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Laxxar – frozen planet – salt mining facility

A444 adjusted the hard hat over his wool cap and blew off the fine salt from his nostrils. At least, the frigid temperatures lessened the stench of recycled air and unwashed bodies. White powder covered his clothes. His gloved fingers cramped, and his numb feet weighed him like chunks of ice despite the worn-out boots.

The lights flickered in the mine, flashing rainbows on the glassy walls and square pillars. Then darkness. The whine of the laser harvester attacking the cave wall ceased, so did the purr of the air scrubbers. The emergency lighting turned on, offering a dim glow.

A444 and the other nine workers in his team stood immobile, listening. The two guards in warm fleece and sherpa boots glanced at each other through the clear visor of their heated helmets. The mine grew quiet, the kind of quiet only found several klicks deep into ice and frozen ground. 

Holy Mandala! A444 willed his heartbeat to slow. Without power, the elevators couldn’t operate. They would be stuck down here. No food, no water, not even rodents or bugs to eat. The salt kept them away. The oxygen level would drop. How long would it take for them to suffocate, kill each other for food, or turn into salt mummies? Then again, for most of them death would come as a reprieve.

The whine of excavation and the purr of the air-scrubbers resumed. A444 let out a sigh of relief. Just a minor power glitch. He must escape, soon, before the mine killed him. He couldn’t die before fulfilling his destiny, his mission, whatever he was meant to do.

Pulleys and chains rattled as he cranked the tripod mechanism then loaded the suspended square block onto a dolly. He carted the large cube, wheels creaking, toward the conveyor in the main cavern. Where was an antigrav pallet when you needed one? But forced labor, chains and metal carts came cheap... cheaper than decent industrial equipment.

“Hey, Angel!” Tiny, the biggest worker in his team, called in a brisk whisper.

“Don’t call me that.” It was bad enough that other prisoners looked up to him for help and advice, without starting some kind of cult. “My number is A444. I have no other name... as far as I remember.”

“No offense, pal, but you meditate all the time, and you never have a harsh word. Besides, there are worse nicknames than Angel.” Tiny’s breath feathered in front of his short beard. “Our memories were wiped, too, but we like our funny names. They show we are still people, not just numbers.”

“I know.” A444 had no idea what he’d done to end up drudging in this frozen hell, but good people didn’t get mixed up with big gangsters like Lord Zethar, the crime lord who owned the mine. So, before being a numbered slave, he must have been some worthless riff-raff who needed to redeem himself. “Sorry for offending you, my friend.”

“No sweat... not that we ever sweat here.” Tiny chuckled at his own joke then shrugged bulky shoulders.

A444 didn’t want to upset his friend. “You see... angels are special. They aren’t regular people, and I don’t deserve to be likened to one.”

Tiny guffawed. “You speak of angels as if they were real!” 

“They do exist.” The affirmation startled A444. How did he know that? “The guards fear them. They tell stories about angels guarding the universe against evil... Somehow, I want the stories to be true.” A strange thing to believe in such a hopeless place.

“Enough talk!” A guard in bulky fleece and comfy sherpa boots glared through the clear visor of his heated helmet and cracked the whip as a warning.

A444 turned away and quietly unloaded his square block onto the conveyor. He strained under the load, his muscles screaming in protest. Laxxar wasn’t for weaklings. No wonder the workers died so fast.

One of his team ten feet away wobbled under his load. A444 rushed to him and stabilized the heavy block for him. Then he helped the exhausted man sit. He opened his coat and offered him his water flask, lukewarm from his body heat. 

The worker drank. “Thank you. You truly are an angel of mercy.”

“Get back to your own tasks!” the guard yelled. “If he’s too weak to work, I can fix that.” The guard aimed his blaster at the two men, gloved finger caressing the trigger. The next infraction would draw blood... or worse. “Move it!”

The exhausted worker slowly rose to his feet.

A444 turned his empty dolly around, and wheeled it back into the fresh tunnel, raising his scarf to cover mouth and nose. Salt not only dehydrated skin and eyes, but the dust also damaged the lungs. Many had died coughing blood since he’d arrived, months ago.

After the guard walked away, A444 saw Tiny catching up to him and lumbering at his side.

Tiny caught his breath as he pulled his empty cart. “The others say you must be an angel because you’re still alive after all this time, and you look as fresh as if you’d arrived yesterday.”

“Well, I’ve been here the longest.” Few survived more than a few weeks on Laxxar. A444 glanced right and left. No guard in sight, and no surveillance recorders in the newly excavated area. “Why did you flag me back there?”

“You know, how you say you have a plan to get out of this place, and all you need now is access to the main hangar?” Tiny smiled, his big eyes full of hope, a rare thing in the mine. “Big Brain figured out how to get the code.”

A444 caught his breath. His heart beat faster. “Access to the ships?”

Tiny nodded.

The last piece of the puzzle just fell into place, as if a higher power wanted him to escape and fulfill his higher purpose. Since no life could survive the frigid temperatures on the surface, the only way out of this miserable planet was to steal a ship and fly away.

Tiny pinched his lips now buried in his beard. “You’re certain your medic friend can disable our tracking devices?” He slowly shook his big head. “It would be a shame to escape just to explode like a meat bomb, or be tracked down and recaptured in no time.”

“Don’t worry. Medic hates Lord Zethar. He will help.” A444 firmly believe that.

Tiny frowned. “Still, he’s not a prisoner like us. He has a lot to lose.”

“But Zethar assigned him here against his will and refuses to let him go.” Medic had also sworn an oath to save lives, and this place only killed people. 

Tiny scratched his head. “He’s taking a big risk to save the refuse of society. We are already dead to the universe. He is not.”

“Medic is motivated. He will locate and remove our transponders.” A444 knew he could trust the man. “But in exchange, we’ll have to take him with us. Otherwise, they’ll vaporize him, or worse, throw him outside, or down a mineshaft.”

“To turn into a popsicle, or a dried-up salt mummy.” Tiny’s wide frame shuddered, shaking salt off his shoulders. “The frozen hells of Laxxar, they call this place. It’s no joke, man.”

A444 nodded. He had no idea what hell might look like, but this horrible place qualified.

* * *

INFIRMARY WAS A FANCY name for the small surgical room full of outdated equipment and reeking of disinfectant. It looked even smaller, crowded with his ten-men team.

On the metallic table, a prisoner lay face down. With the wool cap off, his shaved head looked like an egg. They’d all gone through the monthly sanitary shave the day before. But the skin on the man’s exposed back showed nasty old scars and goose bumps from shivering.

“Be very still.” The man in a dirty white coat with Medic on the breast pocket, squinted through the magnifying glass under the only bright light. The laser scalpel seared through the patient’s skin, high between the shoulder blades.

“Holy Mandala.” A444 rolled his shoulders in empathy, feeling the fresh sting of his own laser cut. “This one is dangerously close to the spine.”

“Yes. Most of them are. They do it on purpose.” Medic selected a pair of tweezers from the metal tray. “And without deactivating the mechanism first, any rudimentary tool would trigger an explosion.” The tweezers reached inside the smoking cut.

“What is a mandala?” Tiny frowned.

“I don’t know. It’s just something I say.” As he watched the medic dig into his crew, A444 held his breath, as he had done for all his teammates.

In two swift pulls and a shake, Medic retrieved the chip the size of a grain of rice and held it to the light. Trough the magnifying glass, it looked like a bug with legs and antennas. 

Medic dropped the chip in a metal tray with a flourish. “The last of the transponders.”

A444 released a slow breath. “We can never thank you enough for all you did for us. You took a great risk opening our cell block and bringing us here. And now this procedure will save our lives.”

Medic chuckled. “Oh, I’m doing it in large part for myself. I have to get out of this place before I blurt something they don’t like, and they kick me down to the mine to work with you guys.” He sprayed a layer of liquid skin over the small incision. “I’m not built for that kind of work.”

“No one is.” Tiny smiled. “Except Angel.” 

Medic straightened and lifted his magnifying glasses. He looked haggard, as if he hadn’t slept in days. “All done.”

A444 wondered how much time they had before the security office detected the deactivation. Then again, the guards should be asleep.

As the last patient sat up, screwed on his wool cap, and pulled up his rags over skinny shoulders, A444 considered the men in the infirmary... his entire team, plus Medic, and Cook. Despite their fear of getting caught, the light in their eyes brimmed with hope.

“I can’t wait to leave this place.” Tiny buzzed with excitement. He lifted one foot. “I put socks over my boots to walk quiet-like.”

Others nodded and displayed their socked shoes as well. 

“We should hurry.” A444 took a deep breath. “Most of the guards are asleep, thanks to the drug Cook slipped in their hot toddy.”

Cook, with a reddish face, seemed plump next to the workers. He nodded vigorously. “They won’t wake up until morning. I guarantee it.”

“Good. There are four guards on duty inside the hangar. They may still be awake if they didn’t drink, but they are not expecting us.” A444 turned to a short, skinny man. “Big Brain, you have the codes?”

“I’ve got the codes.” Big Brain grinned and held up a security badge. “And I know how to disable the other ships to avoid any pursuit.” 

“Good.” A444 trusted the universe would help them. “Weapons?”

Hobble, a man with a limp, raised two blasters. “Got these from the two guards passed out in the corridor. We can get more from the other sleeping guards.”

A444 hoped they wouldn’t have to use deadly force, but it would be unrealistic not to carry weapons. “I guess, we are ready. This is our chance at freedom. Let’s do this!”

Whatever these men had done in a past they couldn’t remember, they weren’t the same louts anymore. They had suffered and learned compassion. They deserved a blank slate and a decent future, not this horrible death by forced labor. 

The group crept in silence, along white corridors of solid salt, then up carved stairwells, avoiding the security cameras. They only met two guards, both asleep on the job. Keeping to the utility and maintenance areas, they bypassed the residential underground palace and sprawling quarters of Lord Zethar.

“Do you think the big boss is here on Laxxar?” Tiny asked in a whisper.

“Shush!” Cook glared at Tiny.

A444 hoped the rich crime lord was off planet. “Even if he’s here, by the time our escape is discovered, we will be long gone.”

When they reached the arched steel door marked Main Hangar, Big Brain scanned his guard badge then pulled a severed hand out of his pocket and used the dead fingers to punch a sequence of codes on the pad. The door opened with a woosh. The escapees with blasters entered first. 

A444 followed. He couldn’t bring himself to kill the guards unless there was no other choice. A blast of cold air stiffened the scarf on his mouth. On the hangar floor, several ships were parked. Mainly cargo barges and shuttles, and three raptors.

He pointed to the largest raptor. It looked in excellent condition. “This is the one we need. Disable the other two. The barges and shuttles are too slow to catch us.”

He and Medic rushed toward the largest raptor, while Big Brain and Tiny, armed with blasters, boarded the other two. A444 stepped on the lower belly ramp and walked into a cargo hold.

“Stairs. Let’s go up!” A444 rushed up the spiral stairs, past the living quarters, toward the top deck. 

Medic followed him up. “How do you know the command deck is up top?”

“Just a lucky guess.” He emerged into the command deck. Once in the pilot seat, A444 scanned the controls.

“Let me disable the ship’s tracker.” Medic pushed a few keys. The control monitors came alive.

A444 stared as the man’s hands flew over the keys and several screens flashed on and off. Somehow it felt like a lot of hand operations. He focused his mind and spoke. “Computer, disable ship tracker.”

A beep, then a feminine voice. “Tracker disabled, Captain.”

Medic narrowed his eyes at A444. “Are you sure you don’t remember your past? Seems to me you have a lot of useful skills, and you know a lot more than you think.”

A444 also had that feeling, but had no recollection. He sensed he had something important to do... if only he knew what. “Start engines, prepare for take-off.”

The onboard computer chimed. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

Blaster shots exploded outside the raptor. Three other escapees rushed into the command deck from below. 

“Where are Tiny and Big Brain?” A444 wouldn’t leave them behind.

“Fighting for their lives.” Cook ran down below. 

“Then let’s help them. Who has a blaster?” A444 scanned the small space and pointed to a weapons rack. “There!”

Medic snatched a weapon from the rack, then thought better of it and handed it to Wobbly.

Wobbly grabbed it and rushed below deck. 

More blaster shots exploded.

“Computer, open the hangar doors.” A444 hoped the order would be obeyed.

“Aye, Captain. Connecting with main computer. Hangar doors opening.”

A444 released a slow breath. “Warm the drives, Prepare for takeoff.”

“Aye, Captain.” The computer flashed and beeped. 

“Hurry, get onboard!” Cook below shouted to his comrades.

A444 called behind him. “Are they onboard?”

“Almost. Here they come.” Cook called. “Everyone’s inside.”

Good. A444 leaned back in the pilot seat. “Computer, retract the belly ramp, seal the hatches and take off.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” said the feminine computer voice.

Then the ship whined and shot out of the hangar like a fiery dragon out of a frozen cave.

And for the first time, as long as he could remember, A444 felt warmth inside his body. Holy Mandala, that felt good.

* * *

ZETHAR TAPPED HIS TEMPLE to switch his visual scanner. Then he turned away from the hologram of Dominara Azfet, in the sheer red gown that accentuated her curves. Ostentatious jewels decorated her headdress and barely covered her naked breasts. White marble pillars with gold and Nile-blue hieroglyphics framed her like a goddess of antiquity.

He didn’t trust her reddish aura and inviting smile. She made him uneasy with the snakes curling around her arms. Surprisingly, he couldn’t read her thoughts despite the gold and silver stripes of hardware striating his shaved head like a printed circuit board.

“Zethar... if you join my ranks, I’ll make it worth your while...” Her caressing voice sounded full of promises. As she sat in her chaise, the enormous ruby between her breasts flared.

Zethar had long ago learned to resist seductive women. “You are wasting your charms on me, Highness.”

Dominara Azfet chuckled and reclined in a languorous pose. “I can give you more riches than you can imagine, Zethar... and immense power over lesser minds... without all that hardware in your head.”

Zethar caressed his smooth skull. He rather liked his robotic looks. But as much as he craved wealth and natural psychic powers, he wouldn’t be seduced. He refused to relinquish control. “The problem is, Highness, I’ve risen from the lowest depths of poverty to this seat of power on my own. I’ve always considered myself a rebel and I’m allergic to following orders.”

“Too bad. Just think about it.” The Dominara smiled coyly with a tilt of the head. A snake head on her headdress hissed. “By the way, I like your new bodyguard.”

The hologram vanished.

Zethar turned to Spartacus, the large feline draped over the back of the couch. The violet stone on the cat’s black collar glowed. He’d recently retired the fighting beast from the gladiator games, to be his bodyguard. Cats could be trusted... people could not.

Spartacus growled, wrinkling his nose, baring his cracked fangs. The long scars on his red pelt rippled, and his powerful claws spread menacingly. 

“Spartacus not like Highness,” the cat’s gravelly voice said in his mind.

Zethar understood. “Neither do I, my boy. Neither do I. But the more dangerous an enemy is, the closer you want to keep it.”

Spartacus shook his head and emitted a snort of disgust.

The door chimed.

Zethar checked his reflection in the polished gold of the door. He straightened his black fur-lined coat cinched at the waist. Being so thin and wearing heels on his boots made him look even taller. Good. A sharp appearance gave a man more influence over weaker minds. “Come in.”

The door slid open on a sturdy guard carrying a blaster. The man looked haggard, stomping his sherpa boots on the plush rug. Snow dripped from his hood and puffy coat in puddles. 

The guard opened his clear visor. “My lord, we have a security breach in the main hangar and blaster fire. One raptor took off without authorization. Also, several prisoners are missing from sector A.”

“Sector A?” Zethar shuddered. Not that prisoner. “What am I paying you for? Where are the other guards?”

“Asleep, my lord. Possibly drugged.” The man stared at the blue rug.

Zethar’s anger roiled like a cauldron of lava ready to erupt. “Send a raptor after the fugitives. What are you waiting for?”

At the angry tone of voice, Spartacus growled and bared his fangs. 

The guard noticed the cat and took a step back. “We can’t, my lord. They disabled the drives on the other raptors.”

“Track them, then. Where are they?” Zethar struggled to remain calm.

“We don’t know where they went, my lord. We can’t track them either. They must have removed their individual transponders and disconnected the tracking signal on their stolen ship.”

“Really? How is that possible?” This confirmed Zethar’s suspicions. They had help from the inside. “I am surrounded by a bunch of farking morons.” Zethar struck his fist against his open palm, to vent his rage. 

Spartacus roared menacingly as if in empathy.

Zethar still hoped his fears were unfounded. Azfet wouldn’t take kindly to the loss of her prized prisoner. “How many escaped?”

“Ten, maybe more...” The guard was guilty of negligence, and he knew it.

“No slave escapes Laxxar. When sent here as forced labor, you work and die on Laxxar. Loose security is bad for business.” It would also tarnish Zethar’s reputation as a shrewd crime lord. These puny escapees made him look like a fool, or worse incompetent. 

“How did the prisoners disable their individual transponders without getting killed? How did they even know where the trackers were located in their body?” This reeked of treason. 

“We don’t know, Boss. But the security feed of the infirmary only shows static.” The guard stared at his furry boots. 

“Arrest the medic and detain him. I’ll shoot him myself!” Zethar should never have recruited a civilian medic. They tended to have a conscience.

“Sorry, Boss. The medic can’t be found. He may have gone with them...” The guard’s voice grew weaker. 

“Of course, he did.” Zethar hated traitors and lazy guards. “Who are the missing prisoners?”

The man wobbled from foot to foot. “Seems it’s A444 and his entire team. Boss.” 

“Of course, it is.” Zethar’s blood rushed through his veins. He should never have accepted such a risky charge, but Dominara Azfet had paid handsomely for his keep and would be outraged if Zethar lost him.

“What are your orders, Boss?” The guard’s voice shook a little.

“Never mind. I’ll find them myself.” Zethar glared at the man. “They didn’t access my ship, or did they?” 

The guard hesitated. “No, Boss. Your raptor is secure in its private hangar.”

“Good.” Zethar drew his small laser gun, aimed at the guard, and shot him between the eyes. 

The man dropped like a sack of salt, a tiny red dot on his forehead. Small consolation. Zethar hated worthless guards.

He holstered his weapon and mumbled. “If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.” 

He winked at his cat. “Come, Spartacus. We are going on a hunt.”

“Spartacus like hunt.” The large feline slowly unfolded from the couch and stepped down to the rug, rolling his muscular shoulders in a deliberate stride. 

The violet gem on the cat’s collar caught the light. The scowl on the feline’s face and the long, deep scars on his bulging muscles, attested to his violent past in the arena. He exuded dangerous vibes, and Zethar liked that about his bodyguard. Besides, unlike people, well fed animals never betrayed their masters.
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A444 eased off the throttle and the engines quieted. He relaxed in the pilot seat. A wave of pure relief flooded his entire being. “Holy Mandala, we are officially in free galactic space!”

The men on deck cheered. “An-gel, An-gel, An-gel...”

“I asked you not to call me that!” But he couldn’t get mad at them. He shared their elation. “So, where do you want to go?”

His team mates glanced at each other and shrugged. 

Tiny stepped forward. “With no memories, we don’t have a home, a planet, or a family to get back to.” 

“True.” A444 turned to Medic and Cook. “How about you two? You were hired staff. Your memories weren’t wiped like ours.”

Medic shook his head. “I don’t want to return home. I want a new life not controlled by crime lords or riddled with corruption.”

Cook pursed his fat lips. “Truth be told, I came to Laxxar with only my cooking talent. My memories were also erased. So Laxxar’s frozen hell is the only home I remember.”

“Computer, find a warm, easygoing planet, with relaxed security.” A444 had heard the guards, after a few drinks, mention such planets as ideal places to retire.

“Yes, warm. I vote for warm.” Tiny emitted a deep belly laugh that made his short beard tremble. “With pretty girls on the beach.”

A444 smiled but didn’t share Tiny’s tastes. Girls weren’t his concern. He must fulfill his destiny, whatever that was.

The computer beeped. “Closest summer planet located. Displaying coordinates.”

“Good.” A444 would drop off his friends there, then he would strive to regain his memories, figure out what he was meant to do. His mission was more important than a vacation life.

Alarms chirped and blinking lights lit up consoles and viewers. 

“Converging vessels detected,” the female computer voice went on without missing a beat. “Their weapons are locked on this raptor. Attack imminent.”

What now? A444 couldn’t lose everything now. His team deserved freedom. He needed to escape. They must survive. “Shields up!”

The side viewers acknowledged his order.

The forward viewer displayed a group of vessels, speeding toward the raptor. Pursuers or pirates? Upon magnification, the diversity of the ships and their gaudy colors indicated pirates.

The computer chimed. “Shields at one hundred percent.”

A loud salvo burst on the shield, shaking the raptor. 

“Shields at eighty percent.”

“Retaliate. All guns, fire on the pirate ships!”

The computer executed the order. Then the pirates responded. Another salvo sent the raptor on a spin. The men standing on deck rolled to one side.

The computer chimed. “Shields at seventy percent.”

“Everyone, hold on to something! Evasive maneuvers, and counterattack.” A444 banked the raptor, wondering where he’d learned to do that.

Bringing the raptor about, A444 fired all its weapons on the pirate ships then banked again and turned, but the pirate ships on the viewer kept getting closer. Another salvo from the pirates sent the raptor reeling.

“Holy Mandala!” A444 struggled with the manual commands to stabilize the ship.

“Shields at ten percent. Five percent. Sorry, Captain, shields are disabled,” the computer said in a calm female voice. “The enemy is upon us. We are surrounded. Prepare to be boarded.”

Visions of captivity and slavery flashed in his mind. A444 couldn’t stand the idea of his men killed or caught and sold again. Strangely, his own fate didn’t seem to matter to him, as if it had been determined eons ago. 

He had no fear... as if he were immortal, or already dead, with nothing to lose. The universe would protect him, so he could fulfill his mission. Really?

A444 checked the state of the escape pods on a side viewer. Perfect. He’d chosen the right ship. “Everyone to the escape pods!” He palmed a few knobs, struck a few keys and swiped a few screens. “Computer, program the escape pods with the coordinates of the summer planet.”

“Aye, Captain.”

A444 motioned for the men to clear the deck. “Hurry to the pods. Good luck to all of you.”

A444 didn’t mention he might see them there later... he knew he wouldn’t.

The men behind A444 stampeded as they rushed out of the command deck and down below. He hoped they would survive and get a fair chance to lead productive lives. 

“Coordinates implemented. Escape pods’ course laid in, Captain.” Still no urgency in the feminine voice.

A444 thought of escaping as well and setting the raptor to self-destruct, but it wouldn’t work. If he did, the escape pods would be easy to spot and become targets. He must keep the pirates focused on the raptor, to give his friends time to vanish from radars and scanners. Besides, his fate called him elsewhere.

On the viewers, the hull cameras transmitted images of a pirate ship attached to the raptor and breaking the seal. 

Tiny still stood there and laid a strong hand on his shoulder. “What about you, Angel?”

A444 smiled, unwilling to correct the name. “I’ll keep the pirates busy until the pods are out of scanner range. You should go.”

Tiny’s forehead wrinkled with concern. “I better stay with you, or these thugs will eat you alive.”

“No, they won’t. Don’t worry about me, Tiny. I always have a plan. Besides, something tells me the universe wants me to survive.” He slapped his friend’s shoulder. “Go now, hurry. I hear them drilling through the hull.”

“Are you sure?” Tiny’s voice cracked.

“Go, now. I’ll be fine. I can escape any situation.” A444 hoped he would. He didn’t promise to meet Tiny in their tropical paradise. He didn’t want to lie. That would be wrong.

“Your call. But don’t tell me you are not an angel of compassion.” Tiny shook his head. “Good luck, Angel!” He ducked under the hatch and disappeared.

“Be safe,” A444 whispered after him.

He noticed that he remained perfectly calm, no fear, no apprehension. Why? Shouldn’t he be scared? His plan was to fight as long as possible, to give his friends time to escape. 

A444 needed weapons. He plucked a few blasters from the rack, then rummaged through the storage compartments of the command deck. He pulled a deep bottom drawer and found grenades, and an assortment of military knives. 

As he explored the back of the drawer, his fingers touched cold metal. A long sword in its scabbard. He grabbed it, unsheathed the blade and tested its balance. Perfect. Who in this universe still used a sword? But the weapon called to him.

He also found snow-camo uniforms, dropped his rags to don a fresh shirt, still puzzled at the strange tattoo on his arm. He also slipped on pants, and a utility belt. Without the beanie, his shaved head in the reflective bulkhead shone, reminding him of his captivity. He smiled at his newfound freedom, and his blue eyes lit up with a new spark. For the first time in memory, he felt truly alive.

Then he hung the weapons around his waist and tried on the boots. Perfect size. As he hooked the scabbard to his belt and sheathed the blade, the ritual seemed strangely familiar.

The loud banging from the other side of the locked hatch called him back to reality. It wouldn’t take long for the pirates to get through. He straightened and stood, facing the hatch, blasters at the ready.

He’d been reluctant to kill the guards on Laxxar, because he knew them. They only did their jobs in a harsh environment, and many of them had families to feed, and no other job opportunities. But he had no qualms ridding the galaxy of the disgusting pirate scum. They killed, maimed, and raped for pleasure. Such evil didn’t deserve to live.

He wondered where he got that notion, but as hard as he tried to remember, his past remained blank. It bothered him to have all these thoughts and opinions, not knowing where he’d learned to think that way.

The hatch exploded in a fiery blast. 

A444 crouched behind a bank of consoles. Shredded hot metal flew overhead showering the deck. Smoke filled the command area. Wild men and women in dirty yellow and orange garb emerged from the smoke. They didn’t seem to care about being seen. Stealth wasn’t their strategy. 

A444 threw a grenade. It exploded, sending pirates flying. Good.

Kneeling behind the consoles, he rested his blasters on the flat surface, then aimed and fired in rapid succession. Several pirates fell with a hole the size of a fist in their chest. A444 kept firing through the smoke, but there were too many, coming too fast. 

When one blaster died and the other exploded, A444 drew his blade. The pirates surrounded him but kept a safe distance. They could have killed him easily with blasters. He wondered why they didn’t. 

The reason became clear when a big man stepped forward in fine leather boots. Flowing red silk covered his armor. An assortment of guns and blades hung from his hips and clinked as he walked. Not stealthy at all. His kind liked to instill fear in their victims.

The other pirates bowed to the newcomer. “He’s all yours, Captain.”

“Search the ship. Find the others.” The pirate captain cast A444 a side glance. “You are the one I want.” His brow rose as he noticed the sword. “Are you any good with that blade?”

A444 had no idea whether he was good or not, but he needed to keep the pirates occupied, so they wouldn’t realize his companions had escaped. Their pods were still in radar and weapons range. 

He slashed the air with a flourish then effected a small bow. “Would you like to test my skills?”

The pirate captain grinned with a mouthful of shiny metal and diamonds on his teeth. He drew a curved blade in a wide arc. “Don’t mind if I do. I’m getting the fat reward whether you are dead or alive, and worthy opponents are hard to come by.” 

Dear or alive? Why would Zethar put such a high bounty on his head? He could buy new slaves for a lot less. The remaining pirates widened the circle around them, and A444 saw credit sticks changing hands. They were betting on the outcome of the fight.

The big pirate took a wide fighting stance. “May I have your name, sir, so I can add it to my list after I properly skewer your body? The bounty calls you A444, but surely, you must have a name.”

“Sorry to disappoint, Captain, but I have no name to offer you.” A444 stepped sideways, circling his opponent. The long handle of the two-handed sword felt familiar and reassuring. 

“How mysterious of you.” The pirate circled, facing him, eyes narrowed in concentration. “Are you a fencing champion? Should I be worried?”

“I can’t tell you that either.” And that was the truth. A444 never lied, not even to his enemy. Another silly notion.

The pirate captain attacked sideways. 

A444 barely evaded the blade then stabbed, but his sword only tore through red silk. The man’s metal armor seemed impenetrable. As he fought, A444’s leg muscles flexed and sprang with astonishing agility, his arms slashed with surprising strength. His muscles remembered what he didn’t. Images of other fights flashed upon his mind. He was good at this. How odd.

His powerful overhead strike chipped the pirate’s shoulder plate. 

The pirate captain stepped back in surprise and scowled. Then he motioned with his chin to one of his men in the wide circle. Not a good omen. Pirates weren’t known to fight fair.

A444 wondered how far the escape pods were by now. Hopefully far enough, because his opponent would sooner have him slaughtered than be defeated in front of his crew.

A blade whistled in the air behind him. A knife was flying at his back. A444 side-stepped. Not fast enough. The impact of the knife, burying itself below his right shoulder bone, knocked him down. He willed the pain away and pulled himself up, but his long sword slipped from his grip. 

Then his opponent’s curved sword sliced through the muscles of his upper arm. Holy Mandala.

As A444 struggled to breathe, the smell of blood overwhelmed him. He tasted metal. Blood dripped noisily to the deck. All the sounds seemed enhanced. The frantic beat of his heart was deafening. Was he going to die? Strangely, it mattered to him. He hadn’t accomplished his mission... What mission?

When his legs gave out, he collapsed. The deck pressed on his face from the weight of a leather boot on his head. Infernal laughter and cheers erupted all around. Then he fell into a bottomless pit, and all went black and silent.

* * *






WEAK AND THIRSTY, A444 let his head loll. Where was he? He vaguely remembered being stabbed in the back, but he could hardly feel it. The sword cut on his upper arm had bled all over his shirt and crusted over. He took a small, painful breath and almost retched at the stench of wild beasts, like in a menagerie. The muffled sobs, laments, cries, and animal growls, unsettled him.

He made an effort to raise his head and hold it up
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