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  Chapter 1



 

 

            Bounty hunting was a lifestyle that could be overly romanticized. Exaggerated stories of bravery in the face of danger and overcoming insurmountable odds while tracking down the worst criminals in the galaxy stoked the imaginations of anyone listening to the tales. Every morning began a new adventure that ended with a big payday. Excitement and thrills awaited those stalwart enough to seize the opportunity. That was how Zeus viewed the profession, and why he became a bounty hunter himself. However, the one aspect of bounty hunting that he failed to take into consideration was the amount of boredom that came with waiting while staking out a bounty.

            Relegated to standing in an alleyway, Zeus fought with himself to stay focused on the bar across the street, waiting for his prey to exit. Every time his mind started to drift, he reminded himself of the bounty, the overly romanticized stories about it, and the big payday. That focused him. Now, if there was only a way to get his partner to do the same.

            “I hate this,” Fiore grumbled, leaning against the cool stone wall of the alleyway.

            Zeus, leaning against the opposite wall, regarded his partner with steel blue eyes. A monster of a human being, Fiore was seven feet tall and 400 pounds of solid muscle. He proudly displayed his physique by wearing black boots, pants, and a leather vest that showed off the tattoo on his right shoulder—a Grim Reaper holding a flame thrower standing on a bed of skulls laced together by one pink rose along with the calligraphic inscription, Il Fiore Dentellare. A bandoleer with dozens of pouches ran the diagonal of his hairy chest. Goggles rested on top of his head, partially pulling back his long, black hair that flowed over his shoulders. His mustache, thick enough to be mistaken for a beard, ran the entire length of his chin and neck. To finish off the menacing façade, Fiore scowled, but Zeus knew well enough that was just for show.

            “We got a lead that our target is in the bar across the street,” Zeus replied.

            Fiore crossed his arms over his chest and tapped his foot. “Exactly! That’s where we should be!”

            Rolling his eyes, Zeus went back to watching the people enter and exit the building across the street. “We are bounty hunters, not some mad militia. The price on this guy’s head is so high, I’m sure every hunter in the galaxy is looking for him. With your size, we walk into that bar and we’ll tip him off, or cause one of the many other hunters to make a move. We need stealth. We stay here until he leaves, and then we follow him.”

            Squinting, Fiore turned to his partner. Zeus was human as well, though considerably smaller, shorter by sixteen inches and lighter by 240 pounds. The smaller man hid his blond curls and pale skin under a thick green, hooded cloak. Fiore grunted his distaste for the plan, and went back to watching the bar as well. “Waiting is stupid.”

            “Don’t you have anything in that chemical vending machine of yours to calm yourself down?”

            Fiore looked at what Zeus referenced—a sheath containing six chambers wrapped around his left forearm. Wires and tubes sprouted from it, infusing themselves at different points along his arm, shoulder, and chest. In theory, it was conceivable to use it to give him a sense of calm, but he knew that such a concoction was not among the “ingredients” within the pouches of his bandoleer. He grunted again and went back to watching the bar.

            From the shadows of the alley, Zeus tried to ignore his fidgeting partner by focusing on the bar, waiting for his target to exit, but the bustle of the city lured his attention. Vehicles of all shapes and sizes crawled along the congested streets. Beings of various heights and colors and appendages and fashion styles flowed along the sidewalks. Streams of hover-vehicles followed the same traffic flow twenty feet above the ground. In typical cities, there would be more layers. However, on the planet Tarsim, the architecture prevented more than one layer. Buildings stretched from five stories to fifty stories, a dense web-work of walkways among the buildings choked the skies. Adding to the potential hazards were decorative, yet often random, jagged juts from many of the façades, no matter how high in the sky they might be.

            “Fulson is a beautiful city,” Zeus muttered to himself.

            “Yeah. Beautiful,” Fiore mumbled back.

            Thinking his partner’s response an affirmation, Zeus continued, “Since this planet is so mountainous, the indigenous peoples used a lot of bridges to traverse the peaks and valleys during their primitive years.”

            “Peaks and valleys.”

            “Even though they evolved like so many other species in the galaxy, and can easily shape their environment, the homage to their ancestors can be seen in their architecture. All those walkways aren’t needed. Neither are the jut-outs on all the buildings. But to the people of Tarsim, they serve as reminders of the jagged mountain terrain they had to overcome millennia ago.”

            “Jagged mountains.”

            A faint smile crept across Zeus’s lips as he pointed to a building in the distance. “As you can see on that building there, they—” but he cut himself short when he looked at his partner. “What are you doing?”

            Fiore had his goggles over his eyes and used his right hand to control their magnify function, zooming into the cleavage of two prostitutes standing across the street. He quickly let go once Zeus snapped at him. Hiding both hands behind his back, he stood straight and blurted, “Nothing!”

            Frowning, Zeus looked across the street. “You were looking at hookers? You were probably using the magnify function of your goggles, too, weren’t you?”

            “No!”

            “Fiore!”

            “Oh, come on! Look at them! The saurian girl is spilling out of her bra, and the orange girl with tentacles is so top heavy I don’t know how she doesn’t fall over!”

            Zeus squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Look. If we can collect this bounty, we’ll be able to get you as many hookers as you can handle.”

            Fiore blushed. “Me? Get a… get a… hooker…? I would… I would… never… I would… never—”

            “—even a six breasted Korvan woman. But we need to collect—”

            “—never… wait… the women on the planet Korva have six breasts?”

            “—the bounty first, and we need to… yes, the women on the planet Korva have… are you not even listening to me?”

            “How can I concentrate with all this breast talk going on?”

            “What? You’re the one who started it by choosing to gawk at hookers instead of focusing on our mission! If we miss our target, I blame you!”

            “Me? You were the one getting misty-eyed over a bunch of buildings!”

            Zeus scowled and inhaled. Before he could unleash the scathing retort he had prepared, a man walked into the alleyway, and froze, startled by the pair before him. Thinner than Zeus and just as tall, his skin had a lime green hue. Black eyes punctuated a hairless, noseless, and earless face. Having no discernable lips either, his mouth rippled as it opened and closed. “Oh! I apologize. I didn’t mean to disturb.”

            As abruptly as he appeared, he turned and left the alleyway.

            Zeus and Fiore looked at each other in silence. Zeus pulled out his handheld computer from a pocket while Fiore tapped away at the touch screen on his arm sheath. They each accessed an image of their target, Dryn Tammeryn, the man who had just left the alley where they had been standing for the past three hours.

            “Damn it!” Zeus yelled, as he and Fiore jumped onto the crowded sidewalk. “Where is he?”

            “Over there!” Fiore pointed to a thin spot in the crowd. They both saw the back of a small green head popping up between the uneven gaits of random crowd members. “You keep an eye on him, I’ll get the bike.”

            Fiore ran back into the alley while Zeus focused on their target. However, he was not the only one looking at Dryn Tammeryn.

            Zooming down the street and weaving through the idle traffic zipped two emerald-scaled saurians who Zeus immediately recognized as two of the Zaurn brothers. Zarn drove a traditional two-wheeled motorcycle, his long, forked tongue flopping free from his mouth as he shifted from the street to the sidewalk, pedestrians screaming and diving out of the way. Zossa piloted a hovercycle, staying close to the ground; occasionally skimming across the roofs of the stopped, land-bound vehicles.

            Bringing his motorcycle to the edge of the alleyway, Fiore saw the commotion on the street and heard the cacophony of people yelling and horns blaring. “What’s going on?”

            “The Zaurn brothers,” Zeus replied as he jumped on the back of the motorcycle and gripped Fiore’s vest.

            Engine revving, Fiore and Zeus burst from the alleyway, dodging screaming pedestrians. “Which ones?”

            Fiore’s hair flopped and flipped in Zeus’s face as they wove through the traffic. “Zarn and Zossa.”

            “I hate Zarn! He’s a psycho!” Fiore yelled as he accelerated. “Where are the other two Zaurn brothers?”

            “I don’t know! I can’t see a thing with your hair in my face!” Zeus adjusted himself, trying to move his head without getting it hit by any of the vehicles Fiore zoomed past. He repositioned himself just in time to see Zarn motor next to Dryn, scoop him up, and sling him over his shoulder. Dryn struggled, unable to affect his dire predicament.

            As soon as the saurian apprehended the target, gunfire erupted. Lasers, bullets, energy bolts, and controlled arcs of lightning shot from building windows and vehicles, both on land and in the air. Vehicles on the ground and in the air swerved as pedestrians ran for any form of shelter they could find. A ball of crackling white light whizzed past Zeus’s head, charring the hood of an adjacent vehicle. “See! I told you every bounty hunter in the galaxy is after this guy! This is what would have happened if we tried to apprehend him in the bar!”

            “At least we’d have him!” Fiore yelled back. Avoiding the crossfire and panicked bystanders, he guided the motorcycle onto the sidewalk, getting closer to Zarn, getting closer to the bounty. His success was short lived.

            Whooping and hollering, Zarn lifted Dryn over his head with one arm and passed him to his brother, Zossa. As soon as Zossa had the squirming bounty, he tried to maneuver his hovercycle through the nonstop barrage of weapons being discharged to the now frenzied layer of traffic above him. The firing weapons proved to be too daunting, preventing him from hovering any higher than ten feet.

            “We’re losing him!” Zeus yelled.

            “Not yet!” Fiore sped up, gaining on Zossa, who was still unable to guide his hovercycle up to the layer of floating traffic. Fiore jumped from his motorcycle and grabbed the bottom left side of Zossa’s hovercycle. Almost as an afterthought, Fiore yelled down to Zeus, “Take the motorcycle!”

            Profanities spewed from Zeus’ mouth as he fought to control the metal beast. Fiore ignored his partner as he adjusted his grip, his bulk causing the hovercycle to list to the left. Avoiding beams and bullets from unseen shooters, Zossa fought to keep his vehicle from crashing. He screamed at Fiore, “Let go! It can’t handle your weight! We’ll crash!”

            “Let me have Tammeryn!”

            Hanging on as best he could, Dryn Tammeryn was draped across the cycle seat behind Zossa like recently bagged game. The saurian looked back at Tammeryn, his prize, then at the webwork of beams and smoke trails that he guided his wobbling vehicle through. His thick lizard lips curled into a snarl as he drew his own gun and used it as a reply to Fiore’s request.

            Twisting to avoid getting shot, Fiore inadvertently jerked the hover-cycle into the path of an oncoming wheeled-transport. He lifted his legs just in time to run along the side of the transport. Once past it, he used the momentum to swing to the right, releasing his right hand so he could grab the other side of the air cycle. Still keeping the hovercycle from gaining any altitude, Fiore ran across the rooftops of the land-bound vehicles.

            “Fiore!” Zeus yelled, struggling to guide the large motorcycle around the other vehicles on the road. “Fiore!”

            “Little busy right now, Zeus!” Fiore yelled back, trying not to get pulverized by oncoming traffic.

            “The other brothers!”

            Fiore twisted himself to look around the bottom of Zossa’s hovercycle. He caught glimpses of an open-topped hovercar, containing the other two Zaurn brothers, Zyf and Bahb. Still running across the roofs of wheeled vehicles, he watched Bahb lean over and grab Tammeryn. Taking advantage of an oncoming high-roofed vehicle, Fiore kept his feet churning and pulled his chest toward the bottom of the hovercycle. He then kicked his feet out toward the hovercar. He wrapped his legs around Bahb’s torso and released his grip from the hovercycle.

            Bahb was the largest of the four brothers, bigger than the other three combined. Face resembling an alligator’s, he had nubbed ridges running along his head, back, arms, and legs. Even though his chest and arms were muscled enough to lift all of his brothers at once, his waist was gelatinous enough to flop over the top of any pair of pants that he wore. As a whole, he was large enough to support Fiore dangling from him. “Zyf! Zyf! Help! Fiore’s got me!”

            Using one hand to control the hovercar, Zyf, barely the size of Bahb’s leg, reached out with his free hand to grab Bahb’s shirt. “I gotcha!”

            Bahb braced himself with both hands against the closed doors of the hovercar. “I don’t think that’s helping! He’s pulling me over!”

            “Pull him in! You’re bigger than he is!”

            Doing as his brother suggested, Bahb grabbed a hold of Fiore’s legs and leaned backward. With one final twist and yank, the large saurian pulled Fiore aboard, both men flopping to the floor. Bahb jumped to his feet, fists clenched and ready for Fiore to attack, ready to engage in fisticuffs with a rival bounty hunter trying to steal his bounty. However, he wasn’t prepared for Fiore’s style of fighting.

            As soon as Fiore hit the floor, he started swinging his fists and kicking his feet. He rolled around and spun twice. Eyes closed, he thrashed about, flailing his arms and legs. Bahb simply stood there and watched.

            Even though the hovercar was large enough to support the weight, Fiore’s frenzied convulsing caused Zyf to struggle with the controls. Turning from the main street, Zyf flew down a random alley, removing them from the chaos of the crowds, traffic, and gunfire from other bounty hunters. “Fiore, stop! You’re going to singlehandedly knock us out of the sky!”

            Slowing, but not stopping, Fiore opened one eye and noticed that Bahb stood over him with his arms crossed. Taking advantage of his enemy’s lackadaisical approach, Fiore jumped to his feet with his fists at the ready. Then fell down. Then jumped to his feet again, fists still at the ready. Feeling confident, he threw a jab with his right. Completely missing Bahb’s face, Fiore’s knuckles grazed Bahb’s shoulder. Bahb unfolded his arms just long enough to punch Fiore in the gut.

            The air vacated his lungs in a fraction of a second. Fiore doubled over, arms wrapped around his waist. Wheezing, he tried to inhale and fought hard to keep from vomiting. His goggles hid the tears welling in his eyes. Since the other three passengers watched him, he was the only one to see the pulse burst coming right at them. He made an attempt to point and announce the impending danger, but all that came out of his mouth was a desperate squeak.

            The blast shredded the bottom of the vehicle, pitching the whole thing to one side. Disabled, the vehicle plummeted. Bahb grabbed his brother with one arm and jumped, using his free arm to brace both of them as they landed on the confines of a nearby balcony.

            Still unable to stand upright, let alone jump from the falling craft, Fiore dove toward Dryn Tammeryn and collapsed on him, preparing for impact. The crash was not as devastating as Fiore expected. The impact jolted him, and the screeching noises of the hovercar skidding to a halt hurt his ears, but he barely felt the bumps as it bounced between the alley’s walls. He crinkled his nose at the smells of the hovercar’s leaking fluids mixing with the spilled contents of all the trash receptacles that the crashing vehicle destroyed. But he lived. So did his target. He was happy with that.

            A bit woozy, Fiore made it to his knees, as did Dryn Tammeryn. They smiled at each other and started to laugh. The laughter stopped when a voracious shadow swallowed the alleyway in front of them. Smiles fading, they looked up to see who had shot them down: The Legend, a bounty hunter so feared that other hunters simply gave their prey to him whenever he arrived. This time was no different.

            Unable to will himself to move, Fiore stared slack-jawed at the other bounty hunter. Almost equal to Fiore in height and mass, The Legend wore black boots and a long black duster that concealed an arsenal—one that stories had deemed endless and without equal. A wide-brimmed hat and a shimmering silver ventilator hid most of his face, leaving just enough space for his eyes—one glowing red with cybernetic optics, the other a primal black and holding the memories of many hard years. The minimally exposed skin was tan, etched with mahogany scars. The Legend stepped forward and reached for Dryn Tammeryn.

            The smaller, green creature grabbed Fiore by the vest and pleaded, “Please! Help! Help me!”

            Frozen, Fiore could only watch as The Legend grabbed the bounty and extricated him with one yank.…

 

 

 

 






  Chapter 2



 

 

            “I can’t believe you let him go!” Zeus yelled, wringing his hands together. These were the first words he had spoken to Fiore since leaving Tarsim. He had watched The Legend snatch the bounty from Fiore. Right from his hands! Zeus couldn’t believe that Fiore had allowed that to happen without even a struggle. Too furious, he couldn’t acknowledge Fiore during the entire trip to the planet Estrassus, to their shared apartment that Fiore referred to as their “headquarters.”

            The outburst did very little to relieve the frustration that continued to build in Zeus. He paced about the room, large enough for two plush couches and a square table with four chairs. A small bar accompanied by four stools separated the living area from the small kitchen, composed of a sink, cabinets, counters, and a large refrigeration unit. On the floor of one corner of the room were two bowls—one for food, one for water, but both empty—that belonged to Hydrynx, Zeus’s pet who was following its master in an attempt to get him to rectify the empty bowl situation.

            “Like I said before—it was The Legend. I am not gonna try to take a bounty from The Legend,” Fiore replied. Sitting on the one couch large enough to accommodate his bulk, he tapped away on the screen embedded in his wrist sheath. Taking up more than half of the wall in front of him, a monitor displayed the results of his actions. Graphic depictions of two hands holding seven cards—each with various flashing shapes and colors—placed three face down on the video rendition of a table and slid them to the left. The videographic hand then picked up the three cards that came from the right of the viewing area and added them to the four they still held.

            Zeus paused in his pacing to glare at the back of Fiore’s head. Hydrynx stopped pacing as well, looked up to its master, and offered a raspy mew. It fluttered its wings, covered in malachite scales, and bristled its emerald fur for attention, but the effect garnered none. Serpentine tail twitching, it tried a guttural purr while exposing and retracting its claws. Still nothing. Sitting on its haunches, all Hydrynx could do was watch its master fret. And fret he did.

            Finding Fiore’s excuse unacceptable, Zeus yelled, “So? He’s still just a hunter. And you’re bigger than he is!”

            “Are you kidding me? He’s the best there is. That’s why his name is ‘The Legend’! Plus, it doesn’t matter how big I am—I’m bigger than Zyf and Bahb and they kicked my ass.”

            “That’s because you suck at hand-to-hand combat! I’m going to sign you up for a class or something.”

            “Hey! I didn’t see you rushing in to fight The Legend.”

            “That’s because I was too busy trying not to wreck after you stuck me with the task of operating a motorcycle built for someone three times my size!”

            “I was chasing our bounty!”

            Zeus threw his hands to the sky in disgust and continued his pacing, Hydrynx in tow. Not knowing what else to say, he went behind the bar and opened the refrigerator. Bottles and jars and containers and cartons of spiced milks dominated the entire space. Milks from different animals from different planets infused with different spices lined the shelves. “Why do we have so much spiced milk?”

            “I like spiced milks. Don’t you like spiced milks?”

            “Certain kinds, I do, but I’m in the mood for something stronger.”

            “You mean alcohol? But every time we go on assignment, you only drink milk.”

            “That’s when we’re on assignment. I want to make sure I remain as focused as possible. When hunting a bounty, the last thing I want is to be dulled by alcohol.”

            “Ummm… that’s the same reason why I drink only spiced milk—to stay focused.”

            “But we’re not on assignment right now… because you let our bounty go… and now I’m frustrated and angry and need something stronger.”

            “Sorry. I didn’t know you drank alcohol. When I was decorating our headquarters and stocking our supplies, I knew you liked milk.”

            Zeus looked around the headquarters and wondered about Fiore’s taste in décor. The façades of the table and bar were made of sheet metal ribbed with treading and lined with chrome. Animal furs lined the backs of the black leather chairs and stools. The wall opposite the giant monitor had a mural of a large hand crushing a skull, while the other two walls were black with gaudy flames painted on them, reds flowing into yellows. They had moved into this place two weeks ago, and he regretted not being a part of the decorating process. “About that. Despite the décor being cheap and gauche… where did you get the money for all of this? We’ve collected five bounties together, and three of them have been people’s pets. I know you never got a bounty before you met me, so…?”

            “So…?” Fiore asked, his tone indicating that he wasn’t sure what Zeus was asking.

            “So?” Zeus threw his hands in the air again. “So, where did you get the money to pay for all this?”

            “Terrellian poker tournaments.”

            “You mean like the one you’re losing right now?”

            “Well, you’re distracting me.”

            “You’ve lost two hundred creds in ten minutes. That’s half of your share of our last bounty!”

            Fiore tapped away on his touchscreen. On the monitor, he placed his cards on the table face up, ending the hand. He lost another fifty creds. “Damn it!”

            “You are terrible at this game.”

            “I’d do a lot better if you weren’t always yelling at me.”

            Zeus slapped his hands on the bar top and walked to the door, donning his cloak along the way. “Fine! You don’t want me yelling at you, then I’m more than happy to leave!”

            After slamming the door shut and storming down the hallway of the building—a warehouse divided into four individual apartments where three of them were vacant—Zeus found himself outside. All alone.

            Still seething, he put his hood up, shoved his hands into his pockets, and trudged along the nighttime city streets in anonymity, lost among people of all shapes, sizes, and species. He just couldn’t let go of the anger, couldn’t accept that he had lost a bounty worth ten billion creds. Ten billion. The largest bounty to his knowledge had been one million creds. He reasoned that he shouldn’t be so mad about not getting it since he and his partner were such novices to the profession. Then again, they were so close to getting it! Fiore had had his hands on Dryn Tammeryn! However, Fiore was right—Zeus did little to assist, and that bothered him.

            Aimless, Zeus strolled along the sidewalks. Streetlights and the bright flashing colors of garish marquees lit the way. Being back on his home planet of Estrassus comforted him, having walked these streets many times in his twenty-four years of existence. Blending in and fading away helped focus him, comfort him. Being alone in a crowd afforded him time with his thoughts. Every time he had jumped from a different trade or job or new study in school, he would weigh the consequences and set new goals while bustling along unnoticed with the city’s denizens. It was just last year he came up with a detailed plan for beginning his career as a bounty hunter. A slight smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth as he recalled that day. He had grown bored with his time at university, finding the experience inadequate since he knew more than the professors about almost everything from technology to biology to business theories. He had been milling about while eating a fried Puzal Grouse leg when he decided that bounty hunting would be a worthwhile pursuit. His parents were unhappy that he quit university. They were always unhappy when he quit a trade or job or school, but he needed to find an adequate challenge, one he wouldn’t get bored with when he started to excel at it. But now, more than a year later, his heart sank, realizing that he was nowhere near the stage he thought he should be. Frustrated, he decided that he needed to find a fried Puzal Grouse leg vendor before he could analyze the situation. Luckily, one of the best was nearby.

            Seeing a break in the crowd, Zeus hastened his pace, lest he miss the opportunity to change direction. After scooting through the opening, he slowed his step to keep pace with this new bustling crowd. As he did, he noticed a reflection in a store window—a figure in a dull red cloak behind him made the same maneuver.

            Trying not to be conspicuous, Zeus changed direction again and watched the reflections in the windows from the corner of his eye. The figure changed direction as well, staying five paces behind Zeus. Heartbeat quickening, he forced himself to act casual. He tried to keep from looking too long at the reflections, his eyes darting to the side. Mind racing, he tried to formulate a plan. Too late—the figure pressed forward.

            Breaking into an immediate sprint, Zeus ran down the nearest alley. Being a short alley, Zeus found himself on a parallel street and continued to run. He glanced down every alleyway as he ran past, his mystery pursuer visible at the other end, keeping pace. Zeus weighed his options as he ran, but found it difficult to concentrate while avoiding others sharing the same sidewalk as he sprinted along. Glancing down the alleyway he ran past, he noticed the pursuer was no longer mirroring him on the other side. Scenarios and possibilities bounced through his mind, wondering who chased him and why. Too many questions distracted him—he narrowly escaped capture as his pursuer shot out from the next alleyway.

            Fire raging through his legs, burning all the way down to his bones, Zeus envied Fiore’s forearm mechanism. All he had to do was insert a couple cartridges and push a button to give his body more energy and a burst of speed. Zeus pushed that idea from his mind; a stray thought that did no good for the situation at hand, one becoming more dire as his energy waned.

            Disgruntled faces in the crowd sneered at Zeus as he ran through. Too dense, the crowd didn’t dissipate, but it shifted, moved. The option to flee was no longer available. Zeus prided himself on hand-to-hand combat, needing to rely on it to get himself and Fiore out of bad situations on more than one occasion. He needed it now, and looked around for any kind of strategic advantage. His pursuer was almost equal in size, and right behind him. He needed to act… now!

            Grabbing a signpost, he used his momentum to spin around. He shifted his body and extended his right leg, turning himself into a missile. He had hoped that the quick misdirection would be enough to catch his pursuer off guard. Much to his chagrin, it did not.

            The pursuer leapt over Zeus with ease, did a midair flip, and landed feet first. Zeus, thrown off by not connecting with his kick, landed at an awkward angle on the sidewalk and tucked into a somersault to avoid any injury from his mistimed attack. Jumping to his feet, he stood with clenched fists in front of him, ready to strike or defend. Leg muscles thankful for any form of respite, Zeus cautiously approached the other cloaked figure. The crowd mutated, forming a semicircle of onlookers; the other boundary of the makeshift arena being a building’s façade.

            The cloaked figure approached, arms outstretched. Zeus struck, slapping away the attacker’s arms with his left hand and swinging at his opponent’s head with his right. This attack was just as ineffective as his last one—his punch connecting with air. His opponent spun and threw a kick, boot sole slamming Zeus squarely in the chest.

            Zeus’s vision became overwhelmed by pinprick bursts of light as he stumbled backward and fell. Wind knocked out of him, every muscle in his torso combined to help him inhale. Scrabbling to his feet, he grabbed the shirt of a biped creature with tusks and a moist snout. The tusked man took exception to this and pushed Zeus away. Landing hard on the sidewalk, an explosion of pain erupted through his hip.

            Sucking in large gulps of air, his body desperate for oxygen, he stood. His joints felt as sharp as broken glass. His assailant came at him again. Heart beating at the base of his throat, Zeus looked around for escape possibilities. Thoughts of trying to muscle his way through the thick crowd manifested, but lacked any substance due to his less-than-imposing size. The slight whirs from the building behind him caught his attention, and he thanked all the gods he could think of.

            Using fear to motivate a burst of speed, Zeus ran toward the crowd and leapt. Planting his feet on the shoulders of the tusked and snouted man, Zeus leapt again, toward the building. His timing perfect, he gripped the top of one of the building’s washing units. The hovering device was thin, but wide, and strong enough to support Zeus as he pulled himself up. Standing on the flat surface, he watched the dozen other units move rhythmically up and down as they sprayed thin mists of cleaning chemicals. The building was only ten stories tall, so Zeus estimated each unit would only need four to six passes before retiring into their cubbyholes for the remainder of the night. He planned on riding the unit to the roof, until he watched his pursuer mimic the same maneuver that he had used.

            With one pull, the cloaked figure deftly jumped up and climb to the top of a washing unit, three removed from Zeus. Balancing himself, Zeus stood, observing the vertical pattern of the washing unit next to him. He jumped as his pursuer jumped. However, he needed more time to right himself, and his pursuer leapt to the next washing unit, now only two away. Zeus cursed as the unit behind him lined up for his pursuer, while the unit in front of him remained elusive. His pursuer jumped, landing on the washing unit next to him. The unit in front of him was below the one he was on, but ascended faster. Seeing no other choice, he jumped just as his pursuer did.

            Zeus landed well, as he had hoped, giving him enough time to lie down and grab one of the washing turrets that sprayed the chemicals. The gears and servos fought him, but he managed to turn it just as his unit floated past the one his pursuer was on. As planned, he sprayed his pursuer in the face with the cleaning chemicals.

            Arms waving and grasping at air, the pursuer lost balance and fell. Zeus heaved a sigh of relief. Panting, he relaxed his aching muscles for the remainder of the four-story ride, needing little effort to make it to the roof of the building. Unfortunately for Zeus, he only made it a few steps before something slammed into him.

            The hit came from behind. Forceful, strong enough to jolt his spine and snap his head back, the blow sent Zeus tumbling across the rooftop. Dazed and grimacing, every bit of his body throbbed or burned; he flopped over to his back. He made an attempt to sit up, but stopped half way once he found himself looking down the barrel of a gun. Holding the gun was a very angry looking woman. “You killed my sister! Now, I’m going to kill you!”

 

 

 

 






  Chapter 3



 

 

            Fiore lost again.

            “Damn it!”

            Using his right index finger to glide across the touch screen of the mechanized sheath around his left forearm, he called up another game. Still sitting on the plush couch, feet on the metal table decorated with rivets along the edges and flame painted on the top, he looked up to the wall in front of him. The scene was a first-person view of sitting at a Terrellian poker table in a virtual casino, including beautiful women and handsome men flaunting their expensive tastes with exotic drinks and the latest in clothing fashion. He knew the world being presented to him was fake, but he enjoyed the spectacle nonetheless.

            “Okay, Fiore,” he said as he repositioned himself in the couch, hunkering down. “Pay attention. Focus.”

            The game started and he liked his cards. He wagered twenty.

            He played the round perfectly. His bet was now up to fifty.

            The next round was even better. He wagered another twenty.

            The computer generated blonde seated across from him at the virtual table with the low-cut dress bent over.

            Fiore played the wrong cards.

            He lost again.

            “Damn it!”

            Having lost almost one thousand creds, Fiore sighed. “That ten billion cred bounty is looking better and better. Speaking of bounty, where is that partner of mine?”

            Fiore turned and noticed Hydrynx sitting on the couch next to him. The emerald hued cat’s wings were flat to mimic the expression of disgust on its face. It offered a low, guttural growl.

            “Why are you looking at me like that?” Fiore asked. “He left on his own free will!”

            Hydrynx opened its mouth, forked tongue squirming like a two headed serpent, and produced a swirl of fire in the back of its throat. Smoke wafted from its nostrils.

            Fiore stumbled down the path of memory to the last time he saw the creature assume such a stance. Two weeks ago, Fiore failed to notice Hydrynx sitting in the nearby alleyway as he pulled in. His motorcycle hit a puddle and splashed the dragon-cat hybrid. Before Fiore could make amends, the soaking wet beast bounded up Fiore’s motorcycle and belched a plume of fire big enough to cover Fiore’s face, causing painful burns and the flash removal of all the hair from his head. Still smoldering, Fiore had inserted the proper ingredients into his arm sheath. Within seconds, the chemicals entered his body. Nature, aided mightily by science, took its course. In less than two minutes, Fiore’s skin was healed and his thick hair had grown back. But the process was far from painless.

            Remembering that experience, Fiore jumped from the couch and yelled, “Why? Why do you always have to burn my face off? It’s not my fault he left!”

            Stance unchanged, Hydrynx still glared at Fiore.

            Frustrated, Fiore exited from the poker tournament and stormed over to the refrigerator. Pondering his choices, he decided on Mulluvian mule milk. Pricey, but the decadence was worth it. Closing his eyes, he took a sip and let the concoction soothe his nerves and infuse his very soul with liquid happiness. Opening his eyes, he saw Hydrynx by his feet, its reptilian tail curled around its feline body. With every panting growl, flame flittered from the corners of its mouth, an inferno engine ready to combust.

            “Oh, fine!” Fiore barked, defeated. He poured the rest of the container into Hydrynx’s bowl on the floor.

            Scampering over to the bowl, Hydrynx lapped away and purred. Fiore moaned, “You’re welcome,” Hydrynx looked up and replied with a hiss, the expensive milk dripping from its chin.

            “Ugh! I can’t win!” Fiore shouted. No longer feeling welcome in his own home, he stormed out of the headquarters.

            As he walked down the crowded streets, jostling among all sorts of different sized and colored and attired creatures, Fiore felt badly for Zeus. Maybe Zeus was right? Maybe Fiore screwed up? Fiore certainly had size, but self-admittedly lacked skill. There was no way he could have taken on The Legend! It’s not like I can take bounty hunting classes, he thought. He just needed more experience, more practice. Fiore sighed, knowing that Zeus was right—he needed to start taking this more seriously and working harder. He decided he should apologize and ask for help. First, he needed to find Zeus.

            Being taller than most of the others on the sidewalk, Fiore had no problems looking over their heads at the storefronts and business signs, reading each one and analyzing the odds of Zeus being there. He found nothing of interest, and wasn’t sure if Zeus would lose himself in any of the many bars available.

            As Fiore looked around, he began to recognize some of the establishments and realized that he had been to this part of town before. He remembered that Zeus would get excited anytime they were here. Something about food. Yes, definitely food. Meat. Bird meat. A leg, in fact. That was it! A Puzal grouse leg! Zeus would go on and on and on about how good they were and how they always made him feel better. Fiore remembered that the vendor was nearby.

            He moved as fast as the flowing crowds allowed him, trying not to use his massive size to bully through. Sometimes it just couldn’t be helped, jostling others on the sidewalk as he turned a corner into a mass of stagnant bodies. Confused as to why the crowd density increased, he pushed onward until he burst free into an opening. Finding it odd, he looked back to the tightly packed semicircle and noticed everyone was looking up. Curious, he looked up too. Just in time to catch a falling girl.

            The crowd released a collective gasp. But murmurs of it being an elaborate publicity stunt quickly spread. The citizens became callous and despondent, and seamlessly returned to their apathetic lives as if not having witnessed anything of interest. Fiore, however, knew very well that it wasn’t a stunt of any kind and stared, mouth agape, at the girl wearing a red cloak. “Are… are you… okay?”

            The girl removed her hood, and Fiore’s heart dropped. In his arms was a girl with deep pink rose petal skin and lush hair, seemingly random locks of every hue available between the colors of white and crimson flowed from her head. Her eyes started with ocean blue in the center and softly diffused through shades of blue ending with azure at the edges. Fiore hoped for a “thank you” or some other conversation starter. However, she squirmed herself free, landing deftly on her feet, and said, “Come on! We have to hurry.”

            “We…? What? Why?”

            By the time Fiore blurted out his questions, the cloaked girl had already run around the corner of the building, down an alleyway. She glanced back just long enough to gesture for him to follow and say, “It’s Zeus! He’s in trouble!”

            Fiore tried to process that one moment he was looking for Zeus and then the next he caught a beautiful girl falling from the sky who knew where Zeus was. His head started to hurt, so he decided just to follow her instead thinking about it any longer.

            Once he caught up with her, she finished overriding the locking system on one of the building’s back doors and opened it to expose a stairwell. Impressed, but still confused, Fiore asked, “Who are you? How do you know Zeus? How… how did you get through the lock so quickly?”

            Hood still down, she turned, her face tucked in her thick, multihued locks, the perfect painting bordered by the perfect frame. So mesmerized by her eyes, Fiore forgot that he had even asked questions until she answered, “My name is Valla. My sister and I are bounty hunters, like you and Zeus. I used a reader to replicate the necessary data needed to make the locking mechanism ‘think’ I have authorized access. I made it myself.” Her voice held a youthful innocence and she spoke quickly, her words like notes from a love song. Every word a melody, every syllable a tune that sent tingles down Fiore’s spine.

            Valla bounded up the stairs, floating like a feather upon a strong breeze. Chasing after her, Fiore found it difficult to keep up. “You’re a bounty hunter? You’re way too...” Cute. Beautiful. Gorgeous. All words he was thinking, but what came out his mouth instead was, “…small.”

            Two full flights ahead of him, Valla paused and watched as Fiore struggled with his mountainous body to catch up. “Just because I am smaller than you doesn’t mean I’m incapable or ineffective in our chosen profession. For example, I am much faster than you.”

            By the time Fiore reached where she had been standing, she was already gone, sprinting the rest of the way to the roof. He debated about infusing himself with a concoction that would boost the muscles in his legs as well as give him a hyper burst of energy. He decided against it, thinking back to his earlier epiphany about needing more experience. Logic dictated that if he did take a chemical infusion, he would speed up the stairs, burst through the door like a bullet, and propel himself off the roof. As he pushed away the images of himself splattered on the streets below, he reached the roof access, rendering his internal debate moot.

            Fiore charged from the stairwell and onto the roof just in time to see Valla run to a large woman pointing a gun at Zeus. Waving her hands, Valla yelled, “Huva! Huva! Don’t shoot him! I’m okay.”

            Heart fluttering for a different reason than running up ten flights of stairs, Fiore instantly became enraptured with Huva’s beauty, a different kind of beauty than her sister’s. Standing a mere six inches shorter than Fiore, Huva had skin an identical shade of pink as Valla’s and taut from straining to contain the muscle within. Sides of her head shaved, a strip of hair containing just as many colors between white and red as Valla’s flowed along the middle of her scalp and long enough to touch the center of her back. Huva had similar facial features to her sister, just more chiseled. Even though they possessed far more anger, her eyes also started with the same dark blue and lightened away from the center. However, the colors seemed to swirl, a vortex of ire. Huva barked at her sister, “He threw you off the building!”

            Barely coming up to her sternum, Valla had to crane her neck to look up to Huva. “It was a misunderstanding.”

            Still flat on his back, Zeus looked at Valla and said, “You were the one chasing me?”

            “Yeah,” Fiore said, looking at Valla, completely forgetting that her sister had a gun trained on Zeus. “It’s hard to believe that she’s a bounty hunter because she’s so… small.”

            Confused, Zeus scrunched his face. “What? What does her size have to do with anything? And how are you involved with her, anyway?”

            “I caught her after you threw her off the building.”

            Upon hearing Fiore’s words, Huva went rigid, regaining her resolve to shoot Zeus for his violent transgressions against her sister.

            Squirming in an attempt to get away, Zeus hollered, “I didn’t throw her off the building! She fell as she was chasing me!”

            Valla stepped in front of Huva, putting her hand on her sister’s arm. “Huva, listen. This was my fault. We wanted to meet them, and I was surprised at how easy it was to find him, so I started to follow him. I forgot that I had my hood up. I startled him and he ran.”

            Zeus asked, “You chased me to meet me?”

            “Well… I wanted to catch you.”

            “Even by following me up moving window washing units?”

            Her gaze fell to the rooftop as her pink cheeks reddened to a blush. “I… thought it would be fun.…”

            Huva lowered her gun and yelled at her sister, “Are you serious?”

            With little effort, Fiore grabbed Zeus by the arm and hoisted him to his feet. As Fiore dusted off Zeus, he looked at the sisters, his attention drawn to the taller one. First, he noticed her cleavage, then the tight black top trying to contain her cleavage. Clearly, the top wasn’t designed to contain much other than the scattered pouches and pockets, because its sleeves had been removed to make way for her bulging arms. The top tapered from her abundant cleavage, over her muscular waist to the flare in her hips. Just like her cleavage; her legs, shaped from striated and corded muscle, were squeezed into tight black pants, also covered with pouches and pockets. Knife handles poked out from Huva’s thick black boots. Seeing all he needed to, his gaze went back to her cleavage, a soft canyon created by two mounds of.… His attention quickly changed to the gun barrel pointed at his face. Huva growled, “I’d show them to you, but they’d be the last things you’d ever see.”

            Fiore stood in frozen silence, wondering about the validity of her offer and contemplating if it would be worth it.

            “Idiot,” Zeus hissed to his partner as he yanked his arm away. He then turned to Valla and said, “We’ve established that you thought endangering our lives by chasing me through crowds of people and up the side of a building via window cleaning units just to meet me would be fun. So, the question remains—why did you want to meet me?”

            “You were the closest to Dryn Tammeryn.”

            “But The Legend got him,” Fiore said.

            “True,” Valla replied. “But you got the closest.”

            “How do you know that?”

            “Crazed vehicle chase through the capital city of one of the most populated planets in the system? You made not only planetary news, but intergalactic as well.”

            “Really?” Fiore said, unable to stop an ear-to-ear grin from forming. “We made the big time? That’s so cool!”

            “No!” Zeus shouted at his partner. “Not cool! Now everyone will know who we are.”

            “Actually,” Valla said. “They won’t. The media had no idea who you were. They focused more on the fact that The Legend was involved. You two barely had any screen time.”

            “Well, you and your sister found us.”

            “Because of my skills,” Valla said, her voice brimming with pride. “I created a program that tapped into all kinds of public cameras to collect images of you and ran them through a facial recognition program, also one that I created, and then I used another piece of software I created to calculate the probability of.…”

            “Still doesn’t explain why you wanted to contact us,” Zeus cut her off.

            “Well, it was you or the Zaurn brothers,” Huva said, holstering her gun. “But there is no way we want to work with them.”

            “Work with…?” Zeus looked from one sister to the other. “You want to work with us?”

            “It’s logical,” Valla said, approaching Zeus. “Finding The Legend will require a considerable amount of resources and skills. Some, we have. Some, you have. I think I’ve proven what skills we can offer by tracking you down and subduing you.”

            Fiore puffed out his chest and said, “We were not subdued.”

            Offering a wan expression, Valla glanced at Fiore and said, “You were subdued.”

            “No! Not even close!”

            Huva shifted her stance just enough to accentuate her ample cleavage. Fiore’s eyes went right to the luscious valley of… Huva drew her gun, and again pointed it right between Fiore’s eyes. “Consider yourself subdued.”

            “Damn it!”

            Ignoring his partner’s antics, Zeus asked, “Why us?”

            “Because you almost had him. You almost had your target. That means you knew what you were doing, that you knew more about the target than many, many other bounty hunters out there. You were even closer to him than we were,” Valla said, words rapid-firing from her mouth.

            Fiore looked at Zeus and shrugged his shoulders. “She does have a point. The four of us could make a good team.”

            “The Legend has him,” Zeus protested. “The bounty is as good as lost.”

            “He can’t collect yet,” Valla countered. “Don’t forget the terms of the bounty. He needs to be alive and he can’t be delivered any sooner than three days from now. That gives us plenty of time to find The Legend and liberate the bounty.”

            “You and Valla have the brains, Fiore and I have the muscle. It’s a ‘can’t lose’ situation,” Huva said, again holstering her gun.

            “The four of us work together?” Zeus asked. He turned to Fiore, who wore an expression of desire more pitiful than the one Hydrynx used to beg for a treat. Huva stood with her arms crossed, impatience etched on her face. Valla looked at him with a wide smile, arms straight and fingers folded together. Zeus sighed.

            “No.”
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