
    
      [image: Cover Image]
    

  
        
            Zero Episode One

        

        
        Odette C. Bell

        
            [image: Logo]
        

        
            www.odettecbell.com
        

    

    
        Copyright



        Zero Episode One

        © 2012 Odette C. Bell

        All characters in this publication are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

        Cover art stock photos licensed from Depositphotos.

        

        [image: Odette C Bell]
    

    
    
      Blurb

      

      
        Life's good for Oatmeal; when he isn't on the couch watching reruns in his boxers, he's smashing CRIMs and cashing bounty checks.
      

      Then she comes along - a cutey dragging a galaxy-full of freaking trouble. He thought he'd just save the Earth-girl from the nasty aliens, give her to the police, and cash that fat reward. But Callie Hope is anything but ordinary.

      Just one day with her, and Oatmeal finds himself being tracked down by every CRIM, galactic cop, and terrorist the Milky Way can conjure. Now his options are painfully simple: take all the kid's cash and dump her or... save the galaxy.

      ....

      Zero follows a dropkick bounty hunter and a sleeping super weapon cruising through the galaxy to discover the truth. If you love your space opera with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Zero Episode One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Prologue

    The child stood on the torn, fissured ground. Heat rose from it like steam from boiling water, and it tracked across his skin, burning and blistering as it went.

    “Get to the transport craft!” a faceless soldier shouted. His body was shaking under his jumpsuit, as if his skin had turned to ice. “Get that kid to the craft now!”

    Another fissure opened off to the side of the child. It was like staring down into hell, with little red demons of molten rock jumping high into the sky all around him.

    Two men grabbed him, one on either side, and hurled him forward. He looked up and could see their white helmets stark against the red sky.

    “Is that all?” the soldier in charge shouted as they threw the kid into the cargo cabin of the transport. “Is that all?!” his voice peaked like a soprano trying to crack glass.

    “No, sir.”

    The child picked himself up and turned around to stare at the soldiers by the door. They were just white shapes against the soot-filled air and red boiling clouds.

    The soldier in charge, the one the other exhausted soldiers looked up at even though their shoulders were caving in from exhaustion, shook his head. “Too late then. Close the doors and take off.”

    The doors slammed closed just as a chunk of burning rock sailed through. One of the soldiers stamped on it with a jerky leg, hanging onto the railings as the transport craft tipped and shot forward.

    Some lady he didn’t know put a hand on the kid’s shoulder and pulled him back. She rested her chin just by his face, her tears seeping through his shirt. “Everything is lost… it’s all lost.”

    He pulled himself free. “Don’t say that! Zero’s gonna come! Zero’s gonna save our planet!”

    One of the soldiers laughed. “Oh, she’s coming alright, kid, but it won’t be to save that planet. That dump of a planet is dead—”

    “Stow it,” the soldier in charge kicked sharply at the metal floor by the other soldier’s legs, “kid doesn’t need to know a thing.”

    “Zero’s going to save us all!” the kid screwed up his fists. He could feel his knuckles pop and crackle. “Zero’s going to save us!”

    They all sobbed behind him, all the other survivors, pallid faces caked under soot and tears.

    He wasn’t going to cry.

    Zero was coming.

    “Sit down, kid.” The soldier in charge wiped one of his gloves over his helmet, smearing the dust in great dirty lines. “We’ll be docking in a second. And if you’re lucky, you’ll see her, kid, you’ll see Zero. Just sit down.”

    “Docking in five,” a voice crackled over the intercom. It was so harsh and filled with static that it sounded like the guy was still off-world, shouting through the tons of ash and soot that were engulfing the planet. “Four, three, two, dock.”

    The floor lurched forward, and metal screeched on metal like a crying cat.

    The transport doors opened.

    More white-suited soldiers swarmed through the door, grabbing at the refugees and hauling them onto stretchers.

    This time they didn’t have helmets; this time he could see their faces. They all looked sickly and pasty white, like walking corpses.

    One of them bent down to him, offering a gloved hand. “You okay, kid?”

    The kid slapped at the hand. “Where’s Zero? Why isn’t she here?”

    “Whoa, buddy. Calm down, you’ll see her soon enough.” The soldier rose to his feet, his gaze flicking over the other survivors with jerky movements.

    He wanted to see her now.

    The kid pushed past the guy, sinking his small soot-blackened hands into the thick fabric of the soldier’s suit and pushing hard. The soldier teetered, and the kid shot past into the hallway, dodging around two other men who tried to grab him.

    “Get back here, kid!”

    He ran through the corridors. They were all white and clean, all metal and new paint.

    There was an alarm, it kept whirring and whirring, and this little red light above every doorway flashed an angry red.

    “Hey, kid! You shouldn’t be here!”

    “Stop that kid from reaching the bridge!”

    He dodged past this old guy with a donut-shaped belly and ran on. He’d never felt his heart beating like this – it was as if it would slam out of his chest and bounce around the walls like a rubber ball.

    He didn’t care. He had to get to Zero. Zero was going to save his planet.

    Then the corridor widened out through these thick doors. He knew it was the bridge right away. There was this massive screen stretched across nearly all the wall, and everyone was staring at it.

    There was a red ball in the center of the screen. It looked like the pictures he’d seen of his planet in class… except it was a different color. Red, not blue. Everybody knew that Onus was a blue planet – so why did they have a red one on screen?

    “The singularity is growing, sir. Five minutes before the planet’s core is compromised.”

    “Can the machine be decoupled? Is there any chance we can reverse the effects?”

    “It’s doomed. It was doomed well before we got here.”

    Then a soldier in his clean uniform turned from the screen. “Hey, what the hell is a kid doing on the bridge? Get him out of here.”

    Strong arms wrapped around his middle, and someone picked him up.

    “Let me go!!” The kid screamed at the arms, kicking and scrambling, desperate to get loose.

    The guy sitting in the biggest chair in the center of the room turned and looked straight past him. “Call her.”

    He stopped struggling.

    The bridge smelled of sweat; he could make it out now as he hacked up the black ash that clogged his nose and throat.

    The guy that was holding him stopped, about to push him through the bridge doors, but stepped back as if he’d been burnt. He didn’t let go, but he backtracked quickly, as if he was scared the doors would turn red and scream at him.

    They swooshed open, and Zero walked through.

    He’d seen her before; he had her poster, and Steve even had a figurine. But it was like all the other soldiers in the room had never seen her at all – they were all staring with these wide, unblinking eyes.

    She was pretty, right? Wasn’t that why guys stared? Or was it the cool black-and-white armor that hugged her like a jumpsuit? That wasn’t what he liked best, though. He liked the rod she held. It was awesome, with a blue glowing bubble at the end. If he had a rod like that, he’d get the other kids that bullied him. They wouldn’t stand a chance against that rod. Or better still: he’d just take Zero along; she’d sort them out.

    It was all okay now; Zero was here. Zero would fix everything.

    The kid relaxed further.

    “Singularity growing, sir,” some guy said, “we’re running out of time!”

    “Zero.” The guy in the big chair stood with his feet planted firmly apart, like a gym teacher doing star jumps. “The planet is lost.”

    “I will destroy it,” she said.

    Destroy it?

    The guy that held the kid slackened his arms for a moment.

    Destroy it?

    “No!” The kid forced his body forward, a heat he’d never felt before spiking through his bones. “You can’t destroy it – you’re Zero!”

    They all looked at him, then she looked at him.

    Zero smiled and disappeared in a twist of blue transporter light.

    Seconds later, the planet Onus was crushed like an egg….

    
      …
    

    Oatmeal woke with a start. He put a hand up to his chest and rubbed through the fabric of his shirt with a gruff movement.

    Damn dreams. Always the same damn dreams.

    He pushed himself up and took one hell of a breath, holding the air in until he could feel it push at his lungs, expanding his chest like a hot balloon.

    Just one night, just once, he’d like to dream of something else.

    Oatmeal pushed himself up and leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees, still sucking in the air and trying to coax his heart into a steady rhythm.

    Was it too much to ask to dream of pretty girls or bunny rabbits or damn ice cream? Why did it always have to be the same sickening sequence over and over again? Prack, prack, prack – he’d been dreaming of the destruction of his planet for his whole life, and it still had the power to rattle his bones.

    Oatmeal rubbed his eyes, pressing too hard and seeing streaks of light before he realized what he was doing.

    “Prack!” He bunched up a fist and struck the wall by his bed. He was satisfied at the chunks of plaster and paint that crumbled around his knuckles.

    “You’re up then?” Jelly called from the other room. “Hitting walls as usual.”

    “Shut up, Jelly!” Oatmeal screamed furiously. “I thought I told you never to talk to me in the morning.”

    “Oh, I haven’t forgotten, sir, but you also told me to tell you the moment a target came up. And boy, have we got one.”

    Oatmeal frowned at the wall, picturing Jelly’s ball-like face beyond it. The kid better not be playing, he thought to himself. “Serious?”

    “Oh yeah,” Jelly called back. “I fixed your motorbike too.”

    Oatmeal nodded approvingly at the wall and flicked off the plaster that was still clinging to his fist. “All right.” He rolled to the side and jumped out of bed, his bare feet slapping against the cold floor. “Well, fix me some breakfast, Jelly; I’m going hunting.”

    “Already? Aren’t you going to watch your morning TV? MacGyver’s on later.”

    Oatmeal pulled on his favorite pair of pants. These babies had been with him through all the tough years. So what if they were a little tight now – they were still pracking lucky. And no bounty hunter leaves his house without a lucky charm. “Tape it. I’m sure this won’t take very long.”

    It never did. He’d been on Earth nearly a year now, and in between watching reruns of MacGyver and the A-Team, he’d always managed to wrap up his cases before lunch. Oatmeal may have been a galactic screw-up who found pleasure in putting everyone he met off-side, but that made him the perfect guy for the job. Bounty hunters were supposed to like punching people and getting in laser-gun fights, and Oatmeal loved that stuff.

    Oatmeal cracked his knuckles and ran a hand through his wiry, black hair. He hadn’t brushed it for 23 years now and wasn’t about to start. Jelly called it a mad cubist experiment that belonged in the broom cupboard, but Oatmeal didn’t care. The bounty hunter business wasn’t about looks.

    The bounty hunter business was all about making enemies, and Oatmeal was really, really good at that. Jelly called it uncanny, Oatmeal called it a gift – but sure as hell, no matter how angelic the person, Oatmeal could find a way to annoy the prack out of them.

    God makes us all special, right?

    Well Oatmeal knew he was real special.

  
    Chapter 1

    Callie stared out the window. It was a habit. Her lecturers and friends just loved to point it out to her. “Hey, Callie,” they’d say, “what are you staring at out there? A bird, a plane, superman?” She wouldn’t answer, just turn around and smile until she was sure they weren’t paying attention again, then she’d turn right back to that window.

    She couldn’t explain why she stared out windows so much… she simply always had. What was she looking for? Well, it certainly wasn’t a guy in a cape and spandex undies. She just liked the view. There was something about that open expanse of blue.

    It was worse, much worse at night. If Callie found herself out in the country on a clear night, she could stare at the stars for hours. That was no understatement – it could be hours. This kind of leaned to her reputation of being a bit of an airhead. But she wasn’t an airhead; she just got distracted sometimes. There sure was a lot of sky up there, after all….

    So was it any surprise that she was staring out the window again? She was in philosophy class. She was usually interested in what her lecturer had to say, but the sky outside was just so blue today.

    “So, I take it you’re all prepared to write brilliant essays on the philosophical implications of the Zero Point Field, then?” The lecturer suddenly changed the pitch of his voice, and it became more insistent and direct, more noticeable.

    Callie jumped. The lecturer was looking right at her.

    “It is a very important field of study in the Philosophy of Cosmology. Don’t you agree, Callie?” He looked straight at her.

    “Yes, incredibly important.” She was always good for an automatic response. It came from spending so much time dissociated from reality and staring up at the sky – she was well trained in giving immediate, if derivative, answers. Usually, she’d just say yes – which sometimes got her into a lot of trouble….

    “Feel free to expand on that answer.” The lecturer hadn’t shifted his gaze; it was clear he wasn’t going to stop hassling her until he’d made his point.

    No, she didn’t want to expand on that. Who cares what the Zero Point Field was? It was just some crazy quantum physics theory. She’d only transferred into this class because she’d been attracted to the word ‘cosmology.’ That meant stars and stuff, right? Apparently not….

    “Well?” The lecturer was being annoyingly dogged today.

    “Well, I guess I agree with your point that the… implications of the Zero Point Field have certain… implications for the study of philosophy.” She flinched. Was that the best she could think of?

    Some guy behind her snickered. Yeah thanks, buddy, she thought, real helpful.

    “And those would be?” The lecturer still wouldn’t let up.

    Damn, couldn’t he see that she didn’t know the answer? What kind of a compassionate human being would force someone into publicly admitting their stupidity? Probably one that was annoyed at being ignored; she’d been staring out the window, after all….

    Okay, deep breath, she thought. “The nature of belief… I think.”

    There was a long pause. “And? Is that it, Callie? You aren’t going to mention the limitless power that could potentially be derived from the field?”

    “No sir, because that’s not really philosophy; that’s physics and engineering.”

    The lecturer smiled. “Good answer, Callie. That is physics and engineering – and there’s a hint for your essay. I don’t want to read long futuristic fantasies of cities powered by Zero Point Technology. I don’t care if you think that in 100 years we could all be zipping around in spaceships or transporting from planet to planet – because that’s not philosophy, that’s Star Trek. In short, I want a long, well-researched, boring analysis of the philosophical implications at play. I want you to tell me how this affects our notion of belief, time, and causality.” The lecturer ticked the list off on his fingers, his gaze thankfully moving from Callie and shifting around the other students in the room.

    Callie breathed a sigh of relief, and when she was sure no one was paying attention to her anymore, stared straight out that window again.

    
      …
    

    Oatmeal leaned on his rake. He’d seen this on TV. If you leaned on your rake just right, people would stay the prack away from you. There was something about a surly, rough-looking man leaning on a stick with spikes that freaked people out. Farmer from hell, maybe? Or escaped psychotic killer? It didn’t matter what people thought he looked like, they all came up with the same conclusion: “that crazy guy’s got a rake! Let’s stay the hell away from him.”

    Oatmeal shifted his shoulder back until the muscles down his side stiffened ominously. A couple of students crossed the lane to get away from him. Wise choice, kids, he thought as he stared at them.

    After several minutes of posing, Oatmeal toted the rake and went back to clearing the leaves. Undercover jobs were the worst. Well, not always; if he got to go undercover as a bouncer at the roughest club in town, then he wouldn’t be complaining. But a gardener at a pracking university? Shoot him now. Literally, a gunfight would be the only thing that could spice up this drab work.

    What made it all worse were the snotty little kids. Oh, they thought they were so smart. Smart, ha? Did they have laser guns and a broken spaceship? Prack no, the snots had never even been into space. Earth was still in the Technological Dark Age. So he was being looked down on by a bunch of cavemen in jeans.

    The people on this planet went along living their simple little lives without the faintest clue of what really happened in the galaxy. Unbeknownst to all but the most paranoid humans, the galaxy was full of aliens, really technologically advanced ones. But even though aliens regularly visited this quaint little backwater planet, there were regulations in place that ensured Earthlings didn’t accidentally find out about the real nature of the Milky Way.

    One of those regulations related to appearance, obviously. Because it would be pretty challenging for a seventy-year-old bag-lady to suddenly see a giant, green Adrotan wobbling down the street. No, if you didn’t look humanoid, you weren’t allowed to walk around on planet Earth. Which was okay for Oatmeal; he did look humanoid. Apart from the hair, that was, which looked more like he’d made a wig out of rats he’d sewn together.

    Still, he, like the Earthlings, was a direct descendent of the Old Ones. The Old Ones, with their perfect bone structures and awesome flowing hair, seeded many planets in the Milky Way, so it wasn’t unusual to see a humanoid even in the farthest reaches of the galaxy.

    But that these ignorant little humans were looking down on him…. Oh yeah, it was making him mad.

    “Hey, get to work!” The head gardener waved at him from farther down the path.

    If Oatmeal threw his rake at just the right angle, he realized with a grin, he could get the old codger in the back of the knees.

    He was a bounty hunter, not hired help. He may be an incidental gardener for today, but that was simply in the interests of the galactic good. Well, more like his bank balance, but Oatmeal liked to think that his wallet was perhaps the worthiest cause in all the universe.

    Oatmeal gripped the rake tightly and plunged it into a pile of leaves, raking like a man possessed. If he were a cyborg, his eyes would be glowing red from the fury of his activity.

    The target he was tracking better show up pracking soon. Jelly had assured him this would be a quick and easy job. Apparently, there’d been an unusual amount of cRIM activity in the area recently. The word on the ground was that they were sniffing out a Retiree. If it was their usual game, and cRIMS weren’t that creative, they’d kidnap said Retiree and extort money out of whoever cared. Depending on whose Retiree you’d picked up, the game usually paid very well.

    He’d caught two cRIMS just the other week who were planning to grab the Retiree of a high-level Galactic Unity official. How the guy’s identity had leaked out, Oatmeal could only guess, but that had been the biggest target he’d ever seen a cRIM try for. Oatmeal had been suitably recompensed of course, so he could only hope this target would be the same. He could use more money; he could put it in a jar under his bed and caress it every night.

    Plus, he was starting to get good at this. He’d made his bounty hunting into a specialized job. Not many other hunters specialized in tracking down targeted Retirees and snatching them from the jaws of death. But there was good money to be had.

    Retirement was a lucrative business when it came to crime – there were just so many ways it could be extorted for a buck. Sometimes he wondered if the technology had only been invented to keep the Galactic Police in work. Well, that was a lie; he knew, like any other citizen in the GU, why Retirement was invented. It was so they could rest.

    The technology, like so many of the truly powerful devices that kept the GU running, was a throwback to the Old Ones. The Old Ones were those that came before. A race of technologically advanced beings that reigned at the beginning of the galaxy. The guys weren’t just smart, they were prolific and creative to boot. Some of the stuff they developed was just phenomenally cool.

    There was a little problem with the Old Ones, though; they got into a spot of trouble with a race that called themselves the Destroyers. Now, the Destroyers were one tough race; they were hell bent, not only on the destruction of the Old Ones, but on the destruction of anything they’d touched. Which would, unfortunately, necessitate the destruction of the entire Milky Way.

    Why, you might ask? It was to do with the type of technology that both the Old Ones and the Destroyers possessed. They were both two races full of clever buggers, who had realized long ago the enormous power that lay within the Zero Point Field. But there was a problem, a sub-clause built into that universal sea of quantum energy. Now Oatmeal didn’t really understand the particulars – it had something to do with belief – but all he knew was that when both the Old Ones and the Destroyers drew their power from the ZPF, they canceled each other out. So, in a way, it was like any other resource war the universe had ever seen – the Destroyers sought the destruction of the Old Ones so they alone could reap the full benefits of the greatest energy in the universe. Simple. And why destroy the entire Milky Way? To ensure that no Old-One technology could exist again.

    So, with such a rabid enemy breathing down their necks, the Old Ones did the natural thing for a technologically developed race, and built a super-powerful weapon, or weapons, rather. They called the weapons the Ultimates. And they really were the ultimate in weapons.

    But those crazy Old Ones couldn’t leave it at that, hell no. A weapon is a weapon – only as smart as the people giving orders. But a weapon with a mind, a weapon with a soul, is so much more. So that’s what they did; they married technology with life and created the Ultimates. After all, it is the nature of the ZPF – the nature of quantum existence – that an observer can change reality. The Old One’s realized that if they stuck a person, with their own power of belief, into a machine capable of directly accessing the ZPF, they would create one scarily powerful weapon.

    Oh, and they worked, they worked a treat. But there was just one problem, a problem the Old Ones really should have foreseen. Fighting destroys the soul, and the Ultimates were nothing without their souls. Without the power to believe, how could the Ultimates access the power of the ZPF?

    So, what would a technologically advanced super-race do when faced with such an impossible problem? Easy, find a way for the soul inside an Ultimate to take a holiday. A little convalescence, a little retirement, does wonders for the mind. Gives you a whole new world to believe in.

    And so, the Old Ones found a way to retire their Ultimates. They built a machine that allowed the mind of an Ultimate to stretch across space and inhabit a body. So, periodically, every Ultimate was Retired. Their mind was sent across to some specially grown form, and that form was set down on some planet full of sunshine and fine food. This brought the belief back to the soul, and the soul back to the machine.

    But the Old Ones were long dead, the Destroyers too, and the races of the Galactic Unity – the government
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