoke from an old wooden pipe, while Zyra
sat beside him in the co-pilot’s chair with her arms folded.
She noticed he had his gaze fixed on a miniature whale made of some
sort of crystal hanging from the console. “I’ve been
sailin’ all my life, too, ever since I was a youngin’
serving as a deckhand on an ol’ air troller with my pa. And
sailin’, whether it’s on sea, air, or in space, it’s
all the same to me. Ya hop in a ship and go to some distant place
with some purpose in mind or another. Don’t see myself
retirin’, though. I love space-sailin’ more than
space-sailin’ loves me, no doubt about it. I reckon ya’ve
got yer own story to tell huh, darling?”

“There
isn’t much to tell, Jack. My life isn’t very
interesting,” said Zyra, frowning.

“Hard
to believe, ‘sidering yer a bounty hunter.”

“Bounty
hunting’s a fancy way of saying look at me: I’m a
dysfunctional human being and my life’s a wreck. Get too close
and you’ll be sorry!”

“Sad
way of puttin’ it, as it’s yer chosen profession.”

“I
didn’t choose bounty hunting. It chose me. Truth be told, I
often wonder if I’m doing the right thing, hunting down
criminals at the expense of having a normal life. Bounty hunting
isn’t an exact science and things tend to get messy more often
than not. The job pays well, but I don’t sleep very much
either. That’s the price I pay to take down creeps so that
others can sleep at nights.”

“I’m
not glad to hear that yer unhappy, darlin’. It’s a rough
universe out there. Everyone deserves to be happy at some time in
their life, what with all the lumps we take.”

“Maybe
I don’t,” Zyra muttered under her breathe, the dull throb
forming in her breast only subsiding when the Ole Willy’s
proximity alarm began to go off. Captain Jack bit down on his
pipe, reached forward to shut off the alarm, then activated the
long-range sensors. His face turned ghostly pale as his jaw dropped,
causing his pipe to fall out of his mouth.

“Well,
I’ll be damned,” he said, his voice deathly low. Zyra
squinted her eyes in disbelief at the bizarre-looking object that
drifted onto the view screen. It was a massive creature, larger than
any ship she had ever seen before. It had silvery-blue skin with
strange, glowing lights all about it and slanted eyes that were
redder than the fires of hell. Its flat, orbicular body reminded her
of some creature that might have lived in the depths of any number of
oceanic worlds. Though she knew space was an infinite sea that held
countless mysteries, she had never guessed that such a creature
existed. Zyra turned to ask Captain Jack something, but noticed the
look of dread on his face. His face was flushed with color while his
eyes shone with anger.

“What
is it, Jack? Have you seen this thing before?” Zyra asked,
trying her best to quell the rapid beating of her heart.

“Yeah.
I’ve seen it. Hell, ya could say we’re ol’
buddies.”


“Well, whatever it is, it’s headed this way!”


“Good!”

Zyra
turned to look at Captain Jack again only to notice that he was
setting navigation controls on a direct course for the creature.

“What
are you doing?” she asked, her gem-blue eyes filling with
terror.

“Sayin’
hello,” grunted Jack.

“Are
you crazy? We’ll crash into it! Turn aside, Jack!”

Captain
Jack maintained his silence, with a determined look in his eye. Zyra
looked at the view screen only to see that the creature was almost on
top of them.

“Warning.
Collision with interplanetary object is imminent,” cried
the Ole Willy’s computer.

“No,
Jack! No!”

Zyra
jumped out of her seat and lunged for the flight controls in front of
Captain Jack. She hastily struck the emergency evasive maneuvers
button. Jack, in turn, also leapt up from his seat and angrily
grabbed Zyra’s arm. There was a loud clang and then a groan as
they were both thrown to the floor. The ship violently shook when it
grazed the creature’s side. Zyra covered her ears with a wince
when a loud whale-like squeal came from outside the ship. The sound
faded as the creature flew past the Ole Willy. Captain Jack
forced himself up from the floor and stumbled back to the controls.

“Damn
ya, woman! I almost had ‘im!”

“You
mean you almost killed us!”

“He’s
not getting away from me without a fight.”

Zyra
rose from the floor as Captain Jack started to turn the ship around
faster than the hull of his ship would allow. Zyra watched as Captain
Jack powered down the tow beams that held her ship.

“You’re
disengaging the tow beams?” she asked, in an attempt to get
Captain Jack to regain his composure, not because of any disbelief on
her part.

“It’s
not personal, darlin’,” he shot back, “but yer
ship’s a burden I can’t bear right now.” The deep
lines in Captain Jack’s spotted brow grew deeper when he
realized that the controls for the tow cables weren’t
responding. “Damn! Impact must’ve fried the controls fer
the tow-beam circuits! Hell with it then!”

Captain
Jack raised the power of the port thrusters to turn the freighter
around even faster. The loud groan of the hull coming apart grew
louder and louder until the ship began to buckle and the floor panel
beneath their feet shook. Sparks flew from the ship controls as Zyra
set her eyes on the secondary view screen to see her ship being
ripped apart at the seams by the invisible beams that tethered her
ship to the Ole Willy. Debris flew out of her ship from the
severe damage sustained. The Ole Willy, too, was coming
undone, whole sections of its wide hull frayed instantly before her
eyes.

“This
is insane!”

“I’m
not letting that beast get away from me!”

“You’ll
kill us all, Jack! Come to your senses!”

“My
ship, darlin’! I’ll see that creature dead if it’s
the last thing I do!”

Zyra’s
eyes opened wide as a plume of fire burst from the ceiling. She
reached for her holster, her hand trembling, unable to will herself
to draw her weapon. A young voice came suddenly from the rear of the
flight control room.

“Grandpa!
Grandpa!”

Captain
Jack spun around to see his grandson running towards him. The boy
clasped his arms around his leg. Suddenly Captain Jack punched a
button on the controls that killed his propulsion thrusters. Captain
Jack dropped to a knee and hugged his grandson.

“I
heard it, Grandpa! I heard the monster!”

“S’okay,
boy. Monster’s gone now! Grandpa’s made everythin’
jus’ fine.”

Captain
Jack raised his eyes towards the view screen to see the creature’s
image growing smaller then shifted his gaze to Zyra to notice that
her hand was poised to reach for her holster. Frowning, she promptly
removed her hand from her holster and relaxed the muscles in her
fingers. Captain Jack rose from the floor and held his gaze firmly on
Zyra as he approached her with his grandson in tow.

“I
don’t think I’ll be needin’ that drink anymore.
Company’s not so distinguished as I thought.”

Captain
Jack gave Zyra a final glower before he escorted his grandson out of
the flight control room and back to his quarters. Zyra could do
nothing but stand and watch in silence as the flight control room
doors closed behind Captain Jack and his grandson. What was that
creature? Why was Captain Jack willing to throw away his life and the
lives of his passengers, most especially his grandson, merely to
attack it? There was much more to the mystery of Captain Jack than
she had initially thought.














Chapter
Seven

“Well,
there ya are, Zyra, 80,000 I.S.C’s. Next time, try bringing the
perp back alive, will ya?” said the large Grawlian
InterGalactic Police detective as he handed a small silver strip to
Zyra.

“That
depends on whether or not the perp’s being naughty or nice,”
she said, securing the Transworld Bank Intergalactic Currency Strip
in her hand under a hidden fold in her left sleeve. She noticed the
glint in the protruding green eyes of the Grawlian detective as he
raised two of his four hands to his narrow chin.

“Hmm.
You know, I’ve never been a sucker for bounty hunters, or human
females for that matter, but I might make an exception in your case.
How about hooking up with me after work? I’ll buy you a drink
at the Taboo.”

Zyra
grinned at the Grawlian’s proposition, leaned in towards him,
and gave him a gentle pat on his long trunk-like nose.

“Only
if you bring your wife, Nuggle.”

The
embarrassed Grawlian glanced with a single eye to either side of him
to see if anyone had overheard his conversation with Zyra as she
walked away grinning. He gave Zyra a final once over as she strutted
away from him in her black, skintight smart-suit. A book-wormish
looking man standing behind his desk nearby noticed Zyra passing by.

“Hey,
Zyra! Heard you brought in another perp. That’s twenty this
year. You’re killing us!”

“Hey,
a gal’s gotta’ make a living.”

“So
do we. Try and leave some of the bad guys for us, okay?”

“You
old IGP dinosaurs had better learn to keep up.”

“Or
what?”


“Or you’ll be extinct,” said Zyra with a curt grin
as she left the IGP office through the elevator.

*     *   
 *

It
didn’t take very long for Zyra to make her way from the
spaceport of Space Station: Nexus to customs, and then to the
InterGalactic Police precinct in Blue-sector where she had just
collected her bounty for Fal Orono. Since then, she had spent the
last hour in Green-sector trying to secure a place to stay on board
Nexus only to discover that all rooms on board the station had
been sold out because of the arrival of a large delegation of
senators from the Intergalactic Alliance. Zyra concluded thereafter
that her bad luck had not yet run out.

Since
her arrival on Nexus, she and Captain Jack had gone their
separate ways. His behavior during the last forty-eight hours in
flight to Nexus was an enigma to her. The old freighter pilot,
who upon first impression had seemed to be such an easygoing fellow,
however eccentric, had turned into a glum, brooding soul. The
remaining time she spent with him was unpleasant. Captain Jack rarely
spoke to her after their encounter with the space creature, but when
he did, it was with dry, monosyllabic jargon that she could hardly
comprehend. For all she knew, he could have been speaking a foreign
language. Captain Jack’s grandson was still a delight to be
around, so she spent most of the last few hours on board the Ole
Willy with the little boy.

Zyra
had questioned Captain Jack more than once to find out why he was so
upset to see the space creature. But his staunch silence forced her
to conclude that he would never surrender his thoughts to her. As
trying as it was to be around Jack during the last days of the flight
to Nexus, she couldn’t really blame him for being upset
with her. Still, she wondered if she could have truly shot Captain
Jack, if such an act was necessary to save the lives of his grandson
and herself. In Jack’s brief madness, Zyra had nearly been
forced to make a tough decision. Fortunately, she never had to
choose. Yet, she couldn’t help but feel as though she had lost
a friend. Zyra assumed that Captain Jack would be on board Nexus
until his business was concluded. That meant getting his ship
repaired and stockpiling supplies for the long haul through space.
She would be doing the same, except that the extent of damage to her
ship guaranteed that she wouldn’t be leaving Nexus until
after a week or so had passed. There was, first, the messy business
of trying to get the custom agents to allow her to have her ship
repaired. They were running her ship’s identification number
through their data banks, obviously fearing that she had stolen the
vessel. “It’s nothing personal,” is what
they told her.

Yeah.
Right.

As
Zyra had failed to obtain any temporary lodging on board the station
and couldn’t stay aboard her ship in its defunct condition, she
decided to pay a visit to an old accomplice living on Nexus.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
stood before a door in a dark corridor of Grey-sector on the
thirty-fourth tier of Space Station: Nexus jabbing impatiently
at a door buzzer. A moment passed before the door slid open to reveal
a young man in his late teens. His wan, ghostlike color grew even
paler when he saw Zyra standing in front of him with her arms
crossed.

“Oh,
it’s you, Zyra! I, uh, um…whatever it is, I didn’t
do it!”

“Calm
down, Logos. I’m not going to shoot you,” said Zyra. She
gestured at the door, prompting the young man to step aside to allow
her to enter.

“I
take it this isn’t a social visit,” he said while
scrutinizing Zyra’s blank facial expression.

“Now,
when have you ever known me to make social visits?” she said,
passing through the quarter’s modestly small living room to
reach the shower, foregoing to close the shower door completely.
Logos followed her across the room and stood outside the shower,
studying the sinuous curves of Zyra’s shadow on the tiled floor
as she undressed. He uncomfortably scratched the back of his head
when he heard her ask, “Where’s the soap? Never mind. I
see it. Oh, by the way. I need you to do something for me.”

“You
always need me to do something for you. Hell, whenever I see you,
it’s only when you need something from me.”

“Don’t
be such a sulk. I’m a busy girl, Logos. It’s not
personal. Anyway, I left a data orb on your reading table. I need you
to check it out for me.”

Logos
walked over to his reading table, amazed at how quickly Zyra was able
to leave the data orb on it without him noticing.

“Strange
design. Haven’t seen one like this before. What’s on it?”
he asked picking it up and studying it.

“Don’t
know,” answered Zyra from the shower as a stream of hot water
shot over her. Logos sat down at his desk and ran his finger across a
sliver of blue light cutting through the air to activate his
computer. Images of the soft, wet figure of Zyra washing herself in
his shower played back and forth in his mind as he dropped the data
orb in the processing cylinder to his left. Growing uncomfortable
with his imagination, Logos forced the lascivious daydream he was
having about Zyra inviting him into the shower with her to the
recesses of his mind. He tried to focus on the task at hand.

“Let
me guess. It’s encrypted, right?” Logos asked Zyra,
raising his voice just enough so that Zyra could hear him over the
sound of the shower.

“Bingo!
You really are a genius, Lo. Now what can you do with it?” Zyra
asked in return, her voice a mixture of playfulness and determined
curiosity. With the blinding speed of a seasoned computer programmer,
Logos’ fingers touched and slid several consecutive icons on
his holographic monitor for several minutes while he muttered under
his breath:

“‘Logos,
I need this. Logos, I need that. Hurry up, Logos. Money doesn’t
grow on trees, Logos. I thought you were the best, Logos.’ Why
do I put up with this? If you weren’t so beautiful, Zyra I’d—”

“So,
what’ve we found out?” asked Zyra, strolling out of the
shower in one of Logos’ shirts; she was a scent of soap and
lotion, her long blonde hair falling down her white shoulders like a
waterfall of gold. It took Logos a moment to recover from the
impressive sight of Zyra, who appeared less like the infamous bounty
hunter she was known to be than a freeze-frame image of some ancient
Earth Goddess.

“Uh,
um, well—”

“Come
on,” she said grinning at the boyish charm of Logos, which had
made her grow fond of him over the years they had known each other.
It wasn’t all that long ago she had first met Logos. At the
time, he was the infamous D-Day STARLINK Computer Hacker, the
greatest criminal computer hacker in the history of the Alliance. No
one was the wiser, thinking him an average teenager. He’d go to
school at day and spend his afternoons and nights hacking into
computer networks throughout the known universe, sabotaging computer
networks by the thousands with the most brilliant computer viruses
ever devised. He broke into one secured network after another, most
especially those of large financial firms or banks. By tracking
substantial money transfers to an undisclosed bank account on
Praxis-4, Logos’ home world, Zyra was able to discover the
identity of the D-Day Hacker.

There
was a hefty bounty for him, of course. But on the day she confronted
him, she realized that Logos had no desire to harm anyone. Rather, he
was an otherwise good, albeit confused, kid who had gone astray from
the lack of a positive moral influence in his life. That day when she
stared him bluntly in the eyes and uncovered the truth of his nature,
she decided to give Logos a chance to amend his ways if he agreed to
return all the money he had stolen and use his remarkable talent in
an admirable profession. He quickly gave his consent. Zyra was never
quite certain whether he had done anything illegal since, but kept
her eyes on him just the same.

Since
his graduation from secondary school, Logos had become a freelance
computer programmer trying to earn an honest living like everyone
else. Zyra made it a point to keep him in her employ, though she saw
him less and less nowadays. The pair had formed a friendship of
sorts. She preferred the term ‘working relationship’ as
there was nothing more intimate between them than that. Zyra always
thought of Logos as the little brother she never had, though by his
behavior, she knew he thought of her as being much more than a sister
to him. His coy advances towards her were something she tried to
discourage whenever she could. Incidentally, it was the reason she
didn’t attempt to see him as often as she used to. Zyra often
made sly references to the fact that she was too old for him. Logos
simply refused to buy into that line of defensive reasoning. She
wasn’t really that much older than he was. She was only now
approaching her midtwenties, while Logos was on the verge of leaving
adolescence. Short of breaking his heart with a blunt rejection, or
one of them getting married, she would always have to endure Logos’
secret eyeballing of her, although it wasn’t really much of a
secret.

Still,
Zyra admitted that she had probably made matters worse by coming here
now. It wasn’t her first choice to feed into Logos’
infatuation of her by imposing on his hospitality. She would have
avoided the awkward situation altogether, if it weren’t for the
fact that the station wouldn’t have any vacant quarters for her
to rent until the delegation of representatives from the Space Union
who had come to hold a summit on Space Station: Nexus left for
their home worlds.

“Logos?
I’m waiting.”

“Well,
truth is, Zee,” explained Logos, embarrassed by the look on
Zyra’s face that told him that he was blushing, “there
isn’t any single encryption code barring you from reading this
orb. It’s an infinite sequence of codes.”

“How
so?”

“It’s
sort of a variant form of the CHAMELEON encryption system. You see,
first the encryption program masks itself to make you think that
you’re dealing with a single encryption code. So you’re
already behind the eight ball trying to crack this thing, because
every time there’s a failed attempt to learn the code, the code
changes.”

“So
what you’re telling me is that even if you figure out what the
code is, it will change before you could reenter it.”

“Exactly.
The only reason I’m aware of it at all is because I’m the
one who designed the CHAMELEON program back in my…you know,
hacker days.”

“So
I guess the real question is, do you think you’ll be able to
beat the encryption?”

“This
is a really sophisticated program, more advanced than anything I ever
dreamed up. I’m always one for a good challenge when it comes
to this stuff, but this could quite literally take an entire lifetime
to figure out.”

“You
haven’t answered my question.”

Logos
took a long moment to think about the ramifications of what Zyra was
asking him to do and sighed.

“I’ll
be honest with you, Zyra. I don’t know.”

Zyra
grinned, not happy with Logos’ answer, but respectful of his
honesty.

“Well,
while you try to figure this out, I’ll go refresh myself on
your couch. I’ve had a really long month,” she said and
walked towards the dimly lit living room.

“Fine,
Zyra. Whatever you want, Zyra. Don’t mind the fact that I do
have a life, Zyra. Oh, just drop your problems on my lap any time.
I’m a big boy now. I can handle it. Sure. No problem.”

Suddenly
realizing her discourtesy to Logos as she had proven once more that
she was taking him for granted to get what she wanted out of their
friendship, Zyra turned around, closed the gap between them, and
melted his anger away with her gentle blue stare.

“I
really appreciate this, Lo. Thank you,” she said and gave him a
smooch on the cheek. Logos looked at Zyra as she walked back to the
living room and sprawled out with a yawn on his couch. Logos couldn’t
help but grin.

“You’re…welcome.”














Chapter
Eight

Senator
Iliak M. Graves cast his firm gaze at the multitude of people amassed
in the vast chamber from the podium where he stood. An assortment of
eyes watched him: blue, green, brown, black, yellow, crimson, grey,
and purple, some protrusive, some recessed, others slitted, slanted,
or slotted, but all scrutinizing his every movement as their owners
anxiously awaited to hear his speech. They had come from every part
of the known universe to see him. He would not disappoint them.

“Dear
members of the League of Planets, constituents of the Prima Legion of
Worlds, distinguished members of the Beta Space Faction, and dare I
forget my own fellow citizens of the Intergalactic Alliance,”
he began, allowing his gaze to zero in on particular members of the
audience, “we, who together form the Intergalactic Space Union,
have gathered here today at this historic moment to commemorate the
great achievement of our time. If we stay true to our course over the
next few weeks and do the right thing by our children and their
children’s children, the civilized universe will never again be
the same.

“As
the elected senator of Praxis Seven at the heart of the central
government of the Intergalactic Alliance, I have been privy to a
great many changes in my own government, as no doubt you, too, have
of yours, or you would not be here today. We, who consider ourselves
a democracy in the Alliance, have lost much of our old strength
because of changes in the universe that have taken millennia to
occur. What was once a local phenomenon in the darkest parts of the
universe has now spread throughout all the cosmos, from the vast
distances of the Lefora Galaxy to the farthest reaches of the Draeda
Galaxy.

“War,
famine, pestilence, and death have laid waste to the greatness of our
respective governments. The worst of these is the unchecked crime
wave that threatens to overwhelm our greatest efforts to restore
civility to our worlds. Never before in the history of our space have
we been under siege by such a relentless foe before. We have endured
several intergalactic wars and prevailed. This, however, is an enemy
that is as ruthless and seemingly invincible as the ancient Hydra of
human legend, for our every attempt to remove the heads from the
clandestine criminal organizations only fuels this lawless anarchy
and causes another to surface. These criminals who run rampant
throughout the stars are an army, if not in name, that has set upon
our peace-loving societies and will stop at nothing to stamp out the
bright light of civilization. Humans, Arlarions, Grawlians,
Ratarians, Draeds, and countless others have all united to form
powerful crime syndicates that even the brave heroes of the 
InterGalactic Police cannot destroy. Likewise, Humans, Arlarions,
Grawlians, Ratarians, Draeds, and a score of other noble species have
sent you, their elected members, here to this summit to decide on the
fate of our galaxies.”

Senator
Graves’ face took on a more determined look as he drew upon all
the conviction he had deep within him to add force to his words. 


“What
shall we do now with that responsibility? What shall we do with that
power?” he asked, finding the right balance between curt
passion and calm austerity to cast a spell upon the audience. “Waste
it squabbling amongst ourselves like some mindless rabble? Or shall
we unite as one to create the greatest power ever seen? Yes. This is
the day you shall all remember. I say to you, mark it on your
calendars and remember it well. For this is the day that you shall
all tell your grandchildren when you first heard the call, the call
to create something new from the old. From the rotten decay of failed
governments that prefer bureaucracy and tradition over the prosperity
of change, shall a new one arise. It is a new millennium and a new
age, and we must change with the times if we are to survive. Let us
put our differences aside and choose solidarity. Unite with a single
purpose and decide with a single mind. Boldly choose to create the
future. We shall all prosper for our bravery, so that our children
may reap the rewards that this generation shall yield them.”

Wild
applause filled the chamber as most of the delegates leapt up from
their seats in a standing ovation, clapping incessantly and nodding
their heads in agreement. Senator Graves grinned, confident that his
rousing speech had had its desired effect.

Yes.
Choose the future so that ZARAGOS may become your master and your
children Her slaves, he thought.














Chapter
Nine


“Computer, raise lighting seventeen percent,” said Zyra,
while she walked into her quarters, weary from her long day of
bargaining for parts and supplies for her ship from the local
merchants. She had finally obtained her much needed quarters from the
station main office—the sultry looks she was getting from Logos
while in his quarters was more than enough incentive for her to find
herself a room by any and all means—and as she hadn’t
heard anything from Logos about her data orb, all she wanted to do
now was to crash in her bed. Zyra drifted leisurely across her
quarters towards the bed that was loudly calling her name and fell
backwards onto its soft mattress with her arms extended on either
side of her. Her body, still aching from the injuries she had
suffered over the past few days, thanked her for finally stopping to
rest.

She
thought about how dire things had become for her as of late and how,
except for a random act of fate, she would not be alive to brood on
her recent bad luck right now. Zyra owed Captain Jack her life. But
whenever she saw him on the station, he refused to even acknowledge
her presence, let alone speak with her. From the final phase of
outfitting that she perceived was being administered to his ship at
the shipyard, she imagined that Captain Jack would be off on his next
space run sometime during the next day.

Her
ship, on the other hand, was far from being completed, as it was only
in its intermediate stages of repair. Helship-II had initially
been pronounced irreparable until she upped the wages the local ship
mechanics required to finally accept the job. Except for her
sentimentality for her ship, she might never have consented to the
steep repair price, or the lengthy waiting time to see Helship-II
repaired. For the truth was, every day she wasted on board Space
Station: Nexus, was another day she would not be able to find
Captain Rador—or ultimately continue her fight with Zaragos.

Zyra
had hardly closed her eyes when sleep started to take hold of her. It
was at the same time that a wide shadow fell over her. Zyra prided
herself on never allowing anyone to sneak up on her, especially
knowing that there was a decent-sized bounty on her head by the
intergalactic crime syndicates. But she was so weary that she did not
notice the approaching shadow. The figure that had silently stole
across the room stood before her and observed her for a short while
before bending over her lissome form. The figure then pressed a pair
of warm lips to her mouth. Startled, Zyra reached for her gun holster
at her side, but the figure’s strong hands stayed hers. Zyra
mentally cursed at herself for allowing someone to get so close to
her without noticing. As a rule of thumb, she never entered an
unfamiliar room without giving it a close inspection first. But the
familiar taste of the lips kissing her quickly set her heart at ease.
After indulging the man kissing her for a moment longer, she roughly
pushed him off of her.

“Don’t
you ever sneak up on me! I could have killed you!” snapped Zyra
at her unannounced guest.

“I
know. Exciting, huh?” was the response of the handsome,
dark-haired man sitting on the bed beside her with a calm grin.

“You’re
so cocky sometimes, Hunter. I swear you were born just to annoy me.”

“You
fell in love with me because I’m cocky, remember?”

Hunter
gave Zyra a quick smooch on the lips and stood up from the bed. He
went over to a corner in the room, opened up a box on the floor, and
withdrew from it a champagne bottle and two tall, slender glasses. He
then sat back down on the bed with Zyra and gave her the glasses
while he popped the cork on the bottle, causing a brief stream of
foam to spray out from the nozzle.

“I
think a celebration is in order,” he said, filling the glasses
to the rim.

“Why?”

“Because
you’re now talking to the new deputy marshal of the IGP.”

“You’ve
been promoted?”

“Yep.
Busted more perps in my ten years on the force than anyone else,
eighty-eight percent of which were all open and shut cases.”

“So
the IGP’s biggest gung-ho’s moving up the ranks, huh?”

“You
betcha.”

“Cheers.”

They
met their champagne glasses in midair with a resounding chime before
wrapping their arms around each other’s arms to drink from the
other’s glass. Hunter looked Zyra closely in the eyes with an
almost contemplating demeanor before assuming a slight grin.

“But
that’s not all. As the newly appointed deputy marshal, I have
my pick of any precinct in the IGP. I’ve decided to make my
home base on Zelphos.”

A
dispassionate glower formed on Zyra’s face as images of the
pristine tropical paradise that was Zelphos crystallized in her mind.

“Look,
Hunter. I’m glad for you and all. But if you’re going to
Zelphos because you think it’ll make me give up hunting, you’re
wrong.”

“There’s
more to life than hunting fugitives, Zyra. Why don’t you think
about settling down with me on Zelphos? We’ll be able to spend
more time together and maybe start a family.”

Zyra
rose from the bed and paced over to the large view screen on the wall
that displayed a clear vista of the alps of the planet Alpine,
observing the wind sailing through the stark pine needles of the
trees on the tall mountains and the frozen lakes below them.

“It’s
tempting, Hunter. Really, it is. You know I want nothing more than to
be closer to you. But I’ve got unfinished business.”

“You
mean with Zaragos.”

“Yes.
I’ve spent my whole life doing whatever I could to put Zaragos
out of business. I won’t stop now.”

“Have
you ever stopped to consider that it’s too tall an order even
for you, Zyra Zanr, bounty hunter extraordinaire?”

“The
Zaragos Crime Syndicate has to pay for what they’ve done to
people of the Alliance—and especially to me.”

Hunter
stood up from the bed, walked over to Zyra, and gently put his arms
around her.

“Look,
it’s a noble cause to say the least. But no matter what happens
to Zaragos, you’ll never be able to bring your father back.”

“I
know that. But I won’t let his death be in vain. It’s why
I started hunting in the first place, to take down the criminals who
prey on the innocent.”

“I
thought you hunted to get rich.”

“I
do. But the universe is also safer because of me.”


“It certainly is, Zyra,” said Hunter as he gently turned
Zyra around by the shoulders. “But don’t forget that even
bounty hunters are people, too. At some point, all people need to
live normal lives.”

“I’m
never going to stop hunting until Zaragos is no more. Not a day
sooner.”

“Well,
if it makes you happy, I’ve been closely tracking Zaragos’
more clandestine agents. In fact, that’s how I came to be here
on Nexus before finding out that you were on board as well.
There’s a half dozen or so Zaragos agents holed up here on the
station making contacts with the Alliance delegation. I’m
checking into them.”

“It’s
dangerous, Hunter. Zaragos has eyes and ears everywhere. This is my
fight. Don’t meddle in my affairs.”

“It’s
my job as an IGP detective to track down criminals wherever they are
and to arrest them. That’s what I’m doing now. So, you
see? This is my domain as well.”

“You’re
so damn stubborn.”

“So
are you. Match made in heaven.”

“Says
who?”

“Says
me.”

“Prove
it,” challenged Zyra.

“Done,”
answered Hunter before leaning forward to kiss her on the mouth. Zyra
assumed a seductive look.

“Shower?”

“Always
better in pairs.”

Their
lips met again as Hunter began to draw down the zipper of Zyra’s
smart suit.

*     *   
 *

“So?”
asked Zyra, lying on her stomach and squinting her eyes to read
Hunter’s expression in the darkness of the room.

“So
what?” asked Hunter in return, gently rubbing his hand on
Zyra’s bare thigh that stuck out from the sheets.

“So,
when are you going to tell me the truth?”

“The
truth?”

“Why
you’re really here?”

“I
told you before, Zyra. I’m here to root out Zaragos agents from
whatever dark hole they’re burrowed in.”

“Come
on. You and I both know there are Zaragos agents on board every space
station in the galaxy. Doesn’t take a genius to figure that out
considering Zaragos owns every space station from here to
Caligula-Three. Besides, if you’re really the IGP’s new
deputy marshal, your new responsibilities wouldn’t allow you
the time to go on such an insignificant mission.”

“It
isn’t an insignificant mission. If Zaragos carries out what
they purport to do here on board Nexus, their power will grow
tenfold. It isn’t a mission that just any detective can handle.
The IGP wanted assured results, so they sent their best. And that’s
me.”

Zyra
shot up from the bed and looked down angrily at Hunter.

“That’s
the lamest story I’ve ever heard! Now, do you want to try
telling me the truth this time?”

“The
truth? Zyra, I wouldn’t lie to you.”

“No.
But that doesn’t mean you’re telling me everything.”

Sensing
the rising frustration in Zyra’s voice, Hunter sat up from the
bed and looked her squarely in the eyes.

“Zyra,
I’m an IGP detective. I spend my days and nights trying to
bring criminals to justice. No offense, but unlike you, I work within
the system. And wherever that system takes me, I go.”

“No
offense taken. But I’ve been around you long enough to know
when you’re hiding something from me.”

“Look,
I wish I could say more than I have, but I can’t. Just forget
it.”

“So
there is more to this.”

“I
told you to forget it. We don’t have much time together. Why
ruin the night with all this fuss about Zaragos?”

“If
you really love me, Hunter, you’ll tell me what’s really
going on.”

“Don’t
do this to me, Zyra. Don’t question my feelings for you this
way.” Hunter tried to take Zyra into his arms, but she pulled
away from him and shifted her gaze from him. “Damn you, Zyra!
And damn me for falling in love with you! Yes, there is another
reason why I’m here. But it’s not going to be easy for
you to hear it. Why can’t this wait until morning? I’ll
tell you then.”

“Because
one of us won’t be here in the morning.”

Hunter
raised a hand to squeeze the bridge of his nose as if feeling a
sudden migraine coming on.

“I
didn’t want to tell you this, but since you won’t let it
rest—the IGP sent me to keep an eye on you.”

“You
mean they sent you to spy on me. Why?”

“It
has something to do with the summit. As they knew top level Zaragos
agents would be here, they figured you’d be here, too.”

“Again,
why?”

“You
haven’t exactly kept it a secret that Zaragos is the big fish
you want to fry. But the IGP doesn’t trust you either. They
don’t know which side you’re really on, except whichever
side makes you the most money.”

“How
can they think that after all I’ve done? I go after criminals
they wouldn’t even dream of busting. While your fellow IGP
agents are safe in their offices scratching their butts supposedly
collecting data, I’m out on some distant world getting shot,
burned, stabbed, drowned, struck by lighting, whatever, trying to
apprehend the criminals they can’t or won’t.”

“I
didn’t say they were right, Zyra.”

“Yes,
you did. You agreed with them the minute you decided to come after
me.”

“I
didn’t have a choice.”

“And
I guess neither do I,” said Zyra rising from the bed in her
checkered gold nightgown, her brown eyes glazed and misty. She walked
hastily over to the refresher unit, but Hunter hopped up out of the
bed, ran over to her, and grabbed her shoulders.

“Don’t
do this to me, Zyra. Please. If I could undo what I’ve done, I
would. But I can’t. And you’re right. You don’t
deserve to be treated like this. Not after all you’ve done for
the people of this galaxy. I promise you, from this day onward, I’ll
fight for you. I’ll never again let anyone ever put a wedge
between us. You mean too much to me.”

Hunter
wrapped his arms around Zyra and held her firmly to his chest, while
she lowered her stare to the carpet, allowing the tears to run freely
down her cheeks. Words tried to form on her lips, but no sound came
from them. Zyra squeezed her eyes tightly shut to squeeze the
lingering tears from her eyes while her breath shuddered from the
dull ache in her breast that tried to steal her breath.

“I
love you, Zyra. I always will.”

There
was only silence from Zyra as she endured Hunter’s strong
embrace, a slew of conflicting emotions welling up deep inside her.















Chapter
Ten

Zyra
lied as still as a mouse next to Hunter, enjoying the warmth of his
body and the stipules of hair on his arm that tickled her skin as she
stared with a disquieting gaze at the ceiling through the darkness of
the room. Her thoughts raced back and forth as the conflict within
her steadily grew. Soon, she acquiesced to the impulse to rise from
bed and gently removed Hunter’s arm from her stomach. After
taking a brief glance at Hunter, she took a small silver-green cube
from the night table beside her, then walked to the front of the
room.

Zyra
sat down on the carpet and brushed back a lock of molten gold from
her face before she placed the cube on the floor and pressed a button
on top of it, causing a sliver of red light to jut into the air. She
flicked a finger in front of the light prompting the cube to display
a holographic computer console before her. Afterwards, she touched an
icon on the computer screen that allowed her to access Helship-II’s
computer database and downloaded several files to her portable
computer.

Quickly,
Zyra manipulated a series of holographic icons, each one glowing
briefly as she slid them up and down and left and right, inputting
one command after the other. Having selected the desired options, she
keyed in the series of codes that allowed her to access top secret
government files. While the computer paused briefly to break the IGP
security code, Zyra cast a wary glance behind her to make sure that
Hunter was still asleep.

She
only returned her gaze back to the holographic computer screen when
her face was washed over with a clear vibrant light to reveal that
the desired information had been fully downloaded. Carefully, Zyra
studied the visual record of faces that appeared on screen, searching
through the montage of faces and names closely until one of them made
her shudder. Zyra reached a finger to the screen and touched the icon
with the familiar face.

Intergalactic
Alliance Senate Profile:

Senator
Iliak M. Graves. Born on Imbelion. Served as mayor of Fair-way City
for six consecutive two-year terms, before being appointed to the
Imbelion Senate. Relocated to Praxis Seven, where he currently
resides and serves as senator.

Senator
Graves. I should have known you’d be here. I wonder what you’re
up to?

Zyra
manipulated the icons on her screen again to access the main office
files of Space Station: Nexus, sorting through a constant
stream of data. It didn’t take her long to find the Senator’s
room number.

*     *   
 *

It
was hard for Zyra to avoid being seen by passersby when she traveled
down the brightly lit corridors of White-sector, not far from the
much more secured Gold-sector where most of the top level politicians
who had come to Nexus for the summit were staying. When she
had finally arrived at the entrance gate to Gold-sector, she saw that
it was guarded by a handful of IGA security marshals and station
security guards. With the exception of the narrow screening gate used
to check anyone entering the area for weapons or contraband devices,
Gold-sector was completely closed off and there was no other way in.

Zyra
watched as the guards checked the ID cube of what looked to be a
delegate probably returning from a long night of partying and the
coterie of chortling women who were part of his entourage. They then
performed a full retina scan on him before allowing him to pass
through the screening gate. The besotted fellow was allowed to
continue on his way past the gate and guards, followed by his equally
besotted entourage. The guards then noticed her standing not very far
from them and gave her a piercing gaze.

As
Zyra was fully prepared for the expected difficulty of gaining access
into Gold-sector, she took long, graceful strides towards the guards.
She gave the lead guard her designer ID cube and watched him process
it. Her picture and bio appeared on the computer screen on the
security wall. The guards quickly read her profile, before asking her
to step up to the security gate for a retina scan. She was allowed to
pass through the secure gate after she passed the retina scan.

“Have
a good day, Attaché Sawana,” said the guard as she
strolled away from them, the long blue shawl half covering her dress
swaying behind her. Once she was out of the guards’ sight, Zyra
removed the purple contacts from her eyes with a slight grin.

I’m
going to have to find a new line of work, she thought. Attaché
Sawana was quite the sonorous name, but it wasn’t exactly a
human one. But Zyra didn’t care, so long as the guards didn’t
realize her deception. She only hoped that the real Attaché
Sawana was asleep right now and not on the way back to Gold-sector
from a long night of partying like the other delegates, otherwise
she’d be in a whole lot of trouble.

*     *   
 *

Trying
to navigate Gold-sector was like being in a maze. Every corridor
looked the same and more often than not led right back to the
previous one. But for a stroke of luck that allowed her to hear
voices coming from an unusually dark corridor in the otherwise
brilliantly lit section of the space station, she would still be
lost. Zyra put her back to the nearest wall and quietly made her way
to the end of the corridor. She took a quick glance behind her to
make sure no one was watching her, then peeped around the corner to
see the slew of figures that were standing in the adjacent corridor.
There were several well-dressed men and an alien facing a man in a
flowing scarlet robe that she recognized immediately.

“—no
need to trouble yourself. Everything is going according to plan,”
said the man Zyra knew as Iliak M. Graves.

“Is
it, Senator? Our boss will not be very pleased if you don’t get
results,” hissed a tall reptilian alien with fierce birdlike
facial features and stark red eyes.

“I’m
only concerned with results,” replied the Senator.
“Although many of the delegates from the Prima Legion of Worlds
have refused to sign the proposal, most of the delegates from the
League of Planets are sympathetic toward our cause.”

“What
about the Alliance?” asked the alien with another elongated
hiss.

“The
Alliance senators will do whatever I want them to,” answered
Senator Graves. The alien’s eyes seemed to glaze over with
repugnance when he asked:

“How
do you propose to achieve this grand miracle of coercion?”

“All
things in due time, Sauros.”

“To
your credit, Senator, you’ve accomplished much in a
short amount of time. But you and I both know that not all the
delegates at the summit will have been swayed by your rousing
speech.”

“It
is a simple matter with a simple remedy.”

“How
so?”

“Now,
now. That would be telling. Let me just say that it will be in the
best interest of everyone involved if the Alliance senators come to
their senses.”

“Keep
your secrets for now,” hissed the alien Sauros with a predatory
hiss. “Just see to it that you do what you have been chosen to
do. Otherwise, you may find your impertinence to my authority
lethal.”

“Always
the one to make iniquitous threats, aren’t you, Sauros?”
fired back the Senator. “Nevertheless, the job shall be done as
intended. You may inform ‘our boss,’ as you say, that all
proceeds as planned and that it shall not be long before I deliver
the entire quadrant to our great leader signed, sealed, and
gift-wrapped.”

“We
shall see, Senator Graves,” hissed the alien Sauros, giving the
Senator his most fiercest leer before turning around and walking past
him with his entourage and towards Zyra. Zyra quickly fell into a
sprint back down the hall and ducked into a parting in the wall where
the maintenance shaft was. She squeezed herself into the rut and
listened to the dull clap of leather heels striking the floor as
Sauros led his coterie past her. Zyra let out a sigh once the danger
had passed and left the parting in the wall after checking to make
sure that it was safe to do so. She scampered down the corridor as
quietly as she could, not recognizing the sinister figure in black
that was hidden in the shadows watching her.














Chapter
Eleven

Zyra
looked into Hunter’s azure gaze with more than casual affinity
and gave him a girlish grin.

“What
is it?” he asked, unable to suppress a grin of his own.

“Oh,
it’s nothing really,” answered Zyra.

“You’re
not getting off the hook that easily, so you might as well go ahead
and tell me!” said Hunter.

“I
told you, it’s nothing,” replied Zyra.

“Oh,
come on out with it! Is it something I said earlier? Or is it the way
I eat? Maybe it’s my hair! It’s got to be the hair! It’s
always the hair!”

“No,
Hunter,” Zyra replied with a slight chuckle. “Your hair’s
just fine. I’m just admiring the fact that we rarely get to see
each other anymore.”

“And
yet, all of time and space can’t make us change the way we feel
about each other. Do I have it right?”

“Yeah.
Something like that,” she admitted, feeling less than thrilled
about Hunter’s intimate rejoinder. “Look, Hunter. I’m
sorry if I’ve hurt you, not always being there when you need
me. But our careers take us in different directions. It’s why I
never—”

“Agreed
to marry me?” asked Hunter.

“Yes,”
reluctantly admitted Zyra. “Lord knows I really want to be with
you. But I made a promise to myself and to my father. I can’t
ever settle down until that promise is fulfilled.” There was a
long silence between them before Zyra spoke again. “There’s
something I want to ask you, Hunter. The summit. What is it about?”

“You
mean you don’t know?” asked Hunter.

“I
haven’t exactly been keeping up with the news,” explained
Zyra. “I’ve quite literally been on the dark side of the
galaxy and, with the exception of a few barely pieced together facts,
I’m absolutely clueless.”

“If
it weren’t for the fact that I know how nothing else registers
in that one-tracked mind of yours when you’re on the hunt, it
would be hard for me to imagine how you don’t know about the
single most important event in the history of the universe since the
Big Bang taking place right here on board Nexus!” said
Hunter.

“What
event?” were the only words Zyra could think to ask.

“The
delegation, Zyra. It’s comprised of ambassadors from the Space
Union. They’re here to vote on a proposal to form a new
government that would consolidate the power of the three galaxies,”
Hunter explained with a deadpan stare.

“A
new intergalactic government? You can’t be serious,” said
Zyra.

“I’m
afraid so,” said Hunter. “Due to the failure to control
the intergalactic crime syndicates and the corsair fleets, it has
been proposed that a single government be created to unify the power
of all the known worlds throughout the galaxies to combat this
threat.”

“Whose
idea was it?” asked Zyra, fearing she already knew the answer.

“Senator
Iliak Graves of Praxis Seven,” answered Hunter. “He’s
the one who organized the summit.”

“Senator
Graves? He’s the biggest criminal of them all!” snapped
Zyra.

“What
do you mean?” asked Hunter, not missing the fact that Zyra was
growing incredibly upset.

“He’s
a murderer, Hunter. Remember the Phalanx?” asked Zyra.

“It’s
never been proven that he had anything to do with that accident,”
said Hunter, making it known to Zyra that he wasn’t buying her
bold accusation.

“Doesn’t
mean it isn’t true,” Zyra challenged. “If it wasn’t
for that explosion on board the Phalanx, Senator Graves would never
have replaced Doctor Hayden Elliot as head of the IGA Appropriations
Board. And even so, I know he’s working for Zaragos.”

“Do
you have any proof?” asked Hunter.

“Not
yet,” said Zyra with a more defiant, than determined voice. 


“Then
no one will believe you, Zyra. Senator Graves is the most respected
politician in our government. You’re treading dangerously here
to accuse him of being responsible for the death of Doctor Elliot,”
scoffed Hunter.

“So
what? You think he’s legit?” asked Zyra.

“I
haven’t seen anything to say otherwise,” replied Hunter.

“Trust
me, Hunter. Senator Graves is a creep,” said Zyra, trying one
more time in vain to bring Hunter to her side.

“I
wish I could believe you,” was all he could say.

“Me,
too,” said Zyra glumly just before she removed her stare from
Hunter and fixed her gaze on her half-eaten sandwich on her plate.
Hunter reached across the table and spread his palm over a set of her
white knuckles.

“Look,
Zyra. Our careers may be different, but we have the same goal. I know
Zaragos has hurt you deeply and that you hate anyone affiliated with
them. But just know that I’m always there for you no matter
what, alright?” Zyra hesitated before she looked up again to
meet Hunter’s gaze. “Look, I’ve got to get back to
the IGP office here on the station. But there’s something I
want to ask you.” Hunter removed his hand from Zyra and slid a
small box in front of her. Her eyes grew wide when he opened the box
to reveal a jeweled ring inside of it. “I know you won’t
marry me right away. But at least accept my proposal of engagement. I
don’t give a damn if it takes twenty years for you to marry me.
But I want to pledge myself to you, and to have you do the same to
me. A guy’d be crazy not to pursue you. And there’s a lot
of guys in the galaxy. I want them all to know that you’re
spoken for—and that you’re off-limits.”

Zyra’s
voice eluded her for a while as her eyes grew wet with emotion.

“I-I…don’t
know what to say.”

“Just
say yes.”

Zyra
looked at the glittering diamond carefully cut and placed in the
center of the gold ring. She studied the intricate waterfall motifs
carved in the golden band of the ring as well as the tiny flecks of
emerald, her birthstone, embedded in a circle about the diamond.
Finally the words came from her mouth that she had dared never to say
before.

“Yes.
I’ll marry you.”

Hunter
was ecstatic with Zyra’s reply and traded smiles with her as he
took the engagement ring from the box and put it on her finger. Then
they narrowed the gap between themselves across the table and kissed
each other long and hard. Time itself seemed to come to a standstill
in their moment of passion before they broke their kiss to look into
each other’s eyes.

“I’ll
be the luckiest man in the galaxy to have you as my wife. I owe you
my all, Zyra. And I promise to give it to you,” said Hunter as
he rose from his chair, walked over to Zyra, gently took her hand,
and helped her up. They embraced once more with a kiss. “See
you tonight,” he said, to which Zyra responded by giving Hunter
her brightest smile.

“Tonight,”
she said. Hunter walked away from Zyra, not quickly letting go of her
hand. She watched Hunter fade into the throng of people walking in
and out of the restaurant and touched her lower lip that was still
burning from the flame of their kiss. She then lowered her stare to
the ring on her middle finger, unable to conceal the grin that
appeared on her face, or the fear that arose in her afterwards.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
stood on an observation tower above the spaceport where the work was
being done to her ship. Even though the work was proceeding more
quickly than she had expected, which should have excited her, her
mind was as far away from the goings on before her as the Andromeda
galaxy was from Space Station: Nexus. It was all she could
think of, the ring on her finger, and the man who had given it to
her. Zyra should have been ecstatic over having been engaged to
Hunter Alaron, but there was only fear. Try as she did, she could not
shake the feeling that she had made a mistake. What kind of life
could she ever have with Hunter? Hunter no doubt wanted children, as
did she. But she had obligations and could not think about such
matters until she had achieved her goals. That was to assume that she
would even survive long enough to be married.

Zaragos
was the most dangerous enemy that anyone could have. Its reach
extended to every corner of the galaxy. There was nowhere, nothing,
and no one who was exempt from the influence of Zaragos. For Zaragos
was less of a criminal enterprise hiding behind the guise of several
respectable corporations, than an entity, not unlike the
multi-tentacled Kraken of ancient Earth mythology that owned the
politicians, the police, the hospitals, banks, businesses, and even
the schools that children went to. They had spies on every world,
colony, outpost, and space station. In fact, Zaragos was more of a
functional government than the Intergalactic Alliance itself.

But
it was too late for Zyra to quit now. She had already made a terrible
enemy of Zaragos. And she could never live a normal life until
Zaragos was destroyed. Unfortunately, she wasn’t sure she could
have a normal life even if she did succeed. Her greatest fear was
that there would always be dissidents left over from the old Zaragos
syndicate who would seek her death for her role in bringing Zaragos
down, if such was to be. Zyra wanted more than anything else to be
happy and to live with the man she loved and bear his children. But
she was not going to kid herself. Her days were probably already
numbered. It was all she could do to see to it that she destroyed
Zaragos before Zaragos destroyed her—and, more importantly,
anyone she loved.

Zyra
was snapped back to her reality when she noticed Captain Jack
strolling across the spaceport below her with his grandson heading
towards his ship. He was stopped midstride by a slew of well-dressed,
but ominous looking men. Zyra narrowed her eyes to slits and cast an
intense gaze towards the unfolding scene, unable to rid herself of
the growing suspicion that something terrible was about to happen.

*     *   
 *

By
the time Zyra had gotten down to the spaceport, the number of men
confronting Captain Jack had grown to well over a dozen. To the
unwary, the men might have simply appeared to be a throng of
respectable businessmen, or at least some low-level politicians
visiting the station. But they all had that steely look in their
eyes, and a cool, but disquieting demeanor that all but cried that
they were up to no good.

“I
told ya already, I don’t know nuthin’ about no Fal Orono,
or no stolen data orb,” said Captain Jack, the composed manner
in which he spoke in stark contrast to his intense grimace.

“There’s
no need to lie to us, good Captain,” replied the silver-haired
man standing directly in front of Captain Jack. Zyra noticed even
before the man spoke that he had an air of aristocratic superiority
about him. But it required no imagination for her to gather that he
was as debase as any other criminal. “We checked your flight
logs,” the man continued, “and traced several of your
last flights to the planet Rif where the miscreant Fal Orono has been
hiding from us. Rif, as you already know, is an uninhabited world and
not very kind to sustaining human life. So it served as a very good
hiding place for Mr. Orono—for a little while at least. But we
also know that you came on board this station with a bounty hunter
who’d recently apprehended Mr. Orono and brought his remains to
the  InterGalactic Police office here on station. But you know as
well as I that Fal Orono was not alone in his seclusion. In fact, you
were entrusted with something very dear to him, were you not?”

“Seems
ya got me figured out, young fella. So why don’t ya skip the
hoot and tell me what it is you think I got from this Fal Orono.”

“I
shall oblige you, then. Granted, you covered your tracks well,
Captain, as did Fal Orono. But it was only a matter of time before we
learned the truth of his dealings with you. You were not merely
dropping off supplies to dear old Fal Orono. You were bringing him
information.”

“I’m
a freighter pilot. I don’t deal in transportin’ nuthin’
that I can’t put in a box or heave out of an airlock. Ain’t
no money in transportin’ information.”

“Oh,
there’s quite the money in dealing information, Captain.”

“What
kind of information?”

“The
kind that makes an old freighter pilot a very dangerous man.”

“Alright,
so ya got me! I’m an under-the-table merchant of black market
gossip at the local soup exchange. So what? For all yer huffin’
and puffin’, if that’s all ya’ve got on me, that
I’ve been keeping Fal Orono up on the current underworld news,
ya’ve got a stick of gum and no mouth to chew it with!”

“Oh,
hardly. In addition to your scheduled flights to Rif, you made it
especially important to make routine stops to your home world, a
place—up until recently—you made it a point never to
return to. So we paid a visit to your home on Neptune-Alpha. Seems
you had a guest there—a charming little girl who bears a strong
resemblance to her father. Of course, she’s since decided to
come over and stay at our place.”

Captain
Jack’s face suddenly flushed as he balled up his fists at his
side.

“Ya
cowards! I swear if ya’ve hurt her, I’ll—”

“No
need for any of that, Captain. We’re not the monsters you think
we are. We’re treating the child with very special care. But
you should know that our mercy isn’t without limits. We want
that data orb, Captain Jack. And the sooner you return it to us, the
better it shall be for all parties involved—especially our
little houseguest. If you don’t have the data orb, you had best
find it and quickly. Time is running out.”

Zyra
stood behind a stack of cargo boxes watching the goings on closely
with her gun in hand, safety off, waiting for the right moment to
strike. One sudden movement, one threatening gesture by the men
toward Captain Jack and they would all be toast. Thankfully, the
meeting went off without a hitch. And so, Zyra did not remove herself
from her place of concealment until the men surrounding Captain Jack
and his grandson had walked away. Captain Jack was saying something
to little Jack when he noticed Zyra approaching him with gun at the
ready.

“Are
you alright?” she asked, checking her head from side to side to
make sure that the men were gone.

“I’ve
been better,” answered Jack. “So ya witnessed all of
that, did ya?”

“Yeah,”
admitted Zyra.

“Well,
ya shouldn’t have!” chewed off the old freighter pilot.
Zyra was caught off guard by Captain Jack’s hostility as he
spun around and marched angrily away from her. She holstered her
weapon and quickened her stride to accompany him toward his ship.

“Look,
Jack. I’m not trying to interfere with your business again.
It’s just that you looked like you needed help,” said
Zyra, trying to calm Captain Jack down.

“Doggone
it! If I wanted yer help I would’ve asked fer it!” said
Captain Jack, looking red as a deep-sea lobster.

Zyra
grabbed Captain Jack’s arm and spun him around.

“Would
you stop treating me this way? I’m sorry if I upset you before.
It might be a little late to say it, but I wasn’t going to hurt
you on your ship. I couldn’t have, even if I wanted to.”

“I
ain’t gonna lie to ya, Zyra. Ya hurt me pretty good when I saw
ya get ready to pull that gun on me. But I won’t blame ya fer
it all. I guess I shoulda been a bit more responsible, knowing I had
passengers on my ship. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

“You
don’t have to apologize. I don’t know why you went off
the deep end when you saw that creature, but I realize it must’ve
been a sore spot for you.”

“I
never told ya, but it’s cause of that creature that little Jack
here ain’t got no Ma or Pa,” said Captain Jack. “My
wife Wilma, she died cause of that beast, too. Caught us at unawares
in a nebula south of the Osiris asteroid belt. I’ve been
lookin’ fer that creature fer a long time to even the score.
And when I saw it appear on the view screen, I just wanted some
payback.”

“I’m
sorry, Jack. Believe me, I know it’s not easy living with a
vendetta. It can drive you crazy,” said Zyra.

“Ya
do know somethin’ of it then, don’t ya?” asked
Captain Jack.

“I’m
afraid so,” answered Zyra.

“Then
it’s settled,” said Captain Jack, appearing almost too
eager to be done with the whole conversation.

“Not
exactly,” said Zyra, not yet ready to let Captain Jack off the
hook. “There’s still those agents. The little girl they
captured, she’s Fal Orono’s daughter, isn’t she?”

“So
ya figured it out, huh? Smart girl, fer all the good it does anybody
now,” said Jack.

“I
had my suspicions when you got upset with me for asking if Fal Orono
was alone during his meetings with you. But I would never had guessed
that it was his daughter.”

“Yeah,
I did him a favor. Took his little girl to safety after we were
attacked by the Xorghkans on Rif. But they must’ve figured out
that he had a kid and came looking fer her. But I’ll save her
if it’s the last thing I do.”

“Listen,
Jack. There’s something I have to do here on the station. But I
promise to help you find her when this is all over.”

Captain
Jack nodded and outstretched his hand to Zyra.

“I
would welcome the help.” Zyra received a grin from Captain Jack
and returned it. “Don’t have time fer it now, but
perhaps, when we meet again, ya can still buy me that drink.”

“Sure
thing.” Zyra dropped to a knee and smiled at Little Jack. “I’m
going to miss you,” she said. “Now be a good boy for your
grandpa.”

“I’ll
be extra good!” replied little Jack.

“I
know you will,” said Zyra as she rustled the little boy’s
mop of yellow hair then stood back up. “So long, Jack.”

“Be
on yer best, darlin’, and be careful out there. It’s a
wild universe.”

“I’ll
be sure to watch my rear view,” said Zyra, then waved while
Captain Jack and Little Jack went up the plank of his ship. She
watched as the Ole Willy’s hover thrusters were ignited
a few minutes later and lifted the ship up off the floor of the
spaceport. The rear thrusters fired afterwards and began to propel
the ship forward. After all that had happened between them on board
the Ole Willy during their encounter with the Space Whale, as
Captain Jack called it, Zyra was glad that she and Captain Jack had
resolved their differences. Zyra’s list of friends was short.
To be certain, adding Captain Jack to the list didn’t hurt. But
it troubled Zyra to think how easily Zaragos was able to track him
down to Nexus. She only hoped that her own ship could be
repaired before Zaragos also came looking for her.

*     *   
 *

Zyra’s
quarters were as dark as pitch when she entered through the door. She
was about to verbally raise the lights in the room when a sense of
perturbation rose within her, causing her to reach her hand towards
her gun holster at her side. A pungent scent of ozone overcame her
senses and stung at her eyes. There was only one thing that could
make such a scent.

Zyra
withdrew her gun, training it ahead of her, and commanded the lights
to raise themselves. Immediately, the lights to the room were
restored. Zyra surveyed the room with her weapon at the ready,
scrolling her hazel eyes over every nook and cranny of the room and
checked it for any signs of hidden danger. Her heartbeat quickened
its pace as dreadful thoughts flashed through her mind.

Screams.
Quick. Sudden. Violent. An explosion.

Then,
silence.

Zyra
blinked her eyes to force back the onslaught of images in her mind
only for them to reveal to her the gruesome sight of Hunter lying on
the ground in singed garments and a pool of blood beneath him. Zyra
lowered her weapon, not yet allowing herself to believe that what she
was seeing was real. It took all the strength she could muster just
to force her limbs to move that she could approach the motionless
figure strewn on the floor before her. Zyra took slow strides towards
Hunter’s perforated body and, upon reaching him, fell slowly to
her knees.

Zyra
dared herself to touch Hunter, withdrawing her hand from him as soon
as she made contact with his still warm flesh. She balled her hands
into fists, then let out a heart-wrenching cry. She could not control
her explosion of grief and buried her head in Hunter’s
blackened chest, unable to stop from shaking or keeping the tears
from flowing from her eyes.

A
long while passed before Zyra’s agonized wail retreated from
the room. She then lifted Hunter up into her arms and squeezed him.
Her tears ran down her cheeks and onto Hunter’s. It was only
when her grief had subsided ever so slightly that she noticed there
was a mark on Hunter’s lifeless hand. She took his hand into
her own and spread his fingers to read what was written there. Zyra
winced at the letter ‘Z’ that was scrawled into
Hunter’s palm with his own blood. To the unwary, the letter
might have seemed cryptic. But Zyra knew it only stood for one thing.

Zaragos.














Chapter
Twelve

The
quaint darkness within the corridors leading to Logos’ quarters
set off all the alarms in Zyra’s head. It was a peculiar
darkness, to say the least, for though light was a premium resource
on board most space stations—as energy conservation was nothing
trivial among station operators, especially on a bustling space
station like Nexus—only political and secretarial
sectors were given generous amounts of lighting. And so, it was
nothing out of the ordinary to find that Grey-sector was experiencing
a blackout (rotating blackouts being a routine and very effective
measure utilized by space stations to cut down on energy use). What
was not routine was the total loss of lighting in the corridors, for
during blackouts, essential power systems, such as life support and
emergency lighting, were always in use. That was obviously not the
case now. And so, Zyra had drawn her gun and held it at the ready
against any attack that might have been planned against her. Still,
she wasn’t quite sure that Zaragos’ agents on board Nexus
had anticipated her trying to rescue Logos. Matter of fact, she
discouraged the thought. It didn’t mean, however, that they
weren’t prepared to deal with her if she did appear.

It
took her a few minutes to travel the length of the gloomy corridors
to arrive at Logos’ quarters. She approached his door
carefully, knowing that this would be the best place to ambush her,
if that was the intent. She cast a wary gaze on either side of her,
gun held closely beside her head, as she pressed the buzzer to Logos’
quarters. As was always the case with Logos, made worse by the fact
that it was late at night when most people were sleeping, it took her
several attempts to rouse him to the door. She heard his voice
through the door’s external intercom.

“Who
is it?”

“It’s
me, Lo. Open the door.”

“I’m
coming,” he said, the exhaustion (and annoyance) obvious in his
electronic voice. It took an eternity, as far as Zyra was concerned,
for Logos to open the door. The door had hardly slid open before Zyra
shoved Logos back with one hand, almost violently, and carefully
observed his quarters.

“Zee,
it’s oh two hundred hours. Don’t you ever sleep?”
asked Logos, trying to rub the sleep from his eyes.

“Lock
the door,” said Zyra, ignoring Logos’ protest of her
waking him, while walking through his quarters and searching every
corner of it.

“Why?”
he asked.

“Just
do it,” said Zyra forcefully.

“What’s
wrong, Zee? I’ve never seen you like this before,”
observed Logos.

“Look,
Lo, I’m having a really bad night, so just do what I tell you!”
said Zyra.

“Alright!
Alright! Don’t have a cow!” said Logos, not at all happy
with being chastised this early in the morning. He walked over to the
door and punched a key on a numerical pad on the wall next to the
door, looking back at Zyra with a confused stare.

“Have
you had any visitors tonight?” asked Zyra.

“No
one out of the ordinary,” answered Logos. “Wait. There
was this one guy. I’m not sure, but I think he was an
undercover IGP detective. At least that’s what I thought.”

“What
did he say to you?” inquired Zyra, forming a line with her
golden eyebrows.

“He
showed me a holo-pic of you and asked if I knew who you were. I told
him no, of course. But I don’t think he believed me,”
explained Logos.

“Did
he ask you anything else?” asked Zyra, still checking the room
for anything out of the ordinary.

“No.
That was it. Strange, huh?” asked Logos.

“Listen
to me, Lo. Hurry up and grab whatever you can take with you. I’m
going to have to get you off station,” said Zyra.

“Off
station? Why?” asked Logos not able to understand for the life
of him why Zyra was trying to frighten him this way.

“Because
I think your life is in danger,” explained Zyra.

“Why
would I be in danger? I don’t have any enemies,” said
Logos.

“But
I do. And they’ve already killed one of my friends tonight. I
won’t let them hurt you, too,” was all Zyra would say.

“Zyra…”

“Hurry
up, Logos. We don’t have much time!”

“What
if you’re wrong, Zee? I do have a life, you know.”

“Not
for long if you don’t hurry.”

“This
is nuts!”

Zyra
marched over to Logos and met his blue stare, the calm in her voice
quickly letting him know the severity of her words.

“Logos,
I wish this wasn’t happening right now to either you or to me,”
said Zyra. “But you only have one life. I won’t see it
destroyed because of me. Now, I’ll explain everything to you
later. Just grab your things and let’s get out of here.”

The
softened look on Logos’ face revealed to Zyra both his
disbelief and disappointment. It hurt her to see him look at her with
such a glum stare, as though somehow she had indeed betrayed him. But
the truth was that by involving him in the dangers of her life, even
if it was unintentional, she had betrayed him.

*     *   
 *

The
door to Logos’ quarters was blown apart, shrapnel flying every
which way. A brilliant lightshow illuminated the air when a slew of
figures entered into the room firing off endless rounds of laser
fire: scoring the ceiling, floor, and walls while perforating the bed
and the couch and everything else in the room. Flames rose about the
quarters to ravage what had not been ruined by gunfire. The nameless
figures searched about the chamber, looking for a body, only to
realize that no one was home.

They
quickly became alarmed and tracked their guns throughout the room. It
was only then that they heard the blip of some device in the room.
They immediately recognized the blip for what it was.

But
it was too late.

The
entire room exploded into a bright light, hurling bodies every which
way and ejecting more than one of the men through the gape that once
was the door. Their cries rang loudly throughout the halls and meshed
with the hiss of crackling fire to create a symphony of death.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
crawled on her arms and knees through the glum ventilation shafts of
Space Station: Nexus as quickly as she could while trying to
avoid making any noise that might alert someone to her presence in
the shafts. She glimpsed over her shoulder to see Logos struggling to
keep pace with her, panting and cursing under his breath.

“Keep
up,” she whispered.

“I’m
trying to. But sneaking around like this isn’t my specialty,”
he shot back.

“Just
put a lid on it, Lo, and hurry up,” she said, a little louder
than she would have otherwise desired, sending him a subsequent glare
afterwards when she realized he was looking her over. He returned the
glower with an abashed shrug.

*     *   
 *

It
took a few minutes for Zyra and Logos to make their way from the
ventilation shaft to the corridor adjacent to the next sector. Zyra
surveyed the corridor for any sign of danger, before kicking out the
ventilation screen and dropping to the floor. She fell to a knee and
carefully checked her surroundings again, her gun trained directly
ahead of her. Not seeing any immediate threat, she stood up and
helped Logos down from the ventilation shaft. 


“So
this is what you really do for a living. Quite a fun occupation you
have here, Zyra. Collecting soot on my clothes and traveling with
rats is the highlight of my life now. Wonderful.”

“Maybe
no one ever told you, Lo, but you’ll never make it as a comic.
Now, shut up and follow me.”

As
if one with the shadows, they moved through the darkness, creeping
along the edge of the walls until they had come to the end of the
corridor. Zyra looked around the corner of the connecting corridor
and determined that the coast was clear. They had hardly took a step
when a lone figure stepped out into the darkness to glare at them
from behind the visor of the enclosed predatory-looking helmet the
figure was wearing. The stranger, donned entirely in black, was tall
and lithe with wide hips and feminine curves.

There
was no need for greetings or words, for the intent of the stranger on
the opposite end of the corridor was obvious. Zyra returned the
stranger’s concealed glower with an overt one. The stranger
then opened her hand to reveal a small metallic ball covered with
several tiny blinking lights. Suddenly, the metal ball shot forth
from her hand towards Zyra. The entire corridor was overcome with a
bright flash of light as the metal ball unleashed steady bursts of
phosphorous energy at Zyra and Logos. Zyra shielded Logos with her
body as he turned to run and fired a round from her gun back at the
stranger. But she took one of the bright green rays straight through
the side, immediately setting her smart-suit in flames. Zyra let out
a cry as she fell to the floor while pulling the trigger of her gun
as fast as she could to destroy the metal ball before it could finish
its job. Her subsequent shots caused her enemy to duck back into the
shadows. Logos tried to come back to help Zyra, but she shoved him
away from her as she rose from the floor.

“Run!”

Zyra
found her feet and ran as fast as she could, exchanging gunfire with
her mysterious adversary. She took to the adjacent corridor from
where she had come with Logos, just barely avoiding the bright
lavender bursts of light ripping apart the wall behind her.

Zyra
fired a warning shot back and caught up with Logos. To their despair,
a slew of figures flew into the halls with guns in hand, preparing to
open fire on them. Just before the stream of laser fire bore down
upon them, Zyra noticed a laundry chute directly behind her. She
slammed her shoulder into Logos and tackled him into the chute just
as the figures opened fire on them. They slid down the chute and
landed on a pile of dirty laundry.

“That
was close, Zyra!” said Logos just before he realized that Zyra
was slow to rise. He helped her to her feet only to discover that
blood was running profusely from her mouth. “Zyra! You’re
hurt.”

“Don’t
worry. It looks a lot worse than it feels,” she said before
collapsing into Logos’ arms. He held her unconscious body with
a sense of rising dread, a dread that was made worse when he heard
many incomprehensible voices clamoring from the laundry chute.














Chapter
Thirteen

Logos
lifted Zyra up onto his shoulder and wobbled with every frantic step
he took. He was forced to halt his retreat to keep from stumbling
onto his face. At five-foot-eight, one hundred and some-teen pounds,
Zyra should have been less of a burden to carry on his shoulders than
she was now. But as a self-acclaimed geek, Logos now regretted the
fact that he had never thought very much of exercise. He had to
struggle just to keep her propped up onto his shoulder, let alone
attempt to walk forward. He would probably never have managed to do
so except for his fear of the figures he noticed sliding down the
chute behind him.

A
quintet of brackish colored aliens with wide, scissor-shaped heads,
toothy mandibles, and slits for eyes came scampering on all six
clawed limbs towards Logos. Long scaly tendrils that sprouted from
their crowns like ruddy hair writhed like serpents behind them as
they sprang into the air after Logos. The boorish clicks and shrieks
they made sounded more like a vulgar symphony than speech.

Ignoring
the worker droids nearby that were servicing the laundry, Logos took
several lumbering steps away from the feral aliens knowing that he
would die, along with Zyra, if he didn’t put some distance
between them. The aliens sprinted after him with reflexes quicker
than those of a human being while their mandibles dripped with acidic
saliva. Logos tripped and fell to the floor with Zyra in arm and
cried out when he realized that the aliens were just about to kill
him.

But
just then Logos noticed the artificial gill sacks that were on the
aliens’ throats. The fact that they had gills surgically
implanted there meant that they were probably creatures that did not
breathe oxygen. That led Logos to realize that if he could change the
atmosphere in the laundry room to something other than that which
facilitated humans, he just might stop them. That was assuming that
he wouldn’t kill either Zyra or himself or accidentally change
the atmosphere to one that was even more hospitable to the physical
needs of the aliens.

Logos
leapt up from the floor, checked the room for the atmospheric
controls, and found them on a wall just nearby. He made a mad dash
for the controls, all the while fearing that the aliens would reach
him or Zyra before he reached them. He just managed to hit the
controls for the atmosphere just as the aliens bore down on him. He
wasn’t sure how much he had changed the atmosphere, or if his
plan was going to work, but the lighting in the room suddenly changed
to a deep fuchsia, allowing him to see the gases that were suddenly
sprayed into the air from several vents that lined the floor, walls,
and ceiling of the room.

Fear,
more so than the increased temperature in the room, caused sweat to
pour voluminously down Logos’ face. Seeing no change in the
aliens’ mad scamper towards him, Logos hurled himself backwards
against the wall and raised his arms in a futile attempt to recoil
from impending death. He was just about to cry out when the aliens
lunged at him with their horrible talons. But a shriek suddenly came
from them as they fell to the floor writhing. Logos watched the
aliens thrash about on the floor and tear the gills from their
throats with their talons as they asphyxiated to death.

Logos
had no time to revel in his victory over the aliens, for he
discovered, more to his dissatisfaction than surprise, that like the
aliens he could not breathe the air he had just introduced into the
laundry room. With a quick swear, Logos spun around to see the word:
METHANE displayed on the atmospheric controls screen. He could just
as quickly reset the settings of the artificial atmosphere back to
human settings. But he would probably only resuscitate the alien
creatures that were trying to kill him. He had one chance to save the
lives of Zyra and himself without reviving the creatures. He had to
locate the portable atmosphere breathers that were usually stored for
emergency use in public facilities such as the laundry room.

The
world began to spin around Logos’ head as he lumbered forwards
with a wheeze searching the room for the breathers. He was dismayed
when he realized that there were no breathers available next to the
atmospheric controls, as was demanded by station health personnel.
And for a moment he wondered if he was going to die before finding
them. But not far from where he stood, there were several breathers
stashed in a box where they were probably being prepared for
sanitization by the worker droids. Logos just managed to reach the
breathers, set it to oxygen, and put one on his face. It took a while
for him to stop coughing and for his vision to clear again. The only
thing that bothered him more than the disorientation he felt was the
ache in his muscles and the unceasing throbbing in his head. But
other than that, he was fine.

He
could not say the same for Zyra.

There
was haste in every angst step Logos took towards Zyra who was still
lying outstretched on the floor where he had left her. Though
apparently unconscious, Zyra was coughing violently and gasping for
breath. He made it to her just in time to fix the spare breather he
was carrying around her mouth and program it to feed her pure oxygen.
Her cough lingered for a while until she had breathed enough purified
air through the breather.

Now
that they were able to breathe clean air again, Logos was able to
check if the vile, insectoid, alien creatures that lay on the floor
not so far away from him were still alive. Their lack of movement was
all he needed to see to get his answer. Strangely enough, he had no
idea who had brought them on board the station or why they had been
sent after him and Zyra. He hoped Zyra, at least, could explain what
was going on. But no sooner had Logos thought about Zyra, than he
heard her grumbling something to him.

“My
ship,” mumbled Zyra, causing Logos to start. “We…have
to get…to my ship.”

She
had barely gotten her words out before she succumbed to another
cough, but Logos realized the importance of them. For he knew that,
at any moment, the people trying to kill Zyra would come to dispose
of them. Their only chance was to get to her ship—and fast.
Logos quickly lifted Zyra up from the floor and proceeded to make his
way out of the laundry room.

*     *   
 *

Having
to haul Zyra around on his shoulders made it very difficult for Logos
to navigate Nexus to find his way to the spaceport. He drew no
lack of attention to himself as he stumbled past the wary
station-goers. He had sneaked his way into the spaceport by accessing
one of the computer terminals near the restricted security gates. He
knew station security would have been onto him as soon as he set one
foot on the spaceport. So he created a disturbance by powering down
every prison cell in the detainment area. No doubt, station security
would have their hands full trying to apprehend every criminal who
would try to escape hence. He only had to wait a few seconds before
the entire compliment of spaceport security came running past his
hiding place with stun batons and guns in hand towards the detainment
area. Logos was now free to make his retreat into the rank of ships
where Zyra’s ship was waiting for them.

He
raced across the spaceport and located the Helship-II, both
surprised and dismayed by the destitute appearance of the spacecraft.
It was obvious from the repair rigs attached to the ship that it was
currently being outfitted with new parts. Logos decidedly chose to
take his chances in Zyra’s ship rather than stand out in the
open. Thus, he made his way up the ramp of the Helship-II,
closing it behind him, just as a slew of seedy figures with rifles
poured into the spaceport. Logos took Zyra to the flight control room
and sat her down in the pilot’s chair. He assumed the
co-pilot’s seat and stared at the instrument panel in complete
ignorance.

“What
do you want me to do, Zee? I don’t know how to fly a starship!”

“You
don’t have to,” suddenly croaked Zyra from her chair, at
first appearing unable to open her eyes from the immense pain she was
in. While holding one hand to her side to try to stem the flow of
blood pouring through the gape in her flesh, she leaned forward to
press a button to power up the ship. There was a steady whirring
sound as all the lights throughout the ship came to life. “Listen
to me, Lo. I’m not going to last…very long. Go over to
the side panel…and get me the first-aid kit.”

Logos
had just managed to stand when the ship began to shudder, prompting
Zyra to press another button to activate the ship’s external
visual sensors. The image of several men opening fire on her ship
appeared on her secondary view screen to the left of her instrument
console. Having accomplished his task, Logos ran back to Zyra with a
first-aid kit in hand.

“Open
it up and take out the Bio-Mender.”

Zyra
turned her attention from Logos while he withdrew the Bio-Mender from
the first-aid kit and pressed one button to open the rear missile
port and another to fire a missile at the men firing at her ship. Her
eyebrows knitted when there was no response from her ship. Her
disgust of her continuing bad luck caused her to roll her eyes and
sigh in more frustration than despair. Zyra weakly turned her stare
to Logos.

“Change
the setting…to capillary restoration mode and place…the
Bio-tongs to my side,” she said, the effort of which caused her
to cough up a mouthful of blood. While Logos attended Zyra’s
injury, she pressed a button on the instrument panel to activate the
rear thrusters. A large wave of fire shot forth from the thrusters
and washed over the throng of men standing at the rear of the ship,
their burning bodies blown several hundred feet back through the air.
Zyra squinted from the pain caused by the Bio-Mender electrically
repairing damaged tissue inside her body. The look on Logos’
face revealed his fear of losing Zyra.

“Zyra,
I’m doing what you said, but I don’t think this is
working. You’re still bleeding!”

Just
as Zyra’s eyelids started to flicker and pupils roll upwards,
she managed to hit the button that activated the ship’s
autopilot program. She then passed out on top of the console as
Helship-II began to raise itself from the ground on a stream
of invisible energy, ripping itself free of the moorings of the
repair rigs, and slowly began to drift forward. The ship made a
complete revolution, then let out a scream as its damaged propulsion
engines struggled to hurl the ship forward past the lasers ripping
the ship apart. The men standing about the ship lowered their weapons
in defeat when Helship-II flew beyond the range of their
weapons and headed towards the deep blackness outside Space Station:
Nexus.

*     *   
 *

Helship-II
coasted among the stars while Logos watched on like a concerned
parent as Zyra lay on a cot in a makeshift hospice in the rear of the
ship. Except for an occasional shudder, there was very little
movement by her. Her breathing was sporadic and her bio-signs were
unstable. According to the bio-scanner, she was through the worst of
her predicament and would survive her injury, but the slow passing of
time during her critical condition did not comfort Logos. All the
while that Zyra fought through her injury, Logos stood at her bedside
and held her hand. Two days had passed since they left his home on
Space Station: Nexus. In the meantime, they were wandering
mindlessly through space, no destination in sight, merely a frolic
through the stars, while they avoided all the major navigation
sectors to lessen the chances of being spotted by passing starships.

Logos
held Zyra’s hand thinking about how much he cared for her and
admitted to himself that he loved her, even though she didn’t
know it. Although he initially disbelieved her claim that someone was
trying to kill him, he was elated to learn that she had come to his
quarters to rescue him. Again, the thought of being intimate with
Zyra flashed into his mind, making him question the intent of his
feelings for her. Was it merely boyish lust for an older woman that
had seized his heart, or was it something deeper? He hoped it was the
latter, but then realized the implications of having such intense
feelings for a woman who might not feel the same way about him. That
was the funny thing about love. One could love a person with all
their heart and never receive such emotion in return. Logos widened
his stare when Zyra opened her eyes to cast his own reflection back
at him.

“Welcome
back to the land of the living,” he said. At first, Logos
expected some cruel rejoinder from Zyra. But he was surprised to
receive just a sad smile from her. Seeing her wince in pain again, he
squeezed her hand harder than he probably should have to assure her
that everything would be fine. He had just managed to see the hint of
fear in her eyes before she closed them shut again. But before he
could contemplate what had frightened her, Zyra’s bio-signs
went berserk and her heartbeat stopped.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
felt pain wracking her senses as some terrible force struck her like
a fist. Afterwards, she was overcome with a sense of vertigo, making
her forget where she was. She was blinded by an impenetrable darkness
and knew nothing except nausea. Then her skin felt as though a
thousand red-hot needles were being pricked into her flesh. She tried
to cry out, but no sound came from her. She tried to gasp for air,
but no breath came. All there was now was cruel, indifferent pain and
a vicious cold threatening to steal the very life from her.

*     *   
 *

Logos
stood over Zyra with his mouth agape and gasped as her bio-signs
returned to normal, each consecutive beat of her heart bringing her
one step closer back to life. Being that he was no physician, he
could not determine the extent of Zyra’s injuries. That
necessary diagnosis was performed by the resident, albeit previously
defunct, bio-droid (after he hastily repaired it), as was the ensuing
surgery that was needed to save Zyra’s life. Indeed, she had
lost a great deal of blood when her liver had been severely damaged
during the attack on Nexus. He had prematurely assumed that
she was on the recovery. But he was obviously wrong. According to the
bio-scanner that studied her bio-signs, her heart had ceased to beat
for nearly five minutes, throwing all her biological functions into
shutdown. By all counts Zyra was dead. But somehow she had been
revived and Logos knew that neither he nor the bio-droid could take
credit for her survival. It wasn’t until the bio-droid had
performed cardiopulmonary resuscitation on Zyra, which in effect,
brought her completely back to life, that Logos wondered if he had
just witnessed a miracle.

And
as it would prove, perhaps he had.














Chapter
Fourteen

Senator
Iliak M. Graves stood face-to-face with Sauros in the grand
auditorium where he had delivered his lecture not so many days ago
and gave the alien his most harsh glower.

“So,
have your people discovered the whereabouts of the bounty hunter as
of yet?” he asked, his eyes taking on a more menacing look than
even Sauros had ever noticed before.

“We
are working on it,” answered Sauros, the slight hiss in his
voice ever present.

“Unfortunately,
I do not share your optimism. This bounty hunter has been in contact
with the freighter pilot who conspired with Fal Orono. It could be
that she knows what we intend to do here on the station.”

“Speculation,
Senator. Nothing else.”

“Well,
if that is the case, I assume I have nothing to worry about, do I,
Sauros?”

“You
will proceed with the mission as directed. This business with the
bounty hunter is none of your concern.”

“Oh,
really? If that bounty hunter has managed to uncover the plot here on
Nexus there will be no end to the trouble we shall incur, or
don’t you know?”

“What
I do know, Senator, is that, like the IGP officer who got too close
to our operation for his own good, she will be neutralized.”

“Impressive
evaluation. I await to see the truth of your words. If not—”

“Do
not toy with me, Senator. Your usefulness is already wearing thin.”

“I
wonder if our leader thinks the same way you do?”

“I
shall be frank with you, Senator Graves. If it were up to me, I would
cut your head from its body and use it as a chamber pot. But since
ZARAGOS believes that you are an invaluable asset, I shall allow you
to live for now. But bear in mind, there may come a day when your
usefulness shall end. On that day…well, I don’t think I
have to tell you. Your imagination should suffice.”

“Ah,
ever the clever conversationalist, aren’t you, Sauros? No
matter. We both have a job to do and I suspect we shall both do it.
But I myself wonder if there shall come a time when your usefulness
shall end also? What shall be the result, then? Ah. I guess, as you
say, I can only imagine.”

Sauros
glared at the Senator, then turned to walk away from him with his
entourage of hired killers. Senator Graves also turned to walk in the
opposite direction from Sauros with a pronounced grin.

*     *   
 *

Logos
walked through the arch of the main passage that led to Helship-II’s
flight room, holding a blanket over his shoulders. There he saw Zyra
sitting in her pilot’s seat, staring past her immediate
surroundings to somewhere else altogether, clutching a blanket over
her own shoulders as well. He sat down in the seat beside her, looked
at her, and felt his heart sink at her melancholy stare.

“How
do you feel?” he asked, to which Zyra made no response. “That
good, huh? It’s never easy to lose someone you love. Your
friend, you knew him a long time, didn’t you?”

At
first it seemed as though Zyra wasn’t even aware of Logos’
presence, let alone going to attempt to answer him until he received
a subtle nod from her. Even as she did so, Logos noticed that Zyra
was fondling the gold ring on her finger.

“Your
friend, he was more than just a friend to you, wasn’t he?”
Zyra responded to Logos’ question with a blank gaze. There was
such sorrow in Zyra’s eyes that she seemed on the verge of
exploding with grief. He then realized the awkwardness of the moment.
Zyra needed time to mourn and he was not helping the situation any by
being here now. “It’s alright. I understand if you don’t
want to talk about it. You probably just need some time to yourself.
I’ll be in the back working on the data orb if you need me.”

Logos
rose slowly from the co-pilot’s chair and glanced at Zyra for a
moment longer, even though she lowered her stare away from him to
hide her growing sadness. He then made a single revolution and
proceeded to the rear of the room. He was about to leave the control
room when he was frozen in place by the sound of Zyra’s voice.

“Yes,”
said Zyra with a lilt tremor in her voice. “He was more than
just a friend.” Logos looked back at Zyra with saddened eyes of
his own and realized that she had said all that she would say. He
kept his silence afterwards and gave her a single nod to show his
understanding for the need of privacy. Zyra’s feelings were her
own and the intimacy of them would not permit her to say anything
further. Logos quietly left the flight control room, knowing that the
only thing that would help Zyra to heal was time.














Chapter
Fifteen


“So what are you going to do?” asked Logos, relieved by
how quickly Zyra was recovering from her injury. Her drooped
shoulders and lack of posture revealed her lack of strength. Yet, if
there was any doubt that Zyra might not be up to the task at hand,
the determined look in her eyes put his fears to rest.

“What
I have to,” answered Zyra. “Listen, Lo. I’m going
to take care of some business here on board Styx. What I want
you to do is to keep working on that orb. I really need to find out
what’s on that thing and you’re the only person I know
who can crack the code.”

Logos
gave Zyra a reassuring nod. “I’ll do my best.”

“It’s
all I ask. Here. I’ll give you this communicator so I can
contact you just in case I run into trouble. Whatever you do, don’t
leave the ship. It’s not safe out there. Stay cool.”

“Gotcha.”

Zyra
gave Logos a parting smile, unable to conceal the bitter sadness
within her, then left the main passage that led down the ramp towards
Space Station: Styx.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
pushed her way through the bustling throng of figures from every race
and world that traveled the length of the corridor leading from the
busy ship port. There were no customs officials to detain visitors
like there were on Space Station: Nexus, which made commuting
on board Styx a rather uncomplicated affair. On the other
hand, it also meant that probably every person on board the station
was carrying weapons and not unwilling to use them.

As
Styx was a notorious haven for criminals, it was the best
place to get information about whatever was going on in the criminal
underworld, which was her intent for being here now. She had been to
Styx several times before in her life. But this time was
different. Someone was trying to kill her and she knew that death
could come at any moment and from any person. The mere fact that she
was surrounded by crooked businessmen, politicians, smugglers,
thieves, murderers, and assassins only made her feel more ill at
ease. If someone on board Styx had been contracted to kill
her, she might never realize it until it was too late. Short of
flying her ship directly into a star, this was the most dangerous
place in the whole universe for her to be right now. But she had run
out of options.

Zyra
read the eyes of the people passing her by, realizing that there was
an unspoken, but shared, fear between them, as if something terrible
had happened or was going to happen. She wondered what was going on
besides the summit back at Nexus that had the people in a
stir. She was determined to find out, even though the implications
were that she would not like it, whatever it was.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
scrolled her eyes about the club around her, committing the location
and movements of everyone around her to memory while she downed the
remains of her glass of spiced Grawlian beer, relishing in the
burning sensation of the beverage as it ran down her throat. The
music in the club was incessant and throbbing, electronic cadences of
a sonorous melody almost making her wish that she were here for
pleasure and not business. It had been a long time since she was able
to just enjoy herself. She decided not to dwell on the subject any
longer as it caused the image of Hunter to flash into her mind. It
was then that Zyra noticed a quintet of figures approaching her
table. The leader of the crew, a robust man with bulging muscles and
shirt cut off about the shoulders, gave her a long and intense glare.

“Welcome
back, Zyra. Mister Pee sends his regards. As a matter of fact, he’d
like you to join him in the VIP.”

“Tell
your boss, Cleon, that if he really wants to see me, he knows where
I’m at.”

“I
don’t think you understand. Mister Pee insists that you come
with us.”

“If
that’s a pickup line, you can tell Mister Pee that I’m
insulted. Where’re his manners?”

The
large man Zyra referred to as Cleon took a threatening step forward,
leaning towards her while pressing his knuckles into the table to
look Zyra directly in the eyes.

“Perhaps
you didn’t hear me. This ain’t no request.”

“Being
intimidated isn’t my strong suit. Maybe if you send me a
bouquet of flowers, I’d be inclined to go with you.”

The
man reached up to his face to remove his shades to reveal that he had
a bionic eye.

“You
think you’re funny, don’t you? Well I know how to take
care of smart-mouth femal—”

“No,
no, Cleon. The woman’s right. Where are our manners?”
said a voice from behind the burly thug. Cleon rose from the table
with his fists balled and stepped aside to allow a rather striking
looking man with a long scar running down his eye to approach Zyra.

“Hello,
Pluto,” she said. “It’s been awhile.”

“Welcome,
Zyra,” the man said in a heavy Mediterranean Earth accent.
“You’re a hard woman to see nowadays. What with all your
adventures, it’s an honor to have this pleasure. But I’m
hurt that you won’t join me for dinner.”

“With
such a flourishing empire, you criminals allow me little time to pay
visits. Still, after that kind invitation by Cleon, I must admit that
you always know how to make a woman feel right at home.”

“Ah,
Cleon is ever the faithful servant, though he can be a bit spirited
at times. All pleasantries aside, Zyra, we have a debt to settle.”

“Oh,
you mean that money that I borrowed—I mean, took from
you. Strange you bring it up now. With all your off-station
investments, I didn’t think you’d miss it.”

“Oh,
I missed it. Dearly.”

“In
all honesty, Pluto. I’d be inclined to return it to you now.
But you know how it goes with money. One day it seems like you have
all the money in the world, and then the next…”

“It
isn’t a problem. I’ve thought of a few ways in which you
can repay me. Why don’t you join me in my office? We can
discuss this over dinner.”

“Oh,
I think I’ll have to respectfully decline. Your reputation at
dinner precedes you. A cocktail here, a cocktail there—one
never knows how the night might end,” said Zyra, subtly
crossing her arms after activating a hidden switch on her smart suit
sleeve.

“I’m
afraid I really must insist, Zyra.”

“In
that case—”

Two
tiny discs were fired from a pair of devices hidden beneath the
sleeves of Zyra’s smart suit and struck down the two men
standing on the side of her, fierce electric currents running through
their bodies. By the time the rest of Pluto’s bodyguards
managed to withdraw their guns from their holsters beneath their flak
jackets, Zyra had already risen to her feet and thrown her table
forward onto its side, forcing the men in front of her to separate.
She leapt up onto the side of the table, fired two more stun-discs at
the two guards, taking them out of commission, then leapt straight at
Pluto. Before anyone else could react, she had Pluto pinned to the
floor and held the barrel of her laser pistol directly to his
forehead.

“Tell
them to lower their weapons, Pluto! Now!”

“Do
as she says! Do it!”

Zyra
roughly lifted Pluto from the floor, spun him around, and kept her
gun pressed to the back of his head.

“I
think we’ll have that talk, after all,” said Zyra and
pushed Pluto forward through the throng of gathering henchmen and
club-goers. Zyra forced Pluto towards the rear of the club and up a
short flight of stairs past the disc jockey booth where a number of
armed men stood, guns drawn, raised, and trained on Zyra.

“Don’t
even think about it,” Zyra said to the men as she led Pluto
past his thugs and into his office.

“Lock
the door!” she said, her voice stern, but confident. Again,
Pluto did as Zyra told him. She shoved him away from her and looked
at him, gun aimed directly at his chest.

“You
won’t get away with this, Zyra,” said Pluto.

“Oh,
yes I will,” said Zyra with a grin and narrowed the distance
between herself and Pluto. She gave him a sharp leer as she stuck the
barrel of her gun into his chest. Pluto then leaned forward and
kissed Zyra long and hard, her lips moving rhythmically with his own.
The passion of their kiss was evident and only was interrupted when
Zyra felt Pluto trying to pull down her sleeve. She looked at him
with seductive brown eyes and kissed him on the mouth again, this
time wrapping her arm around his neck. A long while passed before she
broke their kiss.

“It
has been a while, hasn’t it?” she asked, her voice soft
and full of emotion, as she brushed her pistol playfully against his
chin.

“It
has,” Pluto replied with a growing smile. “As much
pleasure as it gives me to see you, I cannot help but wonder what
brings you to my side of the galaxy? Having your company is the
rarest pleasure.”

Pluto
tried to give Zyra another kiss, but she put her hand over his mouth
and returned his grin.

“Oh,
it’s no big thing. I just stopped by to see if you know
anything about what Zaragos is up to.”

Pluto
frowned and shoved Zyra away from him.

“You’re
mad if you think I’ll tell you anything about Zaragos! Zaragos
has eyes and ears everywhere!”

“And
so do you.”

“It
isn’t quite the same thing, Zyra. For all I know, Zaragos could
be listening to us right now.”

“Look,
Pluto, Zaragos is up to something really big. I can feel it. If you
know something, I need you to tell me.”

“Then
Zaragos will come for me.”

“So
you do know something?”

“I
know a great deal.”

“Then
tell me. Is it something to do with the summit?” Pluto walked
away from Zyra and paced the room. “Why are you so afraid to
talk? What has Zaragos done to you?”

“I
have spent my entire life building my empire. I have far more to lose
than you if I betray Zaragos.”

“You
are in league with Zaragos?”

“Isn’t
everyone? The true face of Zaragos will soon reveal itself to be the
mightiest criminal empire in the known universe. It’s got its
claws in every pot, you name it: extortion, prostitution, robbery,
larceny, embezzlement, smuggling, drugs, everything! What you are
asking me to do is to throw away a fortune. I cannot be so reckless
as you.”

“It
doesn’t matter when it happens, Pluto, today, tomorrow, or the
day after that. But one day Zaragos will take your empire away from
you if they aren’t stopped.”

Pluto
put his hands to his side and frowned.

“I
won’t tell you more than this. Zaragos is plotting to take over
the Alliance.”

“How?”

“I
don’t know that. I only know that they are conspiring with a
good many politicians to give them the power that will achieve their
ends of putting a stranglehold on the Alliance so that it becomes
their entity to control.”

“Does
Senator Iliak M. Graves have anything to do with it?”

“Him
among so many others. You must understand, Zyra, the Alliance is
growing weak. There is dissension throughout the government and
entire systems threaten to secede. The decay of the last millennium
has weakened the Alliance beyond repair. It is only a matter of time
before the Alliance falls and something else replaces it.”

“Do
you know of anyone who might be able to tell me more about this?”

“Only
one. His name is Earl Kelick Whitestarr, an aristocrat from Earth-III
and a former Zaragos agent. He’s a turncoat who is hiding here
on Styx under my protection.”

“I
need to know where I can find him.”

“You
ask a lot of me, Zyra. If I give you such information, what shall I
get in return?”

“My
company.”

“And?”

“And
if you call off your dogs, you might get a little bit more,”
said Zyra before she put her arms around Pluto and kissed him
tantalizingly on the mouth.

“I
suppose that is an offer I cannot refuse,” he replied, while
brushing back a wayward lock of long golden hair from her brow. “My
beautiful Zyra, you never fight fair.”

“In
my business there’s no such thing as a fair fight.”

“Correction.
Our business,” said Pluto with a grin and drew Zyra back into
his embrace for another kiss.














Chapter
Sixteen

In
the darkness of an old corridor in an abandoned part of Space
Station: Styx, Zyra stood face to face with Earl Kelick
Whitestarr, observing the thick lines in his age-spotted brow,
cropped silver hair, and carefully trimmed beard with a bit of
reticence, realizing that in his youth the earl must have been a
sublime figure to behold. Even in his old age, however, Earl
Whitestarr retained much of his aristocratic demeanor to such a
degree that he nearly hypnotized Zyra when she fell into his grey
stare.

“Are
you Earl Whitestarr?” she asked.

“I
am he,” the man answered in his refined voice.

“I
am told that you can help me.”

“What
is it that you want, young woman?”

“Information.”

“Knowledge
can be a double-edged sword.”

“But
even a double-edged sword can serve a purpose.”

“Then
ask your question and I shall see if I can comply.”

Since
her meeting with Pluto the night before, Zyra had thought long and
hard about who Earl Whitestarr was and why he had turned against
Zaragos. From appearance alone one might have thought him as decent
and honest an individual as they come. That the earl was an agent
operating at the heart of Zaragos was surprising, to say the least.
And yet, despite his nobility, Zyra could tell that the earl was a
very dangerous man. 


“Zaragos.
I’m told you worked for them. What are they planning?”
Zyra asked bluntly.

“Change,”
said Earl Whitestarr.

“A
change of what?”

“Philosophy,
intergalactic politics, commerce, and, dare I say, legalities.”

“Why?”

“Why
not? The emperor needs new clothes if he is to impress his
constituents.”

“You
refer to the Alliance.”

“Among
other things.”

“What
does Zaragos want with the Alliance?”

“To
die and be reborn like the great Phoenix from the fires of its
own corpse.”

“Does
this plan have something to do with the summit?”

“Naturally.”

“Is
there an assassination being planned?”

“You
lack imagination, Ms. Zanr. Zaragos does not. Tell me – what do
you believe? What do you really believe?”

“I
believe that Zaragos is somehow trying to affect the outcome of next
year’s presidential election.”

“A
lukewarm assessment. But better.”

Tired
of making wild guesses, Zyra paused to think about the upcoming major
political events occurring throughout the galaxy and was struck with
a sudden realization.

“The
senate is currently voting on a crime bill right now. If it passes,
it will be open season on all the criminal organizations in the
galaxy, especially the seedy corporations controlled by Zaragos.”

“My
dear, you are an impressive thinker. But you are yet a ways from the
truth that you seek.”

“Then,
why don’t you enlighten me?”

“‘Give
me an egg and I’ll give thee two crowns,’ said the fool.”

“What
does an egg have to do with Zaragos?”

“Everything.
An egg is a seed like any other, a seed that can grow into something
from which humanity may both profit or suffer if given the
opportunity. The past, my dear, is such a seed from which the future
is designed. One need look no further than the events of the past to
understand where we are going now.”

“You
spoke of change. Could it be that Zaragos is planning an insurrection
against the Alliance?”

“Of
a sort, my dear. Of a sort.”

Zyra
winced as she had the frightening thought that the events of the past
few days of her life were all linked somehow. Zyra had assumed that
Hunter was killed because he was affiliated with her. But it was only
now that she realized that Hunter was searching for clues about
Zaragos’ plans. Perhaps he had gotten too close to Zaragos and
discovered what they were planning and so became their target. But
she, too, had been pursuing Zaragos. Matter of fact, she made it no
secret that she wanted to destroy Zaragos. But why was it that they
only now sought to come after her after so many years of her hunting
down their agents? Perhaps she was wrong. Perhaps they didn’t
consider her a threat. It was Logos that they wanted to kill, after
all. But why? He didn’t know anything about Zaragos.

Or
did he?

“Do
you know why Zaragos wants me dead?”

“I’m
afraid your words baffle me.”

“Why
are they after me? Why did they kill my fiancée?”

“‘Thy
adverse party is thy advocate,’ Ms. Zanr. Be assured, Zaragos
does not want you dead. If they did, you’d have been murdered
long ago.”

“I
don’t understand.”

“They
don’t want you to. Well, not as yet.”

Zyra
couldn’t believe what she was hearing. In just one brief
moment, the earl had shattered her entire conspiracy theory to bits.

“None
of this makes any sense to me.”

“‘Tell
zeal it wants devotion. Tell love it is but lust. Tell time it is but
motion. Tell the flesh it is but dust.’ Life itself is the
problem, Ms. Zanr. It is life that does not make sense. Or do we not
all yet search for the mystery of it? There are many things you do
not know about Zaragos, my dear. But Zaragos knows all about you.”

“Why?
What makes me so important to Zaragos?”

“Tell
me. Do you know why Zaragos killed your father?”

“No,”
answered Zyra, wondering how much the earl knew about her father’s
death.

“Then
that is the point at which your search for truth must begin.”

“My
father’s death is my own concern. What I need you to tell me is
where Zaragos’ main base of operations is.”

“If
I were to tell you that, Ms. Zanr, Zaragos will not hesitate to have
me killed.”

“This
is between you and me. No one else has to know.”

“Oh,
Zaragos will know. She always knows.”

“She?”

“Yes,
sh—”

The
earl’s words were cut short by a loud buzzing noise. A stream
of blood sprayed over Zyra’s black smart suit when Earl
Whitestarr’s body slumped to the ground, void of a head. Zyra
dived to the ground to avoid the subsequent throng of glowing discs
that shot through the air past her to embed themselves in the wall
behind her. She rolled onto her side, training her drawn gun towards
the opposite end of the corridor, and looked up just in time to see
the dark figure standing just a few meters away on an adjacent
platform. She instantly recognized the figure as the same masked
woman who had nearly killed her back on Space Station: Nexus.
Zyra rose to her feet and fired off several rounds after the figure
just as she took off down the platform to make her escape.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
pursued the assassin to the space dock where she disappeared down a
long shaft that led to her ship. Zyra, too, made for her own ship to
continue the chase beyond the station. Zyra touched a button on her
sleeve to lower the plank of her ship. She ran up the lowered plank
of Helship-II where Logos awaited her and pushed her way past
him.

“Zyra,
you won’t believe this!” he said, doing his best to keep
up with Zyra’s mad pace. “I’ve analyzed the
algorithms of the code and I think I’ve figured out the
sequence.”

“I’m
glad to hear that, Lo. But this isn’t the time for this
conversation.”

“What
do you mean? I thought you wanted me to break the code on the data
orb.”

“I
do. That’s why you’re going back to your station to keep
working on it.”

“But
I haven’t slept in two days!”

“Make
it three. Now get to the rear of the ship and buckle yourself in.
I’ve got a situation here and we’re leaving Styx
now!”

“You’re
a slave driver, Zyra. I just want you to know that!” said Logos
in an accusatory voice as Zyra disappeared down the main passage that
led to the flight control room.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
propped herself in her pilot’s chair and powered up the
propulsion engines, but nothing happened. She smashed a fist on the
instrument panel, which achieved the intended effect. She didn’t
know what was worst, going into battle with a badly damaged ship or a
halfway repaired one. Regretfully, she realized that she was just
about to find out.

Zyra
ran a finger along the multi-hued bar on the instrument console that
fired up the thrusters. As she had not input the correct commands to
have the automated dock computer on board Styx release her
ship, Helship-II bucked violently as it ripped itself free of
the clamps holding it in place outside the space station. Zyra turned
on the external view screen, which she had repaired right before
arriving on Styx and saw a sleek star fighter roaring from the
station towards the stars. She quickly hit the buttons on her
instrument panel that allowed her to give pursuit.

*     *   
 *

It
did not take long for Helship-II to close the distance on the
assassin’s ship. Zyra angled the crosshairs for the weapons
targeting computer on the sleek fighter. She pressed the trigger on
the control stick and fired off several rounds of bright indigo beams
at the other ship. Zyra was impressed to see the pilot of the other
ship roll her spacecraft out of the trajectory of the destructive
beams.

Okay.
So you’re a good pilot. So am I. 


Zyra
increased the power to her rear thrusters to close in on the enemy
spacecraft before she fired another series of photon beams at the
assassin’s ship. Again, the assassin performed some impressive
display of aerial maneuvering to avoid being caught in the path of
Zyra’s crosshairs. In one split second, the assassin pulled off
a move that defied aerial physics and turned her ship completely
around to began firing on Zyra. Zyra’s reflexes were not so
acute as the assassin. Nor was Helship-II capable of
performing the sudden steep dive that Zyra tried to force it to do,
and so bright laser fire raked her ship’s shields, causing them
to flicker.

“What’s
going on, Zyra?” she heard a voice call out from the
communicator on her wrist. She touched a button on the right side of
the instrument panel that allowed her to switch to the ship’s
intercom.

“We’re
being fired on, Lo!” Zyra cried out as she banked her ship to
avoid allowing the assassin to take up position behind her.

“Who’s
firing on us?”

“I
can’t talk now, Lo. Save it for later!”

“But
I’ve deciphered the code. I thought you might find it
interesting to know what’s on it.”

“I’d
love to know. But not now!”

“I
don’t think you have a choice. The orb is self-destructing.”

The
lights in the ship went out momentarily when a string of laser fire
again brazed the hull of Helship-II and caused it to shake
violently.

“Warning,
aft shields are malfunctioning. Repeat aft shields are
malfunctioning.”

Damn!

Zyra’s
heart skipped a beat when she dared a brief glance towards the view
screen to see the assassin’s sleek blue fighter closing in
behind her. There was a loud squeal by the intercom before Logos’
voice returned and more fuzzily than before.

“—you
there, Zee? Come in, Zee.”

“Go
ahead, damn it!”

“Listen
to me, Zee. As soon as I deciphered the encryption code, the data orb
automatically initiated its self-destruct mode. The orb is going to
go straight to hell in approximately three minutes and maybe take us
with it!”

Zyra
was thrown forward by the impact of another blast ripping through her
ship. She looked at the view screen only to see a bright blue stream
of fuel leaking from the left starboard propulsion engine.

“Warning
Starboard Engine Number Two has failed. Repeat Starboard—”

“I
know! I know!”

“It’s
now or never Zyra.”

“Just
go ahead and tell me, for all the good it will do us when we’re
both dead!”

Another
lethal bolt caused the ship to jolt. Zyra angrily knitted her brows
together and powered down four of her rear engines. She made a steep
bank to the right and then cut back to the left, effectively tricking
her opponent into flying right by her. Zyra powered back up her
engines only to realize that one of them came back on line. She
angrily smashed her fist back on the instrument panel. Two more of
the engines came back on line. She gratefully gazed upwards and
formed a cross in front of her heart.

“You
won’t believe this Zyra. This one you’ve got to see for
yourself. I’m sending you a transmission to your secondary view
screen.” Zyra’s eyes grew wide when she saw what
appeared before her eyes. An automated voice began to recite
information to her even as she looked on the screen in wonder.

“Phase
Two of Project Apocalypse:

The
Eight-Man Principle:

To
successfully implement the desired Phase Four of Project Apocalypse,
in which total domination of the entities listed previously will have
been achieved, Phase Two is the most critical stage. In order to
secure control of the Intergalactic Alliance Senate, our agents must
search out Zaragos sympathizers amongst their ranks and win them to
our cause, while eliminating those who would stand in our way. Upon
termination of each dissenting senator, they will be replaced with a
clone who thereafter will seek to affect the electoral votes for the
new government.

As
of 02-13-0019, sixty-one members of the fifty-five hundred members
that make up the senate body have allied themselves with us. Another
forty-four members who opposed the new vote have been replaced with
clones. The process is ongoing.

Zyra
was aghast at what she had discovered. That Zaragos was bribing and
murdering members of senate to affect the outcome of the vote for the
new government was appalling. But even if the proposal were passed,
how did Zaragos think that they would achieve control of the senate?
There was obviously much more she needed to find out from the orb.
Either way, she needed to get the information she did have to the
proper authorities as soon as she could. But first she had to survive
her encounter with the assassin.

She
had just returned the main view screen to its normal setting so that
she could track the movements of the assassin’s ship. But it
was too late. The assassin had already fired a photon missile at her
ship. The blast ripped through her ship, hurling her out of her chair
and into the instrument console before she was left sprawled out on
the floor. Debris flew everywhere. Zyra let out a cry as the ceiling
of the ship caved in on her and everything went black.














Chapter
Seventeen

Logos
forced his way through the rubble in front of him to reach Zyra’s
motionless body. He used all his strength to lift a long metal beam
from on top of her. He then dragged her free from the remaining
aluminum scaffolding that kept her pinned down to the floor. After
getting her to a less convoluted part of the flight control room, he
turned a canteen of water to her mouth and coaxed her to drink it.
Zyra immediately awoke and began to cough, spitting the water from
her mouth.

“You
okay, Zee?” asked Logos, using a damp cloth to wipe away some
of the filth from her face to check for injuries.

“I’ve
been better,” replied Zyra with a groan.

“Is
anything broken?”

“I
don’t think so.” Zyra bit down on her lower lip and tried
to stand, prompting Logos to assist her. Once she finally made it to
her feet, she leaned against the wall for support, and winced in
pain. “Where are we?”

“I
haven’t the slightest idea.”

Zyra
struggled to maintain her balance, but made her way back through the
rubble to reach the instrument panel on the other side of the flight
control room. She sent a quick glimpse towards the main view screen
only to see a snowy image and so pressed a button to bring the
external port sensors back on line. A bright spark and a singed
finger was all she received for her efforts.

“The
controls aren’t working. See if you can do something with it,”
said Zyra while running her fingers through her unkempt hair. Logos
dropped to his knees and started fondling the exposed wires hanging
in a spool beneath the instrument panel. Suddenly, the main view
screen came back to life, even though the picture was still fuzzy.

“What
would I ever do without you, Lo?” asked Zyra, delighted that
something was going her way for once. She punched a series of keys on
the instrument panel and glanced down at the secondary monitor.
“According to the ship’s log,” she continued,
“we’ve crash-landed on a world called Signet-Prime. It’s
an aquatic world with no sentient life-forms.”

“How
many guesses say we’re underwater.”

“Actually,
no. It’s just our luck we’ve landed on an iceberg in the
middle of the ocean.”

“Hallelujah,”
said Logos, the candor in his voice revealing his frustration. Zyra,
meanwhile, punched another key on the instrument panel to bring up a
detailed report on their situation as she ran her fingers through her
hair once more.

“According
to the ship’s damage report, the main propulsion engines are
offline. So are the guns, shields, long-range sensors, aft sensors,
satellite links, cryo-units, well, just about everything.”

“I
guess that’s why you named it the Helship, huh?”

“You’re
a regular riot, Logos, know that? Actually, other than the reactor
core, the only thing still functioning on this ship is the
ETHER-comm. That’s a pleasant surprise.”

“Great,
so I guess we can have someone deliver us pizza. Hell, and I thought
we were going to starve to death.”

“You’re
pushing your luck, Lo.” Logos raised his hands in defeat to let
Zyra know that he got her point. “Bring me up to speed. What
happened to the data orb? You told me it was going to self-destruct.”

“It
did.”

“So
why are we still here?”

“While
you were busy showing off your daredevil flying skills, I ejected the
orb into space through the trash chute.”

“So
it’s really gone, then. There’s no way to prove what
we’ve uncovered.”

“Actually,
there is.”

Logos
walked up to the computer controls and typed in a command to the
ship’s computer. The image of the file Zyra had briefly seen on
screen before crashing on Signet-Prime appeared on the secondary
monitor again.

“How
did you do it?”

“Well,
you should thank the designers of the orb for being so arrogant.
Although the orb was designed to be nondownloadable, when it entered
its final self-destruct sequence, it erased its own nondownloadable
coding and I was able to download most of the data into the ship
computer.”

Zyra
grabbed Logos and kissed him on the cheek.

“I’m
loving you more and more by the minute!”

“Well,”
said Logos, uncontrollably turning red, “as much as I
appreciate the praise, I wasn’t able to retrieve all the
information on the orb. I didn’t have time to.”

“There
was more?”

“There
was so much going on I didn’t have a chance to tell you that
the orb contained some weird information about Zaragos.”

“What
did it say?”

“I
couldn’t make it out. It was coded. Here, take a look for
yourself.”

Logos
punched a button on the controls that displayed a series of numbers
on the screen.

“It’s
unreadable.”

“Yes,
now. But before the orb self-destructed, the data wasn’t in
code. I tried like hell, but I wasn’t able to get it all. Worse
part is there was more information on the orb. Much, much more.”

“You
did the best you could, Lo. Thanks.” There was a long silence
when Zyra noticed the amorous look in Logos’ eyes. She quickly
turned away from him to avoid letting him see that she was blushing
and started typing away at the controls. “We’re going to
have to find a way off of this world,” she said, her voice
noticeably softer than before.

“And
how do you propose we do that?” asked Logos, his own voice a
whisper.

“As
much as I hate to do it, we’ll have to call for help.”

“Won’t
that bring whoever’s looking for us right to our doorstep.”

“Unfortunately,
yes.”

“There’s
got to be another way.”

“We
don’t have any options. Computer, activate ETHER-comm
transponder.”

“ETHER-comm
transponder activated,” a mechanized voice replied. Zyra
was just about to activate the emergency signal beacon when a loud
shriek sounded. Logos winced at the loudness of the device and put
his hand over one of his ears.

“What
the hell is that?”

“It’s
the proximity alert alarm.” Zyra punched a key on the controls
and turned her stare upon the main view screen. “Oh, my god.”

A
giant ship lumbered onto the screen, descending through the clouds
and hovering above the cold, wide sea. Zyra’s widened eyes
gradually turned to slits as she looked on. Logos noticed the angry
look on her face and was concerned by it.

“What
is it, Zee? Do you know that ship?”

“Yes.
It’s the Libertatia.”

“That’s
the flagship of the J-sector Corsairs? What is it doing here?”

“That’s
what I intend to find out.”

*     *   
 *

Zyra
stepped out of her quarters dressed in the grey, red, and purple of
her encounter-suit, helmet tucked under her arm. Logos struggled to
keep up with her brisk walk towards the rear of the ship.

“Zee,
this is crazy. It’s freezing outside and there’s an
entire ocean between you and your destination. Even if you make it to
the corsairs’ base, if they see you, they’ll kill you.”

“Then
I guess I should have made funeral arrangements.”

Logos
firmly grabbed Zyra’s arm and spun her around.

“Look,
Zee, this isn’t funny!”

“I’ll
be fine, Lo. Don’t worry.”

“I
don’t want you to go. We’ll find another way off
Signet-Prime. Just don’t leave.”

“Everything
will be okay. Just remember the plan. If you don’t hear
anything from me within forty-eight hours, activate the emergency
beacon. Signet-Prime isn’t too far out of the way of the
trading routes. Someone’s bound to hear it and come for you.
Hell, if it comes to it, even having Captain Rador detect the signal
is better than having you remain stranded on this world. If something
happens to me, you’ll be the only one now who knows about
Zaragos’ plans to kill the Alliance senators. It’ll be up
to you to get the information to the proper authorities.”

“But…I
don’t want you to die. I love you, Zyra.”

Zyra
looked at the melancholy look on Logos’ youthful face as he
said the words to her. For the first time she realized that it wasn’t
just boyish lust he felt for her, but something far deeper and
undeniably potent. Zyra pressed the back of her glove against his
cheek to remove the tears from his blue eyes. She then leaned forward
and took him into her arms, squeezing him as tightly as she could
with a slight tremble.

“You’ve
been a good friend to me, Lo. And in another life there might have
been a chance for us. But it isn’t meant to be. Just the
same…I love you, too.”

Zyra
kissed Logos quickly on the mouth, then let him go. She lifted her
gloved hand to press the button that lowered the landing ramp without
removing her gaze from him. She gave him a brief, but sad smile, then
finally turned around to walk down the ramp. The frigid winds of
Signet-Prime accosted her, whipping her saffron gold hair about, as
she put on her helmet and walked to the bottom of the ramp to take
her first step upon the iceberg. Zyra turned back around to set her
gaze upon Logos. She knew he couldn’t see the smile she gave
him from beneath her helmet, but did so anyway and waved good-bye to
him. It disturbed her to no end that she could not help but feel that
this was the last time she would ever see Logos.














Chapter
Eighteen

The
near-freezing temperatures of the deep sea bit into Zyra’s
flesh with such vehemence that she could hardly concentrate on
navigating her surroundings. Although the internal heat regulator of
her encounter-suit was set to its highest setting, it did little to
keep her from trembling during the six-hour ‘swim,’ if
swim was the right word, to the undersea base where Captain
Rador was hiding. Through a simple infrared scan on board Helship-II,
Zyra was able to track the Libertatia to its destination some
twelve hundred miles away from where she had crash-landed on
Signet-Prime. She had used the coordinates she retrieved from
Helship-II’s computer to zero in on her target, the
anticipation of finally bringing Captain Rador to justice once and
for all now fueling her resolve.

But
despite her refusal to let Captain Rador elude her again, Zyra would
never have made the dangerous trek through the sea without her
propulsion pack, which propelled her through the water at nearly one
hundred and eighty knots per hour. It would have been no challenge to
cut the time of her pursuit of Rador in half by simply increasing the
speed of her journey, but not without prematurely consuming her fuel
supply before she ever reached her destination. Beside, her body was
already under tremendous stress from having endured such a punishing
journey, a journey made even more difficult by the fact that she was
at such low depths under the icy waves of the sea to avoid being
detected by any visual sensors located above sea level. The
refractive nature of the metallic alloy used to create her suit would
make the probability of being detected by sonar next to impossible.
But neither did it keep the cold water from affecting her. This was
as dangerous a venture as she had ever undertaken and more than once
Zyra questioned if she would make it to her destination alive. 


Still,
she held out hope against her near hopeless situation. If there was
even the slightest chance that she could uncover more of the details
of Zaragos’ plot to usurp control of the Alliance, she was
obligated to do her part to unravel it.

The
death of her father demanded it.

It
was when her senses had been pushed to their absolute limits, and
fatigue began to set in her stiff limbs, that she finally arrived at
the undersea base. Once she had gotten a few feet within the
proximity of the base, she turned off her propulsion pack, as she
feared it was already dangerously low on fuel and needed to conserve
what little was left in case of an emergency. Zyra swam the rest of
the way towards an old sewage grate that would allow her to enter the
base. The grate itself was made of some form of synthetic metal used
to keep the mineral salts of the ocean from causing it to rust. Zyra
pressed a button on the underside of her right forearm to activate a
welding torch on the topside of her wrist. She then began the long
process of cutting her way through the sewage grate so that she could
continue the rest of her mission.

*     *   
 *

A
little more than a half hour passed before Zyra accomplished her task
of cutting through the grate. She carefully made her way up the long
tubing to the surface of the water in some large boiler room. The
frigid water dripped from her encounter-suit as she walked onto a dry
floor. She immediately noticed that the lighting in the room had been
appropriately dimmed, allowing her to comb about the darkness without
drawing attention to herself. She had just come to the door of the
boiler room when she heard several voices in the hallway just beyond
the door.

Zyra
kept her back pressed to the wall and peeped through the barred
window of the door to see several figures passing by. The group
consisted of a slew of well-dressed men who escorted one remarkably
striking fellow with a trimmed goatee dressed in a large, black coat
that Zyra immediately recognized as Captain Rador. Zyra assumed that
the well-dressed men were Zaragos agents. If that were the case, then
it would mean that this undersea base was a Zaragos base as well. For
the briefest of moments, she wondered if she hadn’t by chance
now discovered the location of Zaragos Headquarters. But she quickly
brushed the thought aside until she could discover more information
on the matter.

Zyra
waited until the men had passed her by before she pressed a button on
the wall to open the door. As she had feared, the door did not open.
Having just the right tool, or key as it were, for the job, she
raised her right arm to the door and pressed a button on the bottom
of her forearm that allowed her to electronically unlock the shut
door. Quickly, she slipped into the hallway behind the coterie of
men, the door to the boiler room shutting automatically behind her,
and followed them down several long corridors, and up several flights
of stairs. She had to fight to hold her curiosity in check to keep
from trying to get closer to Rador and the Zaragos agents to hear
what they were saying. With the exception of a few chuckles and brief
moments of silence, she could not decipher their words until they
entered a narrower and soundproof corridor:

“It
has been a long time since we have given anyone a tour of our
facilities here on Signet-Prime, but the boss figured you’d do
well to understand our reasons for secluding ourselves on this
world,” said the man escorting Captain Rador through the
hallway, his dark features cloaking his expression in shadow. “Other
than the obvious, which is that we get very few visitors due to the
extreme weather conditions despite its proximity to major trading
routes, we are provided with the amenities of a very isolated world
in which to conduct our clandestine operations. Agents and weapons
move freely here without thought of reprisal from the  InterGalactic
Police due to Signet-Prime’s remoteness. Thus, it is a perfect
haven for our agents to indulge you in our smuggling operations. But
enough of that. You must be tired after such a lengthy tour, not to
mention having spent the better part of the day having your crew
deliver us your precious shipment of experimental nano-technology. I
hope you didn’t have to kill many people for it.”

Captain
Rador found himself a solemn grin, which prompted one from the other
man as well. “You need not elaborate, Captain. I’ll show
you to your room.”

Captain
Rador simply made a nod to his host. It was after a few minutes had
passed, when the men stopped their casual walk through the corridors
to take an elevator toward their destination, that Zyra heard
footsteps approaching her from her rear. She spun around and cast her
gaze to the far side of the corridor only to notice a pair of shadows
creeping along the floor. What could she do? If she tried to advance
beyond the corridor, Captain Rador and his hosts were sure to see
her. But if she remained where she was, the approaching figures would
notice her just the same. It was far too early to get into any
fisticuffs with Zaragos, as she would be the loser no matter the
outcome.

Zyra
looked about her surroundings, desperately searching for a way out of
her predicament. In a sudden moment of inspiration, Zyra ran to the
wall opposite of where she stood and fell to her knees. She reached
for a large vent screen that was hidden in the shadows of the hall
and jerked it free from its mounts. She quickly dropped to her
stomach and crawled into the ventilation shaft, placing the screen
back into place, just when a pair of armed guards walked past her
unaware of her presence. Zyra let out a sigh under her helmet and
would have wiped the sweat from her brow if she could. She sat up
from the floor, leaned against the wall of the ventilation shaft, and
recalibrated her encounter-suit tracker to lock onto the bio-signs of
Captain Rador. It was no difficult task, as she had already done the
preliminary work to retrieve DNA samples of Captain Rador from the
IGP offices back on Earth-III. So she set the tracker to silent mode
and merely checked the pace at which the signal indicator would blink
before turning on the probe lights on her encounter-suit to begin
crawling through the dark shaft.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
had lost track of how long it took her to navigate the labyrinth of
tunnels in the ventilation shaft to find her target. She had come as
far as she could, by way of her tracker, when she tried to hack her
way into the base computer to give her the layout of the network of
ventilation tunnels. Unfortunately, the connection was severed by a
temporary system shutdown before she could download the information
to her encounter-suit’s internal computer, and so, through
trial and error, she had to form her own mental map, the effort of
which caused her to wander about the base for nearly two hours in
absolute futility. At least, that’s what she thought until she
discovered that she was on the right course when her tracker began to
flash.

Unfortunately,
she was overcome with a violent tremble from the hypothermia that had
set in her limbs. Her discomfort was made worse by the fact that she
had not slept or eaten in almost three days. Her body was now paying
the price for the abuse she had endured since taking leave of Space
Station: Styx. The worst part was that she saw no end in sight
for what she had to endure, as she was now in the belly of the beast
and could not shy away from her course. Zyra wondered if she had
thought about it a little bit more, knowing what she knew now, would
she still have gone through with the mission of pursuing Rador here
to this base? The answer was still an unequivocal yes.

Zyra’s
only relief came when she entered a tunnel that allowed her to hear
some voices not very far away. She continued to crawl on her hands
and knees, back pressed against the ceiling of the cramped tunnel, as
she had been doing for nearly a day, and approached the voices. Only
a few moments later, she came to the end of the tunnel that led to a
ventilation shaft, which was slightly larger than the tunnel behind
her, and so allowed her a little more maneuverability. Incidentally,
there was a large vent screen at the end of the shaft that allowed
her to see Captain Rador standing near the door to, what Zyra assumed
was his temporary quarters, conversing with the same dark-skinned man
she had seen earlier.

“—will
rendezvous with the Xorghkans and other more distinguished
company. As planned, we will take leave of Signet-Prime at oh eight
hundred hours. We will see you at the space dock then, Captain. Until
then, have a pleasant evening.”

Captain
Rador gave the man a nod with a stern look in his eye, the patch on
the other unable to conceal the inquisitiveness of his intense glare.
Zyra observed Rador as he stood in silence watching the door to the
room shut when the other man had left. Zyra yawned under her helmet
more than once as she watched Captain Rador fold his hands behind his
back and pace about the room for several minutes. He was obviously
troubled by something, although she did not know what it was. Zyra
had long known that Rador had had some affiliation with Zaragos. It
was one of the reasons she was so adamant about hunting him down. But
she had never before realized the severity of his ties to Zaragos
until now. She was of mind to make her move on him when she had the
chance, but thought better of it, upon realizing that she hadn’t
really come up with an exit strategy. Apprehending Captain Rador
might not be as difficult now as it had been the last time for her,
but getting him out of this base without being killed would be a very
complicated affair. So Zyra decided for the time being to merely
observe Rador until she could think of something.

No
sooner than she had decided upon her course of action, Captain Rador
suddenly strode across the room towards the shower unit. Zyra
repositioned herself in the vent while she listened to the sound of
water falling in cascades, sat down with her back pressed to the
wall, and pressed a button to decompressurize her suit, no longer
afraid that Captain Rador would hear the air being released from her
suit while he was in the shower. When it was safe to do so, she
removed her helmet from her head. Zyra then took a long, deep breath
and brushed her fingers through her hair to remove the excess sweat
from it. She let out a sigh afterwards and followed it with another
yawn, fighting with herself not to succumb to her sleepiness.

It
was nearly twenty minutes before Captain Rador emerged from the
shower, his freshly washed skin still moist with water. Dressed only
in leather pants, he sat down on the edge of his bed, pressing his
white knuckles together, and entertained his thoughts for a short
while longer before issuing an order to the room’s computer:

“Computer,
play Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Number Fourteen in C Sharp
Minor,” Rador said quietly. There was only a brief pause before
the sonorous cadence of the long dead composer’s piano sonata
began to reverberate throughout the room. Zyra, in her fatigue, felt
her agitation leave her when she listened to the affecting music.
Despite being several thousand years old and as far from contemporary
music as it could be, or that the piece had become an overused theme
song for the trans-spatial video advertisements of any number of
intergalactic life insurance policy companies, Beethoven’s
Moonlight Sonata was hardly an unfamiliar song to Zyra. One
might even say that she had been indoctrinated to the song since
infancy due to her father’s mad obsession with it. She could
only imagine how many times her father had listened to the song in
her presence; morning, noon, evening, night—it didn’t
matter when it was played—her father needed no special occasion
to indulge in his passion—only that he couldn’t seem to
get enough Beethoven, and his precious Moonlight Sonata most
of all. Zyra didn’t know if she had become too enraptured with
the thought of her father, or if she had become hypnotized by the
resonant melody tingling her senses, only that her mind drifted off
to some distant place and time, where her vision was besieged with
explosions, and the cries of many people dying around her filled her
ears. Then, there was the image of Hunter.

Her
beloved Hunter.

Hardly
a week had passed since his death, and the wounds she suffered from
his passing were still fresh in her heart. She had not yet had time
to properly mourn for him. And so, the melancholy music drew a tear
from her eye. Zyra hugged herself, tucked her knees close to her
stomach, and rested her head on them. She squeezed her eyes shut,
effortlessly dozing off not long afterwards.

*     *   
 *

Zyra’s
eyes opened when she heard the sound of raucous laughter
reverberating about the room. She blinked the sleepiness away from
her eyes and watched a quintet of beautiful, scantily clad women
approach Captain Rador with several tall bottles of wine and glasses
in hand. They began to caress and kiss him all over, their laughter
evoking from him a barely managed grin. Ever the ominous figure,
Captain Rador merely maintained his grin and took the women into his
arms. Zyra watched uncomfortably as the women started to remove
Captain Rador’s clothing, prompting her to turn her stare away
from them. Despite the raunchy activity that took place afterwards,
Zyra had only to put her head on her knees again to fall asleep.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
opened her sleepy eyes to peer through the vent once more to check on
Captain Rador only to realize that he was no where to be seen. She
raised her left arm to glance at her encounter-suit’s
chronometer and was struck with dread to find that the time was
twenty minutes past 0800 hours. All the tiredness left her when she
angled her body and violently kicked at the vent screen. She had to
repeat the process two more times, before the screen broke free of
its mounts on the wall and fell to the floor with a clang. Zyra, too,
leapt to the floor with her helmet in hand. She quickly put her
helmet back on and made a mad dash for the door.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
ran down the brightly lit corridors of the undersea base like a
madwoman possessed, wary of her surroundings, but determined not to
let anything or anyone get in her way. In her quick flight through
the corridors, she was unable to avoid being seen by two armed guards
who were approaching from the other end of the corridor. Zyra fixed
her eyes and fists upon the guards as they fell to their knees to
open fire on her with the long laser rifles in their hand. The
guards’ bodies went limp after two metallic balls, fired from
just above Zyra’s fists, struck them in the abdomen and left
them sprawled on the floor.

Zyra
could not afford to have any more encounters like this without
further jeopardizing her mission. So she punched in a sequence of
numbers into the control panel on her left forearm, effectively
allowing her to hack into the base computer again. This time she was
able to download a detailed map of the base. She quickly analyzed the
data on her encounter-suit computer and was able to devise the
fastest route to the ship dock. She ran over to a nearby elevator and
used her electronic door opener to cause the elevator doors to part.
She took a measured step forward and looked down into the darkness of
the elevator shaft below and then above her to make certain that no
elevator cars were coming towards her. She mentally activated her
propulsion pack and leapt into air, soaring up the elevator shaft.

Once
she had arrived at the desired floor, she killed the thrust of her
propulsion pack and hovered in the dark shaft before a pair of
elevator doors. Again, she activated her electronic door opener and
passed through the doors to the awaiting floor. She had barely
touched solid ground after shutting off her propulsion pack when
several armed men standing nearby saw her and opened fire. She ducked
to avoid being shot and returned fire at them with her wrist cannon.
The entire corridor was lit up brilliantly in a haze of deep crimson
and green from the exchange of gunfire. Zyra’s skill was
unmatched by the guards and she quickly mowed them down.
Unfortunately, negating her success in the firefight was the sound of
an alarm, which immediately set her heartbeat skipping.

Zyra
ran down the corridor and saw throngs of armed men flying past her at
the distant end of the corridor. Zyra had to think quickly or this
would be the last time she hunted. She ran over to the computer
interface and made a fist with her right hand. A long, but sharp,
tong shot out from the forearm of her encounter-suit, near her wrist.
Taking a cue from the Zaragos agents who tried to kill Logos on board
Space Station: Nexus, she inserted the tong into the computer
port and uploaded a virus into the undersea base’s computer
central network. The virus immediately took effect and cut power to
all the lights in the station. It wouldn’t take the base
computer long to analyze the virus, or to implement the appropriate
anti-virus program, but the computer would have to restore the lights
to the base, floor by floor, and in no particular order, in essence
buying her some time to make her way to the ship dock. So, Zyra took
off in a mad sprint down the dark corridors of the base, using her
wrist computer and the most meager use of light from her
encounter-suit helmet to navigate the halls uncontested.

*     *   
 *

When
Zyra finally reached the ship dock, she saw the Libertatia
firing its ventral rockets and lifting itself higher into the air,
where an aperture was opening several hundred feet above the ship.
Zyra ran as fast as she could down the landing bridge to reach the
ship, but had to shoot her way past several Zaragos agents to do so.
The Libertatia flew forward once freed from the disengaged
mounts that were holding it suspended over the slew of marine ships
floating in the water beneath it. Zyra ran alongside the soaring
ship, barely able to keep pace with the vessel with only the use of
her feet, and trained her left fist towards its hull. The landing
bridge violently shook from the force of the ventral jets of the
Libertatia increasing in power, interfering with her aim. She
had to grab her left forearm with her opposing hand to steady her aim
as she fired a grappling hook and cable at the ship. The hook, at
first, seemed to miss its target, but latched itself onto an external
energy conduit near the lower part of the ship just as the Libertatia
roared off towards the sky beyond the aperture above the rising base.
Zyra let out a cry of anguish when the Libertatia lifted her
into the air. She winced in pain, dreading that her left arm had been
ripped free from its socket, but held on for dear life as the
grappling hook retractor on her arm wrenched her closer to the ship.

Her
eyes grew stern beneath her visor as the Libertatia’s
aft engines roared to life, hurling the ship beyond the range of the
huge, mechanized tower that jutted out several hundred feet in the
air above the waves of the churning sea and sending it racing towards
the clouds. Zyra feared for her life, knowing that if she didn’t
get into the Libertatia before it entered the stratosphere she
would die from the G-forces of the ship ripping itself free from the
gravity well of the planet. Zyra grabbed onto the hull of the
Libertatia just as it pierced the clouds above the ocean
planet, a task made more difficult by the ice storm that was
assaulting the world’s surface with intense gale winds and
terrible ice shards. At the speed Captain Rador’s ship was
flying, being struck by the ice shards at such a high altitude was
like being shot with a cannon armed with knives. Zyra cried out more
than once from the blistering shots she took, fearing that the deadly
bolts of ice had breached her encounter-suit.

Still,
the ice shards were the least of her troubles, for in just a few
seconds the Libertatia would enter orbit, the force of which
would kill her instantly. Unfortunately, it would take too long to
try to cut her way through the dense hull of the ship. She knew there
was only one way to survive the ship’s entry into orbit. She
had to climb along the hull of the ship to an emergency port where
the escape pods were launched.

The
world spun beneath Zyra as the ship flew higher and higher into the
air, until the wide grey ocean of Signet-Prime seemed like a small
pool of water beneath her. The increasing force of the ship gaining
higher altitudes made her attempt to reach the emergency port near
the aft of the ship more difficult while the pain in her left arm
grew as well. Zyra had no choice now but to ignore her discomfort and
quicken her pace to the top of the ship or she would be dead in only
a few seconds.

After
what seemed like an eternity, she made her way to an access port that
led to a launch tube for the life ships. She used her wrist computer
to electronically unlock the port, grabbing at the edge of the door
to the port afterwards, trying with all might to pull it open.
Between the G-forces accosting her and her lack of leverage, it
quickly became a mission for Zyra to pry the escape pod door open.
Zyra struggled with the door, making several vain attempts to get it
opened before she finally succeeded. Ice began to form on her
encounter-suit just as her mind began to drift from her. She didn’t
dare to look down beneath her for fear that the sight of an
ever-shrinking world beneath her would discourage her from making the
final attempt to keep from being killed.

Zyra
fought through the burning ache in her muscles to grab ahold of the
edge of the launch tube and to pull herself inside. After carefully
setting her fingers on the rim of the port, she made one final
valiant attempt to pull herself inside the tube, but the awesome
G-forces tugging at her ripped her hand from the port. She would have
plummeted several hundred thousand feet to her death then had she not
maintained enough concentration to mentally activate her propulsion
pack and fire its thrusters to its maximum setting long enough to
reach the tube again. She grabbed onto the tube again when her
propulsion pack ran out of fuel. Zyra’s left arm gave out after
she pulled herself inside the tube. Zyra just managed to shut the
door to the launch tube when everything around her went black.














Chapter
Nineteen

When
Zyra came to, the mind-numbing pain shooting through her left arm
almost caused her to forget where she was and why she was there. But
one glimpse at her surroundings was enough to bring her back up to
speed. Zyra sat up weakly from her reclined position in the launch
tube, then stood up on one knee, and winced from the pain of her
dislocated arm. She looked on either side of her, first catching a
glimpse of the endless matte of stars against the backdrop of space
through the launch tube’s window and then observed the smooth,
curved surface of the tube itself. It would be nothing less than a
feat to reach the top of the launch tube without the use of her
propulsion pack. But she had expended the pack’s fuel supply
during her long trip through the ocean to Zaragos’ undersea
base, her misadventures at the base, and finally during her attempt
to gain entry to the Libertatia.

Zyra’s
second option would have been to use her grappling hook to make her
ascent up the tube, but she had had to disengage the grappling hook
cable from her encounter-suit just a short while ago when the hook
was lodged between a power conduit and the hull of the ship and she
couldn’t get it out. Her third option would have been to climb
up the tube with just the use of her hands and feet, but the smooth
surface of the tube prevented her.

Zyra
was in a fix now and knew she would have to think her way out of this
dilemma. She remembered the old Earth adage her sergeant back at the
academy use to say: ‘if you’re caught in a burning
building and the only way to survive is to jump out the nearest
window, then you jump. You can worry about what to do after that on
the way down.’ It was precisely what Zyra had been doing her
entire life, jumping out of windows and thinking about how to
survive, quite literally, on the fly. Unfortunately, though need had
forced her to act accordingly, the strategy hadn’t served her
quite so well.

Zyra
formed a knit with her brows beneath her encounter-suit helmet as she
pieced together a string of ideas of how she might get out of the
launch tube. She looked back at the launch tube door behind her and
then back to the chute. Zyra knew it would be a gamble, but there was
a way to get out of the launch tube. She turned around and aimed her
right hand towards the access door from which she had gained entry to
the launch tube and formed a cross in front of her heart with the
fingers on her left hand. Zyra opened fire on the launch tube door
causing it to explode. She was immediately hurled back by the force
of the explosion. At first, she feared that her plan had failed and
that she would be sucked back outside the launch tube and into space.
But just as she had predicted, the ship’s emergency anti-hull
breach system caused a temporary shield to be raised about the
damaged launch bay door, suspending any leakage of air from the tube
and from ejecting her out of the ship. Also, as she had predicted,
all gravity in the room was suspended until work crews came to repair
the launch bay door. And so, she floated up the launch bay tube. Not
much effort was needed for her to acrobatically navigate the launch
bay, as she had spent two years in the academy learning how to
maneuver in Zero-G environments in mock space combat missions.

Zyra
would have grinned at the ease at which she made her way through the
air towards the escape pod at the top of the launch bay, if she
hadn’t remembered how much danger she was in. For it wouldn’t
take very long for the work crews to arrive to repair the launch bay,
or to discover how the launch bay door was damaged. Zyra grabbed on
to the escape pod and activated her risk blade, cutting straight
through the glass. Once she had deactivated the laser weapon and
gained entry to the pod, she made her way to the rear of the pod to
pass through the escape pod entry door and to continue her search for
Captain Rador.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
stole through the grim corridors of the Libertatia, moving
with the stillness of the shadows about her, fearing that at any
moment someone strolling by might notice her. She had gone to the top
of her proverbial ‘burning building,’ as her academy
sergeant might have described it, but there were no more windows to
leap out of. She had to be at her best now to avoid capture—or
worse. Zyra was concerned by the stepped-up security in the
Libertatia. She had noticed the increasing number of men
taking up guard throughout the ship as every minute passed. Either
she had been discovered or something big was happening on board the
ship. As soon as she heard voices approaching her from the opposite
end of the corridor she was traveling, she quickly ducked into the
shadows to avoid being seen.

“Did
your people find out who it was that invaded your base, Agent
Killian?” asked the first man, who Zyra assumed was a corsair,
based on his dress and rugged physical appearance.

“No,
we are still searching for the culprit,” answered the other
more distinguished looking man, whose loutish demeanor all but
screamed that he was a Zaragos agent. “However, we shall find
out whoever it was. And when we do, the person will regret ever
having set foot on Signet-Prime.”

“Good.
We will all sleep easier knowing that this meeting will take place as
scheduled without interference. Now about that Holo-targeting program
you requested—”

When
the figures passed Zyra by, she carefully made her advance down the
corridor again, still using Captain Rador’s bio-signs to track
his whereabouts. Zyra thought back to the conversation she had
overheard between Captain Rador on Signet-Prime with a Zaragos agent
and wondered if this was the same meeting that the two men just now
had referred to. If it was, then it was obvious from the bustle
within the ship that the meeting was probably going to take place
shortly. And if she was right, the major players in this complicated
web of conspiracy against the Intergalactic Alliance would reveal
themselves. She was as close as she could be to uncovering the full
details of Zaragos’ plot against the government. However, she
would have to survive long enough to make good of the information.

That
was the hard part.

*     *   
 *

Twenty
minutes passed before Zyra found her way to the rear of the ship. She
had entered a large room that had served as a docking bay through a
vent and used her wits to avoid being seen by the guards stationed
about. Zyra inched her way down a long maintenance platform near the
ceiling of a large room that overlooked the docking bay. There she
saw several figures standing below her, more than a few of them armed
with guns. She watched closely as Captain Rador stood with his hands
folded behind his back, sending a stern leer towards the
fierce-looking Xorghkans that entered the bay through a door on the
other side of the room. Zyra immediately recognized the leader of the
Xorghkans as the very same Xorghkan commander who had boarded her
ship and left her stranded in space only a few weeks ago. There was
an exchange of words between Captain Rador and the Xorghkans which
she could only assume was some greeting made simply to appease
formality.

A
moment passed before another door opened to reveal a throng of hooded
figures all dressed in white cloaks. Zyra watched the robed figures
with narrowed eyes, sensing a familiarity about them, though she
could not place where or when she had seen them before. The figures
all gathered in the center of the docking bay and traded glances with
Captain Rador and the Xorghkans. One by one, the hooded figures
withdrew their cowls. Zyra’s eyes narrowed further when the
last of the hooded figures removed his cowl to reveal that he was a
little boy no older than the age of six. The boy had a distinguished
look about him with shoulder-length blonde hair and stark blue eyes
that seemed otherworldly to her. What struck her as strange was that
the look in his eyes, like that of the other hooded figures with him,
seemed familiar to her, as though there was an intimacy of memories
of the newcomers that she could not put into words.

“There
is someone here,” the boy said after closing his eyes, lines
furrowing his young brow as though he were reading the very thoughts
of everyone present in the room. The boy then raised his left hand up
towards Zyra, the lines in his face growing deeper. Zyra’s eyes
grew wide when the maintenance platform she was standing on suddenly
exploded under her feet, hurling her straight down to her death. Zyra
would have died then, except for an unconscious reaction to try to
activate her propulsion pack. To her surprise the pack fired its twin
rockets, slowing her decent to the floor on the fumes that it
released. On a gust of air, she veered away from the throng in the
center of the docking bay only to come under lethal fire.

Zyra
landed on her feet just a few meters away from Captain Rador and his
Xorghkan guests who all joined in to open fire on her. Zyra ran as
fast as she could to avoid being struck down by the fierce laser and
plasma bolts zipping by her. She activated her wrist cannon and
traded fire with her attackers, taking down more than one of them in
the process. She quickly readjusted her aim towards the front of the
room when a barrage of laser fire came at her from ahead. With lethal
accuracy, she took out her opposition at the front of room. Zyra shot
through the docking bay door just as the blazing laser fire from her
rear homed in on her.

Zyra
took out the pair of corsairs who took up firing position on either
side of her outside the docking bay while the ship alarm began to
sound. She raced down the corridor leading from the docking bay,
firing several shots behind her to stay the advance of the Xorghkan
soldiers in her wake. She had barely turned the corner to the
corridor when five corsairs charged her with guns blazing. She
quickly activated her risk blade and cut them down one after the
other, leaving behind her a trail of mangled bodies and severed
limbs.

Zyra
dared to send a glance behind her only to see several Xorghkans
soldiers standing on ovular-shaped rocket boards chasing her down.
She fired a wayward shot that caused the ceiling to explode above
them, incidentally knocking two of them off of their boards, one of
the boards exploding a second after it crashed into the nearby wall.
Zyra ducked to avoid the second unmanned board that flew at her. Like
the other board, it too exploded upon collision with the wall. Zyra
scuttled past the plume of fire and debris left by the incinerated
board and dashed to the far side of the corridor. She was about to
turn the corner when a steady stream of laser fire discouraged her.
She wheeled back around and fled back towards the corridor she had
come from and quickly ducked into another corridor. She had just
reached the end of the corridor, laser fire racing after her, when
she realized that it was a dead end with only an emergency exit port.
More than a few of Captain Rador’s corsairs filed into the
corridor to bolster the number of the Xorghkans holding their weapons
trained on her.

Zyra
checked her surroundings, desperately searching for a way out of her
crisis. But there was nowhere to run or hide. The menacing glower in
the Xorghkans’ eyes let her know that they did not want to take
her prisoner. There was only one thing she could do. Zyra reached for
the latch on the emergency exit door behind her and pulled it. The
door was immediately ripped off of its hinges by the vacuum from
outside the ship. She let out a scream as the vacuum sucked her and
her attackers out of the ship and expelled them all into space.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
floated like a limp doll through the darkness of space with the
bodies of the dead corsairs and Xorghkans who had attacked her. She
forced her eyes open to see three large spaceships flying in the
distance against the brilliant backdrop of a red nebula, one of which
she could tell was the Libertatia. Zyra knew this was the end
of the road for her. She would have already died, like the Xorghkans
and the corsairs, if it wasn’t for the breathing apparatus in
her encounter-suit.

Zyra
thought about the mistakes she had made over the past few days,
uncharacteristically rushing into dangerous situations, unprepared
for what could occur, surviving one danger after the next, through
only the use of her wits and a lot of luck. Her determination to see
a job through to the end was her one true virtue. But it was also her
curse. Except for her refusal to ask for help when she needed it, she
wouldn’t be on the verge of death now. Still, she wasn’t
ready to give up on her life yet.

She
still had unfinished business with Zaragos.

Zyra
felt the coldness of space seep into her bones and winced at the
intensity of it. It wouldn’t be long before all the oxygen in
her encounter-suit was exhausted and that was to assume that her suit
wouldn’t run out of power first. She had expended a great deal
of the suit’s energy during her journey underwater to Zaragos’
undersea base on Signet-Prime. The suit’s resources were
already stretched thin when she found her way on to the Libertatia.
There was only one way to give herself a fighting chance and there
were no guarantees that it would even work.

“Suit,
activate Cryo-Program: Ymir.”

Voice
recognizer inoperable, were the words that flashed on the
stereoscopic visor of her encounter-suit helmet. Zyra pressed her
right hand to the keypad on her left forearm and manually activated
the program.

Cryo-Program:
Ymir activated.

So
this is my swan song. At least it was fun while it lasted.

Zyra
solemnly drew a cross in front of her breast, then took slow, deep
breaths as a deeper cold began to accost her, biting into her flesh
all over like a thousand red-hot needles. Her breath slowed even
further as ice began to form on her lips. Soon, her eyes shut and her
breathing stopped altogether. Then, the darkness of space claimed
Zyra’s motionless body and offered her up as a sacrifice to
infinity.
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Chapter
Twenty

Her
shriek ripped through the air, echoing in a gross cacophony of angst
and agony. Her body writhed in pain that overcame her senses, pain
that nearly drove her mad. Zyra Zanr made a failed attempt to raise
herself from her reclined position only to notice afterwards that she
was in the nude with many wires and tubes jutting out of her skull,
spine, arms, and legs. Her pain nearly blinded her and caused the
world to spin around her in a blur of motion. All her senses were
incensed with pain, nerves on fire, limbs seized by an irrepressible
tremor. Her eyes had just begun to flicker when her vision began to
fade. But she held her gaze open just long enough to notice the tall,
shadowy figures standing beyond the incubation tube she was in before
darkness swallowed her again.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
let all her fear pour into her voice when she hurled herself up from
the table she was lying upon. Her cry ended abruptly when she noticed
the deep silence about her. She was shivering uncontrollably from the
extreme cold that clung to the very core of her being—a cold so
deep and piercing that every part of her body felt as though it was
burning. Zyra’s breaths, too, were shuddered. She had wrapped
her nude body in her arms in a vain attempt to shield herself from
the cold.

With
an uncontrollable shiver, Zyra slowly took in her surroundings and
studied the white walls about her with wide, frightened eyes. She was
shaking, her heart quickly beating, her brown eyes glazed with pain.
There was no one in the room with her. Nor was there any signs of the
strangers she had remembered seeing before. Or was it just a dream?
It was only when she analyzed her surroundings further that she
realized that she was in a medical ward of sorts, a far different
setting than the one she remembered with the strangers. Nor was she
accosted now by the dull reverberating thrum that she had remembered
then. There was only the madness of piercing cold and the fury of her
discombobulated thoughts.

*     *   
 *

Not
far from Zyra, a pair of figures stood behind a hidden window
watching her with curious eyes. It was obvious from their intense
gaze that they had been watching Zyra for quite some time. The first
of the pair to interrupt the silence between them was a middle-aged,
dark- skinned woman who could not hide the jaded tone from her voice.

“Well,
is she, or isn’t she?” she asked, her eyes becoming mere
slits as she stole a quick glance at the man beside her to notice the
crease in his forehead.

“One
of them? Don’t know. Bio-signs read normal. Could be a
sleeper,” replied the man, his frustration causing his dark
eyebrows to slope even further. The faint light of the observation
room caused him to notice the image of Zyra being reflected in the
dark-brown eyes of the woman beside him.

“Only
one way to find out,” the woman explained as she folded her
hands behind her back.

“Are
you sure you want to do that, Commander? If you’re wrong—”

“Then,
I’m wrong. At least we’ll be sure.”

“Suit
yourself. I just hope she’s not an innocent.”

“There
are no innocents, Lieutenant. Only the dead and the living. Order the
interrogation.”

“As
you wish.”

The
lieutenant turned around and made his way out of the observation room
with a measured, but purposeful, gait while the Commander followed
his retreat out of the corner of her eyes. She then fixed her gaze
back on Zyra, her intense frown betraying her lack of reservation of
the order she had just given.














Chapter
Twenty-One

Commander
Jacqueline Johnson Nephthys sat in her command room reflecting on the
daily briefing she had just received through her secured bandwidth on
the PHASE-comm receiver. Not more than a few minutes ago, her
superior, Admiral Hans P. Drizel, had just sent the briefing to her—a
briefing admonishing her to do a thorough sweep of the sector and to
search out and destroy all enemy bases lurking in the local
Off-Zones.

It
had been six months since her last face-to-face meeting with Admiral
Drizel, a meeting she did not remember favorably. Except for her
unblemished record on countless flight missions, Commander Nephthys
might have lost her post for refusing to obey the Admiral’s
orders to force, by any and all means, a group of Xorghkan prisoners
she had captured to reveal the targets of the War Cruiser: Predator
which had been sent on a lethal seek and destroy mission. For her
inaction, two thousand human civilians, mainly women and children,
were killed when the space stations they were on were destroyed in
retaliation for the death of the Xorghkan queen. Thus, the Admiral
simply wanted to remind Commander Nephthys not to tread lightly where
prisoners were concerned and to extract information from them at any
and all costs.

He
had obviously gotten word of her newest prisoner and was seizing the
opportunity to make sure that this time she did things his way. It
was not her first decision to order the torture of the young woman
that she had recently brought aboard her ship after her scouts
discovered her floating in space. But after all that had happened
with Space Station: Gyruss she would not allow her personal
feelings to get in the way of her doing her duty. And so, when
Lieutenant Fisal Narahd walked into her command room, Commander
Nephthys did not hesitate to inquire of his progress. 


“What
have you uncovered with the prisoner? Is she a sleeper?” she
asked.

“I’m
not certain what we’ve found, Commander. However, I do think
you should come and see the prisoner yourself,” suggested the
lieutenant, his measurably dark features obscured by his solemn
appearance. Commander Nephthys assumed a frown.

“Why?”

“Well,
we’ve interrogated the prisoner for five days now. We’ve
given her no food or water or sleep, round the clock neuro-scans,
truth inducers, cerebral shocks, synapse-modifiers, and the works. If
she is a Sleeper, her programming would have broken by now.”

“So
you think we’ve tortured an innocent woman?”

“That’s
just it, Commander. I don’t know what to believe. No matter
what we do to the prisoner, she professes ignorance to any of the
things we ask her. Not knowing what else to do, I ordered another
full body scan and discovered something really strange. She doesn’t
have any Nano-cytes.”

“Impossible!”

“I
know it sounds crazy, but it’s true. I’ve checked every
cell in her body a hundred times and there’s no trace of
Nano-cytes.

“That
doesn’t make sense. How can she not have them? She’s
human, isn’t she?”

“Yes.
But I can’t explain it.”

“If
she doesn’t have Nano-cytes, then she must be some new kind of
Sleeper.”

“I’m
telling you, Commander, if she were a Sleeper, she would have cracked
already. I don’t where she comes from, but she’s clean as
a whistle. No Nano-cytes!”

“But
how?”

“Perhaps
you can ask her yourself. Maybe you’ll have better luck with
her than I did.”

Commander
Nephthys’ frown grew deeper as she considered what her
lieutenant had just told her. She had no doubt that Lieutenant Narahd
had followed all the regs, doing whatever was required of him to
discover who and what the prisoner was. But she found it difficult to
believe that the prisoner had somehow lacked the microscopic
biomechanical cellulites that virtually every living human being,
except for those humans who were biogenetically engineered,
possessed. Not since the New Reich was formed, could a human being
born within the galaxy claim not to have possessed Nano-cytes, the
sole means by which the Overseers maintained control over their human
slaves until the rebellion. Commander Nephthys was determined to
unravel the mystery of this new prisoner and would stop short of
nothing to do so.

*     *   
 *

Commander
Nephthys entered prisoner cell 007418 with an ardent stride, letting
the heel of her boots fall upon the metal grating beneath her as
purposely as she could. She had learned from Admiral Drizel that if
one wanted to control a situation, then one had best learn to make a
memorable entrance.


“I’m Commander Nephthys of the Star Cruiser: Echthelion.
If you want to spare yourself any more of our heavy-handedness, then
I suggest you tell me where you’re from and why we found you
floating in a space-suit in an Off-Zone.”

Standing
directly across from Commander Nephthys between a pair of armed
guards, Zyra matched the Commander’s firm gaze with one of her
own. Zyra was a thin, ragged, worn out, and weary figure, whose eyes
were as sullen as her face was bruised. It was obvious to Commander
Nephthys by Zyra’s incessant tremble that she was barely
holding herself together. The stream of blood that suddenly oozed
from her brow to draw a crimson line down the length of her face only
proved her point. Zyra’s silence invited the guard standing to
her right to smash the butt of his stun-stick into her gut. Zyra
doubled over to the floor with a short cry and slumped to her knees.
The guards immediately dragged her back up by the collar of her
prisoner’s garb. Zyra fought through a squint to glare at the
Commander. There was a moment of silence as she searched Commander
Nephthys’ face with assiduous eyes.

“My
name…is Zyra,” she finally said. “Zyra Zanr. I was
hunting a fugitive criminal to the planet where he was hiding from
me. I boarded his ship and tried to apprehend him. But I was forced
to abandon ship while in deep space. To survive, I had to activate my
encounter-suit’s cryo-sleep program.”

“So
you’re a bounty hunter,” said Nephthys with more
curiosity than understanding in her voice. “Who do you work
for?”

“No
one.”

Nephthys
glanced at the guard beside her. He aimed a small handheld device at
Zyra just before her head snapped back. It took all the strength Zyra
had to keep from crying out. Only a grunt escaped her mouth. “We’ve
inserted a neuro-fryer in your cerebral cortex. Every time you give
me the wrong answer, we’ll give you a jolt. Each subsequent
jolt will increase exponentially in force until it finally shatters
every synapse in your brain. You have only ten tries. Now let’s
try this again. Who do you work for?”

“I
don’t work for anyone.”

Another
jolt of blinding pain caused Zyra to squint. This time she bit down
on her bottom lip to keep from screaming, but the guards had to
increase their hold on her to keep her from falling.

“That
wasn’t a very smart answer,” remarked the Commander. Zyra
slowly opened her eyes and let out a tremored breath.

“What
do you want from me?” she asked while giving her captor an
angry glare.

“I
want the truth!”

“I
told you the truth! I work for myself!”

Zyra
felt another sudden burst of intense heat in her brain and jerked
forward. This time the pain was so great that she broke free of the
guards’ grip and fell, in the process slamming her head
violently against the metal grating that was the floor. The guards
yanked Zyra by her cuffed arms back up to her knees for another round
of questioning.

“I’ll
make this real simple for you,” continued Commander Nephthys.
“If you’re a bounty hunter, then you either work for the
Neo-Humans or the Xorghkans.”

“Trust
me, I don’t work for the Xorghkans!”

“Then
you work for the Neo-Humans.”

“Neo-Humans?
Who are they?”

Zyra
felt a terrible burning sensation in her head that seized all her
autonomic functions. For that one instant, there was no life, or
death, or reality—only cruel, indifferent pain. The shock
overriding her senses caused her to grow stiff like a rock. But this
time the guards made no effort to stop Zyra from falling to the metal
floor again. Zyra let out a shriek from the delayed pain signal
fluttering through her nervous system.

“This
is not a game! If you want to live, you’d best come with a lot
better than you’re giving me.”

“I
told you who I am! I’m hunting down the leader of the J-Sector
Corsairs!” Zyra let out a short cry when another powerful
electric jolt ran through her brain. Her cry was worse than before.
Zyra used what strength she had left to force herself up from the
floor.

“I’ve
had just about enough of your fairy tales, Miss! Now you only have
four more tries to get this right before this conversation is forced
to come to a fatal end. So make good of your chances.”

“I
have no reason to lie! I am who I say I am!”

Zyra
let out a pitiful scream from the blinding pain that danced back and
forth through her brain. She fell to the floor for a final time and
writhed in agony, unable to quell either the surge of pain that raced
through her skull and shot down her spine or her agonized shriek.

“I
don’t want to kill you, dammit!” cried the Commander.
“Just tell me what you know and I’ll make the pain stop!”

Zyra
couldn’t speak even if she wanted to. For her refusal to speak,
her captors gave her another dose of brain-torture. Zyra curled up on
the floor writhing, her voice echoing against the metal walls of her
cell. This time she did not withdraw her voice. A vein in Zyra’s
forehead throbbed as she convulsed on the floor trying in vain to
break the pair of handcuffs locking her hands behind her back. It
took all the strength Zyra had to fight through her whine to speak.

“They
killed him…”

“Who
did they kill?” asked Commander Nephthys, who immediately
realized from Zyra’s silence that she was so overwhelmed by her
pain that she was nearly incapable of hearing her. So she hastened
over to Zyra who was still curled up in a ball on the floor holding
her head, grabbed her arm, and rolled her over onto her side so that
she could look directly into her face. “Who? Who did they
kill?”

Zyra
fought through her mind-numbing pain to read the Commander’s
lips and revealed her thoughts with a sob.

“My
fiancée, Detective Hunter Alaron…of the InterGalactic
Police. Zaragos killed him because he got too close to them. That’s
why I hunted down Commander Rador of the J-sector Corsairs, thinking
he would lead me to their headquarters. I wanted revenge.”

“Zaragos?
What’s that?” Commander Nephthys asked, spinning around
to give Lieutenant Narahd a quick, but curious glance.

“Don’t
know,” he answered, prompting Nephthys to return her gaze to
Zyra.

“Look,
I don’t know anything about any Zaragos. But there isn’t
any InterGalactic Police. There hasn’t been one for a very long
time.”

Zyra
was stunned by what Lieutenant Nephthys had told her. But before she
could make any further attempt to defend herself, something
terrifying struck her.

“The
date? What’s the date?” asked Zyra.

“August
2, the year 271,” the Commander answered.

“No.
That can’t be true. It can’t be.”

Then
before the observant eyes of the Commander and her men, Zyra
succumbed to a pitiful and uncontrollable wail. Commander Nephthys
and Lieutenant Narahd traded glances at each other and watched in
surprise and confusion at the steady stream of tears running down
Zyra’s face as she continued to pour out her voice.















Chapter
Twenty-Two

Zyra
sat in the darkness of a lounge gazing through the observatory window
at the multitude of stars floating like tiny specks of flame against
the backdrop of space. For the past several hours she had disturbing
images of the many terrible things she had experienced in her life.
But nothing she had ever suffered, except for maybe the death of her
father, compared to what she endured now. In her grief, Zyra did not
hear or notice the woman who walked up alongside her from the
entrance of the lounge until she had already spoken.

“Hi.
I’m Doctor Janine Pirelli, ship counselor.” The woman
slumped down into the chair beside Zyra. “How are you holding
up?” Zyra maintained her silence and simply looked away from
the doctor. “I’m sorry. It’s not easy to lose
everything and everyone you’ve ever cared about. It’s
something you’ll have to bear for the rest of your life,
knowing you’ll never see your loved ones again.”

Tears
welled up in Zyra’s eyes as the weight of her new reality came
crashing down on her all at once. She had gone to sleep to escape one
nightmare only to wake up to find herself in an even more terrible
one. For indeed it was like some bad dream from which she
could not awake to learn that after being forced to put herself into
cryo-sleep to survive her battle on the Libertatia, the galaxy
she knew had passed away and everyone she knew with it. Not many
hours ago, she had been briefed by her captors as to how she had been
found floating in space among the debris from the wreckage of a
defunct Xorghkan war cruiser. According to her captors, they had
brought her aboard their ship and revived her, thinking her either a
member of a rogue faction of human bounty hunters who worked with the
Xorghkan Empire to hunt down and kill escaped human slaves or a
member of an elite caste of genetically advanced human beings who now
ruled over the galaxy. As a result, Zyra was forced to undergo a
series of tests that was no less than torture to force her to reveal
who she was.

“I’m
sure it will be some time before you can agree with me,” the
doctor continued, “but as terrible as things may seem for you,
there’s one silver lining. Most people go through their entire
lives haunted by the guilt of past deeds and tote them around like
boulders on their backs. But you’re different. You get to start
over. There’s an old Earth proverb: ‘Don’t think of
a problem as a problem, but rather as an opportunity.’”

Doctor
Pirelli seemed a kind enough woman. And her words held a certain
power in them that almost stole away some of Zyra’s pain. But
the more the doctor tried to comfort her, the more she couldn’t
help but feel that she was being cheated somehow of her most
treasured feelings. It was as though Zyra wanted to punish herself
for bringing this doom about. She was about to say something horrible
to get the doctor to leave her alone, but she caught herself in the
act and expressed her frustrations in a different tone.

“I
don’t belong here. This isn’t my time.”

“Who’s
to say it isn’t? Things don’t always go the way we
imagine, Zyra. That doesn’t mean that we’re in the wrong
place at the wrong time. The universe sometimes puts us where we need
to be, rather than where we want to be, for some greater purpose.”

“What
purpose could there be for me to be here now?”

“That’s
for you to find out. I’m not going to lie to you, Zyra. It
isn’t going to be easy adjusting to this time. Things have
changed a lot over the past couple hundred years. The galaxy you know
is gone. There is no Alliance to keep order in the galaxy, only
chaos. We have to live moment by moment, never knowing when death is
going to strike.”

“That
doesn’t sound so different from my time,” said Zyra with
a hint of sarcasm in her voice, which drew a grin from Doctor
Pirelli.

“Then
you’ll know how to handle yourself. Listen, we’re not bad
people here. It’s just that we’re at war and we weren’t
sure who you were—”

“I
understand.”

“I’m
really sorry about what the Commander did to you.”

“It
wasn’t your doing.”

“Anyway,
I’m trying to set up a meeting with you and the Commander to
talk things out. Behind bars or not, you’ll never stop being a
prisoner until you’re off this ship.”

It
had been a long time since anyone ever spoke so candidly to Zyra.
Even when she was hunting, she never had the time to make friends.
Friendly conversations were too far and infrequent in her line of
work. But talking with Doctor Pirelli brought out a sense of
tranquility in Zyra. Not surprising, since the function of a ship
counselor was more therapeutic than merely conversational.

The
healing power of words, thought Zyra. No. Compassion.

For
the first time in her life, Zyra realized that what she was missing
most in her life was not love. She had that with Hunter. But rather,
she had needed someone to confide in. Hunter would always listen to
whatever she had to say. But she never did tell him very much about
her feelings regarding her most private thoughts. There was something
unique about sharing her thoughts with a woman, as opposed to a man.
Perhaps, in the end, what she needed was a friend. But in Zyra’s
line of work, making friends was very difficult. For as she had
learned with the death of Hunter, being friends with her was lethal.














Chapter
Twenty-Three

With
long strides to match those of the guards on either side of her, Zyra
entered the ready room of Commander Nephthys. She was accompanied on
either side by a pair of armed guards, as well as Doctor Janine
Pirelli who, as she had promised, brought Zyra to see the ship’s
Commander. Commander Nephthys was an attractive woman: eyes and skin
a deep mocha brown, her black hair caught up in golden highlights and
kept neatly in thin braids that fell to the length of her shoulder;
most impressively, she possessed an austere demeanor that belied her
attractiveness. To a fault, the Commander, when she wanted to—as
was the case now—was quite an intimidating figure to look at.

“Thank
you, Janine,” said the Commander, her voice measured and stern.
Doctor Pirelli nodded, then left the room with the guards following
just behind her. Commander Nephthys propped herself up from her desk
with her hands and rose from her chair. She then made a squint at
Zyra and took curt steps away from her while tracking her eyes along
the path of the constellation of stars on the star chart on the wall.
“So. What should we do with you, Ms. Zanr? You have no home.
And you’re not part of my crew.”

“You
could let me go,” Zyra answered without the least hesitation.

“I
don’t think so. I couldn’t take that risk,” replied
Nephthys.

“What
risk?”

“Look,
you might not be a spy. But just the same, I don’t trust you.”

“I’ve
given you no reason not to trust me.”

“Even
so, I think you’re dangerous.”

“I’m
no threat to you or your ship.”

“I’ll
be the judge of that.”

“You
can’t do this to me, keep me prisoner forever.”

“I’ll
do what I must to protect my crew, ship, and mission, Ms. Zanr. If
it’s any consolation to you, I am sorry for what I did to you
earlier.”

“It’s
not. But if you really are sorry, you’ll let me leave your
ship.”

“Why
are you so anxious to leave? You have nowhere to go. Everyone you
know is dead. The Alliance is dead.”

“There’s
something I have to do. And it can’t wait.”

“And
what do I have to gain by letting you go?”

“Maybe
nothing. Maybe everything. All I can tell you is that I have some
unfinished business.”

“You
are dangerous.”

“Very.”

There
was a momentary silence as Commander Nephthys matched Zyra’s
challenging glower. At first, it seemed that there might be hostile
words pass between them. But the moment elapsed uneventfully before
their conversation was resumed.

“How
do I know that if I let you go I won’t regret it?” asked
Commander Nephthys after turning around to pace about her desk rather
than observe Zyra’s stern glower.

“You
don’t,” replied Zyra. “You just have to believe me.
I don’t know you people. And if anyone outside your ship were
to try to make me talk, what could I tell them? How to decorate the
inside of a six-by-eight foot detention cell?”

“You’re
quite convincing. But I’m not sold yet. Still, if the
Intergalactic Alliance had a few politicians with your powers of
persuasion, perhaps it would never have fallen and we wouldn’t
be having this conversation.”

“You
really don’t know?”

“Know
what?”

“Why
the Alliance was destroyed.”

“The
Alliance was destroyed because of greedy politicians who cared more
about their personal bank accounts than the people they represented,”
said Commander Nephthys with all the contempt for the Alliance she
could muster.

“No.
The Alliance was destroyed because someone murdered the good
politicians and replaced them with bad ones,” Zyra explained.

“How
could you know something like that? You’ve been in cryo-sleep
for almost three hundred years.”

“I
know more than you think, Commander.”

“Even
if what you say is true, what’s done is done. The past can’t
be changed.”

“No.
But it isn’t the past I’m worried about. If the people
who destroyed the Alliance are still around, then your problems are
just beginning.”

“Are
you trying to frighten me?”

“No,
I’m trying to warn you. If I’m right, the worse is yet to
come.”

“So
what do you want me to do?” asked the Commander with a very
inquisitive gaze at Zyra. Her answer came quickly.

“I
want you to take me to my ship. The proof you want is there.”

“You’re
asking a lot of me to abandon my post here in this sector to get you
to your ship.”

“On
board my ship is very important information regarding the people who
destroyed the Alliance. In the days leading up to me being put in
cryo-sleep, I was hunting down the people who were conspiring against
the Alliance. I have a feeling that they’re still around and
that something big is up.”

“How
so?”

“Doctor
Pirelli gave me a quick run down on the current events. Funny thing
is, I know just about as much as you do about the enemy you’re
fighting. See six one two two five oh oh five three, the vestiges of
the Alliance worlds are attacked by several armadas sent from the
Xorghkan home world eighteen weeks after the murder of the Xorghkan
Queen. Fast forward a few months and Earth-III is on the brink of
destruction. But suddenly a fleet of ships bearing a race of
genetically engineered human beings sailing from an unknown part of
space comes to Earth’s rescue and destroys the attacking
Xorghkan fleet. The Newcomers, as they are called, are welcomed as
heroes of our race and we befriend them. With the Newcomers, humans
beat off the subsequent Xorghkan incursions into our space. But no
sooner than we win the war, the Newcomers usurp control of Earth-III
and enslave the entire human race. Every human being in the galaxy is
forced to have his or her DNA encoded with nano-technology so that
anyone who opposes the Newcomers can be hunted down and killed.

“Fast
forward nearly two hundred years later and in the wake of several
failed insurrections, a group of human slaves kill their Newcomer
masters, who by now are known as the Overseers, and escape to
freedom. They free other slaves and unite to form the Human
Resistance Group. And for the next fifty or so years there has been
war between humans and the Overseers. Do I have it right?”

“For
the most part.”

“But
doesn’t it seem strange to you that the Overseers—”

“We
prefer to call them Neo-Humans.”

“Respectively.
But in truth, you really don’t know where the Neo-Humans come
from, do you?”

“No.”

“I
have a strange suspicion that they were sent by the people that
caused me to be here.”

“You
have a very active imagination, Ms. Zanr.”

“Even
so, you can’t deny that if there is someone else behind the
Neo-Humans, then you could be in even greater danger.”

“You
believe there is someone else out there?”

“Someone
a lot more dangerous than both the Xorghkans and Neo-Humans. It is
possible that the Neo-Humans are only the vanguard of an even greater
power waiting to assume control of the galaxy.”

“If
for no other reason than to make sure that I’ll be able to
sleep again after listening to your Galactic-Armageddon babble, I’ll
take you to your ship. But after that, no promises.”

“Fair
enough.”














Chapter
Twenty-Four

It
just happened to be Zyra’s luck that she made her return to
Signet-Prime during the peak of winter season. The sub-zero climate
was so extreme that it caused most of the sensors on the all-terrain
vehicles they were piloting to malfunction. Still, Zyra was impressed
with the technology of the 53rd century. In the days of the Alliance,
the only vehicles capable of navigating the surface of an artic world
like Signet-Prime would have had to been designed specifically for
extreme cold weather exploration. Fortunately, the ATSS, or
all-terrain scout skimmer, as it was called, was a multi-climate
vehicle that possessed all the best capabilities of a snow-rover, as
they used to be called in her day, and none of its weaknesses. As the
weather did not permit Commander Nephthys to bring the Ecthelion
into the world’s atmosphere, they were forced to pilot a pair
of shuttles fully stocked with mining equipment to a landfall several
thousand kilometers from where they had detected the remains of what
used to be her ship. It took almost as long for the excavation crew
to set up their laser-mining equipment. But once they did, the
excavation process was under way. Zyra looked back and saw Commander
Nephthys pacing herself back and forth in a vain attempt to keep warm
some ways from where she and the excavating crew was.

“What’s
wrong with her?” asked Zyra, prompting the man beside her to
glance sideways at her. The fact that Lieutenant Fisal Narahd was
wearing shades in the middle of an artic winter seemed very strange,
to say the least. But Zyra couldn’t help but think that it only
served to make his composed demeanor seem that much more so.

“The
Commander? Oh, she is always like that. Get used to it after a while,
if you’re around her enough,” answered the lieutenant
with a hint of an Old Earth middle-eastern accent, his expression a
cross between a grin and a frown. Zyra assumed it was his poker face.

“She
isn’t very cheerful,” observed Zyra.

“She
used to be, once,” the Lieutenant retorted. 


“What
happened?”

“Her
sister died.”

“How?”

“Killed
in the war, four years ago, during the Battle of Aghab Barash.
Nastiest encounter there ever was. Some eighty million people died in
that one. Her sister was among the casualties.”

“Must
be hard on the Commander, losing her sister to the people she hates
most.”

“No,
that’s not it. The Commander’s sister was a turncoat. No
one knows why, but she betrayed the rebellion. Gave us up to the
Neo-Humans before she killed herself. The Commander’s never let
it down since.”

“So
that’s why she’s so cold.”

“If
you’re referring to what happened to you on the ship, then you
should know that the Commander didn’t have much choice. A lot
of people died the last time she refused to thoroughly interrogate a
prisoner.”

“It’s
not that. It’s just that she—”

“She
what?”

“She
doesn’t like me. I can tell.”

“Whatever
gave you that idea?” Lieutenant Narahd’s sardonic tone
unintentionally drew a slight, but somber grin from Zyra. “To
be honest, I don’t know. Commander Nephthys has a hard
exterior, but she’s still human. It will, however, take some
time for her to learn to trust you.”

“I
see.”

“Anyway,
shouldn’t take too long to get to your ship if the coordinates
are correct. I just hope there’s something of worth down there.
The Commander’s going to be really pissed if there isn’t.”

Zyra
returned her stare to Commander Nephthys and watched her in silence
before walking over to the mining crew to get a better glimpse of
what they were doing.

*     *   
 *

Even
with her handheld spectra-light set at its highest setting, Zyra had
to squint to see through the mist rising from the dark shaft below
her. Some ways down the shaft, under several hundred kilometers of
ice and snow, laid her ship. The last time Zyra saw Helship-II,
it was floating on a giant iceberg in the middle of an artic ocean.
But the iceberg was forced ashore where her ship was buried under
incessant snowfall for the next two hundred and eighty-eighty years.
It would have required a massive undertaking to free her ship from
its icy grave. Unfortunately, Commander Nephthys had neither the
inclination nor the resources to retrieve and restore her ship.
Losing Helship-II was nothing Zyra was quick to accept. But
there was one thing that bothered Zyra more, one thing that would not
allow her to take full breaths.

The
fate of Logos.

It
was only moments after Zyra was awakened from cryo-sleep that she
began to wonder if Logos had gotten off of Signet-Prime. That her
ship was still on Signet-Prime didn’t necessarily seal the doom
of Logos, for he could very well have survived being trapped on board
the ship for some time after her departure. What she feared was Logos
dying without ever having had a chance to get off world. There was
nothing she could do now but keep her eyes open just in case she came
across his unfortunate remains or some other telltale sign that he
had escaped the doom she had created for him.

As
the shaft they traveled was nothing more than a hole cut in an
eight-foot diameter at a 45-degree angle, it required steady footwork
for Zyra and Commander Nephthys to make safely down the shaft without
falling, a feat that was made just a bit easier with the climbing
cables that were tethered around their waists. When they reached the
dorsal hull of the ship, she worked with Commander Nephthys to pull
the emergency hatch door open. Afterwards, they entered the ship
through the hatch with reserve.

*     *   
 *

It
was pitch-black inside Helship-II. Even their spectra-lights
were unable to pierce the darkness with any real success.
Fortunately, Zyra knew her ship well and was able to lead Commander
Nephthys through it with relative ease.

“No
lights, no power,” said the Commander, her electronicized voice
apparent through her breathing mask.

“I
agree,” Zyra replied, her voice equally electronic-sounding.
“Must be the power cells. No chance you brought any with you?”

“Of
course.”

“Fission?”

“Anti-matter.”

“Is
it compatible?”

“Don’t
worry. I’m using multi-ship power cells with a retro option.”

“Multi-ship
power cells?”

“The
very ones.”

“Is
there anything you people don’t have?”

“Want
a list?”

*     *   
 *

There
was a dull hum after Zyra changed the power cells in the rear of the
ship as Helship-II’s emergency systems came on line.
Then there was a sudden loud shriek blaring throughout the ship.

“There’s
a familiar sound,” Zyra observed.

“What?
The offline engines?” Commander Nephthys inquired.

“No,
the chronometer alarm.”

“Good
Morning, Ms. Zanr,” said the ship. “It is oh five
hundred hours interstellar time, chrono-date: see eight-oh nine-two
one—”

“Computer,
cancel the chrono-alarm.” The ship didn’t respond and
continued to perform its familiar litany. “Computer, cancel the
chrono-alarm,” repeated Zyra. The chronometer alarm suddenly
retreated to Zyra’s relief. But then her ears were bombarded
with an array of computerized verbal commands all at once:

“Good
Morning, Ms. Zanr, Computer Alert, Proximity sensors offline, Engines
offline, power core regulator offline, jump-gate navigator offline,
ETHER-comm offline—”

“Just
shut up!”

To
Zyra’s surprise and relief, the ship went silent.

“Are
all ships in your time so noisy?” asked Commander Nephthys,
unable to hide her annoyance.

“No,
just this one.”

*     *   
 *

Zyra
returned to the front of her ship with Commander Nephthys in her wake
and entered the flight control room. She approached the controls and
activated the ship’s records.

“Seems
there’s a message on the recorder,” said Nephthys. Zyra
had also noticed the flashing light indicating a prerecorded message
on standby for playback, but had refrained from playing it for fear
that she would find nothing but bad news on it. Zyra didn’t
know why she was so apprehensive to play back the recorded message.
Even if Logos had escaped Signet-Prime, he would have long been dead.
She had nothing to lose by playing the message. Nothing to lose but
what last bit of hope she had in her heart that Logos’ fate was
better than hers. Zyra assumed a frown and hesitated before playing
the message. A familiar face on the view screen immediately gazed
back at her.

“Hey,
Zee. If you’re watching this, it means I’ve already
bought it. Tried to hold out as long as I could. But it’s been
six weeks since you left to go after Rador and you haven’t come
back yet. I’m just hoping you’re all right. I did what
you said and sent out an S.O.S. signal. But Ether bands are too weak
ever since an ice storm leveled the ship. I’m still trapped
here on Signet-Prime. But I don’t think I’m gonna make
it. Only thirty minutes of power left before total system shutdown.
Anyway, I’ve kept myself busy and managed to decode the last
recording from the data orb.

“Seems
that you were right about Zaragos offing prominent IGA senators. But
according to the last entry in the file, they’ll almost
entirely replace the senate with clones by the end of the solar year.
Chances are they’ve already held their vote on the One Galaxy
Initiative. If so, then they’ll win the majority vote by a
landslide. I hate to think what’ll happen then.

“There
was this one last bit of information I extracted. Seems there’s
a world on the fringes of the Solaris System. It used to be called
Zeta-Proxima, but in the current star logs it’s simply called
Planet Z. According to the data orb, it’s Zaragos’ main
munitions depot. Incidentally, it’s also the place where
they’re building up a secret army. Guess that’s all I
have for you. I would try to send this stuff out on an EM band to
Alliance officials, but I’m afraid it’ll use up the last
of my power. If we never meet again, it’s been good. Take care
of yourself, Zee. And, well…I’ll miss you.”

The
screen went blank. Zyra could not help but wonder what Logos’
last moments were like before he died. Did he freeze to death on
board her ship? Or did he make some vain attempt to get off of the
iceberg they were on only to freeze to death outside in the cold?
Zyra had failed her friend miserably. Had she never gone to his home
on Space Station: Nexus and endangered him, Logos would have
had a productive life, found himself a mate, settled down, and lived
to a ripe old age. Through her recklessness, she had caused his
premature death, just like she did Hunter’s, and so many
others. It took all the willpower she had to keep from giving in to
her grief in front of Commander Nephthys. But even as the tears
welled up in her eyes, a quiet rage passed over Zyra. It was Zaragos
that had killed Hunter and Logos—not her. And it was Zaragos
who would suffer for what they had done to the only people she had
loved. Zyra ignored the somber look she received from Commander
Nephthys and lowered her stare to the floor. Her eyes turned to slits
as her determination began to rise.














Chapter
Twenty-Five

Zyra
drew the zipper up the length of her brown flight suit and watched as
Commander Nephthys, also dressed in a similar uniform, put her flak
jacket into a locker. As it went, the whole affair of undressing out
of their winter garb was conducted uneventfully—and thankfully
so. Commander Nephthys had managed to avoid asking Zyra embarrassing
questions about her feelings after having watched the message left
for her by Logos. It was a quiet flight back up to the Ecthelion
in their shuttle after that. And Zyra was noticeably aggravated the
whole time. It did not surprise Zyra that no one attempted to speak
with her during the brief flight. Perhaps the Commander had warned
her crew to leave Zyra alone. Or maybe Zyra was so perturbed that the
expression on her face was the visual equivalent of being branded
with a scarlet letter on her forehead. Either way, when and where
Zyra was going to speak was decidedly her choice. A choice she
decided to exercise now.

“I
have to leave, Commander. I have to find Zaragos,” said Zyra.
Commander Nephthys stood frozen in place and did not move again
before she made her reply.

“And
what do you hope to accomplish?” she asked bluntly.

“To
settle a score.”

“And
how will you do that?”

“Don’t
know. But I have to try.”

Commander
Nephthys slammed shut her locker door and spun around to look Zyra
directly in the eyes. It was obvious by the slant of her eyebrows
that she was upset. 


“And
what if you get killed?” she asked, not caring that Zyra was
still emotionally distraught over the message she received on
Signet-Prime. 


“Then
you can light a candle for me and stick it in the observatory
window,” was Zyra’s sardonic reply.

“I
have more important things to do than to worry about you committing
suicide. And even if I were to let you go, how do you expect to get a
ship?”

“I’ll
borrow one of your shuttles.”

“They’re
not for sale. And I’m not lending.”

“Then
I’ll be real creative. Just drop me to the nearest space
station.”

“What
part of no don’t you understand?”

“How
about the first, middle, and last?”

“I’m
not letting you off of my ship.”

“Then
I’m going to make your life a living hell until then.”

“You
really don’t know how to take no for an answer, do you?”

“You
know what they say about old habits.”

“Your
attitude’s not doing you any favors.”

“I
guess that makes two of us.”

“Maybe,
you don’t understand, Ms. Zanr. I don’t want you on board
my ship! I have more than enough problems without you. If it were my
choice, you’d be gone already, encounter-suit and all! But I
have my instructions.”

“Instructions?
From whom?” asked Zyra, casting aside all playfulness in her
voice when a deep foreboding of the Commander’s words startled
her.

“I’ve
said all I’m going to say.”

“This
isn’t a game, Commander. If you don’t let me go, you’ll
regret it, one way or another.”

Zyra’s
stern response to Commander Nephthys was like the spark that set off
an electrical storm. Nephthys suddenly stormed past the pair of
benches in-between the lockers that separated her from Zyra and
confronted her with a glare that was no less brown, or furious, than
Zyra’s.

“Are
you threatening me?”

There
was no sign of retreat in Zyra. To the contrary, her glower only
revealed her growing rancor towards the Commander.

“Take
it how you want. But I can’t stay on your ship any longer.”

“Last
time I checked, I was the commander of this ship. I don’t take
orders from my crew. And I sure as hell don’t take orders from
prisoners.”

Zyra
realized that she was not helping herself with her defiance. She
suddenly glanced away from Commander Nephthys and let out a sigh.

“I’m
asking for your help, Commander. Please.”

Zyra
gradually raised her stare back to Commander Nephthys to watch the
expression lines on her brow soften just a bit.

“I’m
not making any promises. But I’m going to need to sleep on it.”

“Don’t
sleep too long, Commander. You wouldn’t want to end up like me
and wake up to find that the universe changed while you were asleep.”

Commander
Nephthys made no reply and simply walked away from Zyra.

*     *   
 *

“You
really ticked the Commander off, Zyra. She’s been raging about
you for the past two hours,” said Doctor Janine Pirelli,
forfeiting her pacifying tone of voice for a more rigid one. 


“And?”

It
was obvious that Zyra was on the verge of a full-blown tantrum. That
she was able to keep from demolishing the furniture in her temporary
quarters while in her rampage was an accomplishment in itself.

“And
you’re playing with fire.”

“So
what?”

“So
the Commander’s the only one who can give you what you want.”

“Look,
Doctor. I’m not a part of this crew. I don’t have to put
up with your Commander’s nonsense. Not for anyone. Not for
anything.”

“You’re
not helping yourself behaving like this.”

“I
know,” admitted Zyra with a sigh as she paced back and forth
along the length of her quarters like a madwoman. “It’s
just she makes me so angry! She’s so pompous and arrogant! She
thinks she knows everything!”

“Reminds
of you someone?”

“Don’t
you even go there! We’re nothing alike.”

“I
beg to differ.”

“The
Commander and I have nothing in common. I’m an outlaw, she
plays it straight by the books. She commands a ship, I fight from the
shadows.”

“You
both are quite headstrong.”

“Comes
with the job. But that’s as much as I’m willing to
concede.”

“What
about your remarkable talent for throwing tantrums?”

“Your
humor is lethal, Doctor. Has anyone told you?”

“Yes.
Now listen to me. If what you tell me is true, then it’s
important that you find out what’s going on. We’re up to
our necks in blood as it is just trying to keep the Neo-Humans from
exterminating us. There isn’t anyone else who knows these
people you speak of. Maybe the key to defeating the Neo-Humans lies
with whatever you can find out.”

“And
what if I’m beating up the wrong tree?”

“Then
at least you tried to do your part. That’s all any of us can
do.”

“I
hope you’re right.”

“I
do, too. We sure can do with a miracle right about now. Maybe you’re
our guardian angel.”

“Not
likely.”

“Even
so,” said Doctor Pirelli, approaching Zyra to touch her gently
on the arm. “I believe in you.”

Zyra
said nothing after that, but simply found herself a deep frown.














Chapter
Twenty-Six

The
flight to Space Station: Phoenix was a long, but happily
uneventful one. For Zyra had had enough adventures to last a lifetime
and accepted the change of pace from her manic lifestyle with open
arms. Yet, if it wasn’t for the fact that Zyra was drop-dead
tired—even after being asleep for nearly 300 hundred years—and
slept for most of the trip, she might have gone crazy over the 11-day
flight to Phoenix. As Commander Nephthys wasn’t much for
conversation, and Zyra wasn’t going to try to make her talk,
there was very little for her to do other than stay in the
maintenance room that passed as their sleeping quarters and pour over
the shuttle’s historical records and update herself on the
goings-on of the intervening years since the fall of the
Intergalactic Alliance.

As
the shuttle’s records were very comprehensive, Zyra learned
much about the Alliance by reading its entire history as an overview,
starting with its founding eight hundred years ago and going all the
way to its demise. Her only complaint was that she felt the
recordings were a bit shallow, for there was very little reference to
the crime syndicates that had helped to weaken the Alliance. From her
study of the shuttle’s files, it seemed the Alliance never
really had a chance at all.

But
Zyra knew better.

The
Alliance, though decaying from a corrupt senate and weakening
financial infrastructure, did not fall because of a failed government
that favored the power of its bureaucrats and greedy businessman over
that of the people. No. Zyra knew that the Alliance had been
destroyed from the inside out by a powerful criminal organization
that had infiltrated the Alliance’s government and brought it
to its knees through political sabotage. However, for all her
knowledge of Zaragos’ role in destroying the Alliance, it was
too late to do anything about it. Zyra’s only goal now was to
find out if Zaragos was still around and what it was planning. But,
more importantly, it was her goal to stop them before they turned an
anarchical galaxy into their cozy little hellish paradise.

Funny,
thought Zyra, as if there could ever be anything worse than
anarchy. Or could there?

*     *   
 *

Not
long after taking another nap, Zyra rose from her sleeping bag and
threw on a quick article of what the people living in the 53rd
century tried to pass as clothing (the stylistic offerings were
rather drab, as far as Zyra was concerned, and seemed tailored by
someone who was as color blind and they were fashionably ignorant).
Zyra made her way to the flight control room, dwelling on nothing
except what the sad state of a defenseless galaxy would become if
Zaragos came to claim it. She walked up to the co-pilot’s chair
and sat down before the instrument console. She ignored making any
sort of pleasantries to Commander Nephthys sitting in the chair
beside her and simply asked:

“Are
we close?”

“We’ll
be at our destination in a few hours,” answered Nephthys
without looking at Zyra. She knew that all she was going to get out
of the Commander was a truncated answer and decided to forego saying
anything else. But she caught a glimpse of the scar running through
Commander Nephthys’ left eyebrow and focused on it for a moment
longer before asking:

“How
long have you been doing this? Fighting in the war?”

“Since
I was freed eight years ago.”

“You
were a slave?”

“If
you’re human, you’ve been a slave at some time or
another. It wasn’t until the rebellion that things changed. And
that wasn’t very long ago.”

“I
can’t pretend to know what it must have been like to be a
slave.”

“Then
don’t try.”

Zyra
noticed the sulking look on Commander Nephthys’ face and
withdrew her stare from her. Her frustration of the woman built up in
her until she could not contain her feelings anymore.

“Look,
it’s obvious you don’t like me, Commander. But I didn’t
force you to come with me.”

“Yes,
you did.”

“I
never—”

“Technology
is the most precious commodity in the galaxy. I wasn’t about to
let you take one of my shuttles hoping that you might bring it back
one day. And I wasn’t going to risk the lives of anyone in my
crew to help you either.”

“You
act like I wanted any of this to happen! I didn’t ask you to
bring me aboard your ship or to wake me out of cryo-sleep!”

“If
I could do it all over again, things might be different. But what’s
done is done.”

“Is
that all you can say to me? What’s done is done?”

“Don’t
turn blue in the face waiting for me to give you an apology. You
won’t get one.”

Zyra
leapt up angrily from her seat and was about to leave the flight
control room when she suddenly froze in place. There was a long pause
before Zyra broke the silence.

“Commander—”

“I’m
not your Commander. Call me Jackie.”

Zyra’s
anger had not subsided, but rather had grown to the point where she
could barely keep the poise in her voice. But there was a sense that
she needed to clear the air with the other woman. Still, she was not
going to concede to referring to Commander Nephthys on a first-name
basis so quickly after being chastised by her.

“I’m
confused,” she began, her voice surprisingly soft. “Before
this happened to me, my life had purpose. I was a bounty hunter. My
role was clear. But I’m not sure what it is I’m supposed
to do now. All I know is that if the people responsible for the fall
of the Alliance are still out there, I have to find them and bring
them to justice.”

“Then
you’ll be risking your life for nothing.”

“Maybe.
But I have to try.”

Commander
Nephthys rolled her eyes and sighed loudly. “Sit down.”
Zyra hesitated before she turned back around and slumped down in her
chair. “I won’t lie. I don’t envy you. But you’re
not the only victim here. Our entire race is on the verge of
extinction. If we’re not careful, mankind’s history will
end in the next few years. The only way we can survive is to stop
fighting each other and to face the real enemy. It’s always
been this way for mankind, things get rough and we start to fight
each other. But this is one time in history where we can’t
afford such behavior.”

“I
don’t want to fight you. All I ask is that you let me fight
this battle my way. It’s the only way I know.”

“And
how do you propose that one lone wolf will achieve what others on a
united front cannot?”

“I
don’t propose anything. But I’m not a soldier. I’m
not good at taking orders.”

“The
best way to kill an animal in the wild is to pick off the stragglers,
young, old, or wounded. Our enemy fights no differently. It won’t
take them long to realize that you’re wounded where it matters
most—on the inside.” Zyra refrained from making any
response, unable to counter the Commander’s all too accurate
observation of her. That it was so easy for her to be dissected by
others meant that her enemies could definitely pick up on her
weaknesses as well. “The quickest way to defeat your enemy in
battle is to divide and conquer. It was good enough for the
barbarians to destroy the Roman Empire and its good enough for the
Neo-Humans to destroy us. To be frank, I don’t see how you will
survive what may come without anyone watching your back.”

“Is
that why you didn’t want me to leave your ship? You feel I’m
going to die?”

“Listen,
you’re not of this time, so you have no idea how bad it really
is out there for us. By only pulling a switch, the Neo-Humans have
the power to hunt every last one of us down—man, woman, and
child.”

“You
mean the Nano-cytes?”

“Precisely.
Every generation born after us will have to face the same fact we
did—that the micro-cellular devices implanted inside our bodies
will remain with them and their children’s children until the
end of time. We can’t hide from the Neo-humans. We can only
fight or run. Nothing less, nothing more.”

“But
I don’t share that problem.”

“Which
is the only reason I agreed to help you in the first place, not
because of your self-righteous speeches. I’m not sure that I
really cared in the beginning that you’re here with us now. Or
that I believed that it would make a difference one way or another.
But it is possible that you can go where none of the rest of us can.
Doctor Pirelli calls you our guardian angel. I’m not sure what
to call you. But if you really do have a purpose, I’m afraid
you’ll die before it can be carried out.”

“Why
do you think that?”

“Because
I don’t think you have what it takes to survive in this
universe. And survival, Zyra, is about taking our losses and learning
from them. The most important lesson I learned I learned as a slave.
You see, as a slave you learn to do without the necessities of life.
But hope is the one thing that keeps a slave alive. Without hope
you’re as good as dead. Truth is, your presence on board my
ship complicated my life. It made me question what it means to be
alive. For nearly three hundred years you floated in dead space. By
all counts, you should’ve died. But you didn’t. You seem
to think that being alive now is a curse. I think otherwise. But
listening to you sob about what you’ve lost only frustrates me.
You live day by day without any hope. And without hope you might as
well have already died.”

“I
don’t have the luxury of living with hope.”

“Hope
isn’t a luxury, Zyra. It’s what makes you human.”

“Are
you saying I’m not human because I don’t have hope?”

“Are
you saying you are?”

The
bluntness of Commander Nephthys’ words caused Zyra to assume
her silence. Neither did she try to speak again. Commander Nephthys
observed Zyra for a moment longer before folding her arms and
returning her stare to the swirl of star-streams outside her ship.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
watched as the wavy streaks outside the flight control room window
turned back to solid circular dots as they shot through the jump
gate.

“According
to the star chart, this isn’t where the space station is,”
said Zyra with an inquisitive hint in her voice.

“I
know. We’re taking a detour,” replied Commander Nephthys.

“Detour?”

“I
haven’t forgotten my promise to you, Zyra. But there’s
somewhere I need to go. Something I have to show you.”

Zyra
grew curiously silent and wondered what Commander Nephthys was up to
by bringing her to this part of space so far from their destination.
It had always struck Zyra as strange that Commander Nephthys offered
to pilot her to Space Station: Phoenix without the slightest
hesitation. But now, it didn’t seem so strange anymore.
Commander Nephthys had always intended to take this “detour.”
Zyra noticed something small and shiny appear outside the window.

“What’s
that?”

“Our
detour.”

Zyra
took another glimpse at Commander Nephthys and frowned. What was she
planning? Was she going to try to kill her? Growing steadily
concerned about what was unfolding before her, Zyra pressed a button
on the instrument console in front of her, opened her own personal
view screen on the window, and magnified the holographically
projected image several times until she could get a clear picture of
what it was they were approaching. Only a few hundred thousand
kilometers from where they were, there was an oblique object with
many studs jutting out from its epicenter suspending in the blackness
of space. From what Zyra could tell, the object was very dilapidated,
appearing almost incapable of remaining anchored at its fixed point
of gravity; the fact that the object was not floating through space
like the wreckage it appeared to be warned Zyra that it was still
functional, even if barely. Thus, Zyra was of mind, at first, that
the object might have been some sort of alien space vessel. But upon
closer inspection of the axis-beam spinning in the center of the
object, she realized what it was.

“It
looks like an old space station,” she observed, her eyes
growing narrow.

“It
used to be,” replied Commander Nephthys. Zyra tried to conceal
the fear building within her from the shuttle’s pilot by
withdrawing both her stare and her voice. Yet, she knew that
Commander Nephthys was no fool. She had tricked Zyra into coming
here. She would have to be on her best guard not knowing what the
woman was planning. She only hoped that Commander Nephthys had a
reasonable answer for why she brought Zyra to this old space station.

*     *   
 *

When
all things were considered, Zyra wasn’t sure the space station
was just a space station anymore. Its glum corridors and high
cylindrical walls had more in common with a fortress than a floating
city in space. From the extremely subtle curvatures of the
crescent-moon-shaped corridors, one could assume that the
construction of the space station was a labor of love. Even the floor
was made of some translucent alloy like looked more like glass than
metal. More impressively, there was no vertical application to the
architecture of the space station. Rather, its corridors went every
which way: vertically, horizontally, and diagonally. With a
sophisticated use of gravity that surpassed anything Zyra had ever
seen before, she would walk down one corridor only for the next
ascending floor to loop back directly overhead, in effect, turning
the floor into the ceiling and the ceiling into the floor. It was a
marvel like none other. But without proper lighting to observe the
station’s intricate architecture, she could only assume that it
was a very ancient structure. In fact, its design was so
sophisticated that it gave proof to the theory that there once
existed a more advanced race of sentient beings than any presently
alive in the galaxy. Zyra was just glad (and equally disturbed) that
Commander Nephthys navigated the labyrinthine structure with such
relative ease, not knowing if she could ever find her way through the
station or back to the shuttle again.

As
the minutes went by, Zyra followed Commander Nephthys’ lead and
decided not to speak unless she was spoken to first. It seemed the
wise thing to do, not knowing what to expect from either the other
woman or the space station. Zyra was of mind to use the darkness to
her advantage so that she could slip her hand beneath the cloak she
was wearing to unfasten the strap on the gun holster she had stolen
from the Commander’s “secret” cache of weapons on
board the shuttle. She wasn’t going to take the chance that she
might encounter some danger on the space station and not be prepared.
Experience had taught her that preparation, not hope, as Commander
Nephthys tried to suggest, was the key to survival. The Commander
made no visible cue that she knew Zyra had a weapon. But the covert,
but wary, manner in which she checked her surroundings only validated
Zyra’s reason for bringing the gun. The minutes passed by
uneventfully before they came to a room that appeared to be some sort
of greeting chamber many floors above where they had entered the
space station.

“Your
breather. You won’t need it here,” said Nephthys. Zyra
watched the Commander remove her oxygen breather from her mouth
before following in sync. They stood before what appeared to be some
sort of observation window from which the stars of space could be
seen. In front of the window was a dais fully equipped with what
appeared to be stairs, except that they were too large for any human
being to use. Just then, a figure came out of the shadows. Zyra took
a step backwards and was about to reach for her gun in her cloak when
Commander Nephthys stayed her reach with a restraining hand. Zyra’s
eyes grew wide as she watched a humanoid figure standing well over
thirty feet in height approach them. Suddenly another giant figure
emerged from the shadows, and then another.

“Do
not be frightened, young Zyra. We have been waiting for you for a
very long time,” said the first stranger.

“Wh-who
are you?” she asked, unable to hide either the tremor in her
voice or her ire.

“We
are the Kryll. And I am Avatar.”

“What
do you want with me? Tell me.” There was no answer. Zyra looked
at the other pair of silent figures with a curious, but increasingly,
angry gaze. “I said tell me!”

Zyra
drew her gun from its holster and trained it on the aliens when the
gun exploded in her hand. She let out a cry and held her singed hand.
Commander Nephthys glared at her.

“Don’t
be stupid, Zyra! If we wanted you dead, you would be!”

“We?”
Zyra spun her gaze at Commander Nephthys as she left Zyra’s
side and walked over to the Kryll. Nephthys gave her a cold glower.
“You’re one of them?”

“Not
exactly.”

“Then
why have you brought me here?”

“Because
you are special. You have no need to fear us, Zyra. You are among
friends,” said Avatar.

“I
don’t have any friends.”

“There
you are wrong. All your life you have been looking to the stars for
the answers that elude you. You need look no further.”

“Why
don’t you kill this hoopla and just tell me what it is you want
from me?”

“You
have a destiny. An important destiny that awaits you.”

“Did
you read that on a fortune cookie or something?”

“Have
you not long sought to know the answers to your dreams? The dreams
that keep you awake at night?”

“How
do you know about that?”

“We
know…everything about you, Zyra. You cannot hide your thoughts
from us. Nor your secret desires,” the second Kryll said
with a distinctly feminine voice.

“I
don’t believe you.”

“Your
father, Zyra. You seek revenge for your father. But what of your
soul? Do you not yet question the meaning of life? Your purpose?”

“Stop
it! Just leave me alone!”

“It
would seem that you are not ready.”

“Ready
for what?”

“To
learn the answers you seek.”

“Since
you’re all so wise and know everything, why don’t you
tell me?”

“How
can we give you answers to questions you have not yet asked?”

“She
is not ready,” said the second Kryll.

“No.
She is not ready. Send her away until the time is come.”

Zyra
looked with fearful eyes at the third Kryll who had not yet spoken.
There was something frightening about the silent Kryll. But she could
not tell what it was. 


“I
will do as you say,” replied Nephthys with a bow as she
retreated slowly from the Kryll and strode purposefully back towards
Zyra.

“You
will return to us when your mind is open,” was the last
thing Avatar said to Zyra, as he and his companions watched her with
ambiguous gazes from behind the strange masks they wore over their
heads. She watched Commander Nephthys retreat to the entrance of the
room. Slowly, but warily, Zyra followed behind her, unable to remove
her gaze from the Kryll until she left the chamber and the door shut
behind her.














Chapter
Twenty-Seven


“You owe me an explanation,” snapped Zyra, the anger
welling up in her, darkening her hue more so than the shadows in the
cockpit of the shuttle.

“Do
I?” was the other woman’s response. It was obvious to
Zyra from Commander Nephthys’ nonchalant expression that she
had no intentions of explaining anything to Zyra. But this was one
time that Zyra was not going to accept being snubbed.

“Yes,
you do.”

“If
I remember correctly, you had your chance to get your answers.”

“I’m
not a pawn in this sick game you’re playing! Why don’t
you just come out with it?”

“Just
let it be, Zyra. In a few hours you’ll be at Space Station:
Phoenix. Then you can do whatever the hell it is you want to
do with the rest of your life. My concern is my crew and ship.”

“I
don’t care about your ship or your crew or anything else. But
you’re going to tell me what stake you have in trying to
manipulate me.”

“And
what would you have me tell you?”

“You
can start by telling me who or what those things were?”

“Those
things are the only reason you are still alive.”

“What
do you mean?”

“I
guess I’m allowed to tell you this much. My crew wasn’t
the first to find you after your little slumber.”

“What?”

“Do
you think you could have really survived for over two hundred years
floating in space with only your encounter-suit to protect you? The
odds of your survival were very slim to begin with. You could have
been struck by a meteor, a comet, a passing ship. And if you want to
know the truth, you weren’t far enough away to escape the
gravity well of Signet-Prime. Long-term exposure to cosmic radiation
alone would have killed you. Hell, your emergency distress signal
wasn’t even activated. And how long did you think your power
supply was going to hold out running a cryo-sleep program? Ten years?
Twenty years? One hundred? Two hundred? It wasn’t luck that
saved you Zyra. It was the Kryll.”

“If
they did save me, then how did I end up on your ship?”

“We
arranged for my crew to find you.”

“We?”

“I
work for the Kryll, Zyra.”

“You’re
a spy?”

“Not
exactly. The Kryll are trying to help humanity. But they don’t
want to reveal themselves yet.”

“So
why did they choose you to help them?”

“Because
they trust me.”

“Why?”

“It
doesn’t matter. All you need to know is that the Kryll want to
help you.”

“Maybe
I don’t want their help.”

“You’ll
change your mind once—”

There
was a sudden flash of light from space just before the proximity
alarm started to wail. A steady stream of lasers began to bear down
on the shuttle and ripped through its hull.

“Computer,
shields up!” cried Commander Nephthys. But it was too late. The
lights flickered inside the ship as Zyra was hurled from her seat
onto the floor. Several explosions rocked the ship and caused sparks
to fly from the ship controls. Commander Nephthys cast a wary glance
on the ground to see Zyra lying under a spool of wires and smoke.
“Zyra! Zyra!” Nephthys immediately activated her
shuttle’s evasive maneuvers program and attempted to dodge the
second and third round of laser fire that streaked towards the
shuttle. The lights flashed inside the shuttle once more as the
shields were bombarded with another burst of lasers. Nephthys glanced
at Zyra as she slowly pulled herself up from the floor and back into
her chair.

“Who
the hell’s shooting at us?” she asked angrily.

“Don’t
know. But shields are failing,” replied Commander Nephthys.
Zyra’s eyes widened when she returned her gaze to the view
screen to see a familiar sleek blue star fighter bearing down on
them.

“I
know that ship!”

“You
do?”

“Yeah.”

The
shuttle was rocked again.

“Dammit!
Aft shields are gone!”

“Give
me the controls!”

“Are
you crazy? You don’t know how to pilot this shuttle!”

“I’ll
learn! Give me the controls!”

“You’ll
get us killed!”

“You’re
doing a hell of a job yourself! Now, hurry!”

Reluctantly,
Commander Nephthys activated the co-pilot’s controls. A
holographic grid suddenly appeared on Zyra’s side of the
instrument console.

“Go!”

Zyra
quickly pressed a button on the grid that sent the shuttle into a mad
roll. Commander Nephthys nearly flew out of her seat.

“Oops,
sorry!” apologized Zyra.

“I’ll
be damned if I let you kill me!” cried Nephthys. Zyra ignored
Commander Nephthys’ fierce glare and touched another button on
the holographic grid. The shuttle began to climb at a rapid pace. The
pursuing star fighter’s laser fire missed the aft section of
the ship.

“I’m
gonna lose my lunch, if you don’t kill us first!” cried
Nephthys. Suddenly Zyra banked the shuttle and clipped the pursuing
star fighter. The other ship began to spin wildly. It took several
seconds for the star fighter to regain control. Zyra looped back
around and trained the shuttle on a direct path with the flight
trajectory of the other starship. “What the hell are you
doing?”

“If
we’re gonna die, that ship’s coming with us!”

“You
are crazy!”

Zyra
activated the shuttle’s forward cannons and returned fire with
the star fighter. The entire view screen flashed a multitude of
colors as the shuttle was struck repeatedly with laser fire.

“Warning:
Forward shield failure imminent,” the ship’s
automated computer said.

“Zyra!”

A
plume of fire raced across the hull of the other ship. At the very
last second Zyra inversed the shuttle and flew upside down. Her
dorsal cannons pierced the ventral hull of the star fighter as it
zoomed by. Zyra watched on the view screen as the star fighter went
spinning recklessly through space. The release of gases from the star
fighter made it appear like a blazing comet as it sped away from the
shuttle.

“Got
her!”

“Damn
you, Zyra!”

“You
really don’t have to thank me.”

“Thank
you! You almost killed us!”

“All
in a day’s work.”

“I
really don’t like you.”

“Sticks
and stones.”

“Anyway,
mind telling me who the hell that was?”

There
was a slight hesitation before Zyra answered.

“Don’t
know. A ghost from my past.”














Chapter
Twenty-Eight

At
first sight, Space Station: Phoenix appeared no different than
any other space station Zyra had been on. There were no noticeable
vast technological or architectural improvements over its
predecessors, except for the newly designed transport chambers, none
of which actually functioned due to the dilapidated condition of the
station. What was noticeably different about Phoenix was the
large number of refugees on board the station filing past her, most
of whom were women and children. Nor did it surprise her. From what
she had learned from the shuttle’s records en route to Phoenix
(and to her horror) almost the entire human male population in the
galaxy had been exterminated since the fall of the Intergalactic
Alliance. Without a functional government to maintain order in the
galaxy, crime, famine, disease, and civil unrest claimed much of the
overall human population.

But
the outbreak of war, in which millions of men, both civilian and
conscripted military personnel, died during the last vestiges of the
Alliance’s struggle to seize power, only increased the death
toll. Even while the Galactic War raged, the Xorghkans invaded human
space, again adding to the death toll of an already depleted male
population. But the worse was yet to come. For not long after the
Neo-Humans, under false pretense of friendship, came to save mankind
from the Xorghkan Empire, they enslaved the entire human race.

The
male population might have recovered in the years following the war,
but the Neo-Humans, who afterwards called themselves the Overseers,
feared the growing number of human males and systematically
implemented a program that would limit the amount of males they would
allow their female slaves to bear. All childbearing women were
required to undergo a physical examination to check the status of the
child she was carrying. If it was discovered that the child, male or
female, had any abnormalities or predicted undesirable physical or
mental attributes that might make them hard to control during
adulthood, the child was immediately put to death in the mother’s
womb. And if the mother happened to be bearing multiple children and
one was a male, all the unborn children would be aborted.
Furthermore, the Overseers kept a quota as to how many male children
would be allowed to be born every year. Zyra didn’t want to
even imagine how many unborn children, male or otherwise, had been
killed under this program.

This
system of controlling the human male population continued until the
first major slave uprising. More out of fear that it was the males in
the human species that posed the greatest danger to the Overseers’
reign, rather than a mere reprisal, they initiated a campaign to
utterly exterminate the male population. It was a brutally swift and
thorough pogrom that resulted in the genocide of the male human race.
What few males survived the extermination process were left alive
solely for breeding purposes. Furthermore, any male child that a
female slave gave birth to was either to be destroyed or raised to be
a future Breeder or combatant in the Gladiator games, a privilege
granted only to the healthiest male infants.

However,
there were Half-breeds, or Neo-Axins, born from female slaves who had
either been either raped by their masters or became pregnant as their
concubines. In most cases, the child, if healthy—most
half-breed births usually ended in the death of the mother and the
child during labor—was allowed to live. Half-breed female
infants were raised in the care of the Neo-Humans and groomed to be
used as lower-ranked guardians or proctors of human slaves and were
occasionally also made consorts to the Overseers. Half-breed boys, on
the other hand, were given very special training and used as fodder
on the frontlines in the ongoing Galactic War. Those few Half-breed
males who survived long enough to retire from service often became
bounty hunters. As hunters of human rebels and escaped slaves, the
Neo-Axins were the most notorious bounty hunters in the galaxy. In
any event, there were now very few human males left alive. All that
kept Zyra from growing teary-eyed over the fact was that there were a
few human boys, mostly toddlers, among the bedraggled refugees.

Perhaps
there was hope.

Zyra
was walking stride for stride with Commander Nephthys down the grim
corridors of the station until the Commander suddenly halted her
advance. Zyra turned around to face Nephthys. It was obvious by the
look on Nephthys’ face what she was thinking.

“So,
this is it, huh?”

“I’ve
brought you as far as I could and given you what credits you need to
charter a flight. There’s even a little extra thrown in for you
to get some supplies and weapons. But I need to get back to my crew.
I’ve been gone too long already.”

“Thank
you…Jackie.”

“Look,
Zyra, if it means anything to you, I’m sorry that I wasn’t
honest with you about the Kryll. But I didn’t have much
choice.”

“You
did what you felt you had to do. I accept that.”

“You
asked me earlier why the Kryll trusted me. Truth is, they’re
the ones who freed me from the Overseers. I trust them with my life.
I think you should, too. If you ever need help, or you simply have
questions, go to them. You know the way now.”

“And
if I don’t need help?”

“Then
go to them anyway. They know things about you, Zyra. You might be
surprised to know how much. Be careful out there.”

Commander
Nephthys touched Zyra briefly on the arm, turned around, and walked
away. Zyra watched quietly as Commander Nephthys disappeared into the
mass of people walking through the space station. Zyra turned back
around and pushed her way through the refugees and made her way down
the corridor.

*     *   
 *

For
all the hoopla the pilots on board Phoenix made about
themselves and their ships being the fastest and the best in the
galaxy, there were no pilots willing to take Zyra to her destination,
no matter how much money she offered. She would introduce herself to
the pilots sitting in the local way station pub called the Avalon
and make her proposition, after hearing the pilots boast about their
feats and why they were the best pilots for the job, only to turn
tail and run when they found out where it was Zyra wanted them
to take her. So Zyra decided to take a different approach. She
decided to be up front about her plans. At least, that way she could
speed up the interview process and possibly save some time.

“So,
ah hear yer in need of a cabbie,” said the woman, looking
across the table from Zyra.

“I
need a very good pilot who’s not afraid of taking risks,”
Zyra replied, studying the woman’s fine porcelain features and
every expression to determine her personality.

“Pay’s
good?” was the first thing the woman asked.

“Whatever
you want,” Zyra candidly answered.

“Then
ah guess ah oughta ask ya where yer headin’?”

“Solaris
Sector. There’s a world called Planet Z. I have some business
there. And if you’re wondering, it’s a one-way trip.”

“Solaris?
That’s in Xorghkan space. Ya must be one egg short of a full
dozen expectin’ to find any pilot out here who’ll go
there. But seems this is your lucky day, honey, cause ah ain’t
any regular ol’ pilot.”

“And
you are?”

“Jaxa,
Commander of the Space Freighter Ole Willy.”

“The
Ole Willy, you say?”

“Sure.
Heard of it?”

“Yeah.”

“And
what’s yer cargo?”

“Myself
and a few choice items.”

“Tails?”

“None.
No one knows I’m even here.”

“Well,
the fee fer venturin’ out to the Solaris Sector’s gonna
cost ya a pretty penny, seein’ as it could turn into a one-way
trip for both of us. 80,000 squibs.”

“I’ll
pay it.”

“Just
like that? It’s heck of a lotta money.”

“You
want the job or not?”

“Taken.”

Jaxa
shook Zyra’s hand and rose from her chair.

“Well,
if we have a deal, meet me in bay oh seven niner with yer cargo
at twenty hundred hours. And don’t be late.”

“I
won’t.”

Jaxa
was just about to leave the table when she spun back around to face
Zyra with a humorless expression.

“Seems
there’s one thing ah forgot to ask ya.”

“What?”

“Ya
ain’t no grasshoppin’ changlin’, are ya? Gotta know
who ah’m flyin’ with.”

“No,
I’m a bounty hunter.”

“Bounty
Hunter? Wouldn’t have figured that by the looks o’
ya. But if yer one of em’, ah can’t help ya.”

“Why
not?” asked Zyra, suddenly flying up from her seat.

“Yer
a bounty hunter. And ah trust bounty hunters like ah trust a cobra.
Sorry, ol’ gal. Look’s like ya gonna be needin’ to
find someone else to take ya to the Solaris. But ah wouldn’t
hold my breath on it, if ah were ya.”

Zyra
stood silent as she watched Captain Jaxa leave her. After seven hours
of questioning pilots, this was as close as she had gotten to
chartering a flight to Zeta-Proxima, better known as Planet Z. Zyra
had no choice but to make the attempt to find herself another pilot
and up the fare if she had to. But just as Jaxa had warned, no one
was willing to fly into Xorghkan space. As they said, ‘there
wasn’t all the money in the galaxy to take that risk.’
Matter of fact, once word got out about who she was and why she was
at Avalon, none of the other pilots there would even entertain
speaking to her. Zyra was in a bind. What could she do? She had not
come this far through both time and space only to fail in her mission
now. Then, it struck her. If no one was willing to take her, then
there was only one way for her to get to Planet Z.

*     *   
 *

“This
is Commander Jaxa of the Ole Willy requesting Phoenix
dock control for permission to take off.”

“Permission
Granted,” said a voice from over the intercom.

The
stars crept by outside the view screen of the Ole Willy as it
made its way out of the space dock. “Computer, give me
estimated time before arrival at Stargate Five Five One Six.”

“T-minus
twenty five minutes.”

“Computer,
program chrono-alarm for T-minus twenty minutes. Ah wanna get a bit
o’ shut eye ‘fore we hit the jump gate.”

“Shuteye’s
going to have to wait,” said a voice from behind Jaxa. Jaxa
spun around to see Zyra standing behind her with a gun trained on
her. She tried to reach for her own weapon in her holster at her
side, but she froze when Zyra said, “Don’t even try it.
You’re not that fast.”

“What
do ya want?”

“As
if you had to ask. You’re my ticket to the Solaris System. And
the fine print says it’s non-refundable. So I hope the tank’s
full.”














Chapter
Twenty-Nine

There
was a brooding silence in the Ole Willy’s flight control
room while Zyra scrutinized every move Captain Jaxa made as she
punched in the coordinates for the Solaris System. She wasn’t
going to take any chances that Jaxa was activating any hidden gadgets
on the ship that might disarm (or eject) her.

“This
ain’t gonna work, ya know. It’s a long way from here to
Solaris,” said Jaxa. Zyra’s response was as snappy as it
was frank.

“And?”

“And
anything can happen between now and then. Sure ya wanna do this?”

“Very.
You said it yourself. You’re the best pilot in the galaxy.
Seems you volunteered for the job. But if it’s any consolation,
I’ll make sure to pay you when the flight’s over.”

“Quite
a lady, ain’t ya? Just pray ah don’t drop ya into a black
hole first.”

“I’ll
take my chances.”

Reluctantly,
Jaxa increased the power to the Ole Willy’s aft
thrusters and changed the direction of the ship’s flight.

“Mama
always tol’ me there’d be days like this,” said
Jaxa, more out of frustration than any intent for Zyra to hear her.

“Then
considered yourself warned,” retorted Zyra, not caring who
Jaxa’s words were intended for.

“Ah
don’t like ya, bounty hunter.”

“Take
a number and get in line.”

With
a sulk, Jaxa removed her glower from Zyra and returned her gaze to
the stars outside the window of her ship.

*     *   
 *

There
was an explosion of light outside the flight control room window of
the Ole Willy. Jaxa hit a button that darkened the hue of the
window and superimposed the view screen over the window. The image of
streaking lines and swirling shapes against a candescent green aura
appeared on the view screen.

“Well,
there ya have it. We’re in hyperspace now. Hope yer satisfied.”

“It’s
a start.”

“Ya
bounty hunters’re all the same. But let me warn ya, that
silent, but deadly mumbo jumbo don’t work on me.”

“Don’t
you ever shut up?”

“Last
time ah checked this was my ship. Ah think ah have the right to speak
my mind.”

“Well,
speak your mind after I’m gone.”

“Yer
sure as heck iffy, ain’t ya? Ya don’t strike me as being
completely ruthless, though.”

“Try
me.”

“Say
what ya like, but ah kinda think yer bluffin’. You ain’t
gonna shoot me. Hell, ya probably ain’t never shot nobody in
yer whole life.”

“The
graveyards are full of people who thought the same thing.”

“Ah
don’t know. There’s somethin’ about ya. Somethin’
strange. Ah jus’ can’t put my finger on it. Still, ah
think an apology’s in order.”

“Apology?”

“Yeah.
For forcin’ me to take ya hoppin’ through the stars
against my will.”

“Well,
if it makes you feel any better, I’m sorry.”

“Well,
ah can’t say ah feel better. But it’s a start.”

Zyra
pointed her pistol directly at Jaxa when she stood up unannounced
from her chair.

“Where
do you think you’re going?” she asked. Jaxa’s reply
came quickly.

“To
the R.U. to take a shower. Ah figure it’s getting’ a bit
ripe in here and ship’s on autopilot. Don’t think ya need
me right now.”

“Look,
this is not a democracy. You need to plant yourself back down in that
chair, Captain.”

“So
what are ya gonna do? Hol’ my hand every time ah go to the
potty for fifteen days while we fly through hyperspace?”

“I
can try.”

“Well,
it’ll be a long flight ‘till then.”

“Suits
me just fine.”

“Ah
really, really don’t like ya.”

“Where
have I heard that before?”

*     *   
 *

It
was a long and quiet flight to the Solaris System. Zyra had spent
most of her time watching Captain Jaxa closely to make sure that she
wasn’t trying to do anything out of the ordinary other than to
pilot her ship or to peacefully pass the time away. It was not her
intention to force an innocent woman to do anything against her will.
But Zyra lacked both the means and the patience to allow a golden
opportunity such as the one Captain Jaxa afforded her to pass her by.
She had suffered too much to simply concede failure at such an early
point in her quest. Destroying Zaragos took on new meaning for her
ever since awaking from cryo-sleep. In fact, it was the only thing
that mattered to her now. That, and keeping in perspective that she
was no longer the same arrogant, young woman who thought herself
invincible. She had faced her mortality and survived on just a mere
sliver of chance. Then again, according to Commander Nephthys, the
only reason she was alive now was because of the Kryll.

Who
were the Kryll? What did they want from her? What role did they play
in her being here now? Would she ever see them again? More
importantly, if her life was ever in danger and she had no choice but
to go to them for aid, could she trust them?

The
fact that the Kryll had told her they knew everything about her
frightened her more than words could say. Zyra had spent her entire
life keeping secrets and never allowing her life to be an open book,
not even to the people she trusted most. The possibility that someone
out there knew as much, if not more, about herself than she did was
startling to say the least. Zyra could not fathom that if there was
any truth to the Kryll’s claim that this had any good
implications. Zyra wanted out of this situation—and out of the
continuing downward spiral that was her life. But she was fresh out
of options. She would have to let matters play out to the end.
Unfortunately, she wasn’t sure where she would end up when it
was all over except maybe in a pinewood box.

Zyra
tracked her eyes along the star chart on the instrument panel looking
at the icon that represented Planet Z. It wouldn’t be much
longer before she reached the world to confirm whether or not Zaragos
was still around or that it had made Planet Z their headquarters. She
had searched for years to find the world on which Zaragos chose to
run its operations. And now that she had found it, she couldn’t
escape her growing suspicion that no matter what happened her life
would be forever changed afterwards.

“What’s
on this world yer lookin’ fer anyway?” asked the other
woman beside her.  Zyra removed her stare from the star chart on her
view screen to look at Captain Jaxa.

“I’m
not sure. But there’re some people I’m looking for. I
think they’re hiding there.”

“Friends
of yours?”

“Trust
me, they’re not my friends.”

“Either
way, if ya get in trouble, don’t be expectin’ me to wait
around to bail ya out.”

“Don’t
worry.  I can take care of myself.”

“Well,
as long as we’ve settled that…”

Zyra
ignored Jaxa’s last remark and fixed her gaze on the overhead
console in front of her and noticed something peculiar.

“What
happened to the whale?” she asked.

Jaxa
frowned. “Whale?”

“There
used to be a whale made of some kind of crystal hanging from the
console.”

“How’d
you know about that?”

“I
do, that’s all.”

Jaxa
eyeballed Zyra curiously. “Ya’ve been on this ship
before, haven’t ya? Funny, ah don’t ever remember seein’
ya before Phoenix.”

“I
was on this ship. But it was a real long time ago.”

“Don’t
see how that’s possible. Unless ya knew my Daddy, Jack.”

“Can’t
say I did.”

“So
how’d ya know about the whale?”

“Look,
it’s complicated.”

“Seein’
as how we’re stuck in hyperspace for the next three hundred and
twenty-two hours, ah figure ya have more than enough time to explain
yerself.”

“I’m
a bounty hunter. I get around. That’s all you need to know.”

“Oh,
yeah. Silent, but deadly. Ah fergot.”

Again
Zyra grew silent and noticed Jaxa glancing at one of the scanners on
the instrument console.

“I’ve
noticed you keep looking at the long-range scanner,” she
observed.  


“What
of it?” asked Jaxa, not bothering to hide the sour tone in her
voice.

“You’re
looking for him, too, aren’t you?”

“Lookin’
for who?”

“The
whale.”

“Ya
seem to know just a little too much about me. Who are ya? Really?”

“I
guess it is a bit unfair of me to keep asking you questions without
putting out a little.”

“Damn
right it is.”

“Look,
this is going to sound crazy. But I knew your great, great, great
grandfather.”

“How’s
that possible? He’s been dead fer a long time.”

“Let’s
just say that I’m a little older than I look.”

“Ya
don’t have a wrinkle on ya. How ya expect me to believe that
story?”

Zyra
forsook her sardonic tone of voice and grew quiet.

“Ever
heard of cryo-sleep?”

“Who
hasn’t? What’re ya tryin’ to tell me? Ya’ve
been doin’ a Rip Van Winkle for the past three hundred years?”

“Actually,
yes.”

“Ah’m
not buyin’ that one. Ah wasn’t born yesterday, ya know.”

“Well,
you asked.”

Zyra
grew silent and gazed outside at the verdant glare of hyperspace
emissions that filled the view screen.

“Ya
ain’t lyin, are ya?”

“No.”

“So,
how the hell that happened? Are ya one of those psychedelic Mooners
who put themselves to sleep hoping to be woke up at the end of time?”

“Not
exactly. I got myself into a jam and had to go into cyro to stay
alive.”

“Well,
you picked a hell of a time to come back. This ain’t exactly
paradise.”

“I
didn’t have a choice.”

“Well,
that explains why yer so different.”

“Different?”

“Than
the other bounty hunters. See, yer kinda like the mysterious type.
That’s why ah pegged ya as a changelin’. But those
Neo-Axin bounty hunters are real nasty folk. They’ll kill their
own mothers in their sleep if given the chance.”

“What
are they like, these Neo-Axins?”

“Oh,
they’re not what you might expect, being the offspring of the
Overseers. Can’t really tell jus’ by lookin’ at ‘em
that they’re bounty hunters, ‘cept they all got that
nasty look in their eyes like they jus’ ate their children for
breakfast. They come in all shapes and sizes and colors, jus’
like we do. But they’re strong as heck. They’ll punch a
hole in a five-foot thick metal wall if they’re pissed off
enough. Ah’ve even seen one rip the head off a man. Yeah,
they’re real nasty. And ah hate ‘em all.”

“Why?”

“They
kill my Mama when ah was real small. Ah ain’t never gonna
forgive ‘em fer it either.”

“I
know the feeling.”

“How’s
that?”

“The
people I’m searching for. They killed my father.”

“Lookin’
fer some payback, are ya? Guess ah can’t really blame ya fer
what yer doin’ now. Hell, ah’d do the same if ah knew who
kill my Mama.”

“It
doesn’t make it right, though. I’ll make it up to you
when this is over.”

“Don’t
worry ‘bout it. Ya think ya’ll find em? The people yer
lookin’ fer?”

“I
hope so. What about you? You ever find that whale?”

“Yeah.”

“What
happened?”

“He
kill my Daddy. Then he kill my brother. Ah suppose that means the
next time we meet, Ah’ll kill him.”

“And
if you don’t?”

“Then
he’ll probably kill me.”

Zyra
said nothing and simply nodded, noticing the same deadly
determination in Jaxa’s eyes that she herself had.

“Funny
thing about revenge. It could make a killer out of a nun.”

It
had been a long time since Zyra remembered what Hunter had told her
not long after he found out about the time she had spent in a parish
on Earth-III training for a life of service in the New Catholic
Church. It was the most innocent time of her life and a time of
promise.

But
that was before the rise of Zaragos, before she decided to fight evil
by all means necessary; and most importantly, before she became a
bounty hunter.














Chapter
Thirty

There
was a luminous glare as the Ole Willy exited hyperspace to
return to a field of stars and racing comets.

“Exiting
jump gate oh four oh six seven seven niner and entering the Solaris
System. Next stop, Planet Z. Well, ol’ gal, looks like ah got
ya to yer destination in one piece. Ah’d say a little
gratitude’s in order.”

“Getting
a little ahead of ourselves, aren’t we?”

“What?
Ya think somethin’ bad’s still gonna happen? Face it,
ah’m the best, jus’ like I told ya! There’s all
kinds o’ trouble out there in hyperspace for those who’s
lookin’ for it: Xorghkan dog ships, hunter-killers, bounty
hunters, pirates, anomalies, shifting hyperspace sectors, ya name it!
But ya know why we ain’t had no trouble? Cause of my expert
flyin’, that’s why! Jus’ admit it, ya think ah’m
the best, too!”

“If
you’re looking for a pat on the back, save it for the end of
the trip.”

“Aw!
Your jus’ afraid to say it! I’m smarter than a Grawlian
bog-beetle!”

“Would
you just shut up and fly?”

“Grasshoppin’
bounty hunters! I’ll never understand any of ya!” There
was a steady beep coming from the instrument console. “What the
hell? Incoming!” The Ole Willy made a lumbering roll to
avoid the steady stream of deadly laser bolts flying towards it.
“Whoa! That was close!”

“Where
did it come from?”

“Don’t
know. Goddammit! Somethin’s firin’ at us again!”

Jaxa
again angled her ship to avoid being struck by the incoming laser
fire, but this time the shields were grazed. The lights in the ship
flashed as the ship compensated power to the shields.

 “I
knew it wasn’t going to be this easy.”

“Maybe
someone’s jus’ rufflin’ our feathers, tellin’
us to turn back. Ain’t too late for that, ya know.”

“Don’t
even think about it.”

“Had
to try. Anyhow, if ah keep this trajectory, we should be out o’
range o’ whatever it was that tried to ice us.”

Suddenly,
Zyra had a disturbing thought.

“Oh,
god! Turn around, Jaxa! Now!”

“Why?
What’s wrong?”

“Just
do it!”

Before
Jaxa could react to Zyra’s words, the stars began to disappear
to reveal hundreds of satellites turning towards them to reveal their
mounted cannons.

“Christ!
What kinda crawfish killin’ thing is that!”

“It’s
an orbital defense grid! Those weren’t warning shots that hit
the ship. It was deliberately trying to make us fly into the grid!”

“Well,
we’re in fer it now!”

The
entire field of space was aglow with hundreds of lasers beaming
towards the Ole Willy. Jaxa did her best to elude the deadly
darts, but the ship was bombarded with explosive energy.

“Give
me weapons!” cried Zyra. Jaxa activated the weapons grid on
Zyra’s side of the cockpit. Zyra immediately began firing the
Ole Willy’s dorsal cannons at one of the satellites, but
the shots were deflected away by an invisible force. “Damn!
They’re shielded!” There was a loud explosion just before
the Ole Willy shook to its very core. “Ion Missiles!
Where did those come from, Jaxa?”

“Can’t
tell. Too many Z-lines!”

Zyra
targeted another satellite and fired several rounds into the
satellite. No sooner than her shots were deflected away by the
satellite’s shields, the Ole Willy was rocked again by
another terrible explosion.

“What’s
goin’ on? Those missiles are killin’ me!”

“I
know! Every time I return fire, the missile defense grid gets a
positive lock-on!”

“So
how the hell ya think we’re gonna get outta here if we can’t
blast our way out?”

“I
don’t know! Just fly!”

“What?”

“Just
fly past the grid as fast as you can! I’ve got an idea!”

Zyra
opened the cargo bay door.

“What
are ya doin’?”

“I’m
getting rid of some of the weight.”

“You’re
dumpin’ my cargo! That’s two hundred tons o’ pure
chrysium! Are ya crazy?”

“Sorry!
Got no choice!”

“Ah’m
gonna kill ya when this is over, ah swear!”

“If
we don’t die first!”

Zyra
fired a round of lasers at one of the canisters floating just towards
the rear of the ship. There were several subsequent explosions as the
cargo exploded into a big ball of flame, taking out several of the
nearby satellites. The Ole Willy was caught in the backwash of
energy that poured across the ship.

“Darn
it! Caught in the wake! Shields are down!”

“But
we have our opening now!” The smile that tried to form on
Zyra’s face quickly turned into a grimace when she noticed
something strange on the view screen. “Uh, oh.”

“What
in tarnations is it now?”

It
was a simple enough question. But neither Zyra nor Jaxa dared to
interrupt the silence that filled the flight control room when they
observed countless more weapon satellites appear against the deep
blackness of space, the number of which almost blotted out the light
of stars that gleamed on the view screen. For a time, all that could
be heard was the thrum of the Ole Willy’s engines at the
rear of the ship and the electronic noises that came from the devices
on the instrument console. It was only when the stars transformed
into a hailstorm of approaching missiles that Jaxa sounded her voice.

“Guess
this is it, huh?”

“Sorry
I dragged you into this, Jaxa,” was all Zyra could say, her
color fading into an opaque blur as the missiles racing towards the
Ole Willy caused her and Jaxa to be engulfed in the intense
glare that came from the view screen. But just as the missiles bore
down on the Ole Willy, the array of satellites outside the
ship disappeared while the missiles they had launched floated off
haphazardly into space.

“What
in Jumpin’ Jehosaphat’s name jus’ happened?”

“I
don’t know. I think the defense grid’s down.”

“How?”

“Beat’s
me. But I’m not complaining. Let’s just get out of here
before it changes its mind.”

*     *   
 *

Zyra
stood in the landing bay of the Ole Willy running a quick
diagnostics of her encounter-suit’s system functions and was
not surprised to know that after all her tinkering around with it
during the long journey to the Solaris System that it was barely up
and running. She turned around to fix her gaze on Captain Jaxa when
she approached her from the far side of the ship corridor.

“Ya
know, after mixin’ it up with that defense grid, ah realize yer
dealin’ with some serious customers. Sure ya wanna go through
with this?”

“I
have to.”

“How
the hell ya gonna get off world? Ya know ah won’t be here to
pick ya up.”

“If
this place is what I think it is, and I do what I intend to, I won’t
be needing a ride.”

“Oh,
ah get it. Yer one of those suicidal bounty hunter types. Not a good
idea, gettin’ yerself killed.”

“We
all have to die some time,” said Zyra as her modified wrist
cannon briefly ejected from her forearm. The cannon disappeared back
into her suit.

“Ah
know we ain’t friends or nuthin’, being as ah hardly know
ya. But ah jus’ can’t imagine yer goin’ down there
jus’ to die.”

“It’s
not about dying, Jaxa. It’s about justice.”

“Justice?
Revenge? What difference does it make if ya get yerself killed?”

“It
makes a difference to me.”

“Ah
still think it’s a waste. But if it means anything to ya, good
luck.”

“Thanks,”
said Zyra with a smile. “Get home safely, Jaxa.”

“Ya,
too. Ready for transport?”

“Yeah.”

*     *   
 *

Zyra
followed behind Jaxa with her helmet tucked in her arms through the
dark, narrow corridors of the Ole Willy as they walked towards
the transport chamber. Before the fall of the Alliance, transport
chambers were just making a comeback after having been banned for
several decades. In theory, transport chambers were an excellent
means of quickly transporting people over really long distances and
were thought to possibly replace spaceships and hyperspace gates in
the future. But the proliferation of transporters being made
available to the public before the technology was safely tested
resulted in several fatal accidents. Zyra couldn’t really think
of a worse way to die than having your molecules scrambled by a
malfunctioned transporter or, as some speculated, being beamed across
time and space to the past or future. She remembered reading reports
about many grotesque aberrations that used to be people being
received on the other end of a transporter.

The
transporters she was accustomed to were incapable of beaming an
individual to a specific location without another transporter to
receive the DNA signal. Zyra was sure that the transporters of Jaxa’s
time had to be far more advanced and safe than those of the old days.
So when Jaxa told her that she would beam her to the surface of
Planet Z using a transporter, she had expected to see a
state-of-the-art transporter. But what she found was a rather clunky
and bedraggled-looking device that was mounted rather sloppily into
the walls of the ship. She wasn’t sure the transporter was even
safe to use, let alone functional.

“Ah
would be usin’ the new transporter in the front of the ship,
but the system went down during that commotion with the defense
grid.”

“I
understand.”

“Ah
don’t think ya do. With the new transporter, ah could’ve
beamed ya to wherever ya wanted to go on the planet. But this ol’
thing has jus’ enough juice in it to transport ya to the
nearest transporter on world.”

“Have
you located one?”

“Sure.
While ya were settin’ yerself up, ah scanned the world and
found an old transporter just one hundred and fifty kilometers below
the planet surface. It’s an oldie though. Probably a first
model. Don’t even know if it works. And even if it does, fer
all ah know ah could be deliverin’ ya gift-wrapped to yer
friends down there.”

“I’ll
take my chances.”

“Well,
keep yer weapons systems hot just in case.”

“Good
advice.”

Jaxa
stepped aside for Zyra to enter the transport chamber.

“Well,
it was nice knowin’ ya, Zyra.”

“I
was glad to meet you, too, Jaxa. Your pay’s under the
co-pilot’s chair in the cockpit.”

“Hell,
ah had so much fun getting ya here ah almost might not have even
missed the money. Almost.”

Zyra
grinned.

“You
take care of yourself.”

“Ya
do the same. See ya ‘round.”

Captain
Jaxa pressed a button on the wall that activated the transporter.
Zyra disappeared from her sight in a surreal flash of indigo light.
There was a pop and a hiss immediately afterwards, just before a
cloud of smoke came from the transporter.

“Guess
that’s it. Heaven be with ya, Zyra. God knows what ya just got
yerself into.”














Chapter
Thirty-One

Sinuous
streams of phosphorous light gushed forth from the dilapidated
vestibule that served as a transport chamber. Within the dense
amalgamation of photon particles and ion emissions molecules began to
swirl and form solid matter from which the silhouette of a human
figure could be discerned. There was the continual hum like the
buzzing of moving servos before the figure completely materialized in
the transporter. Zyra Zanr, donned in her trademark encounter-suit of
grey, purple, and flamboyant red had hardly taken a step out of the
transport bay when a shower of sparks flew out of the transport
apparatus behind her. Zyra looked back at the destitute transport
device with an innocuous grin beneath her helmet.

This
is really getting old, she thought. It mattered less to Zyra that
of all the transport devices Jaxa had chosen for her to land on
Planet-Z, she had selected the very one that would have killed her if
the transporter’s power core had given out just a nanosecond
sooner than it completed its task, or that for all she knew, the
device might have been her only way off world, but rather that this
was the latest of a succession of near fatal events she had to endure
caused by what she supposed was her bad luck. Zyra might have laughed
at the thought that sprung into her mind that perhaps the only reason
she was still alive was due to whatever good luck she still
possessed. But to admit to such a concept might actually result in
her losing that last sliver of good luck. A chance she wouldn’t
take.

Zyra
proceeded to make her way through the darkness of the corridor she
was in, all the while observing the ramshackled metal walls and
derelict equipment about her. It was obvious that this part of
Zaragos Headquarters was long neglected and had been so for years.
Notably, the architecture of the corridor wasn’t altogether
unfamiliar to her. In fact, there seemed to be a quasi-human
architectural philosophy to its design, however archaic. Zyra
wondered what significance that fact held, but decided to contemplate
the matter later when she had the chance. For now, she had to focus
on her mission—a mission that could very well end in her death.

*     *   
 *

It
didn’t take very long for Zyra to find herself in a large
tunnel where many armed creatures she knew as Throgs marched beneath
the energy conduit she was standing on. She crouched down so that no
one would notice her and simply observed the goings on below her.

Throgs,
as a standard, were not the most charming or endearing species of
aliens to encounter. They were an intimidating lot of creatures,
tall, broad of shoulder, wide of girth, long of limb, with a balding
aspect, and brutish by nature. Not surprisingly, the females of their
race were even more warlike than the males and comprised nearly three
quarters of their military forces. Zyra remembered the last time she
was in a confrontation with a female Throg, and in the attempt of
apprehending her for a rather decent bounty, had nearly lost her
life. As it went, the only thing she hated worse than Throgs were
Xorghkans. So the fact that she had finally made her way to Zaragos
Headquarters only to see hordes of Throgs infesting the place made
her stomach churn.

Zyra
kept her head low and surreptitiously made her way along the conduit
until she came to a fork in the tunnel. She wasn’t certain
which way she should go. But after noticing that most of the Throgs
were heading into the right shaft of the tunnel with the slaves, it
made her decision to go left that much easier. She had not gone that
far down the left tunnel when she heard shouting. She looked over the
edge of the conduit she was standing on to see several human beings
marching in line alongside the Throgs guarding them. From what she
could gather, there were mostly females and children in the
procession. One child in particular had somehow incurred the wrath of
one of the Throgs and was being punished by him. Zyra watched angrily
as the little girl was struck over and over again with energy thongs.
She knew there was nothing she could do to help the child without
prematurely announcing her presence to the Throgs. One of the slaves
took it upon themselves to protect the child and fell on her to
absorb the punishment being dished out. But the Throgs simply beat
the slave until he ceased to move—or breath—anymore. Then
the Throgs ordered the slaves to carry the little girl away and so
they did. It distressed Zyra greatly to have witnessed what she did
without lifting a finger to help. But she had little choice in the
matter. She had a mission to complete and she would let nothing stop
her.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
came to a small service area in the long tunnel lit by rectangular
lights built into the tunnel rock itself. Very outdated tech.
Zyra hadn’t thought anyone still used gas-tube lights since
long before she was ever born. She quickly put the thought out of her
mind, thinking it just a trivial bit of information to keep her
distracted from what she ought to be thinking about. Zyra carefully
checked her surroundings before leaping from the polysteel conduit
upon which she stood and approached the bay where there was a door to
a room. She hit the access port, but the door would not open. She
even attempted to use her encounter-suit’s electronic door
opener (more a relic of her encounter-suit’s original
system-tools protocol than a functional device in the fifty-third
century), but it too failed to open the door. Rightfully, she assumed
that the door had a code-lock and would not let her in until she had
entered the correct password. Of course, there was an infinitesimal
amount of possible codes and randomly entering codes would serve no
purpose, other than to possibly lock her permanently out of the room.
Besides, Zyra didn’t feel like spending the rest of her life
searching for a code that would be useless by the time she found it.
So she used her encounter-suit computer to upload a code-cracking
program into the door’s operation’s manager. It took only
a few seconds for Zyra to break the code.

Finally,
something’s going my way.

Zyra
pressed the access button on the door controls again, thinking the
door would open, but instead, she was hit by a shower of sparks that
singed her encounter-suit and sent jolts up her arm.

That
smarts!

Zyra
tried to shake the pain out of her arm then began the process all
over again. Just a few seconds later, a green light on her computer
told her that it had accessed the door. She reached a finger towards
the access button, but stopped just short of it. She then picked up a
small rock and hurled it at the door controls. Again, there was a
burst of electricity that shattered the rock to dust. Zyra tried for
a third time to crack the code for the door lock and received the
okay from her computer. She was apprehensive to touch the controls,
but when she did, she was struck with a heavy dose of electricity
that hurled her backwards into a tumbled heap on the ground.

“I
hate this!” she blurted out while pounding her fist angrily on
the ground. Zyra rose from the ground with a dejected look under the
visor of her encounter-suit helmet and stopped to think. There was no
telling when or where she would find another computer terminal
station. Besides, even if she did locate another computer station,
she would probably only face the same problem again. Her choices were
limited. If she wanted to retrieve a map of Zaragos Headquarters, she
would have to gain access to a computer. But how could she gain
access to the computer terminal if she couldn’t get past the
door’s security program?

It
was a long shot, but Zyra had one last option. She would attempt to
bypass the code-lock altogether and use her encounter-suit computer
to hack into the door’s computer locking mechanism. Zyra
consequently worked her magic on her computer and crossed her
fingers. Not altogether surprisingly, a green light beamed at her
that signaled her to proceed.

If
this fails, I’m going to have to get a new day job. Zyra
walked over to the door once more and made a cross in front of her
heart. Okay, three time’s the charm, right?

Zyra
reached towards the door control and braced herself for an even worse
jolt than the last, all the while wondering if this one would
actually kill her. But to her surprise, the door simply slid open.
Zyra breathed a deep sigh of relief, checked behind her to make sure
she wasn’t being watched, and entered the computer station.

*     *   
 *

Like
everything else she had encountered so far at Zaragos Headquarters,
the planetary computer networking system, as well as the computer
terminal itself, was an outdated and unfamiliar system to Zyra. She
couldn’t help but believe that everything on this world was
made specifically with her in mind—and just to annoy her.
Rather than the state-of-the-art pictographic interface computer
system which allowed users to manipulate a slew of holographic icons
to operate whatever program was being used, the computer she was
using now was designed with the old style two-dimensional visual
monitors and typographic system which required the computer operator
to enter their desired instructions through an alphanumerical keypad.
It was a far slower and tedious system than what she was used to. But
Zyra had no choice but to use whatever system was available to her.
If it weren’t for the fact that Zyra’s own computer
system on board the Helship-II was a mishmash (some might say
mockery) of technology from many centuries gone by, she might not
have known what she was doing now. 


Still,
it didn’t take her very long to find what she was looking for
or to download several topographical maps of Zaragos Headquarters.
But Zyra’s eyes widened upon her terrible discovery. She had
always supposed that Zaragos Headquarters would have been a very
sizeable fortress. But she had never in her wildest dreams imagined
that Zaragos Headquarters and Planet-Z were one and the same.

Zyra
poured over the maps being displayed on the computer screen, looking
for some sign to tell her differently, but she only winced at the
influx of data revealing to her the sheer size of the planet. A
highly detailed topographic illustration revealed the magnitude of
the base’s size, for in appearance it was like some vast
parasitic organism that had grown inside its host and attached itself
through a network of appendages to the world’s most vital
organ: its core. In some ways, Zaragos Headquarters was as complexly
constructed as a spider web, a multi-tentacled feat of architecture
with a nearly endless array of subterranean tunnels, corridors,
elevator shafts, and composite buildings, all of which was powered by
geothermal energy extracted from the planet’s core. Zyra could
only describe what she was seeing as a complex polygon—or
better still, a microcellular organism with nerve endings growing out
of the outer membrane of its nucleus and towards its cell walls.
According to the network computer, there were approximately twenty
million individual complexes on the surface of Planet-Z where
different operations were being run. More impressively, there were
nearly twice as many complexes constructed under the planet surface
and then some still under construction. This amounted to some sixty
million different complexes, to say nothing of domiciles where
Zaragos agents lived, any of which Zaragos’ leader could be
hiding in, whoever he or she was. Zyra had to find some way of
narrowing her search down or she knew she had no chance of completing
her mission to uncover the mastermind behind Zaragos. Suddenly, there
was a loud electronic beep as though from an alarm. But then a
distorted voice suddenly clamored into the air.

“Resynchronization
of scheduled launch completed. Launch will commence in one hundred
and sixty-eight hours. All launch system operators stand by for
further instructions on band signal eight-seven-six-six-zero-seven.”

Launch?

Zyra
had to find out what was going on. She immediately began to search
the network computer database for information concerning the
mentioned launch. But no sooner than she located the program deep
within the database, the computer interface station she was at
suddenly shut down and all the lights in the room went dark. Thinking
that she had been discovered, Zyra spun around and activated her
encounter-suit’s infrared visual sensors to see in the
darkness, all the while defensively training her wrist cannon in
front of her. She performed a quick scan of the room searching for
bio-signs, as she did not want to take the chance that someone
wearing a stealth-suit was hiding nearby. To Zyra’s relief, the
scan came up negative. Therefore, she concluded that there wasn’t
anyone else in the room with her. But the electronic voice she had
heard only moments ago came through the intercom once more.

“Uploading
new command files for operations sequence. All nonvital system
computer operations will cease for twenty-six minutes.”

Whatever
it was that had required the complete shutdown of the planetary
computer network system was major. Something big was definitely going
down on Planet-Z. Zyra could only guess what that was. She decided to
make her retreat from the computer room as quickly as she could and
try to figure out all that she had learned in a less secure area.

*     *   
 *

Words
could not describe Zyra’s angst as she poured over the newly
acquired maps of Planet-Z and thought about what to do next. Planet-Z
was far too large for her to entertain the thought of randomly doing
searches for the leader of Zaragos. Again, without proper
information, she couldn’t even verify that he was currently on
the planet. For all she knew, Zaragos’ leader could be working
his mischief several quadrillions of miles away on some spacecraft
while she was running around on Planet-Z like a chicken without a
head. Even if he were somewhere on Planet-Z, with millions of
complexes all over and under the planet, Zyra would have to secure
the knowledge of his exact location before ever contemplating his
capture. The worse part was Zyra knew she would probably have to face
the entire arsenal of Zaragos’ security forces and automated
programs to do so.

Zyra
thought long and hard about her options and came up with the same
problem every time. Such sensitive information about where Zaragos’
leader was would either be cleverly hidden beneath the most
sophisticated and secured database, meaning that she’d have an
ice cube’s chance in hell of ever uncovering that information
(that was assuming she’d ever gain access to another computer
terminal again), or be in the possession of one of Zaragos’
chief cronies, meaning she would have to confront one of them to
force them to divulge that information. Neither option held much
promise, but the latter, at least, though posing greater danger to
herself, could effectively give her what she wanted without
squandering too much time.

There
also was this whole launch affair that she hadn’t forgotten
about. But as to what Zaragos could be launching, she did not know.
Perhaps she was overreacting. For all she knew, it could be a simple
test, such as any self-sustained orbital science station or planetary
government might perform. If that were the case, then Zaragos could
be in the process of testing out a satellite relay station, an
experimental transport vessel, or even upgrades to the orbital
satellite weapons defense grid that she had barely survived during
her approach. But Planet-Z was no science station and Zaragos wasn’t
a government in the strict sense of the word. Whatever Zaragos was up
to, it couldn’t be good.

After
considering her options, Zyra decided that she had no choice but to
go after one of Zaragos’ cronies. She searched through her
encounter-suit computer calling up maps and image files of specific
taskmasters who lived in the area. It took some time, but Zyra found
the labor master’s quarters not very far away from where she
was in room one-one-eight-eight-four of Alpha Sector Complex-9. Labor
masters weren’t very far up the hierarchy of any organization,
so she doubted that he would possess information critical to her
mission. But if she were lucky, he could tell her where to find
someone who did.














Chapter
Thirty-Two

It
was a bad omen to Zyra to think that as far deep beneath the surface
of Planet-Z as she was upon her arrival, to reach Alpha Sector
Complex-9 she had to descend even farther into the depths of the
planet. She needed no further coaxing to appreciate the vastness of
the world or to remind her of how daunting her mission was. All she
cared about was capturing the leader of Zaragos and perhaps finally
busting up the infamous criminal ring once and for all. Then,
whatever happened after that, she could at least die in peace,
knowing that she did her part to purge the universe of a great evil.
But, more personally, she’d have finally avenged her father.

*     *   
 *

Surprisingly,
it took less time for Zyra to reach Alpha Sector than she had
originally thought. According to her map, Alpha Sector was a newly
raised area of Zaragos HQ that was supposed to be heavily under
construction. For that reason she had expected to see plenty of heavy
machinery in the vicinity. But there was very little in the way of
construction equipment or sites to indicate that there was any such
large construction going on.

What
she did find was that the entire complex was filled with an odor that
increased in pungency the closer she got to her destination. She was
of a mind to believe at first that there might have been an
underground sewage plant somewhere in the area that didn’t
appear on the map. What did appear on the map, however, were the
directions for the labor master’s housing complex. According to
the map, the labor master’s lodging was just a few hundred
kilometers east of an underground rock quarry. But to her growing
annoyance and alarm, the closer she got to the quarry, the greater
the stench overriding her senses.

The
ever-growing stench that filled the complex almost overcame Zyra with
nausea. But as dreadful as the smell was, nothing was worse than what
she saw when she finally reached the quarry. There in front of her
was a metal tower fashioned after an antiquated smokestack into which
people were being herded. From the noxious fumes pouring out of the
smokestack, Zyra had no doubts about where the people were being led
or why. Zyra watched with incredulous eyes as the throng of people
filed into the tower one after the other. It was as grotesque a sight
as any Zyra had ever witnessed in her life, and one that seemed to
come from the dusty pages of old Earth history: human beings being
marched into a blazing furnace. Zyra realized then that what she had
supposed was a rock quarry or factory was neither, but rather an
extermination camp.

Zyra
fixed her gaze on a large group of slaves that had been forced to
line up in several rows not very far from the furnace. There was an
amalgamation of slaves, some young, some elderly, but all lacking a
healthy appearance—and except for the youngest children among
them, they all shared the same lifeless gaze, as though they all
simply wanted their ordeal to end, through death or otherwise. Only
when the Throgs raised their guns to the harshly given orders they
received, did Zyra realize that she was wrong. It wasn’t death
the slaves wanted. But rather hope.

Hope
was a fine word to use when it seemed that one’s finite
existence wasn’t so finite. But hope was a far too overused and
loosely accepted human concept, so far as Zyra saw it. The fact that
so many people were about to lose their lives, in spite of their
hope, did little to renew her dwindling faith. ‘The Lord giveth
and he taketh,’ was the old religious adage. But it seemed to
Zyra that the good Lord often took more than he gave in return.

Zyra
braced herself for the inevitable moment in which the slaves would
meet their untimely end. Lines crawled into her lineless face as the
horror of what she was about to witness welled up in her. Then, the
commander of the Throgs barked something in his rough speech that
caused a hail of laser fire to tear through the slaves. Zyra felt the
contents of her stomach threaten to expel itself as she witnessed a
hundred or more slaves being slaughtered right before her eyes. Young
or old, male or female, no one was spared. Mounds of smoldering
corpses were all that remained when the Throgs were ordered to
withdraw their fire. Zyra had always feared what she might see when
she came to Planet-Z. If she had any doubts that she had found her
enemy’s headquarters, with this single act of bloodshed, they
were all quickly put to rest. With teary eyes concealed behind her
encounter-suit helmet, she solemnly went through her usual motions of
forming a cross in front of her heart, neither the act nor her anger
able to check the tears that rolled from her eyes.

*     *   
 *

Zyra’s
mind raced over the massacre of the slaves. Her heart beat at a
maddening pace as she pondered her actions, or lack thereof, during
the incident. Was there anything she could have done to save the
slaves? She was only one person and couldn’t take on an entire
army of Throgs alone. Besides, if she had made the attempt, not only
would she have prematurely announced her presence to Zaragos here on
their home world, a situation in which she could hardly fathom the
outcome, but she might also have died in the incident, and there was
very little for her to gain by committing suicide so soon after
beginning her quest, especially after all she had gone through just
to reach Planet-Z.

Still,
the idea that Zyra had ignored the silent outcry of people who had
needed her help did not sit well with her. Zyra did not believe that
her interference during the massacre would have saved the slaves. She
did, however, believe that her interference might have saved herself
from her guilt.

*     *   
 *

It
took less time than Zyra thought for her to reach the labor master’s
complex. As it was approaching night, chances were that the labor
master would be finishing up his tasks for the day and preparing to
turn in for the night. That was assuming that the labor master was
human and adhered to the Old Terran custom of working during daylight
and sleeping at night. But even if he wasn’t human, the
construction schedules Zyra had looked at in the database indicated
that most of the work crews on Planet-Z worked according to a human
schedule, that being mostly daylight hours. Still, as Zyra was in the
subterranean levels beneath the world’s surface—and most
importantly, its sun—it was obvious that there was little need
to adhere to that practice, therefore, the chief reason for
around-the-clock work crews. Thankfully, she had downloaded the
intermittent work schedules to find out when the labor master’s
shift was at an end and so entered his complex. And she did so
without incident. She sneaked past the occasional passerby and used
her security systems detector to avoid all security monitoring
devices. There was one hallway, however, that had several rotating
cameras. She quickly hacked into the planetary computer network,
rerouted the subroutines to the complex security management system,
and reprogrammed the cameras to face the wall momentarily while she
passed by them.

Zyra
came to the labor master’s quarters and entered it after
quickly bypassing the door’s security program. It wasn’t
altogether surprising for Zyra to discover that the labor master’s
chambers had an atmosphere that was compatible with the rest of the
world. Zyra had long had the hunch that Zaragos was a human-led
operation. She had no proof to back this up, of course. But there was
something strange about Zaragos’ operations, as if it all had a
human logic, from the structure of its hierarchy to the utilization
of foot soldiers. Most aliens had their own logic system that was
inseparable from their racial identity and was distinct from humans.
Human logic, however mathematical in its efficiency, was tainted by a
certain egotistical, sometimes even irrational, bravado often caused
by emotion dominating intellect. Logic only governed human thinking.
Emotion, however, governed the entire human being. And everything
Zyra had seen so far on Planet-Z was consistent with human
architecture, however abstract at times. For there was a
computer-like precision to the way structures were built throughout
Zaragos Headquarters. But there was also a flamboyant quality
inherent in its design as if emotional edict was overriding the basic
purpose of the architecture. As far as Zyra saw it, Zaragos
Headquarters was the architectural equivalent of Hector Berlioz’s
Symphony Fantastique—designed with a madman’s
genius. 


Zyra
searched the labor master’s quarters, checking for hidden
security devices and, in the process, discovered a data orb sitting
on a night table near the bed. She investigated the data orb with a
preliminary visual scan, but noticed nothing peculiar or dangerous
about its external properties (some data orbs were known to
self-destruct when physically handled by someone without the proper
DNA sequencing). But just then she had an idea. It was going to be a
risk, as she wasn’t sure when the labor master would return to
his room. But as she didn’t want to take the chance that the
orb was encrypted, she decided to use his computer. Familiar text
appeared on the computer screen:

Update
on Project Apocalypse: Phase 4:

Bio-nucleic
plague formula complete. Currently installing virus into photon
warheads. Predicted casualties: approximately eighty percent of the
human race within galactic sphere will die from exposure to lethal
virus strands. Survivors will be hunted down by Adamite Series-2
shock troops. —ZARAGOS.

Zyra
was appalled by what she had just read. Not only did the report
confirm that the Zaragos Crime Syndicate was still around, but that
they were also the masterminds behind the plot to destroy humanity.
Zyra wasn’t sure if there was anything she could do to stop
Zaragos directly. According to her chronometer she had four days to
think of something before the impending missile launch would be
initiated. But before Zyra could contemplate the matter further, she
noticed fumes coming out of the vents along the floor. Zyra did a
bio-scan and got a quick readout on her visor of the chemical
composition of the gas.

Ammonium
Noxide and Cyanide Gas. Not taking any chances with me. 


It
was obvious that Zyra had not been careful enough and had been
detected by some unseen security system. For all she knew, her
activating of the labor master’s computer could have been her
one mistake. Fortunately, she was wearing an encounter-suit, made
specifically to keep radiation or any noxious substance from
affecting her. Zyra decided to take the data orb with her and to make
a quick retreat from the room.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
hastily, but cautiously, made her way from the labor master’s
room and into the hallway only to discover that, except for the
emergency lights running along the floor, she was engulfed in
darkness. The fact that there were noxious gases everywhere did not
fail to impress upon her either. She had to activate her infrared
scanner to peer through the gas.

Suddenly,
a thin sliver of infrared light cut through the thick fumes. Zyra
leapt backwards and ignited her propulsion pack just before she was
bombarded with a shower of lasers. She fired several rounds from her
wrist cannon back in the direction of her attacker while spinning to
avoid being shot, then dropped into a defensive roll on the floor.
Using her encounter-suit’s stereoscopic sensors, Zyra glanced
behind her to see what she quickly assessed from its old, clunky
mechanical appearance as an old Hunter Robot. Hunter Class Robots
were once used as foot soldiers in land missions during the first
Human-Arlarion War several hundred years ago. At the time, they were
a very effective means of bolstering human forces with deadly
results. The Hunter Robots were lethal killing machines that were so
efficient in taking out their targets, that they were infamous for
being too proficient at killing. In fact, the only reason why they
were ever taken out of service was because they would destroy
everything on the battlefield, including their own forces. Zyra
didn’t know where Zaragos managed to dig up a Hunter Robot. But
the fact that it had been apparently sent to kill her was not a good
sign.

She
advanced down the hall trading laser-fire with the Hunter Robot. With
precise aim, she struck the robot repeatedly about the base of its
flat body where it rolled on steel treads, and drew a line straight
up the center of its cylindrical torso to no effect. Right away, it
was apparent to Zyra that her weapons were incapable of piercing the
thick armor plating of the Hunter Robot.

Zyra
dashed out of the labor master’s complex, running past a slew
of adjacent buildings until she came to a dead end. She couldn’t
go back the way she had come so she ran into the large bay door of
the closest building and ended up in a munitions assembly room. The
sound of heavy machines pressing, drilling, burning, and cutting all
sorts of metal only added to the hellish nature of the room’s
ambience. There was smoke everywhere from large vats of hot
steel—steel that was used to create several hundred thousand
guns currently being rolled off of the assembly line.

Suddenly,
something leapt down from the observation bridge above her and fired
a shot at her at near point-blank range. Zyra dived out of the way of
the blast, stood up, and changed the path of her retreat. From its
hunched, but human-like appearance, she knew it was a Slayer-Droid. s
were state-of-the-art soldiers during the last days of the Alliance
and had replaced humans as the principle combatants in combat
situations. They were far more advanced than Hunter Robots and far
more intelligent. Some Slayer-Droids even exhibited what some might
have surmised as personality traits. But those traits, by design,
were exclusively in the realm of aggression.

The
Slayer-Droid fired again at Zyra, but she managed to duck behind a
large gondola that housed several tiers of weapons she assumed
numbered into the hundreds of thousands. As soon as she tried to
escape from the other side of the gondola, the Hunter Robot, which
she had carelessly forgotten about, also fired at her. She ducked
back behind the gondola to avoid being ripped to shreds by its heavy
artillery.

So
Cain and Abel here think they’re going to give me the squeeze,
huh? I’ve got something for them.

Zyra
activated a secondary option on her missile cache and sprayed a
potent liquid adhesive along the floor. The Slayer-Droid, which she
unaffectionately dubbed as “Abel,” ignited his own
propulsion system housed within the soles of his metallic feet and
hovered into the air to get a better shot at her. The Hunter Robot,
“Cain,” as Zyra mockingly tagged him, also let off a
volley of lethal bolts at her. But he heedlessly rolled onto the
gooey substance she had sprayed on the floor, causing his treads to
get stuck. As his body was loosely formed in the fashion of the Old
Earth tanks of historic fame, the Hunter Robot was caught in Zyra’s
trap and unable to roll free of the sticky substance. That did not
stop the one-tracked-minded robot from trying to kill her. Cain
pivoted on his rotating frame and let loose a hail of laser fire from
its spigot-like cannons. Zyra just managed to fire her propulsion
pack and soar out of his firing range. But as quickly as she landed
on her feet, she was struck in the helmet by blazing shrapnel caused
by a wayward shot from Abel tearing through a nearby gondola. Her
infrared sensors immediately malfunctioned.

Now
that Zyra’s sensors were scrambled and she could not see
through the darkness of the munitions factory room, her only real
weapon was her desperation. She aimed her sights on the lights on the
roof and opened fire on them. The lights shattered into many small
fragments, spilling phosphorous chemical all over the floor, just as
Abel came racing towards her. She then blasted the gas pipes running
alongside the wall. The mixture of gas and sparks from the exploding
light wells created an explosion that ripped through Cain and Abel.
At first, she thought the force of the explosion would be great
enough to breach their armor-plated bodies, allowing their exposed
circuits to be affected by the deluge of water that came promptly
from the fire sprinklers. But she quickly realized that their
metallic frames were too dense to be affected by even that powerful
explosion.

Fortunately,
Zyra’s plan had another unintended, but positive, consequence.
It wasn’t until she noticed the scattershot manner in which
Abel fired his weapon that she realized that he was unable to get a
fix on her location. The cloud of steam rising from the vats of hot
steel mixed with water from the sprinklers was obviously interfering
with his motion-targeting sensors (obviously more a result of poor
maintenance than Zyra’s plan as Slayer-Droids were renowned for
their battlefield prowess). Zyra watched Abel’s animated stupor
with a smirk as he spun his gaze back and forth looking for her when
in fact she was standing directly in front of him. His momentary
blindness gave her the opportunity she needed to devise his doom.

Zyra
spun around, smirk more pronounced under her helmet, and searched the
munitions room with her internal radar for the proximity of Cain. One
of her missiles screamed through the air at him when she found him
nearby. There was a loud explosion as the missile struck Cain in the
torso. The flames from the missile failed to do him any real damage,
but succeeded to free him from the adhesive solution she had used to
lodge him in place. With a slight pivot of his frame, Cain trained
his twin cannons in Zyra’s direction just as he began to roll
towards her.

Zyra’s
smile grew even wider.

Cain
fired a barrage of lasers in her direction only after she retreated
from his path of fire. There was a flash of light as his lasers
ripped through Abel’s metal frame. Zyra almost laughed out loud
as she watched Abel angrily return fire at Cain. Subsequently, each
machine, robot and droid, engaged the other in a deadly battle for
mechanized supremacy. For a short while, it seemed as if Abel had the
upper hand, his superior weapons and targeting system unleashing a
steady blitz of blinding laser fire upon Cain’s antiquated
frame as he soared through the air to get closer to his target. But
the other robot was unyielding in the face of Abel’s
nightmarish fury, absorbing the brunt of his blazing artillery fire,
and returning it tenfold. Numerous hidden ports opened throughout
Cain’s heavily armored frame to reveal his full cache of
weapons.

Zyra
ducked behind a queue of upright ship cannons to witness the full
capabilities of the lethal war machines. She gnashed her teeth as the
air about her crackled from the maelstrom of energy that was
unleashed in the wake of their fury. Her eyes were a squint behind
her visor, perceiving only bright flashes of indigo against a matte
of cerise and fiery gold. It was her intent to pit robot against
droid, hoping that only one of them would remain for her to deal
with. But Zyra had not anticipated that their battle would be fought
with such vehemence. There was no way for her to tell if Cain or Abel
had realized her ruse. But she wasn’t even sure they cared who
their intended target was anymore. One machine had fired on the other
with bitter results. Now, both were determined to play their parts
out to the very end.

A
sudden barrage of ion energy ripping through the ship cannons in
front of her caused Zyra to shoot forth from her hiding place with
her arms held protectively over her head. Zyra might have thought
that either Cain or Abel had finally realized her deception, but it
was obvious that they were intent on destroying each other, even if
they had to take out the entire munitions factory with them. In fact,
the fighting was so intense that there was a moment when Zyra
wondered if she hadn’t made a mistake, gambling that one or
both of the raging machines would be promptly destroyed without much
of a contest. And for a second she doubted that she would even
survive the encounter. But the large, orange mushroom cloud that
shook the room a moment later signaled that one of the machines had
been unwillingly retired from service.

Zyra’s
infrared sensors finally came back on line just as the sprinklers on
the roof ceased to spray water anymore, and detected only one figure
moving nearby. She was now able to see Cain rolling towards her from
behind a gondola on sheer will power alone as his perforated frame
spewed streams of smoke into the air. Zyra trained her wrist cannon
on the robot and prepared to open fire on him, but watched as several
subsequent explosions caused him to tumble apart right before her
eyes. All that was left of Cain was his blackened base rolling by her
in a shower of sparks. Zyra had hardly breathed a sigh of relief when
her proximity sensors picked up a slew of figures approaching her
from just outside the munitions assembly room.

Sorry
boys, I can’t stay for the party.

Eager
to leave her would-be killers to clean up the mess she made, Zyra
fled towards the exit on the far side of the room with no lack of
haste in her movements.














Chapter
Thirty-Three

Zyra
spent many hours trying to crack the code of the data orb she had
retrieved from the labor master’s quarters hoping to get any
additional information that might have been hidden on it. And though
it took much time and effort, she managed to do so. There, on the
orb, three sites for the scheduled missile launch were indicated. It
was quite obvious to Zyra that the only way to stop the missile
launch was to sabotage the launch sites. It would be a very dangerous
mission. Worse, whatever chance she had at remaining incognito until
she found Zaragos’ leader would disappear after destroying the
first of the launch sites.

Things
were steadily getting worse for her and she could not help but feel
that she was probably going to die on this world. She was clinging
only to her rage to help dispel her doubts that she could succeed
even in the least of her tasks here on Planet-Z. For if she failed to
destroy the missiles, humanity would die. But if she failed to
destroy Zaragos by capturing or killing its leader, Zaragos would
live on to destroy humanity another day.

It
was just as Captain Nephthys had warned. She was only one person.
What made her think that she could achieve such an insurmountable
task? For the first time in her life, she admitted that she needed
help. For this was not one of her usual “hunts” and she
was not trying to apprehend some small-time fugitive. This was the
greatest challenge she had ever undertaken, and she was daunted to
think that her life was not the only one on the line this time. Zyra
dreaded to think what would befall the human race if she failed to
stop Zaragos. But the idea of stopping Zaragos all by herself was
megalomaniacal, to say the least. Perhaps she could destroy one or
even two of the missile bases before Zaragos caught up with her. But
three?

Zyra
removed her helmet from her head and drew a line of sweat from her
brow. There was no way she could accomplish this goal. Not by
herself. In her one encounter with Cain and Abel she had already
extinguished a third of her encounter-suit’s power and a fifth
of its artillery reserves. Without help, or stealth, or a flat-out
miracle, all she would manage to do at best was to tick off her
enemies and get herself killed within the next few hours.

The
pressure of what she was faced with was too great for her to handle.
She realized that all she could do for now was to get a couple of
hours of sleep before deciding what she would do.

*     *   
 *

It
took more effort than usual for Zyra to rid herself of the intense
nightmare she had had of her father’s death. But she was
equally upset over her reoccurring nightmare about the day she had
put herself into cryo-sleep. The fact that she was being tormented in
her slumber by the traumatic events more frequently with every
passing day distressed her. Zyra had to get control of herself. But
she knew that until she destroyed Zaragos, or died in the attempt,
there would be no peace for her. Not while she was awake—and
certainly not when she was asleep.

Zyra
rose from the ground with a slight ache in her limbs. The stiffness
would not leave her until she had embarked for Launch Base #1. Hence,
she drew a set of fingers through her hair and was not altogether
surprised to find it wet with sweat before putting on her helmet.
This was the day she would be tested to her absolute limits. If she
did not rise to the challenge, she would quite simply die, never
having known the satisfaction of defeating her worst enemy or, more
importantly, avenging her father.

*     *   
 *

The
first of the missile bases that Zyra had targeted for sabotage was in
a sector several hundred kilometers below the planet’s surface.
It was a gloomy sector and had sparse lighting. There was a huge,
gaping shaft that was about the size of a football field which led
all the way back up to the planet surface. It required no leap of
logic for Zyra to realize, once she noticed the roll treads running
up along the shaft’s walls, that the aperture was the means by
which the bio-missiles were to be launched into orbit by simply
raising the mobile platform, which the missile base was built on, up
to the planet surface.

As
it went, Zyra had no choice but to risk using the primary elevator
shaft to enter the sector. She was fortunate not to have been seen by
anyone. But now she had to be on her best guard. It would have been
presumptuous of Zyra to assume that the tight security on Planet-Z
was simply as a matter of protocol. There was obviously much riding
on their success with whatever it was Zaragos was planning. For
Project: Apocalypse, as it was called, had been several
hundred years in the making, and spanned the lives of many
generations of people. It would have been foolish to simply assume
that she could just waltz into their base with her guns blazing.
Special care was needed to remain undetected by Zaragos until the
very last moment when she would have no choice but to reveal herself.

But
there was something else that bothered Zyra about the overt security
that she encountered so far. In addition to the fact that there was
an overwhelming amount of security devices placed throughout the
enemy base, Zyra could tell that the Throgs stationed throughout the
planet seemed to be on edge. She couldn’t help but believe that
they were in some sort of danger. But how? And why? There was no one
else on the planet capable of doing Zaragos any harm.

Or
was there?

Zyra’s
only thought now was to take every measure possible to remain in the
shadows to keep from drawing any unnecessary attention to herself.

*     *   
 *

It
took only a few minutes for Zyra to make her entry into the base. Her
thermal imagery sensors allowed her to get a head count of all the
personnel inside the base and to avoid them as she passed from
corridor to corridor. The timed detonators she placed at critical
locations throughout the missile base would not discriminate in
taking her life when the countdown was over. She had to move quickly
and place the last detonator next to the power generator grid in the
command center. As if to remind her of her bad luck, she was making
her way out of the base when she noticed a pair of guards strolling
down the hall towards her. She hid back in the shadows and waited for
them to pass when she heard someone sobbing nearby. Zyra knew she had
no time to take a detour, but she had to find out who or what it was
that was making the noise.

Zyra
stole her way through the darkness to a narrow corridor. She
activated her floodlights to see down the unlit path. At the end of
the corridor was a small door that segued with the wall. A
maintenance closet? She arrived at the door with caution in every
step. Then she pressed a button to open the door and saw there,
sitting on the floor, huddled up in the corner of the closet, a
little girl. The girl raised a hand to shield her eyes from the
brilliance of the floodlights that Zyra shone on her from her helmet,
but continued to cry. Zyra stole a glance behind her to make sure
that no one was watching her before returning her gaze to the girl.

She
didn’t have time for this.

In
only a couple of minutes the base would go up in flames from the
explosive charges she had set. But what could she do? She couldn’t
risk running around Planet-Z with a small child. But neither could
she allow the little girl to be killed. She had enough guilt already
without having to take the life of an innocent child. Thus, Zyra fell
to a knee and gently touched the girl.

“Don’t
be frightened. I’m going to get you out of here.”

Zyra
lifted the little girl up from the floor and held her closely to her
with a motherly embrace.

“Where’s
my Mommy?” the little girl asked, her young voice a mixture of
innocence and grief.

“Be
real quiet now or the bad men will find us, okay?” was Zyra’s
response. She needed to say nothing more to quiet the girl. She then
turned on a heel and fell into a desperate sprint with the child out
of the base.

*     *   
 *

The
explosion that rocked Gamma-Sector Complex-6 was as gaudy a sight as
Zyra had ever witnessed. Flames spewed like a geyser from the site
where the launch base was. Zyra was certain no one could have
survived such an explosion. And for all that she had accomplished by
destroying the base, she was more daunted by what would come
afterwards. If there was any chance for her to move unnoticed
throughout Planet-Z, it was gone now, for she had sacrificed more
than just her invisibility with her brash act. To the contrary, she
had just left her enemies her calling card. And they were sure to
come looking for her.

Zyra
stood atop a wide energy conduit that served as an observation tower
for her as she watched the tall pyres of flame that rose in the
distance. The helmet she wore over her head concealed her solemn gaze
from the child in her embrace when she glanced at her. Zyra could
only wonder if she had made the gravest mistake in her life by saving
the child. Perhaps it might have been better to allow her to die in
the fires of the burning base. For who knew what danger she might
have unleashed upon both herself and the child she now held tightly
in her arms.














Chapter
Thirty-Four

It
was late in the night by the time Zyra found a place to hide near the
remains of an old, abandoned factory in a secluded area of Gamma
Complex far from the fires of the burning missile base. The factory
made for a very good hiding place since it was surrounded by a slew
of defunct electrical stations and towers that might have once served
as a communications center. It was only after checking the little
girl she had rescued for injuries that Zyra discovered that her leg
was broken. Fearing that the girl’s whimpering would disclose
their presence to any passerby who might have chanced upon them, she
had decided to sedate the girl with a dose from her medical kit. Now
Zyra could do what she could to help the girl without increasing
their danger. After setting the child’s broken leg, Zyra
bandaged her leg and made a splint for it with an old iron rod she
found in the rubble near her.

The
little girl was sleeping soundly. But Zyra was so tired from her
misadventures that she wished she could do the same. She looked at
the girl for a long while and studied her features. She was far
younger than Zyra had initially thought, appearing to be no older
than five or six years of age. She had long, blonde hair and cheeks
so red that even all the soot on her face could not hide their color.
It made Zyra angry to think how much the little girl must have
suffered in the captivity of the cruel Throgs.

After
Zyra had tied the last knot of the girl’s leg brace, she turned
around to make sure that they were safe. There were no moon or stars
to observe so far beneath the surface of the world, only the twinkle
of the lights that ran along the dome-shaped ceiling of the complex.
Zyra was surprised to hear a voice speak to her.

“Will
you take me away?”

Zyra
spun around to see the little girl starting to wake up from her
sedation.

“What?”
asked Zyra, noticing the child fight through a wince to look her
directly in the eyes.

“Will
you take me away? From the bad people?”

“I
wish I could say yes. Truth is, I don’t know.”

It
was an honest reply. And despite Zyra’s disbelief that either
she or the little girl would survive what would come to pass over the
next few days, it didn’t change the poor opinion she had of
herself, having even contemplated leaving the little girl behind to
die in the fires of the base she had just destroyed.

“I
don’t like it here,” the girl said.

“That
makes two of us,” Zyra responded with a slight, but solemn,
grin.

“I
miss my Mommy.”

“Where
is your Mommy, sweetheart?”

“She
left me.”

“I’m
sorry,” said Zyra, remembering the huge furnaces that had
claimed the lives of the slaves she had seen the day before and
wondering if that, too, was the fate of the girl’s mother. 


“I
was all alone before the bad people came for me. I tried to get away.
I even hit one of the bad men on the nose. But I was too small. So
they hurt my leg and put me in the dark.”

“You’re
a brave little girl.”

“I’m
not afraid of the bad people. Just because they’re bigger and
meaner than me, it doesn’t mean they’re better than me.
That’s what my Mommy says.”

“Your
Mommy’s right. What’s your name?”

“Heidi.”

“That’s
a pretty name.”

“And
what’s your name?”

“I’m
Zyra.”

“Your
name is pretty, too.”

Zyra
exchanged a warm smile with the little girl. But the expression was
short-lived.

“It’s
late, Heidi. You should get some sleep.”

“What
about Krigley?”

“Krigley?”

“The
one who took my Mommy away from me.”

“I
don’t know who Krigley is. But you don’t have to worry
about him, sweetheart. He’s not here now. He can’t hurt
you.”

“He’s
so mean. He’ll find us. And when he does, he’ll bring
Sauros.”

“Sauros?
Who’s that?”

“He’s
the one who tells everyone what to do. He’ll come for us and
then he’ll hurt us.”

Zyra
hushed the little girl with a finger to her lips as she committed the
two names she had mentioned to memory. Whoever this Krigley and
Sauros were, she was sure to meet them sooner or later.

“You
really should get some sleep, Heidi. Everything will be better in the
morning. I promise.”

Everything
will be better in the morning.

Zyra
didn’t like lying to Heidi. But what else could she say? She
had no idea what would happen now. It was already a long shot in the
dark just trying to discover the identity of the leader of Zaragos,
let alone attempting to take out the remaining two missile bases. Now
having to protect an injured little girl during the entire process
was sure to doom her to failure. Zyra didn’t believe in
reincarnation. But if reincarnation was real, then Zyra could only
wonder what she had done so terrible in her past life to make the
universe hate her so much.















Chapter
Thirty-Five

Zyra
watched Heidi long throughout the night wondering about all that the
little girl had suffered. What nightmares had she endured during her
brief time in the world, having been forced to live in the service of
Zaragos? Zyra could only imagine what it must be like to have been
born into a harsh universe where personal liberties did not exist.
What was it like to be a young child just trying to get her footing
in the world only to find out that her fate had already been decided
for her? Heidi was too young for the cares she carried, too young to
have learned the cruelties of this life.

Like
Heidi, Zyra, too, had suffered at the hands of Zaragos. But the
cruel, indifferent fate she had been given was one that had forged
her into the person she was now. But who was that person? Zyra had
always thought herself a fair and kind individual. But was that
really the case? How many people no longer lived because of her
kindness? Zyra made no apologies for the things she had been
forced to do in her life to survive. But survival for Zyra came with
a high price. For she was quickly losing that last sliver of
innocence about herself that had distinguished her from the criminals
she had made a career of capturing. She had only to think about her
forcing Captain Jaxa at gunpoint to bring her to Planet-Z. What if
Jaxa had not cooperated? Would she have really shot her to get her
way?

Zyra
was thankful that she didn’t have to find out. But the truth
remained that the fine line she had walked between the needs of the
job and her own selfish desire to avenge the death of her father had
blurred a long time ago. For the first time in her life, Zyra
questioned if she hadn’t already become the thing she was
fighting to destroy. What kind of person claiming to be good would do
the things she had done in her life? She had never accepted the truth
of the matter until now.

She
was evil.

Or
at least, she was well on her way to becoming evil. Bounty hunter or
not, there were standards even she had to adhere to, or in the end,
she would have to forego any pretense of trying to claim that she was
unlike the people she hunted.

Perhaps
that was where the line of morality faded: claiming to be a bounty
hunter with morals. It was perhaps as oxymoronic a phrase as there
ever was. How could a person hunt other people for money, breaking
laws along the way, and still claim to be a good person? Zyra had
ended the lives of dozens of people during her tenure as a hunter.
Only her self-righteous indignation allowed her to be blinded to the
fact that she was as corrupt as any fugitive she had ever brought to
justice.

Zyra
didn’t like her current line of introspective reasoning. She
wasn’t evil. She couldn’t be. Not after all the good she
had done. Because of her, the universe had been a safer place for a
while. It was only in her absence that darkness conquered the light
of hope. But had she really brought hope to anyone? Did she bring
hope to Fal Orono? For all her efforts, had she been able to save
Hunter? Or Logos?

Who
was Zyra trying to fool? She had no right to claim any ounce of moral
decency after staining her hands with the blood of people like Fal
Orono who had done nothing else other than to find their own way in
the universe, even if she disagreed with their methods. In that
sense, was she really any different than a criminal?

Zyra
felt her gaze grow teary and buried her face in her palms. She was
not going to survive Planet-Z if she began to doubt herself. Zyra had
no plans to rule other people or to impose her will upon them.
Neither did she have any plans to make slaves of individuals merely
to appease her selfish whim. It was foolish to even think that she
could ever be half as evil as the people who worked for Zaragos. The
only reason she was on Planet-Z now was to stop an evil force of
people from destroying all that was good in the universe. Humanity
itself depended on her actions over the next few hours. For if she
succeeded in her quest, perhaps mankind would rebuild its
civilization and put an end to the corruption that had ripped the
very heart out of the universe. But if she failed, humanity’s
light would fade into memory.

*     *   
 *

Morning
came swift and sullen for Zyra. She had awakened from an uneasy
slumber and rose from the ground to see Heidi still fast asleep
beside her. For a while she did nothing but watch the little girl
with more fear than affection. For through her desperate act to save
Heidi from certain death, she made the girl share her doom.

Zyra
had thought long and hard during the night about how she would move
through the planet undiscovered bearing a little girl with a broken
leg. This was not a situation she had even anticipated. Nor could
she. But she was stuck with Heidi for now and would have to figure
out a way to keep her safe even as she moved against her enemy.

“Heidi,”
said Zyra, giving the little girl a firm, but gentle nudge. “Heidi.”

“Yes,”
the little girl finally answered while opening her eyes.

“There’s
something I have to do. You’re going to have to come with me.”

Heidi
said nothing but simply nodded her head. Zyra helped her up from the
ground. Then after donning her helmet, Zyra lifted Heidi up onto her
back before taking leave of their makeshift camp.

*     *   
 *

Not
surprisingly, it required some effort to tote little Heidi around on
her back, a feat made more difficult by the weight of Zyra’s
encounter-suit and propulsion pack. Fortunately, the pack was a
retractable appendage to her encounter-suit. Without that function,
she would never have been able to bear Heidi along the way she did.

Zyra
found it useful not to think about her dilemma, but rather to fixate
her thoughts solely on the task at hand: stopping Zaragos from
committing the genocide of the human race. Her only real complaint
was that she thought of herself as the least likely candidate for
such a task. She was only one woman, after all, and there was only so
much she could do. What she wouldn’t give to have an entire
army at her beck and call now.

“Where
are we going?” Heidi asked, welcomingly interrupting Zyra’s
thoughts.

“I’m
going to fight the people who took your Mommy away from you,”
Zyra casually answered, trying not to frighten the little girl.

“Why?”

“Why
what?”

“Why
do you fight?”

“Because
I have to. If I don’t fight the bad people, a lot of innocent
people are going to get hurt.”

There
was a long pause before Heidi spoke again.

“Are
you going to die?”

“Why
do you ask that?”

“Because
my Mommy went to fight the bad people, too. And she never came back.”

“Your
Mommy was very brave. But you don’t have to worry about me.
I’ve been doing this for a long time.”

“I’m
afraid.”

“It’s
alright to be afraid. Sometimes, being afraid can protect you.”

“But
you’re not afraid.”

“That’s
not true. I’m always afraid. But, sometimes, you have to just
go on. You can’t let what frightens you stop you from doing
what you need to do.”

“Before
you came for me I used to cry a lot. I wanted my Mommy. But she never
came for me. Do you know where my Mommy is?”

“No,
sweetheart. But maybe we’ll find her before this is over.”

“You
really think so?”

“Just
keep your fingers crossed and anything is possible.”

Zyra
hated lying. And she hated lying to children most of all. She had no
way of knowing if Heidi’s mother was alive. Up until now, Zyra
hadn’t even seen any humans on Planet-Z other than the slaves
that were being executed or Heidi. She didn’t have time to look
for Heidi’s mother either. If she managed to do what she
intended, there would be very little chance that either she or Heidi
would survive the reprisal that would come afterwards.

Still,
Zyra found it interesting to hear Heidi say that her mother had gone
to fight the bad people. What did she really mean? Was Heidi’s
mother someone who could help her? Or had she been captured or
killed? It seemed too much of a godsend to believe that here on this
world there was at least one person who might have been willing to
help Zyra in her cause. Just being able to get Heidi to safety would
have been a blessing. But Zyra had no choice but to plod on in her
quest to destroy Zaragos, even if it meant that, in the end, neither
she nor Heidi would ever leave this world alive.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
had gone a ways through the subterranean tunnels that formed the
interior of Planet-Z. Without the maps she had retrieved and studied
from the planet computer network, she might never have been able to
find her way. But although progress was slow due to the vast tunnels
and elevators she traveled, she eventually arrived at Sigma Sector
some three hundred kilometers below the surface of the world. Not
surprisingly, the closer Zyra got to the core of the planet, the
hotter and more ill-favored the conditions got. She could even see
magma secretions along the cliff faces of the large underground
caverns she had entered. But something else now drew her attention.
She crouched behind the large boulder that segued with the thermal
conduit that led her right by a large gathering of Throgs in the
center of what looked like an underground shipyard. There, on the
landing pad, where many large galaxy class starships were, she saw
several thousand soldiers all donned in the variant garb of the old
Intergalactic Alliance. Zyra thought it peculiar that the soldiers
were dressed so distinctly in the fashion of the Alliance uniforms.
But there also were several human beings standing amongst them who
were also dressed in similar, yet slightly more stately, uniforms.
Zyra squinted her eyes to observe the pair of men walking alongside a
tall, bird-like creature with a long, drooping neck whom she
immediately recognized as the very same creature she had seen many
years ago on board Space Station: Nexus consorting with
Zaragos agents.

“That’s
him,” said Heidi. “That’s Sauros.”

Sauros.
That was what he was called then.

Zyra
watched Sauros give instructions to the men. Because their backs were
turned to her, she could not see their faces, only that they both
shared the same golden hair, one cut short and the other long and
flowing, like the robe he wore. Zyra put a finger to her helmet to
warn Heidi from speaking anymore and activated her long-range audio
sensors.

“—the
launch will commence as scheduled,” Zyra heard the man with
cropped blond hair say, a slight crackle in his voice from the weak
reception band. “Go now, young Lexor, and take the fleet to the
predetermined coordinates and await our further instructions.”

“As
you wish, Father,” replied the taller of the two men before he
turned and took gaunt strides towards his waiting ship, taking a
large number of the soldiers with him into the ship. Sauros and the
other blond man stood silently and merely observed the ship fire its
ventral rockets and ascend into the air towards the wide tunnel above
the landing platform. No sooner than the ship began to soar upwards
towards the aperture in the roof than the other ships on the landing
bay followed suit.

“I
refrained from asking while Lexor was with us, Sauros. But I would
know as to the nature of this business with the missile station that
was sabotaged last night,” said the blond man.

“It
is a small matter,” the alien replied. “But we will soon
know the culprits and hunt them down.”

“Do
you think it is the rebels?”

“They
are of little consequence, these vermin. They will be destroyed in
the next few hours.”

“Good.
She will not tolerate your failure.”

“Neither
yours, Xerxe.”

It
seemed at first that the man was about to make some harsh rejoinder
to the creature Sauros. But he paused before continuing.

“I
sense that something is wrong. We should speak in private.”

Zyra
tried to focus her long-range visual sensors on the man as he now
turned to walk down the plank leading from the landing bay, but her
helmet had obviously been damaged worse than she thought in her
skirmish with Cain and Abel. Thus, she could not make out through the
flickering lines in her visor the face of the man accompanying Sauros
past the gathering of shock troops. Zyra ducked back behind the
boulder when the man suddenly paused his stroll to glance in her
direction. Zyra held Heidi protectively to her and slowly peered back
around the boulder to see if the man was still gazing at her
location. Fortunately, he had continued on his way, leading the
procession of armed Throgs and soldiers with him.

*     *   
 *

On
more than one occasion, Zyra had heard Zaragos agents refer to a
nameless “She.” As Zyra was bombarded at the time
with a host of troubles, she had not thought much about it. But
neither had she ever conceived that the leader of Zaragos might have
been a woman. And yet, “She” could have been a codeword
for a slew of persons, and not necessarily a human female, especially
when considering that no human being could live for three hundred
years as would have been the case if “She” was the same
person controlling Zaragos in the days before she ended up in
cryo-sleep. But Zyra now realized that the leader of Zaragos might
truly have been a woman, or at least a female of some species of
alien.

Zyra
was one step closer to solving the puzzle of who the leader of
Zaragos was. But she was also disturbed to see up close the immense
forces that Zaragos had mustered against the galaxy. What frightened
her most was that she was quite sure there were several more ships
and soldiers both on Planet-Z and throughout the galaxy just waiting
to be unleashed. Not since the demise of Old Earth in the Milky Way
Galaxy had human beings faced such a threat. Zyra’s heart raced
to think of what would befall mankind very soon without her
intervention. In reality, she really was the last hope for humanity.
For her failure would culminate in nothing short of the extinction of
her race.

The
thought alone of what she was up against nearly made her expel the
contents of her stomach. But Zyra had to believe that she could
accomplish her goal. Besides, she was always at her best when the
chips fell short of the pile. Zyra was not going to throw in the
towel before the fight even began. For the time being, she had one
advantage. Zaragos did not know who she was or that she was even here
at all. All they knew was that someone had drawn first blood against
them. But there was sure to be a reckoning. Bring them on,
thought Zyra. She had not lived this long just to fail when the
stakes were at their greatest.

“Tell
me, Heidi,” asked Zyra, glancing back at Heidi as they walked
under the cover of darkness. “Who is Sauros?”

“Oh,
he’s the one who tells everyone what to do. Mostly.”

“What
do you mean?”

“My
Mommy used to say that Sauros answers to no one except for…”

“Except
for who?”

“Except
for her.”

“Her?”

“The
Old Lady.”

“The
Old Lady? Who is that?”

“I
don’t know. My Mommy used to say that the Old Lady can see
everything and knows what everyone is doing.”

“That
doesn’t make sense.”

“She
says that when the Old Lady gets angry, that everyone is in big
trouble. I think that’s why my Mommy left me, to fight the Old
Lady.”

“Do
you know where this Old Lady is?”

“Yes.
She lives in the Lake of Fire, I think. Well, that’s what my
Mommy says anyway.”

“Lake
of Fire? Old Lady? This is really confusing. Tell me, Heidi. Who is
your Mommy?”

“My
Mommy?”

“Yes,
your Mommy? What’s her name?” 


“I
don’t know.”

“Well,
never mind. I just thought that maybe—”

Zyra
abruptly halted her stride and watched the approaching cross-section
of corridors across the metal bridge she was traveling with wary
eyes.

“What’s
wrong, Zyra?”

“I
don’t know, Heidi. But something isn’t right. I think
someone’s watching us.” Zyra took up a defensive posture
and searched the area about her with deadly concentration, using her
full compliment of electronic sensors to reveal if there was danger
nearby. But other than her gut feeling, nothing appeared out of the
ordinary. “I don’t think it’s safe to go this way.”

There
was a sudden twinkle in Heidi’s eye.

“I
know a safe place.”

“You
do? Where?”

“My
secret hiding place. It’s not far.”

“Then
you’d better show me the way.”

With
a simple gesture from Heidi pointing back towards the way from which
they had come, Zyra had her destination point and turned back around
to reach it. All the while she followed Heidi’s instructions,
she could not help but look behind her, unable to shake the feeling
that someone nearby was watching her.














Chapter
Thirty-Six

“Aren’t
you ever afraid, Zyra?” asked Heidi, holding on more tightly to
Zyra as they traveled through the pitch-blackness of the sewers.

“Sometimes,”
answered Zyra, while casting a wary glance about the sewers to make
sure they were safe. It didn’t surprise Zyra that Heidi would
resume their prior conversation since it had abruptly ended before
they could come to some sort of resolution.

“I’m
always afraid.”

“Well,
you’ve had a rough life, being a slave.”

“I
just wish I could be brave like you.”

“You
are brave.”

“I
don’t think so.”

“Of
course you are. You stood up against those Throgs that broke your
leg, remember?”

“I
didn’t have a choice.”

“Well,
that’s what being brave is. Doing what you have to do even when
everything inside of you tells you to do otherwise.”

“So
you really think I’m brave?”

“Absolutely.”

“When
I grow up, I’m going to be just like you, Zyra! I’m gonna
kick butt!”

Zyra
found herself an innocent chortle.

“Oh,
I’m not so sure you really want to be like me. Sometimes, I’m
the one who gets kicked around.”

“No
one can beat you!”

“Believe
me, it happens.”

“I
don’t care! I’m going to be a bounty hunter just like
you! You watch and see!”

Zyra
looked back at Heidi and grinned.

“My
own fan club. I guess I’m moving up in the world.” Zyra
focused her gaze ahead when she heard something in the distance.
“Wait.”

“What’s
wrong, Zyra?”

Zyra
searched her surroundings with her peripheral motion sensors and
activated her helmet’s floodlights.

“I
thought I heard something. Never mind. It’s probably just my
imagination.”

It
was obvious from Zyra’s overreaction to the darkness of the
sewers that her nerves were on edge. She was tired, hungry, and
frustrated, all of which served only to make her even more fearful of
the threats to her life, imagined or otherwise. There was nothing
else she could do now but try to fight through her fears as she
continued her stroll through the sewers. Not surprisingly, she
refrained from stepping into the sludge that tried to pass as water
running through the sewer trenches. But maintaining her balance on
the slimy pavement that served as a walkway through the sewers proved
to be a task no less difficult than keeping both her and Heidi alive.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
had gone a ways through the sewers, doing her best to avoid any
well-lit passages that she encountered while sticking to the course
set forth by her encounter-suit compass, before a respite was soon in
order. Hence, Zyra now sat beside Heidi under a large, rusty
drainpipe eating the rations she had brought with her. It was the
first meal Zyra had partaken of since arriving on Planet-Z. If it
weren’t for the fact that Heidi was so apparently hungry, she
might never have stopped to eat even now, especially considering the
horrible stench in the air.

“So,
how did you come to learn about these sewers?” asked Zyra,
slowly chewing her dried meat strips while she ignored the loud rush
of water splashing into the river of sludge running beneath her to
listen to Heidi’s response.

“After
my Mommy left me, I was all alone. I knew the bad people would come
for me, so I hid down here where no one could see me,” the girl
answered.

“It
must have been tough, being alone. You’re a very lucky girl to
stay alive down here. And very smart.”

“I
was scared at first. But I learned to like it after I figured how to
get around. I was safe down here, except for when the bad people came
looking for me. I used to sing songs and play in the water. But then
the monster tried to eat me.”

“Monster?”

“Mm-hmm.
They’re always in the water, even when you don’t see
them. Don’t worry, Zyra! I won’t ever let the monster eat
you!”

“I
feel safer already,” said Zyra with a grin, but discreetly
fixed her gaze on the black water below them that reeked with filth
and sewage.

“Was
it always this way, Zyra? People being slaves?”

“No.
It wasn’t.”

“Were
you ever a slave?”

“Not
in the way you mean.”

“I
don’t understand.”

Zyra
didn’t know why she said what she did to Heidi and wasn’t
surprised that the child grew curious enough about her answer to
inquire into the matter.

“A
person can be enslaved to things other than people, Heidi. Sometimes,
a person can be a slave to their jobs, or to money, the things they
own, even an ideal.”

“What’s
an ideal?”

“It’s
something you believe in.”

“What
do you believe in, Zyra?”

Zyra
paused for a long time before answering, more visibly upset over her
answer than having prompted Heidi to inquire of her most intimate
feelings.

“I
used to believe that, no matter what happened in life, good would
always defeat evil.”

“Do
you still believe it?”

“I
don’t know.”

“Why?”

“Just
because.”

“That
doesn’t make sense.”

Zyra
chuckled under her breath. 


“You’re
too smart for me to ever try to lie to you, Heidi. Truth is, like
you, I’ve had a tough life. It makes me wonder about
everything. Especially what I believe. I don’t have all the
answers.”

“My
Mommy used to say that we all have to figure things out for
ourselves.”

“Your
Mommy’s very wise. But enough of that. It’s time we get
some rest. It’s getting late.”

“Good
night, Zyra.”

“Good
night, Heidi. Sweet dreams.”

Zyra
didn’t know what to think of the conversation she had just had
with Heidi. The last thing she needed now was to have some little
girl telling her that she didn’t make sense. But neither could
she deny the truth of the child’s words. Perhaps the problem
that Zyra was facing now wasn’t merely that she was depressed
over her guilt of losing everyone she loved and knew. But rather, it
was her entire life that didn’t make sense. And perhaps it
didn’t make sense because her life had no purpose. Isn’t
that what Doctor Pirelli had tried to tell her? That she had to give
her life purpose. But purpose in one’s life came from what one
believed, didn’t it? What if Zyra was wrong? What if the reason
her life had no purpose was because she was asking the wrong
question? What if the real question was why she was even alive? Or
what was she going to do with her life? Well, what was she going to
do? Zyra was as perplexed trying to come up with answers as
discovering the question itself.

Maybe
tomorrow, she thought. Maybe tomorrow I’ll figure it all
out.

*     *   
 *

It
didn’t take very long after their frugal supper for either Zyra
or Heidi to fall asleep. For a time, they slept undisturbed by
nothing else than bad dreams while cuddled up together sleeping
beneath the large drainpipe. But unknown to them, several figures
stole up on them through the darkness like some nocturnal predator.
There was a flash of light before Zyra was startled by a strange
voice.

“Don’t
move!” the voice said. Zyra and Heidi both awoke to see several
rag-tag men and women holding trained guns and floodlights on them.
“And don’t try anything fancy, or we’ll blast ya!”

Zyra
made no attempt to resist the strangers surrounding her for she
wasn’t going to risk getting Heidi hurt. She didn’t know
who these people were or why they had come. But it was her hope to
get some answers real soon.

*     *   
 *

It
took a moment for Zyra’s eyes to adjust to the dim lighting of
the cave she was in when the blindfold was removed from her eyes. At
first, she was afraid that Heidi had been hurt. But Zyra successfully
fought through her angst to keep her composure. It would not help
either of them for her to give into fear so quickly without knowing
exactly what was going on. So Zyra faced her captors with a stalwart
gaze as she looked around the cave to search out any sympathetic
faces among them. Not surprisingly, she found none.

“Listen
up, woman. I’m not one for long conversation. So I’m
gonna ask you this once. Who are you?” asked the undeclared
leader of the group, his voice nearly as rugged as his disheveled
appearance.

“Funny,
I was going to ask you the same thing,” Zyra shot back to the
consternation and surprise of everyone looking at her. It was obvious
no one had expected her to meet her captor’s inquiry with such
blatant scorn in her voice.

“Seems
we got ourselves a comedian here. We’ll see how funny you are
when we feed you to the Viscerators.”

“That
doesn’t sound nice.”

“It’s
not. So I’d start talking if I were you and tell us who you
are.”

“I’m
not your enemy, if that’s what you want to know.”

“Prove
it.”

“Well,
let’s see. Judging by the looks of you, and you’re not
all that impressive considering your bad taste in clothing, it’s
not too hard for me to figure out that you’re the local
runaways.”

“And?”

“And
if you’re not on the payroll of the resident landlords of this
world, then you can’t be all that bad, can you?”

“You
still haven’t said who you are.”

“I’m
a bounty hunter.”

“Bounty
Hunter? We don’t like bounty hunters around here.”

“Can’t
say I blame you from what I heard. But I’m not your typical
bounty hunter.”

“How
so?”

“I’m
here to take out the local authority.”

“You
don’t really expect us to believe that?”

“To
be frank, I really don’t care what you believe.”

“You’re
trying my patience, bounty hunter.”

“I
didn’t come here looking for trouble with you people. I’ve
got a score to settle with Zaragos.”

“Zaragos?”

“The
people who brought you here to this world.”

“You
mean the Slavers.”

“Look,
I can’t tell you everything that’s going on or even why.
But I am going to find out. You can either help me or get out of my
way.”

“We
have no reason to trust you, bounty hunter. Besides you’ve seen
our sanctuary. We can’t let you go now. ”

“I
didn’t ask to be brought here.”

“Doesn’t
matter.”

“It
does to me.”

“I’ll
give you this. You’ve got a lot of guts, considering we’re
the ones with the guns.”

“And
all this time I thought it was the other way around.”

Zyra
made no attempt to be discreet as she pressed a button on her
encounter-suit computer to unlock the electronic manacles that
pinioned her hands behind her back. There was a simultaneous snap and
hiss as sparks flew from her captors’ guns. They all tried to
fire their weapons at Zyra to no avail. She immediately leapt to her
feet and activated her risk blade. Zyra then advanced on the leader
of her captors and put her glowing weapon to his throat.

“Want
to reconsider your position?”

*     *   
 *

At
first glance, Aryk Grimstalker was as charming a man as a hungry bear
after hibernation. However, once pacified he was as adorable as a
lion cub.

Well,
almost.

Fortunately,
Zyra had a way with men like Aryk. You can always get more with a
kind word and a two-by-four than just a kind word alone, or so
the saying went. Still, she was treading uneasy ground to try and
force a man like Aryk to submit to her wishes only minutes after
meeting him. But with a bit of patience, anything was possible. And
if diplomacy failed, there was always her risk blade.

“It’s
been a struggle for as long as I can remember it, fighting these
bastards—these Slavers. A lot of good people have died trying
to free the other slaves. Only thing keeps us going is hope,”
grumbled Aryk, only the raspiness of his voice managing to conceal
his sorrow.

“I’m
sorry,” was all Zyra could think to say.

“Thing
is, we sometimes wonder what’s the point of it all, seeing as
our numbers aren’t exactly going up. Lost six men yesterday to
the Hunter-Killers.”

“Hunter-Killers?”

“Cyborgs.
Nasty ones, too. We keep fighting. But they keep coming.”

“Don’t
you have an exit strategy?”

“If
you mean if we’re ever going to win, I don’t know.”

“Maybe
you should cut your losses.”

“And
turn tails and run? That’s not the objective. We ain’t
giving up until every slave’s free to come with us.”

“Aren’t
you afraid that you’ll all be killed before then?”

“That’s
the risk we take. Like it or not, we all go home or none of us go
home.”


“And when the time comes, how will you do that?”

“Seeing
as you say you don’t have a ship to lend us, we’ll just
have to steal one from the Slavers.”

“Can
you do it? I imagine the shipyards must be very well guarded.”

“We’ve
had a few dry runs at it, trying to crack their security.”

“And?”

“And
it didn’t go well. Problem is it takes too long to move through
the sewers in large numbers, what with the women, children, sick, and
elderly. By the time we get near the shipyards, it’s crawling
with guards.”

“There
has to be a way.”

“We
haven’t figured it out yet. But we will.”

Zyra
grew silent for a moment.

“So,
have you thought about my mission?”

“Yeah.
And I won’t lie to you. I’m not a fan of what you’re
planning. It could mean trouble for the rest of us. Backlash could be
real nasty if you fail.”

“Then
help me.”

“It’s
too dangerous.”

“What
choice do any of you have? The same weapon that’s being used
against the rest of mankind could be used against you here as well.”

“We
have an obligation to save our people here on this world.”

“Your
hearts are in the right place. But think about it. Even if you do
save the other slaves, what are you going to do then? Stay in these
sewers until you’re all hunted down like dogs?”

“I
told you our goal is to free the others and get off world.”

“And
if Zaragos annihilates the human race, where will you go? Besides,
even if you were to steal a ship, how will you get by the
interplanetary orbital defense grid? It will destroy you as soon as
you try to leave the planet. And if you stay on this world, you won’t
last very long. You have to fight. Join me.”

“We’ll
be destroyed.”

“Then
if you have to die, then die giving yourselves a real chance for
survival.”

“Who
do you think you are to lecture us on what we should do or think or
feel or how we should even die? We were born into this life of
slavery.”

“But
you can die free. Isn’t that better than the alternative?”

“Do
whatever the hell you want with your own life. But you have no right
to choose death for us all.”

“I
didn’t choose death for anyone. Our mutual enemy is the one to
blame.”

“Say
what you like, but we’ll fight our battle our own way. The rest
of humanity will have to fend for themselves, just like we do.”

“Then,
I guess I’ll have to fight Zaragos alone.”

“You’ll
die.”

“Then
I die.”

*     *   
 *

Zyra
stood in the darkness of the cave she was in putting on her helmet,
the gleam from the quartz in the cavern casting a slight glint on her
encounter-suit. But even her helmet couldn’t hide the
frustration she felt.

“Don’t
leave me, Zyra. I want to go with you.”

“It’s
not safe where I’m going, Heidi. I don’t want anything to
happen to you.”

“I
don’t want you to leave me.”

“I
don’t have a choice.”

“You’re
not coming back, are you? Everyone always leaves me.”

Zyra
lowered herself onto her knees so that she could look Heidi directly
in her soft blue eyes.

“Heidi,
I promise you I’ll return. And when I do, I’ll do my best
to get you out of this crazy place.”

“You
promise?”

“Scout’s
honor,” said Zyra, while making a cross in front of her heart.
Heidi leaned forward on her makeshift crutch to hug Zyra.

“Please,
be careful.”

“I
will. I’ll see you when I get back.”

Zyra
gave Heidi a grin and reluctantly left her standing alone with the
rest of the slaves as she advanced towards the front of the cave
trailed by her own shadow.














Chapter
Thirty-Seven

The
thump in Zyra’s heart grew worse as she dashed from shadow to
shadow to avoid the spotlights that moved to and fro about the outer
courtyard of Missile Base #2. Without the spotlights, darkness would
have claimed everything in the area. Thankfully, Zyra had done some
much needed repairs, however quick and shoddy, to restore her
infrared visual sensors. Without it, she would never have avoided the
Throgs marching throughout the multi-tiered mobile missile platform
equipped with their own night goggles or the motion detector sensors
hidden along the way.

It
was obvious that the destruction of the first missile base had caused
Zaragos to beef up their security. There was hardly anywhere that she
looked that there wasn’t some security patrol or floating
security cam bearing down on her. With more luck than skill, Zyra
stole across the outer courtyard and infiltrated the missile base.
She then found her way down several floors to one of the missile
towers and placed a thermal charge on it.

That
wasn’t so hard. Now only three more to go.

Zyra
moved with a fox’s grace through the interior of the missile
base. It was absurdly dark. But as dark as some of the hallways were,
she was not going to risk using her floodlights to make her way
through the base. She would have to rely solely on her instincts, as
well as some good old-fashioned luck, to relieve herself of the rest
of her thermal charges at the desired locations.

Zyra
had made it as far as the last floor of the missile base when she
nearly stepped in the path of a pair of Throgs patrolling the area in
front of her. She was just able to duck back into the shadows to let
them pass her by. She let out a sigh and performed her usual
religious gesture in front of her breast before embarking into the
connecting hallway again.

She
had reached a propulsion rocket of one of the large missiles and
started to set a thermal charge on it when she was met by a loud
shriek. She spun around to see a security cam floating just behind
her recording her every move. Zyra leapt back just in time to avoid
the laser bolts it sent in her direction. With a flick of her wrist,
she opened fire on the disc-shaped peripheral to see it burst into a
plume of flames. There was a second and third round of lethal laser
fire streaking through the air about her from behind just as she fell
into a mad sprint away from the missile. Zyra dared to look behind
her to see a familiar pair of Throgs running down a flight of stairs
from the opposite end of the hall firing at her. A few well-aimed
shots by her caused them to stumble to the metal floor grunting and
wailing. More shots were fired at Zyra but she ascended back up the
stairs from which she had come to escape a contingent of pursuing
Throgs.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
was bobbing and weaving her way through the missile base and
exchanging fire with every security patrol she came across. She
needed no further proof than the sheer number of guards chasing her
that she had stumbled into a trap. As Zyra had feared, her enemy had
figured out what she was trying to do after having destroyed the
first missile base and had made the appropriate defense preparations
against her. The floor beneath her shook from the unceasing laser
fire ripping through the grated metal plank she was running across.

Everywhere
she went, she was met by a relentless spray of laser fire while her
every path of retreat was cut off by swarms of guards. Zyra angled
herself to the side to avoid being struck by a well-aimed shot and
fired randomly at the Throgs chasing her. She didn’t even
bother to look back to see if she had hit any of them. It didn’t
matter. There were too many Throgs to kill and she was growing
desperate. Not knowing what else to do, she opened fire at the metal
ceiling above the Throgs standing just a few feet in front of her.
There was an explosion and a shower of sparks as part of the ceiling
came crashing down on the Throgs. Zyra ran up the next flight of
stairs, stepping over the motionless Throgs that were crushed by
debris, and rushed into the next corridor.

No
sooner than she came to the top of the stairs to enter the next
floor, she abruptly ended her retreat and raised her arms in
surrender. A dozen or more guards surrounded her and there was
nothing she could do to escape them. Zyra focused her gaze on a fat
alien with bulbous horns jutting out of his head who emerged from the
force of Throgs. She didn’t know what disturbed her more, the
grotesque appearance of the creature, or his evil grin. After giving
her a once over, the alien made a partition in his trench coat and
drew it back so that she could see the several folds of fat in his
stomach. Noticeably, there was a row of bony studs running down the
center of his stomach that, at first, appeared less threatening than
the guns the Throgs pointed at her. But one of the horns was suddenly
propelled from his stomach and struck Zyra square in the breast of
her encounter-suit. She wailed loudly as she was hurled back several
feet in the air. Zyra was oblivious to all goings-on around her as
she writhed on the floor in agony, unable to think, speak, or rise.
There was only blinding pain and a hacking cough caused by the smoke
that rose from her encounter-suit, which was now shattered in several
places and burning with acid. The alien walked up to Zyra with his
devilish grin.

“Looks
like we got our saboteur. Take him away.”

Obviously
the alien did not know that Zyra was a woman. But he would discover
the truth very soon. Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do
about the matter, for she was about to find out up close just what
kind of hospitality unwanted guests received on Planet-Z.














Chapter
Thirty-Eight

Darkness
unfurled from Zyra’s vision to reveal another darkness that was
only just slightly less severe than the first. She felt a deep
grogginess that was overshadowed only by the pulsing migraine that
accosted her senses. Her eyes focused to take in a kaleidoscope of
fluorescent colors that nauseatingly gave her a sense of vertigo.
When they focused some more, the wash of ambient colors turned into
blinking lights of multicolored hues. It was then that Zyra
discovered that she was hooked up to a strange machine, her hands
encased at the forearm by a pair of gloves made of light steel. Every
attempt she made to draw her arms free from the gloves resulted in
excruciating pain. She didn’t need to see inside the gloves to
know that her arms were pierced by a slew of long needles. Like her
arms, her legs were positioned spread eagle, the same horrible
equipment stabbing into her calf muscles. She blinked her eyes again
to rid their blurriness, succeeding enough for her to notice several
unfamiliar faces, mostly alien, looking at her. But among the aliens
was one human male whom she immediately recognized. He addressed her
with a cynical tone of voice that almost matched her own.

“It
seems you’ve come a long way to meet us, young woman. To whom
do we owe the pleasure?”

Zyra
did not answer right away, struggling deep within herself to quell
her rising temper at the sight of the blond man in front of her.

“Senator
Iliak M. Graves. You should be dead,” she said, her voice as
cold as a comet tumbling through the depths of space.

“Do
I know you?” asked the Senator, the lines furrowing his thick
brow revealing that his mind was deep at work.

“We’ve
never met,” Zyra answered curtly.

“How
fortuitous. But why do you call me Senator? I haven’t been one
of those for a very, very long time.”

“It
doesn’t erase your past.”

“My
past?”

“You’re
the one who killed all those people!”

“I’m
not sure I understand what you mean.”

“Those
senators in the Alliance. You betrayed them. Had them murdered!”

“I
did. It was the only way to achieve my mission. I don’t suspect
those poor fools ever knew what was going to happen to them.”

“They
were your friends!”

“There
are no friends in politics, young woman. Only those who would be
ruled and those who would rule over them.”

“You
truly are sick!”

“But
enough of that. It was a long time ago.”

“It
changes nothing! The Alliance—”

“Is
no more! I had thought all its sympathizers had been rooted out long
ago. It would seem we missed one. But that mistake can be rectified.”

“I’m
not afraid of you.”

“An
error on your part. Now, let us discuss who you are and why you’ve
decided to become a fly in our soup.”

*     *   
 *

How
many hours had passed since Zyra endured a drug-induced stupor during
her interrogation she did not know. But she had just enough
wherewithal to withhold from telling Senator Graves anything about
who she was or her purpose in coming to Planet-Z. Initially, Zyra
thought to end her interrogation by feigning coming close to death.
Unfortunately, the device she was hooked up to read her bio-signs.
And so her ordeal didn’t end until she was indeed almost dead.
Zyra possessed hardly the strength to keep her eyes open, the drugs
flowing through her veins still making her drowsy. Zyra wanted only
to make her escape from the torture device, retrieve her
encounter-suit, steal a few minutes to repair it, and continue her
mission. But Zyra knew there was no way to escape the device. As
superhuman as she might have liked to think herself at times, she was
only human after all. She had hardly lifted her gaze from the soft
glare on the floor caused by the flashing lights on the torture
device when she noticed Senator Graves approaching her with a poised
gait. She watched him with cold, burning eyes.

“Well,
my dear, it seems you’ve awakened just in time for round two of
our little sessions together. Oh, I’d start talking if I were
you. My time is very precious and I can’t afford to spend it
all on one person, charming as you are.”

“Lucky
me.”

“Indeed.
There is much discussion among my compatriots as to what we should do
with you. I, for one, would prefer to let you go free. But I need
your cooperation.”

“Don’t
try your tricks with me, you snake!”

“Your
tongue is as sharp as your will is strong. It is obvious that you
possess a great disdain for me. But I am perplexed by the vehemence
of your hatred towards me. Have I done you some ill?”

“You
ruined my life! You killed my father!”

“Your
father? What was his name?”

“General
Zanr.”

“Zanr?
Ken Zanr? Now that’s a familiar name. But he died over two
hundred years ago. How can you be his daughter? You should have died
as well.”

“You
found a way to stay alive this long, didn’t you? You’re
not the only one with tricks.”

“Then
I suppose I should consider this meeting an honor.”

“Why
don’t you break out the champagne and we’ll have a
toast?”

“Perhaps
later. But, first, you’ll have to tell me who you’re
working for.”

“I’m
not working for anyone. This is personal.”

“So
what you are saying is that you came all the way through Xorghkan
space by yourself just to find me?”

“Actually,
no. Taking you out is just a bonus.”

“Quite
presumptuous of you to think that you’ll accomplish that task
with no army to help you.”

“I
was doing a fine enough job before your guards got lucky and caught
me.”

“Luck,
you say? It wasn’t luck that captured you, Ms. Zanr. It was
your cockiness and misplaced faith in your all too human abilities.”

“You’re
being too modest, Senator. A few more minutes and I would have been
well on my way to stopping your beloved missile launch.”

“Oh,
no, my dear. I believe you have it all wrong. That station you
destroyed three days ago was only a preliminary missile-launch
testing site, as was the one you were attempting to destroy two
nights before. There are at least ten thousand missile stations
located throughout this world being prepped as we speak for the
actual launch. All you managed to do was make the sleeping giant swat
the fly. In fact, because of your actions, we have completed our
preliminary launch tests, which, I might add, were a remarkable
success. We are hereby accelerating the schedule of the actual
missile launch to approximately forty-eight hours.”

“No!”

“Oh,
yes, Ms. Zanr. Within two days, the human race will cease to exist.”

“How
can you do this to your own people? What kind of man are you?”

“Must
you ask? I, like the others of my kind, am the successor to your
race, Ms. Zanr—and the heir to mankind’s squandered
legacy.”

“You’re
not human?”

“I’m
human enough. But more than human. A Neo-Human.”

The
surprise slowly faded from Zyra’s face. The pieces of the
puzzle were finally starting to come together now. The conspiracy
which she had stumbled upon so many years ago when she had hunted Fal
Orono and discovered upon the data orb in his possession was not a
plot conceived merely to destroy the Intergalactic Alliance so that
it could be replaced by a powerful crime syndicate. Rather, it was
the goal of a secret race of highly advanced human beings to usurp
control of the galaxy. Only, humanity wasn’t willing to be
enslaved to serve the needs of the Neo-Humans, as they were called.
The outbreak of rebellion threatened the stability of the rule of the
Neo-Humans. Hence, now the reason to annihilate mankind. The man Zyra
knew as Senator Graves was not a man, but rather a coconspirator
against the human race. Zyra had no idea how long Neo-Humans could
live. But if Senator Graves had survived this long, she needed no
further proof of his claim to be a Neo-Human.

“We
don’t deserve to be hunted like this. We’ve done nothing
to you people!”

“Your
race had its chance for greatness, a chance to evolve into a greater
being. But mankind’s unbridled greed and self-domination has
squandered your potential. We tried for a while to live together in
harmony—we, as your masters, and you, our inferior forebears,
as our slaves. But it is obvious that our races cannot coexist.”

“How
can you expect us to be your slaves? We have our own destinies to
fulfill! Our fate can’t be chosen by you!”

“To
the contrary, my dear. In forty-eight hours, my kind will have
decided your fate. And the universe shall bask in the glory of your
destruction and our ascendance as the Master Race.”

“Be
careful, Senator. The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree.
Our weakness is your weakness also. And you may very well share our
fate, Master Race or not.”

“Brave
words, Ms. Zanr. But it would seem you’ve come to the end of
your little crusade.”

“Then
we’ll both meet in hell!”

Senator
Graves gave Zyra a grin then turned and left the chamber. He made a
glance at the Throg who operated the torture machine.

“Make
sure Ms. Zanr doesn’t get bored.”

The
Throg nodded grimly as Senator Graves strode by him. Zyra frowned as
she watched the Throg head over to the controls that operated the
torture device she was attached to.














Chapter
Thirty-Nine

Zyra’s
eyes opened slowly to the sound of a soft, familiar voice. She had to
fight with all her will to force herself to grasp her surroundings,
her blood still boiling from all the drugs that were flowing through
her veins. Zyra could hardly breathe, let alone keep her eyes open,
but the sight of little Heidi standing below her both relieved and
frightened her.

“Zyra?”

“H-Heidi?
What are you doing here?”

“I
came to help you.”

“You
shouldn’t be here. It isn’t safe.”

“I’m
not afraid.”

“You…silly
little girl.”

“I’m
gonna get you free!”

“Well,
since you’re here…and I never look a gift horse…in
the mouth,” explained Zyra, trying to find the usual swagger in
her voice between her sporadic breaths, “the controls are over
there by that computer.”

Heidi
ran over to the computer to free Zyra. She looked at the multi-hued
image of Zyra and pressed several pinpoint sections of the image. The
device that held Zyra prisoner lowered itself to the ground just
before the metal gloves that encased Zyra’s arms snapped open
and allowed her to fall freely to the floor. Heidi hastened to Zyra’s
side and saw the many red prick points on her arms where some sharp
instrument had pierced them.

“You’re
hurt, Zyra.”

“I’ll
be fine…once we’re gone from this place.” Heidi
used her small frame to help support Zyra as she stood up from the
floor, legs wobbling beneath her. “How did you get in here
without being seen?” asked Zyra, unable to stop herself from
trembling. She was obviously more drugged up than she was willing to
believe.

“There’s
a secret way. Follow me. I’ll show you.”

Zyra
followed with lethargic movements behind Heidi as she made for a
nearby hole in the floor. She dropped down into the hole behind Heidi
and replaced the metal floor to hide their path of escape. Zyra had
hardly disappeared beneath the floor when a familiar man with
cropped, blond hair suddenly appeared in the room above with a pair
of guards.

“She’s
gone, Sir.”

“Send
an alert and have the patrols go to the sewers as planned,” he
said, his brow furrowed deeply.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
lumbered forward, staggering with every step while Heidi helped her
through the sewers that led from the underground base where she had
been held. Her mind was racing back and forth with the memories of
the past few days: her hijacking of Jaxa’s ship, her arrival on
Planet-Z, her battle with Cain and Abel, and, most importantly, her
discovery of the Neo-Humans’ plans to destroy humanity. Every
memory languished in her mind, causing her to question if anything
she remembered was real, or if it was all just a dream. There was a
fleeting moment in which Zyra thought she was still on board Space
Station: Nexus drinking cocktails with her boyfriend Hunter
Alaron. But the image faded to reveal him lying on the floor with a
burning hole in his chest and the letter Z scrawled on a piece of
paper held in his hand.

It
was only now that Zyra wondered if Hunter was not trying to tell her
that Zaragos killed him, but rather to trace Zaragos’
Headquarters to Planet-Z (“Z” indicating the world,
Zeta-Proxima). But the message was codified and for a moment she
wondered if she hadn’t misread what he was trying to tell her.
The mystery would remain for now until she could think on it. But
just when Zyra felt herself being overcome with nausea, her mind
cleared just enough for her to realize something strange. Zyra looked
at Heidi and noticed that she was walking without crutch, limp, or
sign of ever having had her leg broken. Zyra came to a halt and
leaned wearily against the wall of the sewer tunnel they were walking
through.

“Wait.
I need…a minute to rest,” she forced herself to say,
barely able to keep her breath.

“We
have to keep moving, or the Throgs will find us,” the girl
retorted, haste more than apparent in her young voice.

“I
know, Heidi. It’s just—” Zyra shrugged off her
concern and made a motion to walk again when she gave Heidi a
discreet, but careful, once-over to study her. “Your leg. How
are you able to walk on it? You had a nasty break.”

“The
rebels had a machine that fixed it for me.”

“I
see,” said Zyra, quickly pushing aside the concerns of her
overly suspicious mind to focus on regaining her balance.

“We
have to hurry, Zyra! The rebels are waiting for us!”

“And
all this time I thought they didn’t care what happened to me.”

“Let’s
go, Zyra! I’ll follow you.”

“Follow
me? I thought you were the resident expert on these sewers?”

“I’m
lost.”

“Lost?
You told me you knew these sewers like the back of your hand.”

“It’s
been so long. I really don’t remember it very well.”

“We
were down here just the other day. You had no problem finding your
way then.”

“I
just don’t remember anymore.”

Zyra
found herself a wince.

“But
you came after me. How could you forget the way back to sanctuary,
unless—” Zyra suddenly backed away from Heidi. “Unless,
you’re not Heidi.”

There
was a disturbing silence in the sewers as Heidi lowered her gaze to
the sewer floor and shut her eyes. She opened them a moment later to
reveal her pupils burning red with flames. Heidi—or whatever it
was that looked like Heidi—began to hiss loudly. There was a
slight ripple in the water running alongside the sewer walkway when a
large black shape rose up out of the water.

A
giant, worm-like creature, as large as a small starship, craned
itself over the water just beside the Heidi-thing. Zyra wasted no
time pondering her actions and took off running down the sewers just
as the creature lunged at her. But another similar creature suddenly
broke the surface of the water ahead of her and angled itself with
its long, tubular body to block her path of retreat. Zyra saw a piece
of splintered metal on the floor and stooped down to grab it just
before the first creature attacked her from behind, its mouth agape
to reveal hundreds of long and very sharp teeth. Zyra nimbly hopped
aside to escape its wide, circular maw. The creature missed her and
was immediately struck with the metal shard in Zyra’s hand,
cutting it deeply into its flesh. Zyra would have struck it again,
but the creature writhed and slammed into her, not only knocking the
makeshift metal weapon out of her hand, but also hurling her into the
black water with a splash. The creatures dove in after her. There was
a struggle beneath the waves of the water, but then there was a
sudden, frightful glow coming from beneath the water. Several rotund
shapes became visible in the water that bathed the sewers in a
collage of light. The creatures surfaced, their large bodies
contorting and thrashing about in the water.

Zyra
came up out of the water panting for breath and dripping wet. She
didn’t know what had happened or how, but it was obvious that
the creatures were photosensitive and the bright light shining forth
from beneath the water had damaged them. Zyra climbed out of the
water just in time to see the creatures floating dead in the water.
She then turned to face what Zyra deduced as a changeling glaring at
her. The changeling’s eyes glowed brighter now before it
changed into some quadruped beast with horrible, green eyes and
attacked her. Zyra didn’t know what to do. She had no weapons
and she could not outrun the changeling. If she dived back into the
water, the changeling would only morph into some other marine-like
animal that would be impervious to the light shining forth from
beneath the black waves and kill her. For the first time that Zyra
could remember, she was completely out of ideas—and entirely
helpless. But then, all of a sudden, a lilt voice cried out to her
from above.

“Catch,
Zyra!”

Zyra
raised her hazel gaze to the adjoining wall near the ceiling of the
sewer where standing in a drainpipe was little Heidi. Two Heidi’s?
Was it another trick? No. The real Heidi. Zyra reached forward to
grab the pistol that the little girl tossed down at her and spun
around to blast the charging changeling to a smoldering husk. There
was a flash of light when she shot the changeling. With her gun still
trained on the creature, Zyra looked at the changeling’s
smoking remains with a grimace. That was when she heard Heidi’s
voice again.

“Come
on, Zyra. The bad people are coming!”

Zyra
turned around, ran over to the drainpipe, and allowed Heidi to help
her up. Heidi didn’t really have the strength to pull Zyra up,
but the gesture mattered more than the results. Zyra had just managed
to draw herself up into the drainpipe when she hurled herself against
Heidi and embraced her.

“Heidi!
I don’t know how to thank you!”

“I’m
just glad you’re safe, Zyra. I was afraid that the bad people
might hurt you, so I came looking for you.”

“You’re
a doll.”

But
before any other words of affection could be made between Zyra and
Heidi, the drainpipe shook from a steady burst of lasers that struck
it.

“They’re
here, Zyra!”

“Run!”

Zyra
stood up quickly from the ground and fired a warning shot back out of
the drainpipe. What sluggishness she felt from the drugs still in her
body only made her that much more determined to fight her way to
safety. Zyra could hear the harsh grunts of Throgs running towards
the drainpipe when she followed behind a limping Heidi.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
and Heidi were pursued for a long while through the sewers by the
slew of armed Throgs. They exchanged several rounds of gunfire
without anyone being hit. It wasn’t until Zyra pulled her
trigger more than once without result that she realized she was out
of ammunition. 


“Keep
running, Heidi! Don’t stop!”

Zyra
took the next tunnel that led from the one she was in at full speed
and stopped to allow the Throgs to get close to her. As soon as the
first Throg came around the corner, she struck him a blow to the side
of his head. Zyra took off running again only after the Throg fell to
the floor. She was stunned to see several more Throgs advancing on
her from ahead.

“Run,
Zyra! Run!” cried Heidi as she ran across the path of the
Throgs trying to draw their fire.

“No,
Heidi! Don’t!” There was a harsh shriek from the little
girl when a thread of lasers flashed by her, more than one burning
straight through her small body. “No!”

Zyra
cried out in as much anger as sorrow and was about to make the
attempt to retrieve Heidi’s motionless body from the sewer
floor when lasers from opposing ends of the tunnel forced her to duck
into the intervening tunnel that led from the Throgs. Her grief for
Heidi welled up inside her as she took flight from the ruthless
Throgs chasing behind her, fueling her retreat.

She
had come near the end of the tunnel and was running up the brief
flight of stairs that led from the sewers when she was caught under
the rubble of an exploding ceiling. Zyra fell back down the stairs
and crumbled into the ankle-high sludge of sewer water under the
weight of concrete and metal that fell on her. Her consciousness left
her just as a small number of humans came scrambling into the sewers
from the opposite end of the tunnel with their guns blazing. They
made short work of the Throgs.

“Is
she alive?” asked the leader of the party as he took up a
defensive position near the dead Throgs. A slender woman with dirty
blonde hair approached Zyra with laser rifle in hand, knelt down
beside her, and pressed the back of her hand to Zyra’s neck to
check her pulse.

“Unfortunately,
yes,” the woman answered and rose back to her feet to watch
Zyra’s crushed body with a venomous glare.

“Then
let’s get her out of here. There’s more Throgs headed
this way.”

“Wait.
Where’s Heidi?” the woman asked, her brow stark and
raised. A pair of rebels suddenly returned from the lead tunnel.

“More
guards are coming!” cried the first of the scurrying men.

“What
about Heidi?” the woman asked, her voice a tremor.

“I’m
sorry, Luzu. We couldn’t save her. Heidi’s dead.”














Chapter
Forty

Zyra
awoke to the sound of many sobbing voices about her. She sat up from
the ground, her every muscle aching and sluggish as she searched the
darkness of the dank cave she was in to see several wounded people
lying on filthy blankets beside her: men, women, children, some
missing limbs, others wearing bandages around their heads, the
anguish on their sooty faces wordlessly revealing what they had
suffered. They were all emaciated husks of flesh, appearing less
human than skeletal. Zyra had no idea what had happened to these
people, and yet she was all too aware of the madness of grief and the
toll it took on its victims. But before she could take in her
surroundings further, she was met by a voice amidst all the weeping.

“So
you didn’t croak on us, eh?” the raspy voice said to her.
Zyra turned around and lifted her gaze to see a familiar grizzled man
leaning on the wall behind her.

“Aryk…”

“Yeah,
it’s me.”

“Heidi.
She—”

“We
know. Damn her stubborn little heart. She was a brave girl, though,
your friend. Shamed us really. When she heard you’d been
captured, she begged us to get you free. We didn’t want to risk
our people getting hurt, so we didn’t go after you. But the
girl snuck off while everyone was asleep and got past the guards. I
guess you know the rest.”

“To
a point,” said Zyra, a wince coming over her face from her
grief over the role she played in Heidi’s death. “How did
I get here?

“After
you were captured, the Slavers sent their Hunter-Killer into the
caves to find us. Killed a lot of good people, too, when they did. We
thought maybe you told them where we were.”

“I
never betrayed you.”

“Yeah,
figured as much, seeing how you didn’t really know your way
around this place. Word got out somehow though. Killers came and gave
us hell. In all the confusion, the girl got the crazy idea that she
could save you. Kept our eye on her and brought her with us to a new
Safe Zone. But, like I said, she got out and went looking for you. A
few of us went after her. But she found you before we found her. When
we found you, you were hurt pretty badly. Picked you up from under
some debris. That’s when we learned the girl bought it. You’ve
been here ever since.”

“She
was too young. Heidi should never have come after me. What was she
thinking?”

“She
loved you, the girl. You’re all she spoke of. Must’ve
made an impression on her, you.”

A
tear crept into Zyra’s eye and spilled onto her tortured face.

“It
just isn’t fair. She had her whole life ahead of her. It should
never have happened. It’s my fault.”

“Damn
right it’s your fault,” snapped the slender, blonde woman
who was approaching from Aryk’s rear. Zyra focused her eyes on
the woman and observed her glower. “If it was up to me, Heidi
would be alive and you’d be dead.”

“I
never wanted Heidi to put herself in danger for me.”

“Don’t
try to act innocent. You were warned not to go. If you had listened
to Aryk before, Heidi would still be alive!”

“Easy
there, Luzu. She’s suffered enough.”

“Don’t
try to protect her, Aryk. She’s a liar, as well as a murderer.”

“What?”
asked Zyra, her rising anger causing her to match the venom in the
other woman’s voice.

“It
seems you’ve been holding back on us. You do have a ship.”

“You’re
mistaken.”

“After
you were captured, we sent a team to get our hands on your
encounter-suit. We figured it would be less guarded than you. And
seeing how we never did buy your story of not owning a ship, I
personally checked your encounter-suit’s internal computer.
According to its logs, your ship has just entered this system.”

“That’s
impossible!”

“See
for yourself.”

Zyra
watched the woman display the blackened forearm of Zyra’s
encounter-suit and saw the image of a blip on her star chart.

“It
has to be a mistake.”

The
woman revealed a gun from the holster at her side and drew Zyra’s
full attention with it.

“The
only mistake is letting you live.”

“Hold
it, Lu. She doesn’t know why we brought her here. Listen up,
bounty hunter. We’ll make this fast and simple. We’ve got
a problem, see. In a few hours, all the slaves on this world are
going to be killed. With a little luck, we can save them. Problem is,
we’re likely to all be hunted down afterwards if we don’t
find a way off this lump of rock. Since we know now that you do have
a ship, we figure you wouldn’t mind giving us the keys.”

“I
told you before, I didn’t come here on my ship.”

“Then
want to explain what that blip is on your computer?”

“I
can’t explain it.”

“See,
Aryk. I told Maddock she wouldn’t help us.” The woman
Luzu gave Zyra her worst glare. “We might look fairly stupid to
an off-worlder like you, but we didn’t survive this hell for a
world on guts alone. There’s no way you could get all the way
out here to this remote world without a ship.”

“Like
I told you guys before, it was a charter flight, and my cabbie didn’t
stick around. I’m sorry to break it to you, but I’m stuck
here just like you.”

“You
still expect us to believe that you came all the way to this world
without a plan to get back home?”

“Actually,
I was hoping I’d grow a pair of really large wings for the
flight home. But I forgot to take my ACME vitamins.”

“No
more games! If you don’t have a ship, how do you intend to get
off world?”

“I
don’t.”

Luzu
took a wide step towards Zyra and pressed the barrel of her gun to
Zyra’s head.

“Let’s
try this one more time. How do we get to your ship?”

“What
part of ‘when cows fly’ don’t you understand?”

“Leave
her alone, Lu.”

“Stay
out of this, Aryk! This is personal. I’m not gonna ask you
again. How do we get to your ship?”

“You
click your heels together three times and say, ‘I wish I was in
Kansas.’”

Luzu
struck Zyra a violent blow to the head, causing her to take a dip to
the floor. She then forced the barrel of her pistol to the back of
Zyra’s head.

“Lu!”

“You’re
fresh out of chances, bounty hunter. I warned you.”

“Lu,
don’t!”

“I
hope you made your peace with your maker.”

“I
guess you really are that stupid, after all.”

“What’s
that?” asked the woman Luzu, while raising an eyebrow in
surprise at Zyra’s sudden display of courage.

“This
whole charade.”

“What
charade?”

“If
you kill me, your people will never really know if I’m telling
the truth or not about my ship.”

“And?”

“And
you’ll be a hero amongst corpses for guaranteeing their deaths.
I personally couldn’t think of a better way I’d rather
go.”

“What?”

“You
don’t really believe that I have a ship. Hell, you don’t
really believe any of you will get off this world alive. You’re
just a suicidal megalomaniac who thinks that somehow it’s
better to die nobly like some crazy samurai than prolong the
inevitable.”

“You
aren’t making any sense!”

“Oh,
really? Then why don’t you explain why you’re trying so
hard to deceive Aryk? Right now, my ship is buried under eight
hundred kilometers of snow and ice on a world halfway across the
galaxy. If you’d really checked my ship locator, you would have
known that. But how could you do that without the access code to my
encounter-suit computer? The only way you could have accessed my
computer was to perform a hard drive wipe and rebuild the entire
system. But then the very information you would be searching for
would be gone. Meaning what you just showed me is a self-written
program. Not bad for an amateur.”

“Why
would I go through all of that?” asked Luzu, unable to hide
either her rage at Zyra or her fear.

“Because
you’re a spy. You’re the reason why your people were
attacked while I was gone, not because of retaliation for my efforts
to sabotage the launch sites.”

“I’m
no spy!”

“You
said you were a spy the minute you came in here toting that
ARCHIVE-88 hand pistol. It was standard issue for low-level Zaragos
agents 300 hundred years ago. Works only with programmed DNA. Meaning
that you didn’t find that gun. It was given to you!”

“You’re
lying!”

“Am
I? You made your biggest mistake when you walked in here flashing my
encounter-suit. After all I went through being interrogated by the
enemy, it doesn’t take much to figure out that they would have
my suit under lock and key trying to figure out what was recorded on
my computer. There’s no way you could have gotten through all
the security at the enemy base to retrieve my suit. They wanted you
to have it!”

“Shut
up! Just shut up!” cried Luzu, brandishing her gun more
emphatically at Zyra.

“Put
the gun down, Luzu,” interjected a man’s voice. Both Aryk
and Zyra spun their gaze towards the rear of the cave to see an
elderly man approaching them. Luzu also stole a quick glimpse at the
man before returning her glare to Zyra.

“Maddock.
You picked a hell of a time to show up. It’s about to get real
messy in here,” threatened Luzu.

“If
you kill her, you’ll be dooming us all,” the old man,
Maddock, replied.

“I
say we kill her and get it over with. We don’t need her.”

“Perhaps
you are right. Perhaps we have nothing to gain by keeping her alive.
But we do have much to lose.”

“Why
should we trade our lives for hers?”

“Because
we are not cold-blooded killers like the Slavers.”

“Save
your fortune-cookie sermons, Maddock. It’s her fault Heidi’s
dead. She dies, too.”

“Pulling
that trigger won’t bring your niece back. And taking one more
life now won’t balance the scales.”

“She
deserves to die, Maddock! You know I’m right!”

“Who
is truly to decide when another human being deserves to die? No,
Luzu. Do not stain your hands with her blood. You have done wrong
enough already.”

“You
believe her?”

“I
know your sins against us. I’ve known for quite some time. But
it is out of love, not hate, that I did not raise my hand against
you. I know the good in you. And I know for what it is you have
succumbed to the will of the Slavers. But it is not too late to amend
your ways.”

“I-I…”

“Put
the gun down, Luzu. Do not throw your life away.”

Maddock
had hardly spoken before several men and women came forward bearing
guns trained on Luzu.

“I
didn’t want to do it. You know I’d never hurt any of you.
They made me. The Slavers made me do it.”

“I
know, Luzu. Just put down the gun. For all our sakes.”

The
calm manner in which Maddock attempted to dissuade Luzu from her
reckless actions only made her emotions rise. She swiveled around
suddenly with her gun pointed at the others and retreated slowly from
Zyra. She then placed the barrel of her gun to her head.

“Don’t
do it, Lu!” cried Aryk, reaching his arm towards Luzu, but was
checked in his approach of her by Maddock’s stern hand. Tears
flowed down Luzu’s eyes as she began to pull the trigger. Zyra
sprung up from the floor and tackled Luzu. The gun went off. Luzu was
lying still on the floor while blood ran slick down Zyra’s arm.

“Is
she—?”

Aryk
could not finish speaking.

“She’s
alive,” said Zyra as she observed the superficial wound that
Luzu had suffered to her shoulder. Maddock helped Zyra up from the
floor while Aryk and the other rebels attended to Luzu. Zyra looked
at Maddock to observe the lines in his aged-spotted face as he gazed
solemnly at the outstretched Luzu. “You said Heidi was her
niece.”

Zyra’s
words caused Maddock to fix his gaze on her. She caught her own
reflection in the depth of his blue stare.

“Yes,”
said Maddock. “The girl, Heidi, was her sister’s
daughter.”

“I
didn’t know.”

“It
is for Heidi that Luzu betrayed us.”

“I
don’t understand.”

“Heidi
lives.”

*     *   
 *

Being
in the presence of Maddock had a calming influence upon Zyra. The
poise by which he carried himself was that of a man forged by many
years of harsh living. He had no doubt suffered many regrets. And
yet, he lacked the bitterness that might have consumed some other
person. The wizened lines in his face served less to reveal his age,
than it did his depth of worldly awareness. At first glance, one
might have assumed that Maddock had all the answers to the problems
in the universe. Yet, the disquieting tone of his speech, more so
than his words, revealed that Maddock was a man like any other still
trying to find his way.

“It
was a changeling that sought to deceive you, Zyra,” he began.
“You were fortunate, as were the rest of us, that you did not
fall prey to that deception. The Slavers have tried many times to
destroy us using the changelings. They are strange and solemn
creatures, and shrewd. Yet, it is perceived that they have greater
power than anyone may yet have uncovered.”

“It’s
obvious the changeling wanted me to lead it to your sanctuary. That’s
the only reason why I was allowed to escape.”

“Do
not take the matter too weightily upon yourself. For in their haste
to destroy us, the Slavers failed to realize that you are not one of
us. That was their one error.”

“Even
so, if I had led the changeling here to you, you would have all been
killed.”

“Not
likely, since these are not the caves you remember from before. In
the hours after your capture, the Hunter-Killers forced Aryk and the
others to relocate from the cave where they were hiding. However, it
took the lives of many people for Aryk to get the others safely here.
Even had you not uncovered the changeling, you would have led the
Slavers only to corpses.”

“Do
you have many hiding places here on this world?”

“Once,
we did. Unfortunately, your arrival on this world has caused the
Slavers to weed us out of hiding. This cave is the last place of
refuge for us.”

“I’m
sorry. I didn’t know my presence would bring so much trouble to
your people.”

“It
would have happened sooner or later, with or without your
interference, for the Slavers are as tenacious as they are cruel.
They will never give us peace until we are all dead.”

“I
only wanted to stop them from killing innocent people.”

“You
are only one woman, Zyra. And as brave and compassionate as you may
be, it is a task too great for you to solve alone. You must
understand. The Slavers have been preparing war against humanity for
a very long time. It will require more than a single person’s
efforts to stop them.”

“There
has to be a way.”

“It
will be difficult now. Only a day from now mankind will face the
horror of a galactic holocaust. I am not certain it is our destiny to
survive.”

“I
spoke with one of the Slavers and asked him why they wanted to
destroy mankind. He said we squandered our gifts. And that we were
unworthy of existence.”

“He
is not altogether wrong. Before humans came to this galaxy, we had an
opportunity to solve many of our problems. But for all our
technological advancements, the human being has not evolved so far as
we would have liked. We are as cruel and vain as ever we were from
the days of man’s prehistoric origins. We had within our grasp
the power to save our mother world, the Earth, from destruction. But
greed, envy, and strife won out in the end. And our world died. So we
were forced to take to the stars to begin anew our history. Those
were dark days for mankind when we teetered on the brink of
extinction, not knowing if we would survive the dangers of a long
exodus through the stars. But no less dark is the challenge we face
now.”

“Is
it really going to end this way for us?”

“I
do not know, Zyra. All we can do is to try to survive the coming
storm.”

Zyra
stood up from the wool blanket she was sitting on and paced around
the section of the cave where she and Maddock conversed away from
everyone else. For a moment, she observed the slew of women weeping
with their children. The sorrow she saw in the slaves’ eyes
nearly ripped the heart out of her. Slowly, she returned her morbid
gaze to Maddock.

“You
said Heidi is still alive. But how can that be? I saw her die.”

“You
saw what your mind wanted you to see. Indeed, Heidi was injured in
her attempt to draw the Throgs away from you. But she survived her
wounds and was taken back to the Slavers’ Camp. I fear she is
being interrogated now, as you were, for the Slavers will stop at
nothing to find us.”

“But
if Luzu is really Heidi’s aunt why, didn’t you tell her
the truth?”

“I
had my reasons. One of which was to force Luzu to reveal herself as a
traitor without causing her death. She is a good woman.”

“She
didn’t seem all that good to me a short while ago.”

“You
must see the entire picture to understand the reason for my motives,
Zyra. In the months following the death of her mother, Heidi had been
held captive by the Slavers as ransom that Luzu would conspire
against us. She worked with the Slavers only because she feared for
Heidi’s life. And Luzu, like the rest of us, did not know that
you had rescued Heidi from the Slavers until the day we chanced upon
you and you left her in our care to pursue your crusade against the
Slavers. Except for little Heidi’s capture, Luzu would have
chosen death over betrayal. Who knows what any of us might have done
in her position, knowing that she was responsible for the life of a
little girl?

“And
then before Luzu could be reunited with Heidi, she left to save you
from the Slavers on a whim. When the report of Heidi’s death
reached Luzu, she was enraged with guilt over all the slaves that
have died in her service to the Slavers. And in the end, only to lose
the one thing she was trying to protect caused her to take up arms
against you. Any action I took to prematurely reveal Luzu to the
others would have probably resulted in the deaths of both Luzu and
Heidi. But when she tried to kill you, I had no choice but to act. I
could not have your death on my conscience as well, stranger or not.”

“I
understand. I really don’t know what I would have done in your
place, or Luzu’s, for that matter.” Zyra narrowed the
distance between herself and Maddock. “Do you know where Heidi
is being held?”

“Unfortunately,
that knowledge eludes me. There is so much activity with the
impending launch that I cannot get my spies close to the Slavers’
bases of operations.”

“But
Luzu was able to get my encounter-suit.”

“No
doubt, as you have already discovered, a result of her close ties to
the Slavers. Truth is, she is the last card we have to play to get
our forces close to our enemy in order to save the last of the slaves
that are scheduled for execution.”

“Can
you really save them?”

“Perhaps.
But it will be very dangerous. I fear this execution is nothing more
than a trap to bait us out of hiding. But we will go to save the
others, no matter the outcome. Perhaps you will join us?”

“No.
This isn’t my fight. Besides, everything I touch goes to hell.
I’ll only endanger your people and your mission.”

“We
could certainly use your help, Zyra. Few of my people on this world
have your expertise in combat.”

“Like
you said, one person’s not going to make a difference.”

“Those
are not my words.”

“Even
so. I’m tired of fighting meaningless battles. Life, death,
war, peace. There’ll always be another battle. Whether any of
us lives or dies, what’s the difference?”

“The
reasons we choose to fight are what makes the difference. What would
anyone gain to be a bystander, watching everyone else’s sorrows
and joys, while one passively awaits their own demise? Do not be a
mere passenger on the river of life, Zyra.”

“Say
what you like, Maddock. But you’re not the one who has to live
with the guilt of failure.”

“I
have my own failures to concede to. The failure of a youth wasted in
servitude to a vain and cruel race of people. And the failures of old
age come with no less grief. But failure, like death, is a natural
part of life. It is how we grow as individuals.”

Try
as she did, Zyra could not fight through the despair she felt.
Maddock’s words only increased her anguish. And so she said the
only words that mattered to her.

“I’m
sorry, Maddock. I can’t go with you. I’ll gladly accept
whatever comes of my decision.”

“Then,
dear Zyra, what do you propose that you will do within the final
hours of the launch? What will you do with the life you have left?”

Zyra
stood silent, pondering Maddock’s words, and said nothing.
Nothing good was going to come from going tit-for-tat with Maddock.
He had his mind fixed on his goal.

So
did she.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
walked through the portico of stalagmites and stalactites that formed
the network of caves where she and Maddock watched the people on
either side of her preparing for battle. The number of people now
gathered in the cave had swelled to a number Zyra could only have
imagined. She realized that the number of slaves that must have
originally been brought to this world to serve the needs of the
Neo-Humans must have been staggering.

“You
have great courage, Zyra. Though you choose not to join us in this
battle, it changes little.”

“It
doesn’t take courage to commit suicide.”

“Is
that what you think you were doing when you came to this world?”

“What
else would you call it?”

“Destiny.
Did you never stop to think that perhaps you were meant to come to
this world?”

“I
don’t know what to believe.”

“Of
course you do. But you refuse to listen to what your heart is telling
you.”

“Since
you seem to know everything, Maddock, why don’t you tell me
what my heart is telling me?”

“It
is telling you, Zyra, that despite what you have suffered, your life
has purpose. But it is up to you to give that purpose meaning.”

“And
all this time I thought it was heartburn.”

“You
may jest now, but I see your pain. You use your humor as if it were a
shield. But you only hurt yourself when you deny the truth.”

“And
what is the truth?”

“That
your destiny is upon you. You have merely to choose your path.”

Zyra
didn’t say anything for a while and then—

“You
said the enemy is planning to exterminate the last of the slaves.
Why?”

“Until
you arrived, we were the only ones who dared to oppose the Slavers.
We did whatever we could to interrupt their war-building operations,
including attempting to free the other slaves. In truth, we were more
than just a thorn in their side. And the more our numbers grew, the
more of a threat we became. But I believe your arrival has frightened
the Slavers beyond anything we have ever done. The fact that you were
able to penetrate their orbital defenses and arrive on this planet
without their knowing grieves them. It is my guess that they are
afraid that you are not alone, but rather part of a large,
clandestine force working against them.”

“But
how can the Slavers have enemies if no one knows they exist here on
this world at all?”

“Why
do you assume that the Slavers have no enemies beyond you or I? This
enemy that we fight is far older than you might imagine. There is
much more going on than either of us really know.”

“And
yet, I don’t understand what they expect to gain by allowing
you to learn of their plan to terminate the slaves.”

“As
I said before, it is an obvious ploy to bait us out of hiding. They
think that if we come to save the other slaves, they can get rid of
us all in one fell swoop.”

“Then
don’t go. It’s better only a few of you die so that the
rest can live.”

“I’m
afraid we don’t have that liberty. There are over twelve
hundred slaves being prepared for execution. But there are only what
few of us you see here in these caves left to fight, all three
hundred of us.”

“Then
the odds are against you.”

“You
see our problem, Zyra. If we go to free the other slaves, and a trap
has been set against us, there’ll be too few of us to defeat
the legions of Throgs and Hunter-Killers that will be unleashed upon
us. And even if by some miracle we were to liberate the others, we’ll
be pursued all the way back to these caves, and we will be hunted
down. If we had a ship, we could possibly attempt to make an escape
after the rescue. But we don’t. And it’s far too
dangerous to try to steal a ship from the shipyard. That’s why
Luzu wanted to know if you had a ship. But there is one other
problem. Z.I.P.O.D.S.”

“You
mean the interplanetary orbital defense system?”

“Yes.
We were hoping you could tell us how you managed to get through it.”

“As
I told Aryk, I chartered a lone wolf to fly me to this world
expecting that we might not make it. Strangely, the orbital defenses
shut down during my approach.”

“No
doubt, the result of the Mother Computer shutting down all nonvital
system operations to process its new operating protocol.”

“Mother
Computer?”

“The
cyber-organic artificial intelligence mainframe computer that governs
all automated systems and communications networks on Planet-Z. It is
my guess that to deactivate most, if not all, of the orbital defense
systems, the Mother Computer will have to be destroyed. Of course,
all of this is just theoretical. There is no guarantee that any such
attack will deactivate Z.I.P.O.D.S.”

“Have
you tried hacking into the Mother Computer’s systems and
uploading a virus into its CPU?”

“Many
times, but to no avail.”

“So
the only choice is to find this Mother Computer and destroy it
face-to-face.”

“Yes.
But the Mother Computer is well guarded. It even has its own personal
defense system. No one we sent to destroy the Mother Computer has
ever returned. As you can now see, every potential means we have to
free ourselves has already been countered by some defense initiative.
It is as if the Slavers were reading our very minds.”

“What
makes you all so dangerous to the Slavers? Why don’t they just
let you leave?”

“It’s
an old story that begins during the days of the first Human-Arlarion
War. I don’t have time to tell you the entire story. But this
much I will say. This planet is a factory for war making. When it was
first discovered centuries ago, it was during the time when humans
first came to this system in search of worlds to colonize. No one
thought much of this planet, at first, as it was low in natural
resources and incapable of sustaining life upon it. But in the wake
of the first Human-Arlarion War, it was purchased by a conglomerate
of scientists who desired a world on the fringes of the galaxy
capable of producing geothermal energy, hoping to conduct experiments
without interference from the Intergalactic Alliance.”

“What
kind of experiments?”

“The
illegal variety. The kind of experiments where ambitious scientists
trample on the sacrosanct laws of nature in exchange for forbidden
knowledge.”

“You
mean genetic experiments.”

“Precisely.
The scientists were trying to design the perfect human being—a
human being that does not get sick, or grow old, or die. But to make
a long story short, something horrible happened here on this world.
And whatever noble goals those scientists had, if there were ever any
noble goals, were destroyed. The Slavers have since usurped control
of this planet and perverted its facilities to make it an instrument
of war. No doubt, you are aware of the genetically engineered
diseases that are soon to be launched from this world. But there are
even deadlier weapons in their final stages of creation being
prepared by the Slavers. We were all brought here from our homes
throughout the galaxy at threat of gun or worse to serve the Slavers’
plans to usurp control of the galaxy. Some of the most brilliant
scientists throughout the League of Worlds were forced to come here
to continue the illegal experiments of our predecessors. I am one
such scientist. As were the parents of little Heidi.

“But
the Slavers developed an extremely advanced form of android capable
of performing our scientific function here on this world. For a
while, we were made to work the mines. But more androids, designed
specifically to work under extreme terrain conditions, were also
created. They have since replaced us. We were simply retired and sent
to the termination camps. A few of us escaped those camps and began
to free the other slaves before they, too, could be killed. I was one
such slave—and the first.

“Knowing
that more than just our lives were at stake, we have waged a battle
here on this world against the Slavers, sabotaging their munitions
plants and genetic labs, hoping to at least slow them down. But we
have since endured terrible losses at the hands of the Hunter-Killers
and the vile Throgs. Now there are too few of us to continue the
battle. It was our only hope that we could free what slaves we can
and make a daring escape off world to warn the rest of humanity about
the Slavers’ plans before it is too late.

“But
we have failed in our mission. Only five hours remain before the
Slavers launch their deadly bio-plagues against mankind. And those
poor, unsuspecting folk out there have no idea what is going to
happen to them. Only days ago, we intercepted a transmission ordering
an armada of warships bearing Death Troops to be dispatched to every
part of the galaxy and to await further orders to hunt down what few
humans survive the bio-plague. After considerable thought, I have
decided that I shall lead a team of my best people against the Mother
Computer.”

“But
there’s not enough of you to even rescue the slaves. How do you
expect that a small force of undisciplined fighters will breach the
Mother Computer’s defenses? You’ll all be killed!”

“It
is as you say, Zyra. Better we die trying to do what we must to save
ourselves than to wait for the inevitable.”

“Are
you really willing to do this, Maddock? What you’re doing is
suicide!”

“Like
you, Zyra, I am driven by the passions of my heart. But where you
seek to avenge the dead, I seek to save the living, as do my comrades
in arms.”

“This
is foolish!”

“What
would you have us do, then? Wait, while everything we know and love
beyond this world is destroyed? Do you think I want to sacrifice the
lives of my friends here, or even those of the slaves prepared for
execution?”

“You
spoke to me before about destiny. What if this is our destiny? What
if this is our fate? We can’t stop people from dying! Isn’t
that why the scientists on this world were destroyed? For trying to
be God? Well, we’re not God! We can’t defeat all the evil
in this universe. And we can’t make up for all the wrongs that
have been done in the past! All we can do is—”

“Do
what, Zyra? All we can do is what?”

“All
we can do…” Zyra paused to force back the tremor in her
voice before continuing to speak again. “All we can do—is
to decide what kind of people we will be.”

“And
what kind of person are you, Zyra?”

Zyra
lowered her head, feeling hot tears well up in her eyes and the
burning will of her determination growing steadily in her heart.














Chapter
Forty-One


“So, how are we going to do this? We can’t just waltz
into the detention center with our guns blazing. I tried that
already. Doesn’t work.”

Zyra’s
observation, however blunt, seemed to voice the concerns of all the
rebels gathered together in the cave about Maddock. His response came
quickly enough and resounded with the usual authority in his voice.

“As
we have discussed the matter thoroughly in private, Zyra, you know
the problems we face in the impending crisis. In a short while, the
Slavers will terminate the lives of the last of the slaves here on
this world, some twelve hundred in number. The site of this execution
we’ve discovered is an atom harvester. For what reason such a
device had been chosen to be used against helpless men, women, and
children, I do not know. It is all I can say that we must act to save
the lives of these people who have suffered no less than we have in
their time on this world.”

“Only
twelve hundred, Maddock? So few slaves remain?” Aryk asked from
nearby, a noticeable crack in his voice.

“Unfortunately,
Aryk, that is the case. For all we’ve suffered in our war
against the Slavers to liberate our kind, we have finally come to the
end.”

No,
not the end. The beginning of the end, thought Zyra.

“Still,
this battle must be fought, or we sacrifice ourselves along with
those who would seek hope. It is for this sole reason we have
survived our previous struggles, to finally gain the freedom for
which we have all yearned.”

“So
what’s the battle plan?” asked Zyra, not wanting to allow
Maddock to embark on another one of his long-winded speeches, no
matter how rousing, or necessary, they were.

“We
will send a team of our best fighters led by Aryk to the atom
harvester to free the others. With a little luck, they can get pass
any security details that will be posted there and get the slaves
out.”

“Let’s
assume this really is a trap. It’s obvious the atom harvester
is meant to be used against us.”

“Indeed,
Zyra. That is why you will lead a team of engineers to the atom
harvester power generator grid to sabotage its power cells. Your
expertise in demolition and pyrotechnics will be needed.”

“And
what if a softer touch is needed?”

“Then
my son, Jupiter, a master computer specialist and engineer in his own
right, will assist you in your mission and give you the softer touch
you need.”

Zyra
noticed the young man with red hair standing to her left who gave her
a nod. She returned one of her own.

“The
next part of the plan,” Maddock continued, “is for Aryk
to lead the rescued slaves through the sewers to the shipyards one
hundred and fifty-five kilometers above the detention complex where I
and another team of scouts will be waiting. We will run interference
with the shipyard patrols, diverting their attention so that Aryk can
commandeer a cruiser-sized vessel and get the slaves on board. Once
you’ve gotten your team and the slaves on board the ship, Aryk,
you must not hesitate. Leave the shipyards immediately and head for
orbit. My team and I will find a way to get a ship of our own.”

“And
what if you don’t get a ship?” Aryk did not hesitate to
ask.

“Then
I suppose it won’t really matter, so long as you and the slaves
are safe.”

“In
any event, what are we to do about Z.I.P.O.D.S.?”

“Zyra
has decided that she is to stay behind and destroy the Mother
Computer so that Z.I.P.O.D.S.’ automated targeting control
systems will shut down.”

“What?
One person against the Mother Computer? It’s suicide, Maddock!”

“Zyra
has promised me, Aryk, that she has the firepower to match thirty of
our most capable fighters armed with our strongest weapons. She needs
only the directions to the Mother Computer.”

“Even
if she does destroy it, she’ll be stuck here on this world, and
the Slavers will find her. You know what’ll happen then.”

“It
is a sacrifice Zyra is willing to make for us. We owe it to her not
to fail either ourselves or her sacrifice.”

“Damn
you, bounty hunter.”

Zyra
passed a glimpse at Aryk to notice the fear he tried to conceal
behind his glower. Grim as he might have been, he was unable to keep
his emotions in check, and it startled her to see him overcome with
such dread for her. She could do nothing else to hide her own
feelings as she folded her arms and focused on Maddock’s
speech.

“No
matter what happens during the mission, nothing is more important
than Zyra destroying the Mother Computer. Both the lives of ourselves
and rest of humanity depend on it.”

“You
mean the missile launch?” said Aryk, with a less than
inquisitive tone of voice.

“Yes,
Aryk. It is imperative that the launch be stopped. It is my belief
that if Zyra destroys the Mother Computer, not only will we gain our
freedom, but so, too, will our enemy be struck a terrible blow when
they discover that they are unable to launch their bio-plague.”

“Killing
two birds with one stone.”

“Yes.
All depends on Zyra’s success at both the atom harvester power
generator grid and the Mother Computer.”

“Don’t
mind me for asking, Maddock, but why not just send her to the Mother
Computer? You’re taking an awful risk sending her on two
missions. Excuse me for saying it, but if she buys it before she gets
to the Mother Computer, we won’t have time to send another
team. We’ll be doomed.”

“Only
Zyra has an encounter-suit that will give her enough stealth ability
to run a sweep of the area around the atom harvester for security
patrols without being seen. Without her aid, we cannot scout the area
around the execution site within the time needed to warn both your
team and hers.”

“Fine.
But there’s one last thing. I’m going to need someone to
back me up, just in case my team gets hit before we get the slaves
out.”

“It
is a wise suggestion, Aryk. That is why Luzu will be accompanying you
on your task with her own team. You will travel together as one unit
until you get within a quarter mile of the atom harvester. There you
will separate into two teams. Aryk will get the slaves out while Luzu
makes sure that there are no covert security forces nearby to ambush
you.”

Zyra
flashed a curious gaze at Luzu and made a quick response to Maddock’s
plan.

“Are
you sure that’s wise, Maddock, considering her past with—?”

“My
team is ready to go,” Luzu interposed, cutting her eyes sharply
at Zyra. It wasn’t a surprise to Zyra that Luzu would take
offense to her second-guessing of Maddock using her in their
operation. What was surprising was that Maddock was so willing to
trust her so quickly after uncovering her betrayal. Perhaps the fact
that she did not know that Heidi was still alive meant that she had
no incentive to work mischief against the rebels. Didn’t
matter. She wasn’t going to take her eyes off Luzu no matter
what Maddock said. After matching the sulking expression on Luzu’s
face, Zyra removed her gaze from the other woman and set them back on
Maddock.

“Luzu
has my trust, Zyra. Whatever trouble we have had in the past with her
remains just that, the past. The only thing that matters now is
getting those slaves to the shipyards. And we cannot do it without
her, for she is the one with the DNA access to the bridge leading to
the complex where the execution is to be held.” Zyra remained
silent and glanced at Luzu once more, only to receive her glare.
“Now, there isn’t much time left. Everyone form up with
your squad leaders and let us get this mission underway. God be with
us all.”

Zyra
stood silent and watched as Luzu walked by her with a piercing
glower. Zyra held her ground against the other woman with a frown of
her own. She might not have removed her eyes from her if Aryk hadn’t
approached her.

“Don’t
mind her. Gets that way when she’s angry. You just keep your
head out there. A lot of good people are depending on you.”

“Don’t
worry, Aryk. I know what I have to do.”

“Hey,
if I did anything earlier to upset you, you know, about all that talk
about giving you to the Viscerators—”

“It’s
okay. You were doing your job. I didn’t take it personal.”

“On
behalf of myself and the others, I just want to say thanks for your
help.” Zyra gave Aryk a nod and a smile and received a
handshake from him. “See you topside.”

“Topside,”
she replied. As Aryk marched away from Zyra, Maddock made his
approach.

“We
have much to thank you for, Zyra. Whatever happens, you have my
gratitude. But there is one thing I must ask of you before you leave
with your team.”

“What
is it?”

“I
have said nothing to Luzu about Heidi’s capture. As far as she
is concerned, Heidi is still dead and you the cause of it. She will
do whatever I ask her so long as that remains unchanged. If she were
to get word that Heidi lives, I am not certain we can trust her.”

 “I
understand.”


“Do you? I’ve said only as much as time has permitted me
to. But Luzu’s connection with the Slavers is far deeper than
you might imagine. Do not tell her of what we have spoken! And mind
your actions around her. She harbors great resentment towards you and
would work your death if she could. I did my best to keep you two
apart in the upcoming mission. But who knows what may come? Think
about what I have told you and protect yourself!”

“I
will.”

“Be
careful, Zyra. You are our only hope now.”

Zyra
stood silent and lowered her gaze from Maddock when he left her alone
to her thoughts. So much was riding on this mission and she could
hardly stomach the weight of it all. One error, one misstep or
oversight, and everyone would die: her, the slaves, Maddock, Luzu,
Aryk, Heidi, everyone. Zyra had been in dire situations before. But
this took the cake.

Oh,
well. Who wants to live forever anyway?

No
matter what happened, Zyra knew she was doing the right thing for
once.

Or
was she?














Chapter
Forty-Two

As
Zyra had feared, there were guards stationed everywhere throughout
the slave detention complex. So she moved with assassin-like stealth
through the shadowy corridors, leading her team of unseasoned young
rebels with her. With Zyra leading the rebels, they managed to avoid
all the motion detector sensors and patrol guards that combed the
hall. But when they had got a ways through the detention complex, she
gestured with her finger for the team to separate into two parties.
While she led one team towards the maintenance shaft that would allow
her to sabotage the power generator for the atom harvester, the other
group would carry out the instructions she had given them to lend
logistical support to Aryk’s team that was going to rescue the
slaves—an impromptu decision on her part, and not at all what
Maddock had wanted, but she knew Aryk could use all the help he could
get. The chances of their success were already minimal, so the entire
mission depended on their swift, but quiet, passage through the
detention complex. One mistake and the operation would be a bust.
Hearing a slight whisper from her team, Zyra flashed a glare at them
only to notice their jittery movements.

“Keep
it quiet,” her gaze said. “And keep it moving.”

The
intensity of the look she gave them was such that even through the
dark visor of her encounter-suit helmet that concealed her eyes, they
got her message, and responded in fashion. Of all the people to send
with her on a life and death mission, the rebels Maddock had put
under her command were perhaps the youngest and possibly most inept
ones in his rag-tag army, so far as combat-readiness was concerned.
But what they lacked in military skill or proficiency, they made up
for in technical savvy. In fact, without their expert computer
skills, they would never have gotten through the slew of security
systems that had barred the way to the detention center.

At
least they were good for something. And that was definitely better
than being good for nothing, thought Zyra. She came to the end of
the hallway they were in and entered into a maintenance shaft.
Afterwards, she led her team into the shaft and fired a grappling
hook and cable from her left arm several meters up the shaft. She
then disengaged the cable from the forearm of her encounter-suit and
used it to climb up the shaft. One by one, the other members of her
team grabbed onto the cable and followed her.

*     *   
 *

From
atop the spindle-shaped polysteel tower that served as the power
generator for the atom harvester, Zyra used a hand-held power tool to
remove the metal plating from the power generator interface controls.
It was no small matter that her services were needed now to help save
the lives of over twelve hundred men, women, and children. It was an
enormous responsibility and no less daunting a task than what she
would be required to do when she solved her current dilemma.

Zyra
was perhaps more agitated than she should have been. But the many
setbacks she had suffered in her short life seemed the result of some
higher being’s disdain for her. She should have died a thousand
times already. And yet, here she was plodding on through some
insurmountable task—again—trying to save not only the
lives of the slaves who had been scheduled for termination, or the
rebels that she was helping to save the slaves, but all of humanity
itself. There was a part of Zyra that wanted to thumb her nose at the
universe for using her this way without giving her the least bit of
aid (leading a small band of undisciplined teenagers into the lion’s
den did not count).

What’s
the point of having a knife if you have nothing to cut with it?
That’s how she felt about this whole affair with the
Neo-Humans. She had more than enough willpower to stay the course to
fight the Neo-Humans, if necessary. But she wondered if she had the
tools. Hence, she thought up a better question: How were you
supposed to eat a steak if you had no teeth? How could anyone,
God or otherwise, realistically believe that one woman had the power
to save an entire race of people from extinction? Without knowing the
circumstances that had made Luzu act the way she did, she had falsely
accused the other woman of being megalomaniacal when the truth is she
was the one with delusions of grandeur. If she didn’t believe
on some level that she was not only capable, but was actually
destined, to rescue mankind, she would not be here risking her life
this way now. Sadly, Zyra could barely sort her way through the wires
inside the power generator controls, let alone fight off the hordes
of Throgs, Shock Troops, Hunter-Killers, and whatever else the
Neo-Humans had at their disposal. Hell, all it took was one stray
shot and her adventure would be over real quick.

“That’s
strange,” mumbled Zyra, her thoughts suddenly shifting back to
the here and now.

“What’s
strange?” asked Jupiter, the young, copper-headed, teenage boy
who was the spitting image of Maddock some forty or so years younger.
He wasn’t as tall as his father, nor did he have the same
wizened look, but it was obvious that he had an authoritative air
about him that might have been gained less through experience than a
result of genetic inheritance.

“I’ve
found the power core. But it’s not operational,” Zyra
explained, frowning beneath her encounter-suit helmet.

“That
is impossible. The Slavers run a tight ship. They would have run
several tests to make certain everything is working on this
monstrosity before they’d ever attempt to use it.”

“I’m
telling you, Jupiter, it’s not operational. Why don’t you
run a diagnostics test to make sure? But make it quick. We don’t
have a whole lot of time.”

“I’m
on it.”

A
few seconds went by while Jupiter ran a brief diagnostics test on the
power generator before he lifted a curious eyebrow. 


“Well,
this certainly is interesting. Just as you said, the Power Core’s
off-line. But how can that be? It can’t be an oversight. The
Slavers don’t make mistakes like this.”

“It
isn’t a mistake. This was done intentionally.”

“Why?”

Zyra
didn’t respond to Jupiter’s question right away, but
neither did she need to contemplate the matter very long to figure
out what was happening.

“Can
you patch me into the planetary computer network?”

“I
think so. Hold on.” Zyra watched Jupiter’s fingers dance
with lightning speed over the controls of some handheld instrument he
used to hack into the planetary computer network. She had known only
one person in her life who had such a command over his craft as a
computer whiz. Logos. But it was with much emotion that Zyra recalled
her friend’s name. And rather than subject herself to an
impromptu session of uncontrollable weeping, she focused on the task
at hand. A moment later, Jupiter delivered the goods to Zyra. “You’re
on line. Go ahead.”

Zyra
activated the net-feed on the instrument console of her
encounter-suit and probed the database, her eyes racing back and
forth to sift through the data scrolling up her encounter-suit
computer screen on her left arm and on the lower right corner of her
visor that appeared in much smaller digits. She quickly analyzed
information regarding the location of guards throughout the slave
detention complex as well as high priority prisoners. Zyra was
intrigued by what she had discovered and searched deeper into the
database, hoping to uncover one priceless bit of information she
desired. And with a bit of patience she found it.

Prisoner
44813: Heidi Guðsmundottír. Currently detained in Security
Cell 1182 on detention block level 88l.

Zyra
might have been overcome with joy over having learned the location of
Heidi had she not stumbled across another piece of data that checked
her emotions.

“Just
like I thought. The slaves aren’t being held inside the
harvester. They’re being held in another part of the base. And
there’re far more of them than your father realized.”

“How
many?” Jupiter asked Zyra, losing his poise when he noticed the
tremor in her voice.

“Twenty
thousand.”

“Twenty
thousand?”

“And
that’s not the worst part. There’re at least three
legions of guards posted near the slaves.”

“What
about the atom harvester? Are there any guards there?”

“Not
so far as I can tell. But that’s a problem in itself. It’s
as you say, the enemy’s too smart for this. They’re
setting us up for something big.”

“What
could that be?”

“I
don’t know.”

“Wait
a minute, Zyra. Let’s stop and think about this. You said the
generator power core was intentionally deactivated.”

“Yes.
But why?”

“There
must be a logical reason for it. Let us start with what we know. The
generator has an intermittent output of two hundred eighty billion
gigawatts a second.”

“It’s
a lot of power.”

“A
machine can’t put out that kind of power without interfering
with any external electrical systems within a two-mile radius.”

“External
electrical systems? What kind are we talking about here, Jupiter?”

“I
don’t know. Perhaps we were wrong thinking the Slavers wanted
to use the atom harvester against us. Maybe they’re planning to
use some other kind of weapon. A mobile weapon like attack skimmers
or even Slayer-Droids.”

“That
doesn’t make sense. I’ve already done a preliminary sweep
of the area. There are no droids or vehicles nearby. It has to be
something else.”

“Something
like what?”

“I
don’t know.” Zyra assumed her silence to reflect deeply
on all that had been said between her and Jupiter. The fact that the
Slavers had shut off the atom harvester power generator core meant
they knew the rebels were coming to attempt to rescue the slaves and
had some other weapon prepared against them.

No.
Not a weapon.

“Oh,
my god.”

“What
is it, Zyra?”

“I
know why the power core’s been shut off.”

“Then
this really is a trap!”

“And
Aryk’s walking right into it!”

*     *   
 *

There
was an unsettling amount of dread among the rebels as they fell in
rank behind Aryk Grimstalker on the lengthy bridge that led towards
the atom harvester. Through its enclosed but translucent walls, the
rebels could observe the deep darkness of the shaft that led into the
bowels of the world. Just across the bridge was the atom harvester,
which had been constructed to look like a saucer-shaped building. The
harvester, like the bridge, was held suspended over a wide, deep
chasm on a long, metal beam that jutted up from a sea of molten lava
several miles below. A similar beam, no doubt the power conduit, rose
several hundred feet into the air towards the surface. That was where
Zyra and the rest of her team were supposed to be working their magic
on the power generator grid, ensuring that Aryk and the others could
rescue the slaves without being atomized along with the slaves in the
process, if that was the enemy’s plan. He only hoped that they
were successful or this would be a very brief mission.

As
it went, the atom harvester was an impressively large device. Being
that it was designed to break down the molecules of any organic
substance to a single atom from which a great source of energy could
be extracted, the device was a necessity on a world with few natural
resources like Planet-Z. But so far as technology went, nuclear
energy was an outdated source of power. The fact that there were
still machines on Planet-Z that not only utilized, but also created,
nuclear power revealed the age of the subterranean base.

When
Aryk led his team across the bridge he was surprised to find that
there were no guards around. As it was the perfect place for an
ambush, the lack of guards was a clear signal that this was either a
trap or they had gotten ahold of bad intelligence. But he had not
come here to question his orders. His goal was to ensure that if
there were any slaves being prepared for execution in the atom
harvester, he would do what it took to rescue them and get them out
alive. But midway through their trek along the bridge, the fire
sprinklers on the ceiling of the polyglass wall began to spray down
upon the rebels, causing them all to freeze in their tracks and gaze
up at the ceiling.

“What
the hell?” Aryk grumbled more to himself than anyone close
enough to hear him. Considering that there was no smoke on the bridge
to indicate that there was a fire nearby, it seemed that there was a
malfunction with the sprinkler system. But throughout the bridge the
air began to flicker, not unlike heat expanding the air on some arid
world. To the unwary, it might have seemed a small matter, or even
that the rebels’ eyes were playing tricks on them, but Aryk
immediately realized the danger that he and the others were in.

“Get
off the bridge now!” he ordered.

“What
about the mission?” one of the rebels beside him was quick to
ask.

“It’s
a trap! Bloody bastards have cloaks!”

Only
after Aryk had warned his team, did they notice the humanoid
silhouettes that had formed in the air caused by the downpour of
water coming from the sprinklers. But it was too late. The air about
the bridge exploded in scarlet fury when elongated beams of blinding,
white light belched from midair and wreaked photon death on the
rebels, a slew of them falling to the bridge in a heap of singed
flesh and tattered garb. Aryk ordered the others to return fire at
the silhouettes as they made a sudden retreat back in the direction
from which they had come. But a volley of lasers began to fly at them
from behind. Aryk spun around and returned fire towards the entrance
to the bridge, but he was unable to stop the onslaught of laser and
photon fire that ravaged his team.

“We’re
trapped,” cried Luzu, running up to him from the other side of
the bridge with her team and taking up a defensive posture behind
him. The laser fire boxing the rebels in was devastating their ranks
so completely that neither Aryk nor Luzu thought that any of them
would survive the next few seconds. But a loud scream like that of a
rocket’s thrust nearly burst the ears of the rebels just before
there was a large explosion that obliterated the far side of the
bridge leading towards the atom harvester. The rebels were hurled to
the floor as much of the bridge fell away in a plume of fire. Burning
alien husks suddenly became visible in the bright, yellow flames that
incinerated the bridge, husks that shrieked and waved about like
willow reeds in the wind as they plummeted towards the lava below. It
might have seemed like a miracle that in one instant the rebels had
been spared their dooms, except for the grey figure they saw soaring
down towards them from the darkness above like an angel of death.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
watched with fearful eyes as she saw Aryk and his team being pinned
between two invisible forces. They were being decimated by enemy
fire, firing hopelessly at random hoping to hit something. Every now
and then, there would be a flash of light and then an uncloaked
figure would appear tumbling like a fallen mannequin to the bridge.
Unfortunately, the rebels could not rely on luck to escape their
crisis. Having had the wherewithal to figure out the plot that had
been set against them, Zyra had Jupiter activate the emergency fire
sprinklers hoping to alert the rebels to the trap. But it was too
late.

Zyra
had flown down from the power generator grid hoping to do what she
could to save them. Fortunately, a well-aimed SPRAG-missile would
make up for her late arrival. Zyra’s visor grew darker to
shield her eyes from the bright explosion that occurred when her
missile hit the center of the bridge. It was a gamble to even attempt
to launch one of the most lethal weapons in her arsenal hoping to
wipe out half of the threat against the rebels without killing them
in the process. But what choice did she have? They were certain to
die without her intervention.

So
she fired the missile.

Bits
of polyglass, aluminum, and steel descended from the burning bridge
below Zyra in a fiery cloud. She had to stay sharp to avoid being
struck by the burning shrapnel that pierced the air around her. Zyra
flew in a straight line for the entrance of the bridge, activated her
thermal sensors to get a fix on the cloaked figures blasting away at
the rebels, and fired several rounds from her wrist cannon.

It
was an unexpected assault.

The
barrage of lethal laser fire Zyra let loose on the enemy only
confused them more than her initial attack. One after the other,
several Throgs de-cloaked after being ravaged by her weapons fire and
toppled to the bridge as smoldering husks of flesh. But Zyra didn’t
have to do all the work herself, for in their desperation, the rebels
complimented her attack with one of their own. Shortly afterwards,
there was silence on the bridge. After confirming that there were no
more cloaked Throgs to fight with her thermal imagery sensors, Zyra
made a rapid descent to the entrance of the bridge through the
burning gape of its enclosed structure from where she had unleashed
her fury and joined the rebels forming there.

“Bless
you, Zyra! Don’t know what we would’ve done without you!
Damn bastards set us up!”

“I
know, Aryk. I tried to warn you, but it was too late,” she
said, glass and metal being crunched beneath her feet with every step
she took toward Aryk.

“The
sprinklers? That was you?”

“For
all the good it did.”

“Gave
us the heads up. Without you, we would’ve entered the kill zone
and we’d have been toast.”

“Even
so, there’ll be more Throgs on the way anytime now.”

“What
about the execution?”

“There
never was an execution.”

“Bastards!”

“Listen
to me, Aryk. There are many slaves being held on the other side of
the detention complex and a whole lot more than Maddock ever
imagined, over twenty thousand, in fact. I’ve already sent my
team to get them out, but they’re going to need help.”

“I’ll
take the others with me. We’ll get ‘em out. Besides, I
owe these Throg bastards for killing my men!”

“I’d
join you, but now that the enemy knows we’re here, they’ll
move to stop us.”

“Which
means you’ve got a job to do.”

“Yeah.”

“Good
luck, then.”

Aryk
was just about to lead his team away when Zyra stole a quick glance
at Luzu while she prepared to follow him.

“Wait.
There’s something else. I think I know where Heidi is.”

Luzu
spun her wide gaze at Zyra, her color deepening.

“What
are you talking about? Heidi’s dead.”

“No.
Heidi survived the attack in the sewers.”

“You’re
lying!”

“It’s
the truth. Maddock wasn’t sure he could trust you, so he kept
it a secret.”

“Heidi
is alive? How?”

“Does
it matter? If you want to save her, you’ll have to come with
me!”

“Come
with you? Heidi’s none of your concern!” snapped Luzu,
suddenly squaring her shoulders and moving aggressively towards Zyra.

“What
about the Mother Computer?” Aryk interjected before the pair of
women could engage in a verbal fisticuffs.

“I
haven’t forgotten. But I have to do this!”

“Everyone’s
depending on you, Zyra. If you don’t get that computer, we’re
all gonna die.”

“I
know. I won’t let you down. I promise.”

“I
hope you know what you’re doing, bounty hunter.”

Luzu
didn’t give Zyra time enough to respond to Aryk’s words
and drew his attention with her stern gaze.

“We’re
wasting time with all this talk! Now, go ahead and get the slaves out
of here, Aryk, and take my team with you! If Heidi’s really
alive, I’m going to get her. I’ll meet you later at the
rendezvous!”

“Alright,”
said Aryk begrudgingly. “Take this, bounty hunter. You might
need it.” Zyra reached out with her hands to receive the laser
rifle Aryk offered her. “It’s old, but it packs a punch!
And if nothing else, it’ll help you save some ammo before you
go and fry the big fish.”

“Thanks,
Aryk.”

“You
two save that little girl and be careful. And, bounty hunter, I
mean…Zyra, we owe you.”

Zyra
remained silent and frowned under her helmet as Aryk led the rebels
away from her. She was taking a big chance going after Heidi. If she
were to die in the attempt, she would doom the rebels to certain
death and all that she had fought for and suffered up to this point
would be for nothing. But she was not going to abandon Heidi for any
reason—or anyone. Zyra glanced at Luzu to notice the fierce
look in her deeply blue eyes. It was obvious that she was not on
Luzu’s list of favorite people. It didn’t matter. They
had one common interest in this whole situation and that was to save
Heidi.

“Let’s
go,” she said, and hurried off, leading Luzu in the opposite
direction than Aryk and the others had gone.














Chapter
Forty-Three

There
was no love lost between Zyra and Luzu as they fought their way
through a relentless mob of Throgs to reach the slave detention block
where Heidi was being held. More than once, they had had as lethal a
verbal exchange between themselves as they did returning fire at
their enemy. Such pent up hatred was revealed in the vociferous
glares they exchanged that Zyra even stopped to wonder if they would
actually ignore the Throgs to start shooting at each other. The one
thing that kept them from going to the extremes was that they were
the only hope Heidi had to ever escape captivity—or worse.

That
Zyra had bothered to check for Heidi’s cell number while
searching for the location of the other slaves was no coincidence.
Zyra could hardly string together two thoughts without first thinking
of Heidi. Without Heidi’s intervention just over a day ago,
Zyra would been killed by the changeling, the saving grace of which
meant that Heidi’s life would not be in danger now. The little
girl had risked all for Zyra.

She
would do no less for her.

Still,
the angst Zyra felt for all the people depending on her, including
Heidi, was nothing short of staggering. Any moment now, Aryk and his
taskforce would storm into the detention area where the slaves were
held to free them from their cells. There would no doubt be many
women and children among the slaves and it would require every bit of
luck and skill Aryk and the others could muster to get them safely
out and to the shipyards to steal aboard their enemy’s ship.
Being that the number of slaves was so vast, just getting them to the
shipyards would be a feat in itself. But the fact that they would
have to fight their way onto the largest enemy ships made the mission
even more difficult. Even if Zyra was with Aryk now, she wasn’t
sure she could help him through his dilemma. But it was up to Zyra to
ensure that they made it off the world safely if they did get on
board the ships. There was very little time left before the
bio-missiles were launched. And she had no time to run around
fighting a thousand small battles against a seemingly endless horde
of prison guards as she was doing now. All Zyra wanted was to find
Heidi and see her with Luzu on their way to meet up with the others.
Then she could do what she had promised and destroy the Mother
Computer.

Zyra
had lost count of the Throgs she had lain low with the rapid-fire
laser rifle Aryk had given her when she and Luzu hopped aboard a
hover-lift and rode it down into the depths of the detention complex
some eight hundred levels below the atom harvester. There was a long,
disquieting silence as the two women waited to reach their
destination.

“Why?”
Luzu suddenly asked, squinting while she removed the power cell
cartridge of her laser rifle to check its energy supply.

“Why
what?” asked Zyra in return, not trying to hide the salt in her
voice, as she watched floor after floor zip past her vision at
blinding speed inside the hover-lift tube.

“Why
did you stop me? From killing myself? You could have died when I
pulled the trigger.”

Time
hung suspended in oblivious uncertainty before Zyra made her curt
reply.

“I
don’t know why I stopped you. It just seemed to me that so much
was going on at the time and I didn’t know what else to do.
Besides, you looked troubled.”

“So
you felt sorry for me?”

“Something
like that.”

“Nice
try. But I’m not buying what you’re selling. Only a fool
would jump in the path of a loaded gun.”

“Maybe.
Or maybe I didn’t care if you shot me.”

“So
you have a death wish, is that it?” Zyra didn’t respond
to Luzu’s comment and simply slipped off her helmet to get some
fresh air, weary of the stale, sanitized air fed to her through her
encounter-suit, her hair flaring above her head like tendrils of
flame from the cold draft that came from the shaft below them. The
sigh that came from her failed to expel either her grief or
weariness. “You’re not kidding, are you? You really do
want to die. That’s why you volunteered to go after the Mother
Computer. And that’s why you came to this world without a ship.
And all this time I didn’t believe you.”

“I
never said I wanted to die.”

“But
you act like it.”

“Why
should you care? It’s my life.”

For
the first time since meeting each other, the lines in Luzu’s
face softened toward Zyra.

“For
what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

“About
what?”

“About
whatever it is that made you this way. Here you are ready to throw
your life away for absolute strangers. And yet, you don’t seem
to have an ounce of pity for yourself.”

“Look,
this isn’t about me, alright? This is about you and I doing
what we can to save Heidi.”

“And
then what?”

Zyra
made a knit of her brows and pursed her lips, unable to cast aside
either the grudge she had of the woman standing beside her or the
fear she had of losing control of her emotions. Feeling her eyes grow
misty, she quickly replaced her helmet over her head.

*     *   
 *

The
hover-lift had hardly come to a complete stop when Zyra and Luzu
leapt off of its platform to enter the dim corridor of the detention
center’s lowest floor.

“Keep
your eyes peeled,” said Luzu, while training the barrel of her
rifle in front of her. Zyra did the same with her own rifle.

“I’ve
been wondering,” Zyra began, assuming a ponderous tone while
matching Luzu’s stride as they advanced carefully down the
hall. “Why is Heidi so important to the Slavers?

“What
do you mean?”

“I
mean, I understand they forced you to work for them by threatening to
kill Heidi. Maddock told me as much. But I don’t understand why
they would bring her back here after nearly killing her if she wasn’t
of value to them.”

“Heidi’s…special.
That’s all I’m going to say for now.”

“Does
this have something to do with her mother?”

Luzu
snapped an angry gaze at her before assuming her usual chastising
voice.

“Why
is any of this so important to you?”

“Oh,
call me curious.”

“Look,
just keep your mind on what we’re trying to do and stop trying
to play detective. It would be better for the both of us if you just
mind your own damn—”

Zyra
and Luzu separated just in time to avoid the lethal burst of indigo
light that exploded on the wall beside them, sending a cascade of
sparks onto the floor. A splintered conduit there let out a spray of
gas. They were met by another indigo blast before they heard a loud
snicker from the other side of the hall.

“I
know that laugh,” observed Zyra, her dark brows growing stark
underneath her helmet.

“It’s
him. Krax,” added Luzu.

“I
knew you’d come for her sooner or later. You’re so
predictable,” said a fiendish inhuman voice just before the
squat, round husk of fat that was Krax leapt out of the shadows of
the hallway with a pistol aimed directly at the skull of the little
girl in his clutches. There was a slight tremble in Luzu’s
trigger finger when she heard Heidi cry out.

“Give
me my niece, you fat piece of Letreeden dung!”

“Finders,
keepers, Luzu dear!” croaked Krax, unable to contain his
maniacal laughter. Zyra peered around the corner of the rut in the
wall where she and Luzu were to see Heidi being held by Krax. She
winced to see the blind that was tied around her eyes.

“Damn
you, Krax! She’s just a child!” Luzu shot back.

“Auntie?”

The
sound of Heidi’s voice set Luzu off.

“I
swear I’m gonna kill you if you’ve hurt her!”

“Who?
Me? I’ve done nothing to this sweet little pile of innocence.
If she’s a little under the weather, you’ll have to take
it up with the local Throgs!” said Krax and fired another round
at Luzu and Zyra. “Now stay where you are, or you won’t
have this little precious to keep you awake at nights anymore!”

Zyra
suddenly raised her arms and leapt out into the hallway.

“Remember
me?”

“Of
course I do, my bounty hunter friend! Who can ever forget you when
the price for your capture has gone up since the last time we met.”

“Then
why don’t we make an exchange? I’ll surrender myself to
you if you let the girl go.”

“That’s
not an even trade. The girl’s worth more than you by a long
shot, he, he.”

“Then
tell me what you want. I’m sure you’re very negotiable.”

“What
I want is your friend’s head on a silver platter, for all the
grief she’s cost me!”

“What
do you mean?”

“The
boss has been real upset with me since she started helping the
rebels. I’m the one who vouched for her in the first place!”

“It’s
the past, Krax! And you’ll be the past, too, if you don’t
let my niece go!” interjected Luzu with all her spite for the
fat alien.

“Let
her go? She’s the only thing I have that’ll keep you from
getting me killed by the boss.”

“I’ll
kill you myself!”

Zyra
watched the back and forth between Luzu and Krax with more interest
than she might have at first admitted. It was obvious that these two
had a history. But it was also apparent from their conversation that
Luzu had been holding out on the truth. Whatever that truth was, Zyra
would have loved to know. But she didn’t have time now to
attempt to satisfy her curiosity. What she did have was an ax to
grind with Krax for shooting her in cold blood a few days ago when
she had already surrendered.

As
it were, Zyra was in her usual range to activate her pulse charge,
which would have effectively disrupted all electro-kinetic power,
including that of Krax’s gun, within a twenty-five-foot radius.
The last time she had used the weapon was just after the rebels had
captured her. But ever since her first encounter with Krax when he
severely damaged her encounter-suit, she had very limited range on
the weapon. Perhaps if he was within eight to ten feet she could
deactivate his pistol. But beyond that, she doubted it. Even so, she
was quickly running out of time. If they had been successful on their
mission, Aryk and the other rebels would be well on their way towards
the shipyard. But they would have a surprise waiting for them when
they discovered that all the automated security systems at the
shipyard were still activated. They would have had their hands full
just trying to get through the security forces there. The only chance
they had was for Zyra to dispatch Krax as quickly as possible and
destroy the Mother Computer. Not knowing what else to do, Zyra called
out to Heidi.

“Heidi?”

“Zyra?”

“I’m
here with your Auntie Luzu. We’re going to get you out of here.
Just stay calm, alright?”

But
Zyra’s attempt to calm Heidi only inflamed Krax.

“Shut
up! Just shut up! I’ve had enough of this! The next one of ya
to move will have the blood of this little girl on their hands! Now,
throw down your weapons!” There was only the slightest
hesitation by either Zyra or Luzu before they hurled their rifles
across the floor. “Now get on your knees and put your hands
behind the back of your head or I’ll shoot!”

Zyra
and Luzu both did as they were told.

“The
boss is gonna be real happy when She hears I’ve got ya, Luzu,”
said Krax, snickering as he slowly advanced down the hall towards the
pair of women. Zyra could see that Luzu was growing very upset from
Krax’s taunting of her.

“I
don’t care what happens to me. Just let Heidi go,”
pleaded Luzu.

“Uh-uh.
This little girl’s worth a whole lot to the boss.” Krax
had just gotten close enough to shoot either Luzu or Zyra at
point-blank range when he suddenly broke out into mad laughter. “You
really are a stupid broad thinking I was going to kill this child! If
anything happens to her, the boss’ll kill me!”

“You
mean—?”

“Yep,
ya fell for the oldest trick in the book, Lu! Do ya really think we
would have gone through all this trouble just to execute a few measly
slaves? This is about getting what we want. And ya know what we
want!”

“I’m
not giving it to you, Krax. You’ll have to kill me first!”

Krax
shoved the barrel of his pistol directly into Luzu’s face.

“Don’t
tempt me! Ya’ve been a bad girl, Luzu! Takin’ things that
don’t belong to ya! Didn’t anyone ever teach ya that
stealin’ is wrong?”

“If
you really want the Key, you’re going to have to look for it.
I’m not telling you!”

“Too
bad, then. We might have made a good couple, me and you! But we all
have to die sometime!”

Krax
was just about to pull the trigger on his gun when there was a loud
snap, pop, and a hiss. His gun went flying from his hand when he
started to wail. He was so shook up from the weapon burning his hand
that he hopped up and down in a mad frenzy with Heidi in tow,
appearing almost as if he was performing some kind of dance routine.
As this was the moment she had been waiting for, Zyra stood up from
the floor with catlike speed and smashed Krax in the mouth with her
fist. The fat alien went tumbling backwards, dragging little Heidi to
the floor with him. Luzu also found her feet along with her rifle and
marched purposely towards Krax. He started to crawl away from her
while pleading for his life.

“No!
Please! Have mercy, Lu! Ya know I wouldn’t have hurt ya!”


“Come here, you coward!”

There
was no hesitation by Luzu as she raised her rifle towards Krax and
pulled the trigger. But nothing happened.

“It’s
not going to fire, Luzu. We’re standing in a negative zone.”

“How?”

Zyra
answered with a quick gesture to the forearm of her encounter-suit.
Krax suddenly leapt to his feet and took off scrambling down the
hall, now seeing his opportunity to escape. Luzu chased behind him
with a savage, but determined, look in her eyes until Zyra called her
off her pursuit.

“Forget
him, Luzu! Heidi’s hurt!” said Zyra, kneeling down beside
the little girl. Heidi went into a fit and started to scream when
Zyra touched her.

“It’s
okay, sweetheart. It’s me. You’re safe now.”

Zyra
held Heidi closely to her and listened in dread to her intense
whimper. Her grimace deepened when she observed the bloody bandage
covering Heidi’s eyes.

“Your
eyes…”

“They
tried to make me tell them things about you, Zyra. But I wouldn’t
tell them anything. I can’t see so well now.”

Anger
stole what joy Zyra might have known having been finally reunited
with Heidi. The idea that someone would torture a little girl simply
to get at her sickened her more than words could tell. Heidi had
suffered more than anyone rightfully should have—and not for
her should it have happened. Zyra was filled with hate for the
Neo-Humans who had egregiously done this horrible thing to her
friend, and could only pray that the damage to Heidi’s eyes
would not be permanent. Nevertheless, there was no doubt who had hurt
Heidi.

Xerxe.

That
was what she heard Sauros call Senator Graves. It wasn’t until
now that she realized that the same blond man whom she had seen on
the landing platform with the Neo-Human Army a few days ago was
actually Senator Graves, the very same person who had orchestrated
the destruction of the Intergalactic Alliance. Even without all the
details explaining what had happened, she had extrapolated as much.
And Zyra had no doubt that it was Xerxe who had ordered Heidi
tortured. There would be a reckoning between them one day for what
he’d done to both Zyra and Heidi.

That
is—if she ever survived Planet-Z.

A
tear crept out from beneath the bandage covering Heidi’s eyes
while Zyra lifted her up from the floor. With careful steps, she
walked over to Luzu and placed Heidi in her arms. It was with mixed
emotions that Zyra watched the heartfelt reunion of Heidi and Luzu.
Luzu was a different woman than she had known bearing Heidi in her
arms. Zyra watched with a solemn gaze as Luzu kissed Heidi on the
forehead and coaxed her with a soothing voice:

“It’s
going to be alright, Heidi. You’re with me now.”

Zyra
was touched to see the intense manner in which Heidi squeezed her
aunt with her short, little arms. There was definitely intimacy—an
intimacy even she had not known with Heidi. Heidi was in good hands
now.

And
why not?

Even
if Zyra did not think very highly of Luzu, it was obvious that she
loved Heidi very much. She had risked just as much as Zyra did by
coming after Heidi. And yet, there was something bothering Zyra.
Perhaps it was because now that Luzu had come to claim Heidi, there
was no need for Zyra to remain a part of Heidi’s life. Even if
she were to attempt to remain, she would only be an interloper.
Still, the thought of losing Heidi hurt Zyra. It took some effort for
Zyra to fight off her rising grief as she stood silently observing
the tender embrace that Heidi and Luzu shared, knowing that it would
be the only moment of peace for them before braving the chaos that
stood between themselves and freedom.

Time
enough for them to embrace later. I still have a job to do.

“According
to the schematics, there’s a shuttle-train used to transport
prisoners just around that corner. You can take it to get to the
shipyards.”

“What
about you?”

“I’m
going to make sure you and the others get out of here safely,”
said Zyra after bending down to retrieve her rifle from the floor.
Zyra’s grief must have been obvious to Luzu even through her
helmet, for she did not hesitate to make her peace with her.

“This
is probably my last chance to tell you. But I want to thank you for
saving Heidi…and me.”

What
emotions Zyra felt from Luzu’s softy spoken words were checked
by the sense of foreboding welling up in her heart. It was a feeling
that she knew wasn’t going to go away anytime soon. She was
about to walk away from Luzu, when Heidi’s voice stopped her
midstride.

“Zyra?”

Zyra
turned slowly around to approach Heidi and brushed a forelock of
golden hair from her face.

“Hey,
sweetheart.”

“Are
you going to leave me again?”

“There’s
something I have to do. Something very important.”

“Are
you coming back?”

“I…I
don’t think so.”

Zyra
didn’t need to observe the sorrow on Heidi’s face to know
how much her answer affected her.

“I
want to give you something,” said Heidi, a moment later
fumbling blindly about her neck to remove something hidden beneath
her shirt. A necklace? No. Not a necklace. A rosary. “My Mommy
gave it to me when I was very small. But I want you to have it.”

Zyra
spread her palm to receive the rosary from Heidi.

“It’s
very pretty,” she said, her voice a near whisper.

“It’ll
protect you, Zyra. Just like it protected me.”

“Thank
you, Heidi. I’ll always cherish it.” Zyra leaned forward
to press the back of her gloved hand to Heidi’s ruby stained
cheek. “Be a good girl for your auntie, alright?”

“Mm-hmm.”

Zyra
lifted her gaze from Heidi to look Luzu directly in the eyes and was
surprised to notice that for the first time she did not see an enemy
staring back at her.

“Do
what you can to keep Heidi safe. And good luck.”

“You
too, Zyra.”

Zyra
turned around and returned to the hover-lift platform at the end of
the hall. She burned the image of Luzu into her mind and watched the
loving manner in which she held Heidi with teary eyes concealed
beneath her helmet. A moment later, the pair faded from Zyra’s
vision as she descended toward the final part of her mission with her
new rosary clutched tightly in hand, tears finally streaking down her
pale face knowing that she would never see either of them again.














Chapter
Forty-Four

There
was an unduly jitter in every step Zyra took as she sprinted through
the threateningly dark corridors of the nether realm of Planet-Z, her
mad pant revealing her fatigue from all the helter-skelter she had
experienced over the past few weeks. This was certainly not the
scenario she had envisioned for herself when she gave up her humdrum
existence to start bounty hunting. Her mission to destroy the people
responsible for her father’s death was clear. Her role now was
not.

It
wasn’t that she didn’t realize what was at stake, or that
she was simply angst knowing that she had come as close as she ever
had to dealing her enemy a fatal blow. Her uncertainty came from the
fact that the enemy she was fighting now was not the same one she
remembered from many years ago. Granted, the criminal entity she
faced then was a guise for a much larger and threatening organization
that was as clandestine as it was powerful. But there was far more
going on than she could fathom now. Even if she did succeed in
destroying the Mother Computer, and all of humanity was spared the
impending genetic holocaust the Neo-Humans had planned for them, and
Aryk and the other rebels were able to fly away with Heidi from
Planet-Z to safety, she wasn’t sure she would be satisfied by
her small victory, if such a thing as rescuing her entire race was a
small matter. For in the end, she would be dead and humanity would
still have to fight their desperate war against the Neo-Humans. Would
her life really be complete?

Zyra
could only guess if what she was facing now was truly her destiny as
Maddock had said. Succeed or fail, she was going to be in for the
fight of her life if the Mother Computer was half as dangerous as she
had been warned. She only hoped that there would be some purpose in
her ever having been born at all—or more importantly in her
death. “Most people go through their entire lives haunted by
the guilt of past deeds and tote them around like boulders on their
backs. But you’re different. You get to start over.” That
was what Doctor Pirelli had told her on board Captain Nephthys’
ship. But she was wrong. Zyra was not starting over. To the contrary,
she was nearing the end of her story.

But
the question remained: How would it end?

Zyra
defied the urge to halt her manic stride as she passed through the
metal doors that linked a pair of service complexes together and
remembered an earlier conversation she had had with Heidi when she
referred to the Old Lady, not knowing at the time that the Old Lady
was none other than the Mother Computer. She had also wondered what
the Lake of Fire was. But now she knew, after being briefed by
Maddock, that the Mother Computer was housed inside a metal sphere
within the very core of the world, the purpose of which was to allow
the Mother Computer to draw the unimaginable energy it required
through the most sophisticated geothermal energy extraction machinery
ever devised. Only the metal shielding that formed the sphere kept
the hot magma from penetrating through the sphere to the Mother
Computer. More impressively, neither the awesome force of the world’s
maximum gravity or the intense heat of its core managed to interfere
with the equipment that operated within the sphere.

Not
bad for human tech that was nearly a thousand years old.

Zyra
could only imagine how the human scientists who had created this
subterranean marvel had gotten their hands on technology that was
more advanced, if a bit crude, than that used hundreds of years later
by the people of her own time. Zyra’s curiosity of all that she
had seen so far led her to believe that there was no end to the
mysteries to be discovered on Planet-Z.

She
entered into a narrow corridor filled with a hodgepodge of machinery,
some human, others appearing even more alien than any xeno-tech she
had seen before. Much of the equipment she observed seemed more
antiquated than what she had seen previously on the planet, as if
this section of the subterranean station had been created first. But
there was no doubt in Zyra’s mind that there was a
sophistication to it all that excelled beyond anything she had ever
witnessed. The very walls about her seemed to possess a near organic
quality: a complex network of interwoven wires hanging from metal
girders like muscle-tissue from bone, gyrating devices pumping
bubbles of air through neon-blue fluid through diaphanous tubes like
blood platelets traveling in unoxidized blood. In fact, the entire
presentation reminded her of the Gothic setting of some old horror
movie from the twentieth century minus the mad scientist.

Zyra
had run past a portico of tall glass cylinders foaming with some
strange multi-hued liquid when she zipped beneath a metal arch that
segued with the wall of the next room. There was an alcove in a
nearby wall from which a metal ball suddenly dropped in front of her.
A slew of tiny lights went up all around the ball before it began to
spin like a pinwheel in midair. Zyra managed to dive through the air
just in time to avoid the halo of lasers that shot out of the ball.
Only her deft movements allowed her to escape being struck by the
brilliant darts.

She
had not fully risen from the floor when a shadowy figure leapt down
from the alcove above, unleashing a deluge of lasers bolts at her.
Zyra skillfully eluded raining death by keeping her head low as she
flew into the adjacent room, not forgetting to shut the doors behind
her or caring who or what had just tried to kill her. She was just
glad to have escaped the ambush with her life. Zyra made a pivot,
trained her right arm on the door controls, and fired a burst of
red-hot energy into it, effectively locking the door and preventing
whoever it was on the other side from pursuing her. Can this
really get any worse? Not wanting an answer, Zyra simply let out
a sigh and continued on her way.

*     *   
 *

Macabre
hues of black, crimson, and cobalt-grey greeted Zyra when she combed
the vast winding cavern that marked her destination. Except for the
lights that glittered about the cavern walls like little stars, the
cavern, growing larger with every step, was nightmarishly dark. Zyra
winced as she observed her surroundings that were comprised of
machinery so grossly sculpted that it resembled some idiosyncratic
artist’s rendition of the human body turned inside out. Her
eyes tracked along the path ahead of her while she noticed herself
being displayed on an endless array of obliquely shaped,
old-fashioned, two-dimensional visual monitors that reminded her of a
spider’s prey being reflected in a cluster of black, menacing
eyes. Perhaps that was exactly what was happening now. After many
days of toil, Zyra had finally arrived at the center of her
proverbial spider’s web, not knowing for sure from which
direction creeping death would come. There was no doubt she was being
watched. But by whom—or what—she was not certain. It took
something equivalent to the Christian’s courage before being
fed to the lions to keep advancing deeper into the trap that Zyra
knew was awaiting her. Funny that she should think of this whole
affair as a trap when she was the one who volunteered to come to this
place.

Zyra
passed through the arch of a wide corridor that led further into the
cavern (she preferred to call it a tomb) to hear the release of
decompressurized gas similar to the sound of someone breathing on a
respirator. The cavern was otherwise silent, except for a dull,
omnipresent hum. Zyra raised a glance at the ceiling above her to see
a thick braid of wires and large metal tubes suspended in the air
above a circular platform below that resembled a dais.

Or
was it an altar?

Zyra
was midstride and only a few meters away from the raised area on the
floor when several neon-colored floodlights appeared along the base
of the metallic tubes coiled about the ceiling. Zyra could hear the
clicks, beeps, and whirrs of something mechanical coming to life and
wondered if some weapon was being prepared against her.

“Unauthorized
activation. Adamite Replica Number Zero, why have you awakened?”
uttered a mechanical voice more terrible in its curiosity than
its indifferent tone. Zyra was too alarmed by the unseen presence to
reflect on what had just been said to her. It wasn’t until she
was met with a curt, “Respond.” that Zyra snapped
out of her trance.

Is
this the Mother Computer?

“Insubordination
will not be tolerated,” the voice boomed with a slight
tremor that echoed throughout the cavern afterwards in a faint wash
of digital sound. “Submit to interrogation or proceed to be
terminated.”

So,
I guess you’re not one of the nice mother computer models, are
you? Someone ought to get a refund.

It
was Zyra’s hope that a few subtly made steps towards the Mother
Computer would go unnoticed, or at least passed off as being
harmless. But no sooner than Zyra made a motion as if to walk
forward, the deep reverberation filling the chamber grew louder as
the miniscule flashing lights throughout the room turned a deep
fuchsia that stole against the sudden darkness of retreating flood
lamps. Zyra watched with rising fear as a large, black object lowered
itself from the ceiling on a coil of writhing shapes.

A
face, if it was a face—angular, monstrous, and quasi-metallic
with eyes burning a deep crimson peeked out of the dark, its steely
gaze piercing the gloom that mockingly shielded Zyra from impending
death. A slew of long semi-transparent tubes filled with dark green
liquid were attached to the rear of a massive head where bulbous
flesh resembling some perversion of a brain writhed from the blood
flowing through a webwork of black veins. Zyra could not have dreamt
up a worst sight to behold than the abomination that appeared before
her now. No doubt there was a feminine aspect to the stark, grim
face. And yet, there seemed a more pronounced expression of demonic
quality etched into its intense glower, however sublime.

It
was difficult to tell whether or not what Zyra was looking at was
physically present or being digitally projected into the room, for
within the horrible mechanical face many distortion lines appeared.
Further observation of the Mother Computer led Zyra to conclude that
the threatening being was a hybrid of both physical and digital
creation. Had it not been for the dread Zyra felt staring death quite
literally in the face, she might have been in awe of the Mother
Computer. Never before had she witnessed anything quite so
impressively bizarre or freakishly grotesque as the Mother Computer.
But with one glance at the pair of squinted, ebony eyes before her,
Zyra knew that the Mother Computer was, as she had been warned,
indeed dangerous. For unlike even the most advanced computers of her
time, the Mother Computer exhibited such sentience to Zyra’s
presence as to be nearly alive.

And
perhaps it was alive.

Zyra
was like an insignificant little ant standing before the vastness of
the Mother Computer, head or otherwise, that dwarfed her by an
immeasurable height. The cavern in which she stood was as large as a
small city, while the Mother Computer engulfed nearly the entire
room. For as far as Zyra’s eyes could see, there was a near
infinite array of equipment the size of large towers fading into the
distance and beyond her vision. Zyra might have been inclined to
simply study the Mother Computer, dragging her eyes over every inch
of it in fearful awe. But need had brought her here to be more than
just a spectator. So in her boldness, she dared to take still yet
another step toward her new enemy. The hum in the room grew as loud
as it had ever been when the Mother Computer finally came to life
with a flood of lights flashing everywhere throughout the cavern.
Zyra was met by a familiar feminine voice that reverberated from the
cavern’s crystalline-metallic acoustics.

“Unauthorized
activation. Repeat, unauthorized activation. Adamite Replica Number
Zero, why have you awakened?”

Adamite
Replica? What the hell is an Adamite?

“Respond,
Adamite Replica Number Zero. Why have you awakened?

“I
don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

There
was a long moment in which the Mother Computer withdrew its voice to
ponder Zyra’s words before it resumed speaking:

“Verifying
Adamite Subject Cylinder Count. Processing. Processing. Adamite
Subject Cylinder count at maximum capacity. Error. Repeat Error.”

Zyra
pondered what she was witnessing and realized that she was not
looking at a mere computer.

“Who
are you?” she asked.

“Error.
Illogical Inquiry.”

“What
are you?” 


“I
am Eva series artificial intelligence program number
six-jay-seven-eight-eight-one-two, Code Name: ZARAGOS, created by
Doctor Zora Zaragos on chrono-date: see five-oh six-oh six-oh oh oh
six.

ZARAGOS?
You’re ZARAGOS?

Zyra
had been so preoccupied trying to survive on Planet-Z that she had
never in her wildest dreams contemplated that the word ZARAGOS
did not simply refer to the criminal organization that had conspired
to bring down the Intergalactic Alliance, but rather, its leader. Nor
had she ever imagined that what she thought was simply the
administrative computer that governed the automated systems on
Planet-Z was actually the leader of the Zaragos Crime Syndicate. That
“She” was not a human or alien at all, but rather a
living machine, had never occurred to her. And how could it? This was
the single most unexpected discovery in her entire career of trying
to avenge her father. What other mysteries were contained on this
world that she did not know about?

“Adamite
Subject Number Zero, what is your function?”

“Function?
I have no function.”

“Repeat,
what is your function?”

“To
shut you down?”

“Invalid
answer. Repeat, invalid answer. Processing correct response
initiative. Processing. Processing. Processing Complete. Analysis:
Defective Adamite Subject. Proceed to terminate.”

The
entire room came aglow in a dull, saffron haze while the upper tiers
of the Mother Computer—or ZARAGOS—began to spin on their
multiple axes, several rows of spokes jutting from its
cylindrical-shaped servo-tower spinning like a fan blade just above
ZARAGOS Herself, the hissing sound of gases being released as if
being pumped from some hydraulic device could be heard loudly in the
background. A pair of writhing tentacles coupled with funnel-shaped
appendages slithered through the darkness towards Zyra, rapidly
firing off a volley of eyeball-looking remote probes like balls at a
batting range. The probes were no larger than the size of a melon and
numbered twelve—or thirteen by Zyra’s count. The probes
at first simply hovered about Zyra, making her wonder exactly what
kind of probes they were. For all she knew, these probes might not
have been of the weapons variety, but were simply analyzing her
bio-signature. She was partially correct. But once the probes had
completed their scan, they spewed a turquoise cloud of gas at her.
Zyra thought the probes were ineptly trying to asphyxiate her with
gases until she felt her skin grow hot. She glanced at the smoldering
surface of her encounter-suit arm and realized that she was coated in
a film of metal-eating acid. Zyra bit off a curse under her breath
and raised her rifle instantly making flak of the probes. Fortunate
for Zyra, her encounter-suit was still intact.

“That
wasn’t very nice. Haven’t you ever heard of the golden
rule?” asked Zyra, eyes beaming at ZARAGOS. Zyra had barely
snapped off her words when another pair of tentacles joined the first
and pumped the air black with more probes, not the least of Zyra’s
concern were the more menacing type of probes that ZARAGOS introduced
to the conversation. “I guess you don’t know the
golden rule.”

Fortunate
for me, I know another rule: If you can’t beat ‘em with a
stick— Zyra pressed a switch on the grip of her rifle and
changed the mode of her gun. Go and get a bigger stick.

Zyra
fired a well-aimed shot into the ranks of the probes, taking out two
of them in the process with her new display of firepower. She then
put some distance between herself and the probes while firing more
scattershot blasts from her rifle. Three more probes fell, but a
dozen more entered the party. Zyra ran across the path of the probes
that tried to cut off her retreat and tricked them into getting
caught in their own crossfire. That allowed her to seal the deal with
the probes and take out one of the probe-releasing tentacles. The
other three tentacles fell under her targeting-scope and went up in a
fiery blaze as well.

“It’s
gonna take more than a few measly probes to stop me, your highness.
But if it makes you feel any better, I’m honored that you
rolled out the red carpet for me.”

Zyra
was thinking of something else clever to say while she nervously
watched ZARAGOS withdraw her damaged tentacles. The intended
rejoinder never came. Zyra had only to take one look at the wide gape
ZARAGOS formed with her mouth to realize she was about to face her
worst nightmare. Not to disappoint Zyra, another probe, much larger
and intimidating than the others (approximately twenty-five feet in
circumference according to her sensors) came forth out of ZARAGOS’
black maw.

“I
guess this means I’m not welcome anymore, right?” said
Zyra, while checking the grip of her rifle. The giant probe gave Zyra
a sinister leer with its single red eye before it bore down upon her
and launched into an attack, firing one verdant bolt after the next.
The aim of the probe was frightening, to say the least. Only by
firing up her propulsion pack, and dashing either left or right, was
Zyra able to avoid being struck down by the deadly probe. Zyra’s
scattershot blasts did nothing to slow the probe down. So she again
changed the mode of the gun, this time to flamethrower mode, and with
one well-timed shot singed the iris off of the probe. There was a
loud squeal from ZARAGOS when the probe crashed in a plume of fire to
the floor and exploded.

Zyra
might have followed the attack up with some more verbal venom except
that the room had changed to a deep indigo hue, signaling another
deadly reprisal from ZARAGOS. The dreaded Mother Computer hoisted
herself up on her tentacles to gain a more impressive height on Zyra
and unleashed a deadly beam of pure-white energy from her mouth that
tracked Zyra about room faster than she could blink her eyes; here,
there, high, low, always just within inches of killing Zyra.

She
soared into the air to avoid being killed as beam continued to zip
this way and that, incinerating everything in its path. Zyra was
dazed by the brilliant lightshow that blinded her every time the
weapon was fired and might have fallen prey to it had she not changed
direction suddenly screaming towards ZARAGOS.

Despite
her valiance, ZARAGOS was one step ahead of Zyra and had prepared
against such a response. Several columns of flame shot up from the
floor, forcing Zyra to change the angle of her flight. This gave
ZARAGOS just enough time to thrash Zyra with one of her enormous
tentacles. A message prompt filled Zyra’s stereoscopic visor
with the usual bad news. WARNING: PROPULSION PACK IS OFFLINE.
MALFUNCTIONING PRIMARY THRUSTER POWER REGULATOR.

Zyra
fell like a rock onto the blackened floor, but regained her senses
just in time to duck from an attacking tentacle. The tentacle passed
by overhead. Zyra made a sudden charge at ZARAGOS, but another
tentacle came to meet her dead on. She responded by firing up her
risk blade and gutting the appendage. Wires and sparks spilled out of
the disemboweled tentacle. Zyra now saw her opening and peppered
ZARAGOS’ face with hot laser-fire.

ZARAGOS’
reprisal was as violent as it was sudden. Up to this point, ZARAGOS
had not seen fit to bother opening her closed eyes. Whether it was
because ZARAGOS preferred to observe Zyra with remote or infrared
sensors, or she simply thought of her as an insignificant threat,
Zyra did not know. What was obvious to Zyra was that ZARAGOS was now
livid at her relentless assault and had decided to bring the battle
to an abrupt end. A band of scarlet energy beamed from ZARAGOS’
eyes and encompassed the room, knocking Zyra several feet back into
the air. Zyra deduced that some kind of sonic weapon was being used
to keep her pinned to the floor. After countless failed efforts to
roll off of her back, Zyra opened fire with her laser-rifle, but the
lasers were misdirected by the sonic weapon and went every which way
but ahead. Zyra then followed up the attack by firing one of the
remaining four missiles from her weapons cache at ZARAGOS, but the
missile exploded long before it ever reached ZARAGOS. Zyra was hoping
that the premature explosion of the missile would have interrupted
the sonic weapon and so she fired another missile. But that missile,
like the first, never reached its target.

Zyra
knew that she had to free herself from the sonic weapon before
ZARAGOS could unleash her next attack. With what little motion she
could manage, Zyra steadied her aim, changed the setting of her rifle
to photon mode, and pummeled the Mother Computer with an onslaught of
brilliant photon waves. It was enough to stun ZARAGOS and make her
recoil. Again, Zyra changed the rifle to its final and most lethal
setting, hyper-mode, knowing that even though it would use up
practically all of the rifle’s power supply, she could wield
deadly damage to her enemy.

ZARAGOS
let out an angry wail and went into a frenzy when her large metallic
head was ravaged with an unremitting cascade of laser and photon
energy. As expected, ZARAGOS made a squint of her eyes and withdrew
the sonic weapon. But the backlash to Zyra’s attack was a
sudden boom followed by a burst of azure light that flipped her
violently over onto her stomach. She was dragged momentarily forward
just before her rifle was ripped from her fingers. Zyra just managed
to lift her stare in time to see her rifle exploding some ways from
her.

Guess
it’s time for plan B.

Zyra
had barely propped herself up from the floor when she saw ZARAGOS
looming just above her with stinging death in her eyes. ZARAGOS was
about to slam Herself directly on top of Zyra when she rebuffed the
Mother Computer’s advance with a few rounds from her wrist
cannon. Instantly, Zyra’s sensors detected a massive power
surge about ZARAGOS and realized that She had formed an invisible
field about Herself.

No
sooner than Zyra started to retreat from ZARAGOS, the large tubing in
the room—or rather, what she had previously thought as merely
tubing—rose up in a metallic wail from the floor to reveal that
they were giant, barbed tentacles even larger and more deadly than
the ones she had faced already. The tentacles fanned out like a
peacock’s feather from ZARAGOS’ head hundreds of feet in
the air and trained their barbed ends towards Zyra. A deluge of
scarlet light fell upon her.

Zyra
raced through the field of explosions about her, doing her best not
to get struck with hot, atom death. She searched desperately for
cover. But some of the tentacles began to lash out at her. More than
once, Zyra thought she would not escape either the blossoming death
rays about her or the flailing tentacles that tried to eviscerate and
pulverize her. Zyra was blindsided by one of the tentacles and would
have fallen to the floor had the next tentacle not knocked her up
into the air. Zyra had lost all sense of gravity when a third
tentacle coiled about her leg and lifted her into the air. With a
swing of her risk blade she cut the appendage from her and dropped
back to the floor.

Zyra
was almost out of breath, but managed to duck and bob and weave from
each tentacle that attacked her. She did not need to take off her
helmet to know that the air stank of ozone from the intense hacking
and slashing she had done with her glowing risk blade. Again Zyra was
struck by one of the tentacles and staggered forward. She turned
around to see the appendage wheeling around to face her again. But
instead of diving at her, it fired off a metal ball that exploded
directly in front of her and sent her spinning recklessly into the
air in a plume of flame.

*     *   
 *

Slowly,
Zyra rose with dogged breaths from the floor, her every movement
wracking her senses with pain. Her sight was a blur from the molten
blood pouring into her eyes. The hiss coming from her encounter-suit
told her that it had been breached. She had only to peer with her
naked eye through her smashed visor to see the drape of blonde hair
that spilled out of the right side of her helmet. All might have
seemed lost but for the message prompt on the remaining section of
her visor that revealed that the very same blast that had nearly
killed her had brought her propulsion pack back on line. Even so,
Zyra realized the cold truth. Deadly a bounty hunter as she might
have been, she could not destroy ZARAGOS without being killed in the
process. Thus, her only thought now was to finish what she started
before the end finally came.

*     *   
 *

There
were no words exchanged, no insults, no jests, only looks of pure
hatred. One woman stood alone trapped in a mechanized hell before the
entity known as ZARAGOS; one woman, the only hope for an entire race
of people now facing her own death she could not stop. If ever there
was a God, she would need Him now—if not to give her victory,
or to spare her life, then at least to forgive her for her loss of
faith in Him.

Through
the shattered visor and sweat and blood on Zyra’s face, her
deadly glower beamed at ZARAGOS. Her hair was slick with sweat and
blood, as was her ravaged encounter-suit. But for all the hurts she
had endured, one thing was unscathed: Zyra’s loath of the
leader of the organization that had murdered her father. That the
leader of her sworn enemy was neither human nor alien mattered not.

Only
the satisfaction of revenge.

With
a clenching of a fist, Zyra ignited her risk blade, its opulent glare
bathing her with a heavenly light. Zyra’s own angelic beauty
was concealed only by the hatred that filled her face with ominous
death. In response, ZARAGOS’ own appearance took on a more
demonic look than before as the darkness of the cavern grew thick
about her against the backdrop of sulfur and ash.

There
was a convergence of unbridled fury when both combatants unleashed
their attack simultaneously on the other. Zyra let out a cry and
charged at ZARAGOS, streams of ionized energy trailing behind her
from her blazing risk blade. ZARAGOS spewed forth a stream of fire
from her wide maws that nearly incinerated Zyra. There was a loud
boom when Zyra’s propulsion pack fired, hurling her towards her
enemy like a streak of light. There was no restraint in Zyra when she
thrust her risk blade into ZARAGOS’ eye. Zyra ran her weapon
along the length of ZARAGOS’ massive eye and cut deeply into
her steely face. At first, it had seemed like a suicidal attack to
advance on ZARAGOS with such reckless abandon when Her shields were
still functional. But Zyra had timed her attack perfectly and had
pierced ZARAGOS’ defenses just when the computer’s
shields lowered to attack Zyra.

Zyra
ignored the incendiary cloud of sparks that shot forth from ZARAGOS’
eye socket and fired her wrist-cannon directly into the damaged eye.
She was caught up in the grip of one of ZARAGOS’ tentacles.
Zyra did not relent from firing on ZARAGOS until she felt the closing
grip of the coiling tentacle crushing her ribs even as it oozed a
putrid yellowish-green acid onto her encounter-suit. Then she hacked
repeatedly at the appendage, cutting through corrugated steel and
copper until she was free again and resumed her violent attack.

With
a shriek, ZARAGOS pivoted on the tentacles that held Her suspended in
the air to avoid sustaining further damage from Zyra. ZARAGOS was now
desperate to survive Zyra’s mad assault and sent Her entire
arsenal of tentacles to grab Zyra and hoist her upwards into the
rotating spokes above Her head. Zyra was hacking away at the
tentacles until she spotted the giant servos spinning above her that
would have grinded her into a bloody pulp. So she blasted away at the
rotating towers where the servos were only to fail to destroy them.
Zyra was about to fire one of her two final remaining missiles at the
spinning tower when one of the huge tentacles caught her arm.
Immediately, the acid it released burned away the outer layer of her
damaged encounter-suit and exposed the sleeve of her black smart suit
beneath it.

Zyra
knew that she had now come as close to death as ever. If she did not
get free of the tentacles, she would either be crushed to death or
lose her exposed arm from the deadly acid they secreted. But if she
fired her missile after freeing herself of the tentacles, she would
probably be killed in the resulting explosion. She could fire the
missile without getting a good lock on her target and probably do
damage to the servos, but there was no guarantee that she would
destroy the tower. But the worse fate of all would be to fail in
cutting herself free from the tentacles and end up in the maws of the
servo-tower anyway. Zyra had only a second to make her decision.

And
so she did the only thing she could do. She ignored the peril of her
exposed arm and fired her missile at the servo-tower without
acquiring it in her targeting computer. Not surprisingly, the missile
missed the servo-tower. But it was just her luck that the missile
struck the earth above the servo-tower and ripped it free of its
moorings. The defunct servos, now detached from the tower, sliced
through the bulging, metallic tentacles, instantly freeing Zyra.
Unfortunately, the acid from the last tentacle had seeped through her
smart suit and had made its way to her arm.

Zyra
bawled in agony from her scalded flesh when she plummeted back toward
ZARAGOS. It took all the resolve Zyra had to fight through her pain
to mentally fire up her propulsion pack to avoid falling to her
death. She might have escaped the fall unscathed, except for the
weight of the remains of the acid-oozing tentacle still locked around
her arm dragging her down. Zyra crashed hard to the floor and looked
up just in time to see the servo-tower crash directly on top of
ZARAGOS’ brain section. Zyra knew ZARAGOS had been struck a
critical blow when she saw a flash of blinding light followed by a
thunderous boom that signaled that ZARAGOS’ shields had been
destroyed. A shower of blinding sparks rained down on Zyra as she
went limp on the floor. Unfortunately, Zyra was engulfed in the
flames caused by the sparks combusting with the yellowish liquid that
spilled from the entrails of ZARAGOS’ pierced brain. Zyra’s
cry filled the air as she wondered if this was the moment she would
die. All she could do was cover her head from the sparks that
threatened to burn her alive.

*     *   
 *

It
all came back to her in a flood of painful clarity: her battle on
board the Libertatia and her desperate struggle to escape the
death her enemies would gladly have given her.

“There
is someone here,” the boy had said, after closing his soft,
blue eyes.

How
did he know? Zyra wondered. How did the boy know that she was
hiding in the shadows of the maintenance bridge high above him
watching the goings on during Captain Rador’s meeting with
ZARAGOS agents? It didn’t matter. Zyra had other concerns right
now.

Namely,
staying alive.

Zyra
neutralized the pair of corsairs who took up firing position on
either side of her outside the docking bay just as an alarm sounded.
She raced down the steely corridor leading from the docking bay,
firing several shots behind her to slow the pursuit of the Xorghkan
soldiers in her wake. She had barely zipped around the corner to the
corridor when five corsairs suddenly charged her with guns blazing.
She quickly cut them down with her glowing risk blade, leaving them
sprawled, hewn, and smoldering from her deadly attack.

Run,
Zyra! Run faster!

Too
late. Zyra winced in agony as she was struck by a terrible force that
lifted her off of her feet and hurled her out of the emergency hatch
of the ship along with her enemies.

Pain.
Such terrible pain.

Then…darkness.

*     *   
 *

Zyra’s
shriek ripped through the stillness of the cold air about her. The
pain was still there. Horrible pain. Pain that did not relent. Pain
that was all-consuming and cruel.

Cold,
invincible pain.

Zyra’s
body writhed from the anguish that overcame her senses, anguish that
nearly drove her mad. She tried to move her frozen arms and failed.
She cried out again.

The
pain!

Zyra
felt a tear run down the side of her face, prompting her to peel open
her ice-caked eyes. The deep cold of nakedness frightened her nearly
as much as her surroundings.

Where
am I?

Zyra
could not see beyond the frostbitten windows that blinded her from
the figures she noticed staring back at her. Who were they? What did
they want with her? Zyra could not think through the pain. She
blinked, but nothing changed. She blinked again. Then darkness
claimed her vision.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
gnashed her teeth as the blur of colors that was her vision formed
solid shapes again. No. Not shapes. One shape. One monstrous shape.

ZARAGOS.

Trying
to focus her vision further, Zyra made a squint with her eyes and saw
against the backdrop of green smoke filling the chamber what looked
like yellow blood spewing from the shattered metal dome that housed
ZARAGOS’ brain. At a glance she realized that one of the large
servos from the tower she had destroyed had pierced ZARAGOS’
metal dome and cut right into its brain center. Large sections of the
inner folds of the Mother Computer’s enormous brain writhed in
bloody heaps on the floor right beside ZARAGOS’ fallen head.
From ZARAGOS’ gaped mouth marched hundreds of little spyderbots
which were fast at work in trying to repair their host. Zyra wasn’t
sure the spyderbots could still save ZARAGOS after all the damage She
had received. But Zyra wasn’t going to give them the chance.

Time
to finish this.

With
what energy Zyra could muster, she forced herself up from the
blackened floor still alit with rivers of flame and strolled towards
ZARAGOS. By now Zyra had accepted her doom and was unperturbed by the
mangled, mechanized breaths that thrummed beastly about the room.
ZARAGOS was wounded beyond belief and was in Her final death throes.
Even so, ZARAGOS was not ready to throw in the towel. Nor did Zyra
expect Her to. A single tentacle with a grossly red eye attached to
the end of it, all that was left of ZARAGOS’ defenses, barred
Zyra’s way to ZARAGOS, intent to put up a final desperate
defense. A continuous stream of energy like that used by a massive
cutting tool was fired at Zyra. But one well-timed shot from Zyra’s
wrist cannon shattered the eye and sent the appendage writhing
helplessly onto the blackened floor.

Immediately,
the spyderbots ceased to work on ZARAGOS and formed a defensive
circle about her, bouncing up and down on their multiple legs as they
adjusted their height to get a proper lock on Zyra. From their
mechanical mandibles came a strange substance that was neither gas,
liquid, nor a solid. The substance crossed the distance between Zyra
and ZARAGOS and struck her all over. That was when she realized her
danger. She had been ensnared in a net of bioelectrical webs that
sapped the energy from her encounter-suit. Zyra noticed the slew of
message prompts that flashed onto the remains of her stereoscopic
visor and cursed loudly.

WARNING:
ENCOUNTER-SUIT LOW ON RESOURCES—ENCOUNTER-SUIT ARTILERY
RESERVES NEARLY DEPLETED. ENCOUNTER-SUIT POWER SUPPLY CONDUITS
OVERHEATED. ENCOUNTER-SUIT INTERNAL THERMAL REGULATOR OVERLOADED.
ENCOUNTER-SUIT POWER RESERVES NEARLY DEPLETED. ENCOUNTER-SUIT POWER
CELL APPROACHING CRITICAL MASS.

Not
only did the energy webs siphon the power from her encounter-suit,
but it did so at so rapid a pace that her internal power core was
about to go nova! Zyra had only seconds to stop the inevitable
explosion.

She
struggled to pull her arm free of one of the webs trapping her and
opened a hidden compartment in her encounter-suit. She removed from
it a small, metal ball, inserted it into her empty missile cartridge
port, and input the commands in her encounter-suit computer to charge
the device. Zyra succumbed to a violent tremor as the spyderbots’
webbing drained her life-force along with the last reserves of her
encounter-suit’s power. It took all her remaining strength just
to lift her arm towards the spyderbots as she fought against the iron
grip of the electric web-net. Her angst grew when the counter warning
her of the impending collapse of her encounter-suit power cell was
nearing zero. Knowing that she would die if she missed her target,
Zyra performed a cross in front of her heart and fired the ball from
her missile port. The ball sped towards the spyderbots and fired a
pulse charge directly into the center of their ranks, immediately
rendering the spyderbots defunct and useless.

ATTENTION:
ENCOUNTER-SUIT POWER CELL STABILIZED.

Those
were the happiest words of Zyra’s life.

Now
for the grand finale.

When
Zyra had regained her full height and determined stride, ZARAGOS let
out a pitiful shriek as if begging Zyra not to do what she had come
here to do. A wave of guilt momentarily came over Zyra as she
wondered if she was merely attempting to destroy a machine or killing
something that was very much alive. If so, could she stomach having
another living being’s death on her already weighty conscience?
Regardless of Zyra’s reservations, she could not show
hesitation or mercy. None had been shown to her father. And she would
return the favor in kind.

Zyra
increased the briskness of her sprint toward ZARAGOS and fired her
final missile from her weapons cache. Even as the missile soared
toward ZARAGOS, she followed the attack with a blitzkrieg of lasers
from her wrist-cannon. The helpless ZARAGOS had half of its face
blown away by the missile only to be pummeled a moment later with hot
death. Zyra now ignited her risk blade and cut through the remaining
portion of copper and wire shielding that protected ZARAGOS’
exposed brain from her. She then shoved her right hand inside the
soft tissue of the brain itself, feeling a mass of flesh oozing
something warm over her hand in the process, and fired away with
everything she had into the mass of organic fluid, causing a spasm of
the plexuses inside the brain. Though it nearly depleted her
encounter-suit’s energy reserves, she finally dealt ZARAGOS Her
deathblow. A blooming cloud of fire hurled Zyra several feet
backwards through the air. She was tossed like a broken doll to the
floor and did not move.

It
wasn’t until the entire chamber of vast circuitry and
cyber-organic devices began to surge with lethal energy that she was
able to rise again. Even without the deafening thrum that filled the
room, Zyra knew she was in great danger. ZARAGOS was about to explode
and she would be caught in the wake of the explosion if she did not
escape. Without hesitation, Zyra ran toward the far side of the
chamber where she noticed a pair of blast doors was closing. Just
when she reached the doors, the entire chamber became engulfed by
electrical currents rippling along the ceiling and floor. There was a
sudden rush of fear when Zyra felt she was not going to make it
before a surreal calmness came over her. For a brief moment, she was
whisked away from her surroundings, where nothing could harm her, and
the danger she faced now did not exist. But it was only her mind
playing tricks on her.

Zyra
made a fearless dive through the closing doors just as everything
around her was swallowed up in a blinding glare. There was a sudden
jolt in her mind when the image of her being hurled out of the
Libertatia and into the cold reaches of space seized her mind.
But that was the past—a past that had collided with her future.
All there was for Zyra to know at the present was the agony of being
caught up in the storm cloud of a fiery death.














Chapter
Forty-Five

Pain.

Unbridled,
piercing, relentless.

That
was what Zyra felt when she became conscious of her reality again.
Light burned her gaze, while darkness fled her vision. Darkness was
as eternity: unfading, without remorse, ugly, and cruel. Yet the
darkness was remote and impassively serene. There was a sort of
forgetful bliss to be had in the darkness. But the world of light was
a world of suffering—and grief was its master.

It
took a moment for Zyra to fight through her pain to gather her
strength to rise from the chill of the floor.

Funny,
she thought. So far from the fringes of space and yet, even here
in the core of a remote world, the chill of space was present.

To
stand, to rise, to live again—to inhale—was
heartbreakingly difficult. But to breathe the air that was denied
Zyra consumed her every thought. Nothing mattered now but for her to
breathe the fresh air again. No. Not the sanitized air that was fed
into the depths of Planet-Z. And certainly not the air that gave her
life inside her encounter-suit. Zyra wheezed, wishing only that she
could breathe the air of a world untouched by the gloom of death. For
death was all there was to know on Planet-Z.

The
death of mankind. And her death as well.

Zyra
winced under her blackened encounter-suit helmet, seeing nothing at
all in its visual sensors, and removed it before she had stood to
full height again. She let out a cough when smoke shot out from under
the helmet. She then proceeded to traverse the length of the room,
her eyes growing wide from what filled her gaze now. To her surprise,
there were several thousand cylinders running down the full length of
either side of the chamber, all filled with what appeared to be human
beings. She wasn’t certain what it was she was looking at, but
realized that she was standing in some sort of laboratory.

Zyra
took measured strides toward a computer station nearby and activated
it, thinking that perhaps she might discover some information about
what the cylinders were. She was given a host of options to choose
from, but chose an icon with the heading: The History of ZARAGOS:
Chronicles of the Creator.

There
was a sustained beep before a computerized voice began to recite to
her the information scrolling up the screen:

During
the Human-Arlarion War, Doctor Hans Zaragos, the greatest intellect
and xeno-biologist of his time, worked closely with the Human
Federation of Planets to create biological weapons with which to
fight the Arlarions. He was in the belief that human beings were
being unfairly persecuted by a mightier and more technologically
advanced race of beings simply because humans were thought by the
Arlarions to be an inferior species. But toward the end of the war,
Doctor Zaragos discovered that it was human beings who started the
war with the Arlarions. His grief only increased when humans lost the
war and had to form a treaty that allowed the Arlarions to destroy
the human home world of New Earth.

It
was difficult for Zyra to make sense of what it was she had come
across on the computer. For a minute, she thought she had activated
some trivial intergalactic history program and was about to abort the
program when the second part of the file seized her attention.

Chronicles
of the Creator Entry Number Two:

Doctor
Hans Zaragos came to believe that not only were the faults of an
imperfect human race what caused humans to lose the war, but what had
initiated the Human-Arlarion War in the first place. Thus, growing
impatient with the slow process of human evolution, he sought to
speed up the evolutionary process himself and to take human beings to
the next level of their evolution. Thus was born Project: Adam. It
took many years of toil, but Doctor Zaragos finally achieved his goal
of creating the first generation of his new species of human beings,
which he called Adamites. But he died before his work could be
completed. His son, Doctor Victor Zaragos, an accomplished biologist
in his own right, took over where his father left off. However,
Doctor Victor Zaragos’ true skills lied in biochemistry and so
he put his knowledge in the service of finding ways to alter the
biology of the Adamites to make them impervious to aging and disease.
As fate would have it, Victor himself fell prey to Sereptitus-G
Syndrome, which inevitably claimed his life.

Thus,
the work of perfecting the Adamites fell to his wife Zora, who was a
famous bio-engineer. Doctor Zora Elaine Zaragos used her late
husband’s great wealth to purchase a dead world called
Zeta-Proxima and had her own team of geologists and engineers delve
into the core of the world, using an experimental method of
harnessing a world’s energy by converting magma into a natural
power source through atomization. It was her goal to convert
Zeta-Proxima into the largest science lab in the galaxy in the hopes
of finally achieving not only her late husband’s dreams of
completing the Adamites, but also his father’s. In time, Doctor
Zora Zaragos designed a sophisticated artificial intelligence program
called Project Z which was to aid in the final development of the
Adamites. But there was another outbreak of war between Humans and
Arlarions that was far worse than the first.

Doctor
Zora Zaragos realized that if she could complete the Adamites, then
human beings could win the war against the powerful Arlarions. She
even proposed to the Human Alliance (the new human government that
was formed in the wake of the failed Human Federation of Planets)
that if they would invest in her program, she could deliver victory
to the Alliance. For her efforts, she was given all the resources
that the Alliance could spare. But through subterfuge, the Arlarions
discovered what Doctor Zora Zaragos was doing on Zeta-Proxima and
sent their fleet to attack her world.

As
a contingency plan against such an attack, which Zora feared might
come if word of her program ever reached the Arlarions, Doctor Zora
Zaragos had implemented into the Project Z computer program a
self-defense program to destroy all threats to the Adamites. In
effect, the world itself had been turned into something of a war
machine. When the Arlarions came to Zeta-Proxima, they were caught at
unawares, for they had not anticipated such advanced technology being
in possession of humans that made them nearly as great a force as the
Arlarions themselves. This was due mainly to the fact that the
Project Z computer, now called ZARAGOS after its creator, was far
more advanced than any other human technology; in effect it was
self-sustaining and aware and, most importantly, independent of human
control. Thus, the Arlarions were destroyed in their assault on
Zeta-Proxima.

But
for some reason never discovered, ZARAGOS decided that Doctor Zora
Zaragos, along with her team of engineers and biochemists, posed as
equal a threat to the Adamites as the Arlarions and initiated an
extermination program, effectively eliminating all human life on
Zeta-Proxima. Any ship that flew near Zeta-Proxima was destroyed by
the Stealth Weapons System that was posted about its star space.
After many failed attempts to contact Doctor Zora Zaragos on
Zeta-Proxima, the Human Alliance, already up to its neck in the blood
of its war against the Arlarions, gave up ever trying to contact
Zeta-Proxima. And so, for six hundred years to the date of the birth
of the New Reich, all memory of the creation of the Adamites and the
ZARAGOS computer was forgotten.

It
took a few seconds after the computer had ceased to speak for Zyra to
remove her gaze from the computer screen. So many years, she
thought. It had taken so many years for her to find out the truth
about her enemy and to finally uncover the last piece of the mystery.
Many generations of people had lived and died since she began her
search for the leader of Zaragos, only for her to now learn that her
faceless adversary was a computer—a computer that had
vindictively created the plot to destroy humanity. How far that plot
went, or why it was pursued, she did not know. More frightening was
that Zyra now knew what the thousands, if not millions, of things
in the incubation chambers about her were.

The
Adamites.

So
that’s what the Neo-Humans are. And this is the place where
they had been created.

According
to the file she had just activated, the Neo-Humans, in theory, had
been created to advance the cause of humanity. But Zyra did not
understand why ZARAGOS had perversely transformed them into
instruments of human destruction. For it was by means of the Adamites
that humanity was to be destroyed with the intent that the void
humanity’s extinction would create would be filled by the
Adamites’ lust for racial supremacy. The Adamite would no doubt
seek to wrest control of not only the galaxy, but the known universe
from all other sentient beings. Zyra could only imagine how much
blood would be spilled to spread their propaganda. What would result
would be no less than a war to eclipse all wars. But who had
programmed ZARAGOS to design humanity’s death through the
Neo-Humans? Who was this hidden enemy? Was this merely the vestige of
some ancient scheme to rid the universe of lesser beings? Or was
there still someone alive somewhere lurking in the shadows waiting
for the fulfillment of their plot?

Fortunately,
Zyra had stopped ZARAGOS and most likely ripped the very heart out of
the Adamites’ war-making capabilities. But it would be up to
humanity to carry on her fight. Whatever line of reasoning her
thoughts might have led to was suddenly interrupted by an automated
voice that boomed over the intercom.

“Mother
Computer Systems Operation Failure. Initiating Planetary
Self-Destruct Sequence 666. Repeat, planetary detonation is imminent.
Estimated time of detonation in fifteen point seven minutes. All
personnel should get to emergency vessels and prepare for immediate
departure. Orbital defense grid has been deactivated. Repeat, all
personnel should get to emergency vessels and prepare for immediate
departure—”

A
countdown? Planetary Detonation?

Zyra
faced her back to the computer station she was at, slumped to the
floor in defeat, and drew her fingers through her sweat and
blood-soaked hair.

“So
I’m really going to die on this rock, after all, huh?”

Why
was she trying to act surprised? Zyra had never really expected to
survive coming to this world. But, perhaps she didn’t deserve
to.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
did not know how long she sat on the floor in the deep silence of the
Adamite Incubation Chamber reflecting on the many battles that she
had fought and survived. She had given her life so that others could
live. She didn’t know what depressed her more, the fact that
she would not live to have any more adventures, or that she had no
way of knowing whether or not Maddock and the slaves had managed to
safely get off world. What about Aryk, Luzu, and Heidi? Would they
survive? Or had she failed them too?

Heidi.

It
was because of Heidi that Zyra had lived as long as she did, because
of Heidi that she fought through her grief to finally defeat ZARAGOS.
If this was the time and place where Zyra would die, she only wanted
to know that her life had had meaning. Was that not the reason she
hunted, after all? Not just to apprehend criminals or to avenge her
father. Even Maddock said to her that she sought to avenge the dead.
But Zyra realized that that was not why she fought.

Zyra
hunted for one reason alone: to prove that there was a reason for her
being alive.

She
shut her eyes and leaned her head back against the computer station
behind her. Inhaling the only air that was available to her—an
air that reeked with the threat of her own death. Let it come,
then—death. She had done what she needed to anyway. And
with the destruction of the Adamites here on Planet-Z, her father’s
death was not in vain. For he had been avenged.

Zyra
felt a great weariness come upon her. She was beyond fatigued. There
was a part of her that welcomed the end. A grand finale indeed for
the grande dame of bounty hunters, the last of a dying breed, the
last of the good hunters. But before Zyra could succumb to the
blackness of sleep, something buzzed from her helmet lying on the
floor.

“ZZZZZ…ZZZ.”

Zyra
picked up her helmet, put it on, and was greeted by a voice that was
vaguely familiar through the loud static.

“Zyra.
Come in, Zyra.”

Could
it be?

“Is
that you, Jaxa?”

“Sure
is, honey! Ah’ve been trying to get in touch with ya fer days.
But there was some interference blocking my transmissions. Are ya
hurt?”

“Nothing’s
busted that a good doctor and a little R and R couldn’t fix.
But I’m in sort of a bind.”

“Ya
don’t have to explain. Ah’m reading a surge of EMP’s
in the planet core.”

“It’s
a self-destruction sequence.”

“How
much time do ya have?”

“ETD
reads fifteen minutes and counting.”

“Then
ya have to get the hell outta there!”

“I
would if I could.”

“Listen,
ah’m hacked into the net-link and gettin’ a readout of
the planet and matchin’ it to yer location. Seems there’s
a turbo-lift platform just east of yer present location, two rooms
down. It’ll get ya all the way to the planet surface. But it’s
a long trip.”

“How
long?”

“Thirty-five
minutes even with yer foot on the gas.”

“No
good. Any other suggestions?”

“There
is. If ya take the turbo-lift to Sector QZ, some fifteen miles from
the world’s core, ya’ll find a transporter about one
hundred and fifty meters from the turbo-lift exit. Unfortunately,
it’s a short-range signal-to-signal transporter and will only
beam ya part o’ the way. Ya’ll still be some three
hundred miles from the surface.”

“Distance
to surface from the second transporter?”

“Another
twenty eight miles.”

“I
can make it the rest of the way using my encounter-suit’s
propulsion pack. But the pack took some damage and I’ll have to
rig the system for flight. I’ll lose a couple of minutes.”

“Not
a good idea. Ya’ll be cuttin’ it real close. If yer not
up on my ship when this planet blows, we’ll both be food fer
space worms.”

“Is
there another way?”

“Don’t
know. Wait! There’s another transporter on the map, but it’s
a ways from ya.”

“How
far?”

“Five
hundred meters from the holo-lift tube in Sector QK. But yer gonna
hafta run most o’ the way to get to it. Ya’ll lose more
time both in the turbo lift and on foot, but it’s a
longer-range transporter that’ll beam ya straight to the
surface. My transporter smoked out when I beamed ya to the planet.
But Ah did some repairs. Ah have just enough range to lock onto ya
and beam ya up to the Willy. But yer gonna have to hurry.”

“Then
that’s my ticket home.”

“Can
ya make it?”

“If
it’ll get me off this rock, I’ll walk on water if I have
to.”

“Then
get to it, honey! Clock’s a tickin’!”

“I’m
as good as there. Just give me the location of the transporter!”

*     *   
 *

It
was a manic trip to the transporter room from the turbo-lift. Zyra
couldn’t remember the last time she had run as much as she had
today. It seemed to her that her life was always in danger and that
she was always running. It reminded her of a song she used to sing as
a child with her friends on Earth III:




Run
little girl

Run
to the stars

Run
away now

Never
look back




Run
to the stars

Run
far away

Daylight
will come

Darkness
will fade




Run
to the stars

So
far away

Run
to the stars 


And
sail away







To
run. It was the most primal function of all human instincts. To run
was to live. But it wasn’t running that was the problem. It was
time. Or rather the lack of it. There never was enough time to do
anything. Not to run, to fight, to play, to work, or to simply make
some sense of the madness called life. Such reasoning led Zyra to
only one conclusion:

There
would never be enough time. Not for her, at least.

Fortunately,
she had friends in high places (quite literally!). Zyra didn’t
know why Jaxa stuck around to see if she accomplished her mission,
but she was thankful for it. Without Jaxa now, Zyra would be doomed
to be destroyed along with Planet-Z. There was one thing she had
learned from this whole experience. A person could act like they
didn’t care if they lived all they wanted, but a good
old-fashioned threat to a person’s life would prove the passion
of their conviction. And for all Zyra’s huffing and puffing
about how much she didn’t care if she died, the one thing she
knew now for sure is that she definitely wanted to live.

Unequivocally.

*     *   
 *

By
the time Zyra reached the transport chamber, there was only five
minutes left before the impending explosion. She was in a dead sprint
for the transport device when it blew up right before her eyes just
after some kind of weapon powered up. She didn’t stop to check
who or what had destroyed the device, but rather tried to put as much
distance as she could between her attacker and herself, not knowing
exactly where he or she was hiding, or what kind of weapons were
about to be used against her.

Zyra
fled out of transport room through the door on the far end of the
room and ducked to avoid being shot by the pursuing stranger. It
wasn’t until she fled into the corridor that led from the
transport room that she dared to look back to see who it was that was
firing at her. But again, a well-aimed blast struck the wall on
either side of her and made her check her movements. She came to an
aperture where there was an emergency tunnel with a primitive looking
lift that probably went straight up to the planet surface. There was
no guarantee that the lift could get her to the surface in time, but
she was quickly running out of ideas. Zyra reached the elevator lift
only to realize that it had been defunct. She had no choice. In only
a few minutes, the planet would blow, taking her along with it. That
was assuming that she survived the next couple of minutes.

So
she fired up her propulsion pack—now more than glad that she
had gambled with her time despite the racing clock to rig the pack
for flight as an emergency precaution—and soared into the air
just as several glowing metal orbs came flying at her. Each orb
exploded one after the other, releasing several similar, but smaller,
orbs that caused secondary and third waves of explosions. A ring of
energy pursued Zyra up the shaft, which she only escaped by the
briskness of her flight up the tunnel.

Zyra
finally looked down to see entering the tunnel below her the same
female assassin who had been trying to kill her since she was on
board Space Station: Nexus—the same assassin who had
killed Earl Whitestarr, and caused the death of Logos when she shot
Helship-II down above Signet-Prime. It wasn’t clear who
the pilot was that had attacked her in the assassin’s ship
after Zyra’s departure from the Kryll, but during that
encounter, Zyra couldn’t help but feel that it was the same
assassin. Now she knew for sure. No matter who or what it was that
was attacking her now, Zyra was not going to surrender her life
without a fight. She had made it this far. Who knows? Maybe—just
maybe, the universe still had work for her to do.

*     *   
 *

The
star-speckled sky whirled thousands of kilometers above Zyra’s
head outside the tunnel as she dodged the deadly homing missiles
being fired at her. The assassin pursuing Zyra let loose a steady
burst of metallic orbs from some strange, handheld weapon she
possessed that doggedly pursued Zyra with the tenacity of a predator
bird. Each revolving orb released several rings of lasers, one ring
forming after the other, ascending towards Zyra like barbed spikes
that she just managed to avoid. Even before the orbs had finished
launching off their deadly bolts at her, another series of orbs were
also fired at her that, at first, seemed no different than the first
wave, until they released even more spoke-shaped lasers which
exploded into explosive fragments, bursting and shattering the wall
of tunnel rock on either side of Zyra.

Why
does she want to kill me so badly? Doesn’t she know the
planet’s going to explode and that if I die, she’s going
to die with me?

Zyra
fired a retaliatory stream of laser fire from her wrist cannon back
at the assassin, all the while hoping that the impromptu hack job she
had done to make her propulsion pack function with only one operating
fuel cell would be enough to keep her from either falling back down
to her death or being blown up in midflight. The assassin bravely—or
foolishly, considering Zyra’s lethal marksmanship—held
her position and fired a small but sleek missile from her own
propulsion pack. The missile rocketed past Zyra and exploded in the
air above her. When the flames dissipated, there was an energy net
moored to the rock face, barring her passage to the surface above.

Damn,
she’s clever!

Zyra
performed a midair somersault and flew into an adjacent tunnel in the
rock face with her would-be-assassin still nipping at her heels. To
her dismay, the tunnel was destitute and had not been used for years,
the only light to be seen coming about as a result of their
laser-light show. The tunnel contorted and bent in every direction
Zyra flew at breakneck speed, knowing that if she even hesitated for
a moment, she was as good as dead. But then a message flashed on her
visor: WARNING: ENCOUNTER-SUIT WEAPONS OPTION FAILURE. ARTILLERY
ENERGY SOURCE DEPLETED.

Zyra
had just enough time to read the message once before her wrist cannon
failed to fire. She might have said a curse if she had time to think
of one. She was coming towards the exit of the tunnel, barely
escaping the hot death her opponent unleashed at her, her head, arms,
and feet occasionally grazing the wall of the cramped tunnel. Knowing
nothing else to do, she activated her risk blade and with a quick
pivot of her body, struck rock just as she shot out of the mouth of
the tunnel, causing it to collapse behind her. But the assassin came
racing out the collapsing tunnel before she could be trapped.

Zyra
angled herself to fly up towards the continuing wide gape in the rock
face above her that had segued with the tunnel, realizing that she
was almost to the world’s surface—and unfortunately out
of time. According to her visor, the countdown to the detonation of
the planet was nearing zero. Zyra increased the power to her damaged
propulsion pack thrusters, causing it to scream from the labor of its
flight. Just when the assassin drew near enough to resume firing
lethal blasts of light at her, she was met with another message on
her visor.

WARNING:
PROPULSION PACK FAILURE IMMINENT. FUEL CELL DEPLETED.

Zyra
had only seconds to reach the planet surface before either her
propulsion pack failed or the planet exploded. If she increased the
speed of her flight to more quickly reach the planet surface, she
would expend her evaporated fuel supply before she ever reached her
destination. But if she decelerated her speed to conserve what little
fuel remained, she ran the risk of being caught in the crosshairs of
the assassin’s laser weapon. It was a lose-lose situation. So
Zyra made the only decision she could and fired her propulsion pack
thrusters to their maximum levels, watching on her visor as the lone
fuel cell power bar was extinguished. She was now flying on vapors.
Not unexpectedly, one of her propulsion pack thrusters failed. Zyra
spun recklessly in the air before being slammed into the rock face of
the tunnel several times, her encounter-suit burning up from the
friction of her disastrous flight. A moment later, the second
thruster failed. But before Zyra could collide with the tunnel wall
again, she recalled her zero-gravity maneuvering training to position
herself in front of the assassin’s flight path, hoping to be
struck by her so that she could use her opponent’s own momentum
to reach the surface.

It
was as dangerous a move as Zyra could devise. The assassin’s
gun, now firing at point-blank range, punched several holes through
Zyra’s side. She cried out just as they collided in midair, the
inertia of which hurled them both out of the gape of the tunnel
shaft. Zyra was forced into a reckless spin for several meters into
the air at a 60-degree angle. She spun so quickly that she was unable
to make sense of what was up or down, only a blur of black, brown,
yellow, and grey whirling around her to form a splash of watercolors.
Only when it seemed that Zyra would never regain her sense of
orientation, she fell back to the planet surface with a thud.

Zyra
had the wind knocked out of her, but at least she was conscious. She
had just enough fight left in her to force herself up from the ground
with a wheeze. She then cast her gaze behind her to see the assassin,
rising just as slowly from the ground where she had also fallen. Zyra
finally found her feet and ignited her risk blade while holding her
blood-splattered and riven side.

“Who
are you? What do you want from me?” she asked. Zyra had at
least one of her questions answered when the assassin, upon rising to
her full height, activated a ion-blade weapon of her own, far more
advanced than Zyra’s, that was also attached to her wrist.
There was no hesitation by the assassin as she came charging at Zyra
with her energy blade hissing. Their weapons met in a burst of
furious light, sparks of incandescent energy falling away in a
blinding cascade as the assassin’s indigo-hued energy blade
coalesced with Zyra’s saffron. The air reverberated with sonic
fury as the combatants gave at the other with all their strength,
spinning, hacking, slashing, withholding nothing, their exhaustion
fading into a blithe of tempestuous hate. But Zyra’s every move
was performed in agony caused by her many grievous injuries. Every
time she swung her blade, she felt the horrible acid burns that had
eaten into her arm. Every time she pirouetted out of her opponent’s
reach she felt her ribs knocking against her lungs. Her head throbbed
so hard now, she could hardly see past her own face. Her breaths came
harder now. Blood filled her lungs.

It
was only then that Zyra realized that, along with being shot, she had
broken her already inflamed ribs when she collided with the assassin
in the tunnel. The fact that Zyra was wounded only sent the assassin
into a blood-frenzy. She struck Zyra several times in the body with
her fist and hammered away relentlessly at her injured ribs. She then
leapt into the air with a spin and reversed kicked Zyra in the face.
Zyra went flying backwards to the ground, her risk blade suddenly
deactivating. The impact of the blow left Zyra in a dazed sprawl on
the ground and at the mercy of her opponent. There was no hesitation
by the assassin as she extended her left arm toward Zyra. A bolt of
electricity trickled about the metal band on her arm as a small, but
sleek, laser cannon materialized into thin air just below her fist.
Then the assassin unleashed a torrent of crimson energy at a helpless
Zyra. But there was a sudden flash of light about Zyra that was just
several hues brighter than the lasers streaking toward her. In the
wake of the assassin’s attack, the earth was perforated by
several smoldering holes. But there was no sign of Zyra. The assassin
looked up into the starlit sky, the menace in her gaze hidden beneath
the depth of her ebony-stained encounter-suit helmet.

*     *   
 *

When
the kaleidoscope of colors swirling around in Zyra’s vision
conformed to physical laws, she rolled over from her back and
supported her weight on her hands and knees. She then removed her
shattered helmet and let out a terrible howl.

“Zyra?
Zyra!”

It
was a voice Zyra recognized immediately. Captain Jaxa ran over to
Zyra and put her arm around her waist as she watched the spots of
blood that ran slick on the floor from Zyra’s mouth.

“Yer
hurt! Can ya stand?” she asked Zyra. Zyra did not reply
quickly, but gave a reluctant nod before Jaxa helped her up. “Yer
one lucky girl, know that?”

“D-Did
they make it?” asked Zyra, using her hand to remove some of the
blood from her lips even as her question formed lines of confusion on
Jaxa’s brow.

“Who
and what the hell are ya talkin’ about?”

Zyra
didn’t respond to Jaxa’s question, but simply looked at
the cockpit view screen in front of her and saw a quintet of large
transport ships flying just out of view and away from the rest of the
ships that were also flying out into space and found herself the most
carefree grin.

“They
did make it!”

There
was a sudden glare on the view screen as the large world was engulfed
in light.

“Don’t
worry, we’re out of range. Ah jus’ hope ya did what ya
wanted to. Ya won’t be gettin’ another chance.”

“I
don’t think I’ll need one,” was all Zyra could say,
sighing. She was just about to make a cross in front of her heart
when something strange filled the view screen and caught her
attention. Just after the glare from the exploded planet withdrew
enough to make out the other stars in space, a large metallic,
spider-like object, not much smaller than the world itself, appeared
on screen. It began to fan out its appendages, subsequently firing
several thousand projectiles into the blackness of space. “No.
This can’t be real.”

“What
the hell is that? Zyra?”

There
was no need for Zyra to speak, for her body language said all as she
slumped to her knees and buried her head in a flood of tears.

“No,
no, no, no, no!”

Zyra’s
outpour of grief caused Jaxa to return her gaze to the view screen to
watch in grim silence as the strange vessel flew off into the remote
reaches of space, fading away into the stars to become a star itself,
all the while continuing to fire off glaring streams of light, like
comets breaking off from a much larger meteor.














Chapter
Forty-Six

Zyra
was sitting quietly in the cockpit of the Ole Willy holding a
blanket over her shoulders as she stared out at the blackness of
space with such apathy that she was almost unaware of the scars of
battle she wore on her face and body.

“Hey,
there, Zyra. Ya all right? Brought ya some hot chocolate. Thought ya
might need it.” If nothing else, Jaxa’s Old Earth
southern accent was as soothing a sound to hear as a cascading
drizzle of rain. She received the cup of chocolate from Jaxa without
any expression on her face. “It’s been two days since it
happened. Ya can talk to me. Ah’m all ears.”

Zyra
lowered her gaze to her lap and sighed.

“I
don’t know what to say. It’s not easy knowing that you’re
the only one who could save your people. And that you failed them.”

“It’s
not yer fault. Ya did the best ya could. Yer only one woman, ya
know.”

“Yeah,
but how many people will never wake up to see tomorrow? How many
children’s dreams will end in a cloud of fire raining death
down upon them? I could have stopped it, Jaxa. I could have saved
them.”

“Yer
not God, ya know.”

“And
where was God? Why didn’t he help me save them?” Zyra
reached under her shirt and squeezed the rosary Heidi had given her,
rubbing it between her fingers to feel its cold surface. “I
failed them, Jaxa. I failed everyone.”

“Ah
can’t pretend to know what it must feel like to have faced what
ya did. All ya can do is live to fight another day, like everyone
else.”

“But
there won’t be another day.”

“If
ya’ve got life, ya’ve got hope, Zyra.”

“But
am I really alive? I feel as if part of me died on Planet-Z. No, even
before that. I just don’t know what to expect. Who knows what
tomorrow might bring? If it wasn’t for you, Jaxa, I would have
died on that world.”

“Ya
saved yerself. Ah only gave ya a hand. Listen, when ah first met ya,
I thought ya had a death wish.”

“Maybe
I do.”

“If
that was so, ya could’ve given up fighting a long time ago. Ya
gave it yer all. That’s all anyone can ask of ya. And, more
importantly, it’s all that ya can really ask of yerself.”

“But
it wasn’t enough.”

“We
can’t win every battle we fight, Zyra. Ya take yer losses and
go on. Just make sure ya learn from those losses so that ya don’t
lose the next time.” Jaxa placed a hand on Zyra’s
shoulder and rose from her chair. “Ah’m goin’ in
the back to check on some power cells. If you need anything, let me
know.”

Zyra
remained silent and merely watched the smoke rising from her cup.

You
were right, Hunter. You were right. I am an overly-committed zealot.
Just not committed enough.

*     *   
 *

Zyra
sat in the rear of the Ole Willy with her gaze as stoic as the
image looking back at her on her encounter-suit computer screen. It
was a face that had haunted her ever since she had first seen it; a
face wide and terrible, marked by swells of fat and a grotesque grin
that revealed a mouth full of sharp, angular teeth. But most haunting
of all the image’s features was the stubby horns rising from
its head. Only one thing frightened Zyra more than the image itself:
the sadistic laugh she remembered hearing when she faced the image in
person.

Krax.

He
was the next piece of the puzzle Zyra needed to find to solve the
mystery of the Neo-Humans. Zyra was no fool. She knew there was more
to the mystery than she had managed to uncover so far. She didn’t
believe that the Neo-Humans wanted to destroy humanity simply because
they felt humans were an imperfect race of people and unworthy of
existence. Neither did she accept the claim that humans had to be
destroyed because they posed a threat to the Neo-Humans’ plans
for intergalactic conquest. There was something else going on behind
the scene that Zyra could not figure out—something even more
terrible. She didn’t know how or when she would ever learn the
truth, only that she had to, if for no other reason than to bring
some completion to this whole insane and bloody war between human
beings and their would-be replacements.

Even
with the destruction of ZARAGOS, she was unable to stop the
Neo-Humans from annihilating most of the human race. Now humanity had
entered its darkest moment in history and was facing a threat that,
though not entirely of their making, could very well end in
extinction. Zyra wondered if there was any chance that humanity could
survive the next few years at the mercy of a more powerful and
merciless race determined to see the death of every man, woman, and
child in the universe.

She
had learned the hard way that life was not like the stories people
told to amuse themselves—that even living legends could do
nothing to defeat evil without help—and that for all her
bravado, she could not save mankind all by herself. And yet, perhaps
in tandem with others, she could do her small part to ensure the
future of her race. It would take everything she had and then some.
But she was willing to fight, so long as she could.

Though
it had taken a long time for Zyra to figure it out, she had finally
found her purpose in life. It wasn’t to fight, or to run, or to
hunt, or to kill; it wasn’t to question the will of the
universe or to find failings in the great scheme of life; nor was it
her purpose to wage a moral war with the Creator, or squander her
life seeking cheap thrills. The answer she had sought for so long to
help give her life purpose could not be found in any holy book, or
sermon, or mantra, or long forgotten tome. The reason why the answer
had avoided her for as long as it did was the very same reason it had
avoided every other person who sought the same answer. The answer was
elusive only because the answer was not complicated enough. It was
too obvious and too simple.

There
was only one reason why she was alive.

To
live.

Zyra
had been given the gift of life so that she could know the simple
joys and sorrows of the universe. Life was a gift that could be taken
away at any time and it was a mistake to allow either the bliss or
agonies of life to usurp the experience of the other. This was her
time, her cherished moment in the universe, and she would never yield
her precious life to anyone without a fight. There would always be
some pain to endure. But no hardship was so great to warrant
forfeiting the joy to be gained of a friendship with others, or the
scent of a flower, the caress of the wind on a hot summer day, or
even the kiss of a loved one. Only death could take that gift away
from her.

Hunter
had lost that gift, as did Logos, and her father as well. One day,
Zyra would die and the gift of life would no longer be hers to own.
Whether or not something better awaited her beyond death was another
matter. But for now, the life she had, as well as those of every
human being in the galaxy, had to be protected—and by any means
necessary.

This
was her calling now, to fight for the lives of other people. Zyra did
not have the power to defeat evil alone. Nor did she have the power
to save the entire human race. But she did have the power to save one
person at a time. It was both a terrible responsibility and a
welcomed blessing. But Zyra was determined to play her role to the
very end.

Who
knows? I might even enjoy the ride.

Zyra
stood up from the floor and looked at the blackened remains of her
encounter-suit that laid in a scattered pile on a makeshift workbench
beside her. She placed the burnt forearm of her encounter-suit with
the other pieces and picked up her helmet to observe the scars of
battle it had endured on Planet-Z. Her days as a bounty hunter were
officially over. A new life would begin for her now, a life she would
devote to the service of others.

It
was time enough, she thought. Time to start over.

She
looked forward to her new life with a child’s wonder and fright
of what was to come. Before going to Planet-Z, Zyra thought her life
was over. In a way it was. But from the fires of a now dead world she
had been reborn like the legendary Phoenix. What would she do with
her new life? Would she rise to the expectations in her heart? Or
would she squander it? An awesome challenge lay ahead of her, to
destroy the threat of the Neo-Humans, and to save humanity from its
worst nightmare. It would be the toughest challenge she ever faced.
But Zyra wouldn’t have it any other way.
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