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Z-One


Z-One, Zianna, a powerful bionic woman, is ordered to go on a solo mission to the planet Pantoffa to spy on suspected escaped magic users.
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DOCTOR KURANDA FLUMO, a brilliant scientist, has rescued and transformed victims of a massacre into bionic beings she calls her Z girls.

When General Kovalo demands to use these enhanced women for dangerous missions, Kuranda is distraught at the thought of losing her beloved daughters. 

Zianna travels to Pantoffa through a portal, but arrives far from her intended destination. There, she’s saved from vicious predators by Ecoron, a bird shifter.

Pantoffa unveils secrets about herself she never could have imagined...
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Chapter One
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STASIS BAY THREE STOOD at the core of the Polakon Science Center’s restricted wing, a temple of blackened chrome and silent, algorithmic devotion. Security doors had been armored against every possible breach, and the floor tiles were so pure and seamless that Doctor Kuranda Flumo imagined the entire facility might be hosed spotlessly clean in seconds if the need ever arose. The cool air was scrubbed of all human residue, vibrating with the low, ceaseless hum of the life-support mainframe.

There were six occupied pods in the primary cluster, each one a glass sarcophagus of medical and computational excess. Her Z girls. She’d given each girl a name beginning with Z for the destroyed town they came from, Zagura.

Z-One, Zianna’s pod, lay nearest to the entry hatch. Kuranda went to it. She laid her hand on its polished surface, her fingers splayed, feeling the soothing cool of the cryogenic mist as if it could seep through her palm.

Inside it, the girl floated in perfect suspension, her long, wavy black hair fanned in slow motion, her olive skin a living map of scars and cybernetic interface points. Only the face remained untouched by surgery—oval, spectacularly beautiful, forever peaceful when in stasis. Kuranda leaned forward, her gaze aligning with the subject’s open eyes through double panes of safety glass and electrolyte membrane.

“Six and a half years,” Kuranda murmured to the emptiness. The words didn’t carry, but the security system caught and timestamped them for the log. Her reflection, ghosted onto the pod, looked older than she remembered—age lines cutting deeper, her eyes blurred at the edges.

The console on the left side cycled through Zianna’s vital stats, oxygenation, neural activity, and algorithmic dream content. Everything was as expected. She left her hand on the pod while her eyes scanned the other units, counting each girl as if they were rare and irreplaceable artifacts she’d collected.

She closed her eyes.

The hum of the Center blended into the sound of wind through the rafters, the lights overhead dimming and flickering as memory carried her back, returning to the smoldering town where all this had begun.

*
[image: ]


ZAGURA. IT’D BEEN A tidy, small, rural town, the kind whose children memorized the names of local trees and where every street bore the surname of a botanist or an astronomer. The morning the gunships arrived, Kuranda had been on leave in a neighboring district, drafting grant applications for the Science Center. The first news came as a series of unconfirmed pings. Alerts of civil unrest, riots, and suspected magical assets in civilian areas.

By the time her emergency call arrived, Zagura was already burning.

The Center’s aircar still bore the old livery then—a cheerful blue and yellow, now caked with dust and seared by the heat of low-orbit strikes. She landed on what was left of the school square, where charred benches and playground equipment stuck out of the ground like bones. The city’s heart—its Cultural Center—had been reduced to an open crater, and the fires beyond it flickered a hellish orange through the updraft of ash.

Kuranda pulled on her emergency suit, cinched the helmet tight, and set her rescue beacon for wideband transmission. The first thirty minutes yielded nothing but corpses. Most lay face down in the dust, their bodies caught mid-flight or mid-scream, burned or massacred and rendered unrecognizable. She passed entire rows of them, methodical, marking locations and scanning for vital life signs, moving faster as her anger outpaced her horror.

She found the first survivor after more than an hour. It was a small child, the face swollen and limbs mangled, breathing in hiccupped gulps. Kuranda worked with the speed of someone who had practiced every contingency, loaded an IV with nano-coagulants, spliced a tourniquet with one hand while stabilizing the neck with the other, and then bundled the child into a field stasis sleeve.

She found the second survivor beneath the collapsed municipal archives. This time, it was a youngster in her late teens, severely injured and bloody, but strangely enough still conscious and somewhat alert. Kuranda recognized the signs of sorceric overdrive—the eyes dilated to black, and every nerve lit with residual energy. The young woman tried to speak, but only spat blood. Kuranda sedated her and fastened her into the emergency pod, marking her as Subject Z-Two.

By nightfall, Kuranda counted twenty-three living humans, if barely. Most were children or young adults, and nearly all bore the telltale marks...crescent scars where fangs or claws once rested, or tattoos that had gone black from magical overuse. Bodies of magic users and shifters lay stacked in alleys, shot at close range, every one of them left as a warning.

She found the girl who would become Z-One, Zianna, three hours before sunrise. The remains of a house had fallen in on itself, and the interior glowed with intermittent blue fire, a volatile sorcery that had broken loose from its host. The girl was barely alive, crushed under metal, timber, and a heap of burning insulation. Kuranda forced a wedge into the debris, levered the beam up, and hauled the girl clear. For a moment, the teenager seized in her arms, her eyes flicking in terror, then, as the sedative entered her system, she went limp, hands uncurling like the petals of a bruised flower. The scanner detected multiple life signs, all of which were fading.

Kuranda understood why the readings were so chaotic. The girl’s spine was crushed, her left arm severed just below the shoulder, her legs mangled, her lungs punctured by broken ribs. Burns covered thirty percent of her body, and her face, the only part that remained unmarked, showed the classical features of dragon-blooded heritage.

“Not yet,” Kuranda whispered, more to herself than to the dying teenager. She initiated emergency stasis protocols, watching the girl’s vitals stabilize in the artificial coma of medical suspension. “Not yet. I’ve got you...”

The trip back to the Polakon Science Center took eighteen hours, and the shuttle’s cargo bay was converted into a mobile intensive care unit. Twenty-three pods, each one containing a life that had refused to surrender. Kuranda monitored them all, adjusting medication drips and neural suppressors, whispering promises to the unconscious that she wasn’t sure she could keep.

The Center’s medical board tried to refuse them. “Too many unknowns,” they said. “Too much risk...they could be magic users.” But Kuranda had bypassed the board, invoking emergency protocols and her reputation, to secure treatment for the survivors. They were patients, she insisted. People who deserved care, regardless of the political circumstances that had brought them to her.

The first surgery was on the young woman who would become Z-One, the teenager who’d suffered the most injuries. Zianna, though the girl wouldn’t know that name for years. Kuranda spent fourteen hours in the operating theater, replacing destroyed tissue with synthetic alternatives, grafting bionic components to damaged neural pathways, creating something that had never existed before—a fusion of magic and machine that should have been impossible.

When the girl’s eyes opened for the first time, three days after the surgery, Kuranda was there. She watched consciousness return like sunrise, watched the moment when Zianna realized what she’d become.

The fear in those eyes—dragon-bright and entirely human—nearly broke Kuranda.

“You’re safe,” she’d whispered, taking the girl’s remaining hand in both of her own. “No one will take you again. I promise.”

Kuranda spent the next thirty-six hours in surgical triage, never once stopping to eat or sleep. The board of directors balked at her casualty list. The medical team shied away from so many shifters and mages.

Forbidden.

Why would Doctor Flumo bother to repair them? After they healed, they’d be incarcerated or exiled anyway. None of that mattered to Kuranda. They were people...humans. The survivors needed repairs—organic, mechanical, and psychological—and she was the only one who could provide all three.

She did her rounds every hour, fingers running over the stasis pods as if searching for flaws. She talked to them, even when they couldn’t hear her. She documented every wound, every sign of trauma, every piece of evidence that might someday put a name to the people who’d ordered Zagura erased, who had ordered the genocide of a whole town...

Deep down, she knew—the name tasting bitter as she whispered it. “Emperor Huang.” She had sworn her team to secrecy. If he heard even a whisper of her work, the ruthless emperor would halt her efforts to heal the survivors.

The board would never talk.

They respected her, didn’t want to lose her expertise... They’d keep quiet about the survivors from Zagura.

There was a moment, near the end of the first week, when she nearly broke. The Center’s night shift had abandoned the trauma bay, and she stood alone among rows of sleeping children and dead-eyed adolescents. The oldest, Z-One, a broken, severely damaged, dragon-blooded hybrid, stared at her through the plexiglass, the eyes flecked with gold. Feeling almost defeated, for just a second, Kuranda considered unplugging the pod.

But she didn’t.

Doggedly, she continued her lone pilgrimage to save the survivors, fix them, and help them on the road to recovery...

She pressed her hand against the glass and promised, her voice raw and trembling, “No one will take you again. Not while I’m breathing.”

And it was as if Z-One heard her, a flicker, a split second of recognition, of wakefulness. Kuranda looked again. No...it was her imagination.

Chapter Two
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THE OPERATING THEATER at Polakon ran at maximum illumination, a flood of high Kelvin LEDs, blinding to the unprepared, lancing from every articulated armature. It reflected cold and unwavering from the brushed steel surfaces, from the crystalline surgical drapes, from the bone-white of the operating table itself. In the center, surrounded by an arsenal of delicate tools, what was left of Zianna’s body waited, silent, still, but unmistakably alive.

Kuranda wore three layers of gloves, an isolation shield over her eyes, and a respirator that pressed so hard into her face it left crescent-shaped marks along her jaw. She’d been standing over the patient for nearly five hours, hands never wavering, every cut and stitch deliberate. The first phase—removal of irreparably damaged tissue—was complete. Now, she set about the next and more dangerous stage, marrying the living to the inanimate.

“Vitals stable,” the AI assistant reported, voice pitched to a monotone that didn’t distract.

“Proceed,” Kuranda replied, her voice dulled by exhaustion and the mask.

The replacement spine, prepped for days in a nutrient bath, glistened with an iridescent blue sheen. Kuranda steadied it above the open surgical site, then lowered it—millimeter by millimeter—until the bio-connectors hovered over the truncated column of real bone. With a whisper of pressure, they met. The first series of sensors flared green.

She held her breath.

A junior tech, posted just inside the sterile field, looked as if he might faint. “Should I—”

“Record everything and pray to the gods,” she said, not looking up. “We only get one attempt at this.”

The next steps blurred into sequence, grafting the interface at L3, splicing the synthetic arteries to the girl’s own vasculature, using a micro-scalpel to peel back just enough dura for the neural wires. Each movement demanded her focus so completely that Kuranda felt her own body vanish, all sensation reduced to the world beneath her hands.

Zianna never moved, never twitched. The sedation was perfect. It needed to be. A single jolt of pain could send the girl’s heart into arrest.

“Integrate left arm,” the AI intoned.

Kuranda called for the limb. It arrived, cradled in sterile cloth, an elegant construction of carbon filament, myomer, and synthetic dermal mesh. “Position,” she murmured, and the tech obeyed. She set the shoulder against the new socket, and with a brief high-frequency pulse, the anchor points fused. A hiss, a snap, then a soft whirr as the limb powered to ready mode.

Her colleagues were four other surgeons, all more senior, all assigned to oversee and watch from the far end of the theater. One muttered, “She’s going too fast.” 

Another, an older surgeon, said nothing but pursed his lips each time Kuranda bypassed a standard protocol. Their skepticism wafted off them like cold air. None had ever attempted a repair this severe on a magic-bearing body.

“Time to close,” the AI reported.

Kuranda felt her arms tremble as she began the final seal. Sutures, adhesive, and a spray of biofilm. The edges of the wound zipped together, almost seamlessly, the way skin sometimes learns to repair itself under duress.

She stepped back and watched the techs finish the cleanup. The monitors showed a plateau of vital signs, stable, but not out of the woods.

She stripped off her gloves, her gown, one item at a time, her hands shaking from adrenaline and fatigue. The surgical mask dropped to the table with a thud, and Kuranda exhaled for the first time in what felt like years.

Professor Anik approached, arms folded, and stood looking down at Z-One. “That was...unorthodox,” he said in a flat tone.

Kuranda’s mouth twitched in not quite a smile. “She’ll survive. You saw the necrosis on the original tissue. If we waited another day, there’d have been nothing left to save.”

Anik’s frown deepened. “We don’t know how the sorceric tissues will interact with the implants. Could be rejection, could be catastrophic magical feedback.”

“Or it could work, and this young girl will have a life,” Kuranda said.

He eyed her, then the girl on the table. “If it does, you’ll be a pioneer.”

“If it doesn’t, she’ll be just another dead experiment,” Kuranda finished for him, too tired for ceremony.

“And a waste of our valuable resources,” he muttered and walked away.

They left her alone in the theater, darkness gathering as the overhead lights powered down one by one. She stayed with the patient for an hour, whispering to the unconscious girl, telling her about the weather, about the other survivors, about the new life she might have if she could just hold on.
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RECOVERY WAS HELL. The first week, Zianna screamed every time she woke, so confused by the presence of machinery in her body that she clawed at the bandages, desperate to rip them off. Kuranda slept on a mat on the floor of the post-op ward, rising at every alarm to re-sedate, to check for infection, to clean up the aftermath of another thrashing fit.

The other girls were more or less stabilized. Two rejected their implants outright, and Kuranda watched their vital signs plummet as the immune response mounted. There was nothing she could do except wait for the body to decide whether to live or die, to accept the new reality or not.

Zianna, though, persisted. She learned to sit upright, then to move her left arm, which was clumsy at first, but she eventually mastered it with uncanny precision. She could pick up a glass within four days of awakening.

By two weeks, she could tie her hair back with the mechanical hand. Kuranda found herself grinning every time the girl mastered a new function, every time the beeping of the neural interface outpaced even the best projections.

“You’re a genius,” Zianna said, her voice still raspy from intubation. “You made me into something better.”

Kuranda caught the longing in her tone and the terror. “No,” she said. “I just made sure you’d survive.”

Zianna looked at her with unblinking intensity. “I remember you somehow. You said—” Her eyes fluttered. “You said you wouldn’t let anyone take me.”

“I meant it,” Kuranda whispered, realizing as she did how much the promise had cost her...time, sleepless nights...

The other staff steered clear of Zianna, murmuring about hybrid volatility, about whether the girl’s magic would eat through the implants and destabilize all the work done on her.

Kuranda ignored them, focusing on daily therapies, on late-night chess games played with battered plastic pieces, on reading aloud to the girl when her nightmares became too hard to bear.

During the worst nights, when the pain grew too much to bear, Zianna begged Kuranda to shut down the neural bridge, to make it all stop. Kuranda refused, instead sitting with her for hours, letting her squeeze the doctor’s hand—real or synthetic—until the waves of agony receded.

Word spread through the Center. Parents of other patients began to request bionics for their loved ones, and Kuranda’s inbox filled with desperate pleas.

She answered all of them, but always with the same caveat. Integration is a process, not a miracle. It takes willpower to survive. Talk to your physician. If bionics are an option, your doctor will add the patient to our list of those awaiting approval and surgery.
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THE DAY ZIANNA STOOD unaided, the Center’s entire east wing turned out to watch. She tottered at first, toes flexing against the cold tile, then locked her knees and stood straight as a blade. Her left hand curled, uncurled, and she grinned in triumph and wild disbelief. Kuranda kept a step back, hands out to catch her if she fell.

But she didn’t.

Zianna took her first step, then another, each time steadier, until she paced the length of the recovery hall and back. At the end, she reached for Kuranda, clutching her forearm with her new hand, her grip shockingly gentle. “You did it,” she whispered.

Kuranda tried to find words, but none seemed sufficient. She only nodded, fighting a rush of emotion that left her lightheaded.

In that moment, she knew. This was more than surgery, more than pioneering work or a chance at immortality through scientific achievement. She’d created a life, not merely saved it. She’d taken on a burden, maternal and immense.

When Zianna hugged her, her face buried against the starched lapel of Kuranda’s lab coat, the doctor held her there a long time, silent except for the shudder of her breath and the distant, victorious hum of the Center’s life-support mainframe.

Chapter Three

––––––––
[image: ]


SIX AND A HALF YEARS later, her promise still felt as impossible as ever.

The recovery bay’s lights flickered, returning Kuranda to the present. Her hand left a faint imprint on Zianna’s dome, an imprint of warmth soon consumed by the chill. Even after all this time, she had the girls still sleep in the recovery pods hooked up to monitors, in fear of something going wrong with their bionic implants during the night. She checked the status again. There were no irregularities. Everything was as it should be. But even with all the Center’s resources and her own unbreakable will, she couldn’t shake the sense that this peace was temporary, a lull before the next cataclysm.

She leaned closer to the glass, close enough that her breath fogged the surface and blurred the distinction between doctor and patient, jailer and warden, mother and child. The corridor outside lay empty, the world waiting for her decision.

Kuranda turned, squaring her shoulders against the weight of every memory, every life she’d pulled from the ash. She made her way through the corridor, slower this time, but no less certain, toward the office where the future, and perhaps the war, waited to be negotiated.

The light in the corridor was a blue-white, harsh glow, so clean that any errant speck or drip of blood could only ever appear as deliberate vandalism. Kuranda walked the length of the east causeway with the unyielding efficiency of a scalpel, straight spine, taking measured steps, her lab coat rippling in her wake like the slipstream off a hypersonic needle. Her left hand operated a datapad with brisk, algorithmic precision, flicking through reports and surgical requests. Her right thumb drummed a staccato rhythm against the polycarbonate, a habit she indulged in only when she was furious.

Her passage through the sensor gate set off a microsecond delay in the corridor’s privacy glass, which dissolved to translucency only after confirming her retina. The effect, to an observer, would resemble a predatory fish emerging suddenly from the dark, but the only audience at this hour consisted of wall-mounted surveillance and a solitary sanitation bot polishing the molding at ankle height.

Outside Professor Holane’s office, she paused for exactly three breaths. Twice, she considered shattering her datapad against the door’s edge. It was a primitive urge, and beneath her, but it remained tempting. She’d finished gathering her composure by the time the lock cycled open, and the door slid aside with a pneumatic sigh.

Inside, Professor Holane sat behind a desk that projected both authority and apology in equal measures. The room’s air smelled faintly of old paper, though no such thing remained in use anywhere in the Center. The smell originated from the climate control’s preference files, which were set by Holane himself to classic academia during his first week as director. He rose but didn’t offer a handshake. His eyes hovered a little too long on her face, as if calculating how much of her morning had been spent in sleepless rage.

“Doctor Flumo,” he said. His voice maintained the exact strict calibration as his perfectly knotted tie—nothing wasted, nothing out of place.

“Professor.” She kept her tone neutral but refused to sit. “You asked for a consult.”

“I did,” Holane replied, his voice even softer. He motioned for the chair, but she declined, standing two meters away from his desk with military posture. “I trust you saw the brief.”

Her thumb resumed its tattoo against the datapad. “I saw the insult, yes. You want me to volunteer my patients.”

Holane winced, but only barely. “Doctor, the situation with the Z cyborgs—”

“They’re not cyborgs,” she snapped, her voice a degree colder than protocol allowed. “They’re six women. People, Professor. They survived Zagura. They’re not—” She stilled her thumb, forcing the silence to stretch. “They’re not your pet project.”

A flicker of annoyance crossed Holane’s brow, which he quickly smoothed. “With respect, Doctor, the Center’s rules are very clear. Reclamation and rehabilitation, yes, but with the understanding that certain assets—”

“Assets,” Kuranda spat. The word left a metallic taste. “They’re survivors I’ve rebuilt from less than tissue. Some of them are scared to close their eyes because they don’t trust they’ll wake up with the same face, let alone the same mind.”

Holane folded his hands, watching her with the careful gaze of a scientist inspecting a volatile sample. “General Kovalo’s office has made direct contact. The Ministry of Defense wants to see whether your cy—whether the Z girls can be deployed for—”

“Deployed,” she echoed. “You mean sent to die.”

“Not at all,” Holane said, far too fast. “No one wants to lose a single subject. But we must recognize that these six young women are unique, Doctor. Integrating sorcery and bionics? Unprecedented, and you’ve succeeded. It puts us ahead of every other science institute on the continent of—”

She interrupted with a noise that was almost a laugh, but not. “Have you spoken to any of my girls? Have you tried to speak to them as people? And as far as I know, none of them have magic, sorcery, or shapeshifter ability. Their conditions were far too severe. I believe all the surgeries
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