
  
    
      
    
  



    
        
          The Double Bounty

        

        
        
          Zeus & the Pink Flower, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Brian Koscienski and Chris Pisano

        

        
          Published by Fantastic Books, 2026.

        

    


  The Double Bounty

A Zeus and the Pink Flower Novel

by

Brian Koscienski and Chris Pisano


  Copyright



 

© 2019

 

            This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are either fictitious or are used fictitiously.

 

            All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or conveyed via the internet or a website without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

 

Fantastic Books

1380 East 17 Street, Suite 2233

Brooklyn, New York 11230

www.FantasticBooks.biz

 

Print ISBN 10: 1-5154-2400-6

Print ISBN 13: 978-1-5154-2400-0

 

First Electronic Edition, 2019

 

 

 

 






  Chapter 1



 

 

            Bounty hunting was an art form—subtle, alluring, complex. Sometimes it was taking a piece of information and patiently sculpting it into something useable that could lead to more information. Sometimes one needed to coordinate a symphony of many moving pieces. Sometimes, however, even the most intricately precise plans turned back upon themselves.…

            Sometimes, the concept of bounty hunting could be summed up as getting shot in the ass for money, which was exactly what happened to Fiore. A bright yellow beam struck his right cheek as he dove behind the bar to join Zeus. “Ooooow!”

            “Idiot,” Zeus mumbled.

            Laying on his belly, Fiore looked over his shoulder at the sizzling hole in his pants. “It’s not my fault that I got shot.”

            “Maybe not, but it is your fault that you didn’t wait for me to lay down some suppressing fire, and it’s also your fault that you didn’t bring a gun.”

            Fiore arched his back enough to pull his chest from the floor. Long black hair falling over his face, he smiled and flexed both biceps. His black, leather vest did nothing to hide the striations and veins of his bulging arms. “These are the only guns I need.”

            Normally, Fiore was right. At seven feet tall and four hundred pounds of solid muscle, there were few situations where his thigh-thick arms weren’t enough. This happened to be one of them. “Quit goofing around and fix yourself up. We got a job to do.”

            Fiore rolled over onto his left side and looked at the bandolier strapped across his chest. Dozens of small canisters lined the bandolier. He pondered his options, grabbed three cartridges, and inserted them into his bio-accelerator, an elaborate touchscreen computer-driven piece of equipment strapped to his left forearm, with wires and tubes running the length of his arm, inserting themselves into his skin. He tapped away, and the unit started to hum. Chemicals from the cartridges flowed through tubes leading from the accelerator to injection points along his arm up to his shoulder. His body tingled as the accelerator used his nervous system to send instructions. Fiore knew nothing of the microbiology involved in the process, only that the pain from the burn wound turn to itching as it healed. After a few seconds, the process was complete, and his right butt cheek was as good as new. Too bad his pants weren’t. “Well, there goes another pair.”

            Zeus rolled his eyes, and went back to focusing on the men he was shooting at. “I’m surprised your wardrobe expenses don’t take up a greater percentage of your bounty earnings.”

            “It takes up a lot! And that’s why I don’t wear underwear.”

            Zeus paused from shooting to throw a sneer of disgust at Fiore. Still lying on his side, Fiore shrugged his shoulders. “What?”

            “Quit goofing around. Let’s figure out how to get our bounty without getting killed.”

            Fiore crawled on his elbows to look around the corner of the bar as Zeus went back to shooting. The Cracked Skull was a seedy bar like so many, Fiore assumed. He hadn’t been to many bars, seedy or otherwise, so he guessed that this place looked like any other place the denizens of society’s underbelly spent their leisure time.

            It was a single large room with a bar at one end and a few tables spread throughout. Everything was metal or wood, so the energy beams from the guns either left a char mark on something wooden, or bounced of something metal first, and then left a char mark on something wooden. Zeus had two guns, while the five men he shot at had one each, so the wood was getting quite charred.

            Fiore crawled back behind the bar and sat up. He grabbed a few canisters and inserted them into the acceleration unit. “I have an idea.”

            “It’s a stupid idea. Don’t do it.”

            “You don’t even know what I’m doing.”

            “You’re going to inject yourself with a formula that will increase your muscle mass by roughly twenty percent, and then you’ll charge headfirst into the group of men we’ve been shooting at.”

            Fiore paused just long enough to glare to his partner. “Okay, so maybe you know what I’m going to do, but it’s not a bad idea.”

            It was a bad idea. This was the third time in nine months that Fiore and Zeus ended up fighting with the armed guards of Harold Hellon, the notorious crime lord and owner of The Cracked Skull. Each time, including this one, the search for their bounty had led here. Each time Dennon Gyly contracted Fiore and Zeus to find and rescue the kidnapped Totho Gyly, the path led to this establishment, and a fight with the exact same men. “Have you forgotten the last time we were in this bar, shooting at these same guys, and you tried this maneuver?”

            “I promise I’ll be better than last time. I’ve been practicing.”

            “Practicing at being a monomaniacal rage beast?”

            “No! At fighting. I’ve been practicing fighting.”

            “When? When have you been training? I’ve never seen you train.”

            “I’ve been taking lessons.”

            Zeus squeezed off a few blasts, hitting the overturned tables that Hellon’s goons used as barricades. “You just finished healing yourself from getting shot, and now you’re going to jump right into the line of fire?”

            As excited as picking a favorite dessert, Fiore grabbed a specific canister and smiled at it. “Almost forgot about this one. I got shot in normal mode. I’m going to be in berserker mode like my ancestors. My skin will be denser, and I’ll heal almost as soon as I get shot.”

            “Berserker mode like your…? What are you even talking about? Who could you possibly think your ancestors are?”

            “The Vikings. They’re an ancient Earth civilization.”

            “I know who the Vikings were. I’m just trying to understand why you would choose the ancient language of Italian for your tattoo, if you think you’re a Viking.”

            Fiore paused from inserting the final canister to look at his right shoulder, at the indelible image of a Grim Reaper holding a flame thrower on a bed of skulls surrounded by one pink rose with the inscription Il Fiore Dentellare. “I told the artist to write something awesome.”

            “It means ‘The Pink Flower.’”

            “I know what it means now! You’ve told me a hundred times. He told me it meant Death Face. I don’t speak ancient Italian.”

            “Yet you think you’re a Viking.”

            “I’ve been learning about them, and they seem like my kind of people.”

            “Wait… you don’t have any known Viking ancestors, so you just decided to become one?”

            “Well, the Viking people were all over the place. It’s almost like a religion. More like a state of mind.”

            “You know that’s not how genealogy works, right?”

            Fiore clicked the last canister into place, and poked the appropriate menu options on the screen of his bio-accelerator. “If you move to the planet Terrell and establish citizenship there, you become Terrellian, right? Same concept.”

            “First of all, you’re not traveling thousands of years into the past to when Vikings existed. Second of all, native Terrellians are orange skinned and have tentacles for arms. No matter how often I said it, or wished it, I would not have orange skin or tentacles for arms.”

            Fiore frowned and shook his head, as if trying to dislodge Zeus’ logic from his mind. He retrieved a nutrient bar from his pocket and said as he unwrapped the plastic, “Quit distracting me. I don’t have the focus for this discussion right now. I have to get mentally prepared.”

            “Mentally…? You tap a few menu options and then let the accelerator do the rest.”

            “Can’t hear you. Too busy chewing.” Bits of his nutrient bar sprayed from his mouth as he spoke. He chomped away at a dense, brown bar of concentrated nutrients while using his pinky to tap the last necessary menu option to activate his bio-accelerator. Still crouching, he clenched his fists and gritted his teeth as his whole body shook. His eyes bulged as did the veins in his forehead and arms. His breathing changed to sporadic growls, nostrils flaring with every grunt. His muscles grew, arms and chest straining his vest, his legs threatening to burst through his pants. Berserker mode.

            The process complete, Fiore stood and released a roar that reverberated through the entire bar. Hellon’s goons paused from their shooting, faces slack. For the final step of the process, Fiore moved the goggles that were atop his head to cover his eyes. He yelled again and stomped out from behind the bar. The men raised their guns and took aim.

            “Stop!” Harold Hellon walked into the center of the room waving his right hand in the air. In his left arm, he cradled the bounty Zeus and Fiore had come for. Totho Gyly, a white Pomeranian, beloved pet of crime lord Dennon Gyly. “Stop shooting up my bar!”

            Zeus trained his guns on Hellon. “You want me to stop shooting up your bar? Then put the dog down.”

            Hellon held out the dog and walked toward Zeus. “No. I’m handing the dog to you. If I put him down, he’s just going to run into the back room.”

            Sweat added a shimmer to Fiore’s arms and dripped from his hairline, large droplets rolling over his face. As he shook with impotent rage, his skin reddened. With spastic jerks, he looked from Zeus to Hellon. Jaw clenched too tightly to open, he could only speak in growls. “Grrrruh?”

            Zeus walked out from behind the bar, but kept both guns pointed at Hellon’s forehead. “Tell your men to drop their weapons.”

            Hellon didn’t need to say a word; his employees all put their guns down, then stood with their hands in the air. Zeus holstered one of his guns and lowered the other. He took the dog, tongue hanging from its mouth as it panted.

            “Anything to keep you two from wrecking my place,” Hellon shouted. “This is the third time!”

            “Stop kidnapping Dennon Gyly’s dog.”

            “Once! I did that once. Now, he keeps coming back. I can’t keep him out of my bar!”

            “Gggggruuummmggg?” Fiore asked, pointing with his fists, unable to uncurl his fingers.

            “Yes, Fiore, we’re leaving.”

            Hellon gestured with both hands to the wreckage around him. “Who’s gonna pay for this?”

            “Hey, your guys started shooting at us first. We just came in to ask you if you had seen Totho.”

            “Yeah, smart guy? I’m going to contact Dennon.”

            “Don’t care.”

            “He’s going to pay for this!”

            “That’s between you and him.”

            “You work for him.”

            “We’re not his employees. We’re independent contractors.”

            Hellon snorted out a laugh. “Yeah, I know all about you two being bounty hunters. Finding lost pets and easy targets is all you’re good at.”

            Fiore roared and slammed both fists onto the table next to him, splitting it in half. He roared again as he picked one of the halves and broke it over his knee. Using only his hands, he reduced one of the pieces to tinder and splinters. He repeated the process for the rest of the table, sometimes chewing on a chunk before breaking it. Fiore was back to his regular size by the time he finished demolishing the table, the injected ingredients having burned out of his system. His sweat-soaked hair was matted to his face, and he breathed heavily. As he started to leave, he grunted, “Okay… all… done.…”

            With his bounty licking his face, Zeus tossed a handful of cash at Hellon and followed his partner. “That’s for the table.”

 

 

 

 






  Chapter 2



 

 

            Zeus groused. “Are you sure we can’t go by our headquarters to get you a new pair of pants?”

            “Our headquarters are completely the opposite direction. Gyly said he’s on a strict schedule and has a very small window of time to meet with us. I don’t want to be late, and his office is just one more block.”

            “Yet we had plenty of time for you to buy some milk.”

            Fiore took a pull from the canister of opaque liquid, mostly white with the slightest hue of green. Paccan Valley beetle milk. The Paccan Valley beetle on the planet Timpendor was the only insect in the known galaxy to produce milk. Despite the fact that Zeus found that factoid fascinating enough to want to research the planet Timpendor, he had no desire to learn how the farmers of the Paccan Valley went about milking a beetle, or why Fiore would want to ingest such a concoction. “It was from a street vendor we walked past. It took no time at all.”

            “I don’t think it’s very professional to walk around in public with half of your pants missing.”

            “Nobody’s even noticed, let alone cared.”

            Fiore was right. The city street was bustling with egocentric life. No one person they walked past cared that Fiore was missing the back of his pants, or that Zeus wore a dull green cloak. No matter what color, shape, size, or species the sidewalk denizen was, they were too focused on their own personal world.

            Vehicles on the street crept along, stuck in the never-ending dance of traffic. The hovering vehicles didn’t fare any better, each layer ten feet above the one below, but moving no faster. The pulse of the city was dealing with clogged arteries, clumping hindrances of people not caring about anything other than what was directly in front of them. If Zeus were being honest with himself, he was the same way. The only person whose attention and priorities moved beyond his limited sphere of concern was walking next to him, seemingly unaware that their bounty that he carried was licking Paccan Valley beetle milk from his thick mustache. “Why are you so angry?” Fiore asked. “Well, more angry than usual?”

            “I’m angry because Hellon had no idea that we were the ones to bring in a record-setting bounty.”

            “This again? It’s been three months. You need to move past it.”

            “I have! I’m… trying.”

            “Even though we didn’t get credit for the biggest bounty, we know we’re the ones who found him. And we got credit for the second biggest bounty.”

            “No one remembers second place, Fiore. All anyone knows is The Legend collected the largest bounty ever offered.”

            “What we know should matter more.”

            “But it doesn’t. People know reputation. If we want more direct hires—other than from Dennon Gyly to rescue his runaway dog—then we need to develop a good reputation. Getting credit for bringing in the largest bounty would have done wonders for that. Now, we still have to trawl the wire like all the other bounty hunters.”

            “That’s why we hired Billix to be our agent, so he can sort through all that mess.”

            Zeus snorted, a sound of contempt and disgust. “Some agent he is. Zero direct hires.”

            “He gave us leads that helped us find our two bounties before Totho here.”

            “They were two low-life, small-time bail jumpers that we found on the wire ourselves.”

            “He’s new to this, too.”

            “I know. I was hoping his skill set would help us more.”

            “Yeah, but after he hacked into the wire to get information that helped us find the biggest bounty, they really tightened their security features.”

            “See what I mean? Billix has been no help at all.”

            “You’re being unfair.”

            “I just don’t like paying ten percent to someone who doesn’t do anything for us.”

            Fiore simply took a swig of milk, Totho licking away any stray droplets.

            They arrived to Dennon Gyly’s bar, the one that housed his office. Zeus ignored the closed sign on the front door, and entered. It did look different with no patrons, but Zeus was more interested in Dennon’s office. Two men in suits stood outside the closed door, both larger than Fiore. One was gray skinned and hairless, an impressive fin ran from the center of his forehead, over his head, and down his back; the other man was Terellian, with a thick mane of hair encircling his whole face and two tusks curling upward, his tentacle arms crossed over his broad chest. Zeus put his hands in his pockets and strolled up to them. “You guys the new muscle for Dennon?”

            Both men stared straight ahead, but the Terellian answered, “Don’t work for him.”

            “Okay. We need to see him.”

            “Nope.”

            “Just let him know we’re here.”

            “Told you, we don’t work for him.”

            Zeus rubbed his jaw and exhaled slowly. “Look. We know you’re just doing your job, whoever you work for, but Dennon is expecting us.”

            “Come back later.”

            This was why they made such a good team. Sixteen inches shorter and two hundred pounds lighter than his partner, it would have been difficult for Zeus to gain the upper hand in this conversation. Fiore, however, changed that. Zeus then pointed at Fiore, and said, “We’re here now, and we’re going to see him now. If you don’t move aside, then I’ll make him move you.”

            Fiore still held the milk in one hand and Totho in the crux of his elbow, the dog licking his face, but puffed out his chest anyway and scowled.

            “Okay,” Zeus said, as he stepped closer to the men guarding the door. Sometimes his plans didn’t work, so he had to improvise. “I guess I’ll be the one who will be moving you.”

            That got the men in suits to look at Zeus. They both snarled and stepped forward.

            Zeus backed up next to Fiore and whispered, “You get fin head, I’ll take the Terellian.”

            “Umm, my hands are full right now.”

            “You can’t be serious. Put the milk down!”

            “I meant Totho! I can’t fight while holding a dog.”

            As if trained to do so, Totho barked, and then jumped from Fiore’s arms. The white Pomeranian scampered to the two guards and stopped between them. With another bark, Totho nipped at each guard’s ankle. Both guards hopped on one foot and reached for the dog. As they bent down, their heads violently connected. They wobbled where they stood, such easy targets now that even Fiore couldn’t miss. Zeus knocked the Terellian out with two punches. Fiore needed only one punch to fell the gray skinned guard. Totho looked up to Fiore and barked, tail wagging.

            The door opened, and Dennon stepped out. A thick fingered and flabby chinned human who needed the best tailor on the planet for suits to make his round body look intimidating. His mustache and ring of white hair were groomed neatly in an effort to look sophisticated. “Is that my shmoopy I hear?”

            The dog’s tail wagged faster as its owner snatched it from the ground. Cradling the dog in his arm to expose its belly, Dennon stroked his pet. Totho licked Dennon’s fingers anytime they got close enough. “It is! It is my shmoopy.”

            Zeus fought hard with himself not to sneer. It was difficult to witness an interplanetary crime boss demean himself for the sake of a creature that had a brain the size of a Paccan Valley beetle. “That’ll be twenty thousand creds.”

            “Twenty? Last time was fifteen.”

            “We got into another shootout at Hellon’s.”

            “The bastard needs to stop kidnapping my dog.”

            “He says he didn’t kidnap him this time.”

            “Baah! He’s a liar. Maybe I should pay you two to rough him up for me.”

            Zeus pointed to the unconscious men. “Is that what your guards were for? To test out our roughing-up skills?”

            Dennon took a step back as if he hadn’t noticed the men on the floor until now. His eyes widened as he stroked Totho faster. A flush bloomed along his forehead as he looked over his shoulder into his office. Three men dressed exactly as the ones on the floor stood glaring at Dennon with their arms crossed. “They weren’t my guards. They’re Federation Government officers.”

            “Federation Government?”

            “Yes, I…” Dennon paused, and reached for the door. The men in suits shifted their stances, their frowns deepening. “If you guys want me to come along, I need a minute with my associates. Look, I’ll keep the door open a little so you can see me.”

            Even though the door was open only a few inches, Zeus could see all three officers staring out at him. “What is going on, Dennon?”

            Dennon stepped around the bodies on the floor to get closer to Fiore and Zeus. In the hushed tones of a conspirator, he said, “I’m working with the Federation Government in one of their investigations. I can’t go into the details, but it’s something big, and they offered me a deal. I also have another job for you two.”

            “Look, Dennon, whatever you have going on—”

            “I’ll pay a hundred thousand.”

            “We’ll take it!” Fiore blurted out.

            “On top of the twenty thousand for Totho.” Zeus knew that came across as desperate, but he wanted to make sure Fiore’s negotiation skills didn’t cost them twenty thousand creds.

            Dennon pulled out his handheld from his pocket and tapped away. “I have a daughter. Her name is Junathya. I need you two to find her and bring her to me.”

            A quick and furious guitar riff blared from Fiore’s bio acceleration unit, letting everyone know it had received a file. He accessed it with a few taps on the touchscreen. “She’s Mu’uthian?”

            “She’s adopted. My wife at the time and I couldn’t… you know what, that’s not important. I need you two to find her and deliver her to me. And have her bring something to me.”

            Zeus crossed his arms over his chest. “This is getting complicated, Dennon.”

            “It’s not. I swear. I included her address, and what I need her to bring should be at her apartment.”

            “What is it?”

            “It’s a small unicorn statue, no bigger than my hand.”

            “Unicorn statue?”

            Dennon’s face went pink again, this time from embarrassment. He lowered his voice even more. “It’s from this children’s holo-show about this intergalactic unicorn that flies through space to different planets.”

            “Mippy-Mippy, the Intergalactic Unicorn?” Fiore asked.

            Zeus couldn’t believe his ears. They had been partners for less than a year, but long enough that there really shouldn’t be surprises like this. He attempted to ask Fiore why he knew this; his mouth moved, but no words came out. Fiore shrugged his shoulders and said, “What? I know things.”

            Dennon squinted at Fiore, then continued with a dubious tone in his voice. “He’s right. It’s a show to teach kids about all the different worlds. Junathya loved that show as a kid, so I got her a little statue of Mippy-Mippy a few years ago, for her sixteenth birthday. I’ll need you two to make sure she brings it.”

            “Why’s it so important?” Zeus asked.

            Dennon’s expression went back to its usual state of condescension, the arrogance of talking to someone below his social standing. “Let’s just say it’s more than a statue.”

            “Fine. How are we going to contact you when we find her?”

            “You won’t. I’ll contact you later today.”

            Zeus didn’t like this. He wanted to establish himself as a bounty hunter, not a babysitter for the wealthy and privileged. But the money was good, and the assignment was easy and short. “Why not have the Feds find her? Or call her now to meet you here?”

            Dennon’s expression shifted again as his gaze fell to the floor, showing a vulnerability Zeus had never expected or seen before. “She doesn’t really know about all of my business dealings and…” Dennon looked back up, looked Zeus directly in the eyes and continued, “…I don’t trust the government agents. I trust you two. I’ll have a better understanding of where I stand with them by tomorrow. And right now, she and I are working through a rough patch, so sending you two to talk to her is better than sending the Feds to take her into custody. I just want to make sure Junathya is safe, and get that statue.”

            “Dennon!” came from within his office. “Let’s hurry this up. Hey… are those my men on the ground?”

            “Get out of here,” Dennon whispered, and gave Totho to Fiore. “Please keep him safe, too. I can’t take him where I’m going, and he has no one else.”

            Zeus opened his mouth to protest, but before he could get a single word out, Dennon opened the door wide and reentered his office. “You need to tell your agents to stop napping on the job.”

            “Are those two responsible for that? What’d they do to my men?”

            “Those two are just my dog sitters.”

            Dog sitters. Dennon called them dog sitters. Zeus had spent the past three months trying to think of ways to parlay their success of bringing in the biggest bounty. The Legend received the credit and notoriety for it. Zeus and Fiore had done all the work but received none of the recognition. They got a fraction of the bounty, which did end up being a nice sum of creds, but that, too, dwindled away as they had to reimburse numerous people for damages they caused. Zeus didn’t want to be referred to as a dog sitter. He didn’t want to be obscure. He wanted to be The Legend.

            Time and patience. Zeus knew very well that was what he needed. The Legend’s very name implied that he used time and patience to achieve his status. After all, one didn’t become a legend in anything overnight. At twenty-four, Zeus had plenty of time. It was the patience he needed to work on. And having Fiore as a partner certainly helped him work on his patience.

            “She’s pretty.” Fiore hadn’t stopped looking at her image on his bio-accelerator screen since they left Dennon’s office, even on the crowded city sidewalks where everyone else had to flow around him like a river with an obstinate tree.

            “You think every woman is pretty.”

            Fiore sucked his teeth. “That’s not true.”

            Zeus pointed to a human woman across the street. “How about her?”

            Fiore finally looked up from the screen. “Well, yeah, but—”

            Not too far from the human woman was a Terrellian. “How about her?”

            “Anyone would think she’s pretty.”

            He pointed to a Korvan woman. “Doubtful. How about her?”

            “Yes. Wait. Does she have six breas—?”

            “How about that woman over there?”

            “Beautiful.”

            “And her?”

            “Gorgeous.”

            “What about—”

            Fiore stopped walking and waved his hands as a form of surrender. “Okay. Okay. I get it. I’m just saying that Dennon’s daughter is even more beautiful than the average girl. Here, look.”

            Fiore held his arm out to display his bio-accelerator screen. Zeus looked at it and saw a purple face on a head shaped like a light bulb, one eye black and beady, the other a red ocular implant in the center of a patch of cybernetics. Mere slits made up the nose and mouth of the face, while moppy green hair sprouted from the top of its head. Zeus looked up to Fiore and pointed at the screen. “Billix? Our agent? He is what you consider more beautiful than the average girl?”

            “What? No! Junathya’s image was here just a second ago.”

            “Sorry to interrupt,” Billix said. “I have no idea what you two are talking about, and I honestly don’t care. I’m calling to talk to you about your newest assignment.”

            “How did you find out about it so quickly?”

            “Ummm, because I just set it up.”

            “Wow. Billix must have some magical powers to manipulate the Federation Government into picking up Dennon to get us to find his daughter.”

            Zeus smacked Fiore’s shoulder. “No, you idiot. We now have two assignments.”

            Fiore smiled. “Two assignments? That’s awesome!”

            “No. No, it’s really not. How are we supposed to hunt down a hardened criminal if we’re baby-sitting Dennon’s daughter?”

            “Actually,” Billix interjected, “it seems like the assignments might align.”

            “So, we’re not hunting down a hardened criminal?”

            “No. You two will be keeping someone safe for a few days.”

            “No! We hunt people, not protect them. We’re not personal bodyguards!”

            “Not even for three hundred thousand creds?”

            Fiore and Zeus looked at each other, stunned by such a large amount.

            “Are you sure that’s right?” Fiore asked. “Sometimes you’re not very good at math.”

            Even with minimal features and cybernetics on his face, Billix’s frown was very pronounced. “Sometimes I—? You are saying I’m—? You have got to be kidding me! Yes. Yes, I’m sure the number is right. It’s a high number, because the person you’ll be protecting is a very high-profile individual.”

            “Oh, okay. Who is it?”

            “It’s Samjin Protellori, the President of Sivka Corp.”

            Zeus brought both of his hands to his face, digging the heels into his eyes until he saw random bursts of light. “No. No. No. No. No!”

            “Why not?” Billix snapped, wielding his frown like a weapon. “It’s easy money and good for the business!”

            Fiore place a hand on his partner’s shoulder. “Zeus? What’s wrong?”

            Zeus moved his hands away from his face and looked to the sky. He wondered if this was how praying worked. If so, what kinds of prayers would he need to start the day over?

            He sighed. “Samjin Protellori is my father.”

 

 

 

 






  Chapter 3


 

 

            “Stop staring,” Zeus growled.

            The meeting place was at the jump-port. Samjin was arriving via private shuttle, and Billix had made arrangements to meet him right after the shuttle came through the jump-gate. Zeus had finally convinced Fiore that they should stop by their headquarters on the way to the port to drop off Totho and for him to change pants. Black leather again, as if the man owned nothing else. They met up with Billix at the port entrance, and he hadn’t stopped staring at Zeus since.

            “I can’t help it,” Billix replied, staring at Zeus. Purple skinned except for the cybernetic right arm and right leg, he was five foot eight, the same height as Zeus. His longer neck made up for the fact that his shoulders were three inches closer to the ground than Zeus’s. A metal casing took up a quarter of the right side of his face, a glowing red ocular implant in the center. “I still can’t get over the fact that I’m standing in the presence of royalty.”

            “I’m not royalty.”

            “You’re the son of, literally, one of the most powerful men in the galaxy.”

            “He’s just a man.”

            “You celebrities are all alike,” Billix huffed, and looked toward the jump-gate for the tenth time in the last three minutes.

            “I’m not a celebrity, either.”

            “Well, you should be!”

            “I worked very hard at distancing myself from my family.”

            Billix threw his hands in the air and looked at Fiore. “Can you believe this? How does this not make you mad? How long have you two been working together, and he never told you who he really is?”

            The question garnered a lazy shoulder shrug from Fiore. “I’m not mad. I respect Zeus and his privacy. I’m sure he would have eventually told me whenever he felt comfortable doing so.”

            Zeus’s eyebrows crashed together. He wasn’t at all comfortable with the discussion or the course that it was taking, much less being the third-party participant. At least Fiore had his back… for now. Briefly, he wondered why that was so. What interesting background tidbits did Fiore have secreted away that might lead to future complications? His train of thought was derailed by Billix’s next outburst. “If I had your kind of money, you better believe I’d be leading a lavish and adventurous lifestyle.”

            “You’d give up your pawn shop?” Fiore asked.

            “Absolutely! I’d be going to all those exotic places that my antiques came from. And I’d do it with a beautiful Korvan woman on each arm. And I’d replace my robotic arm with the top of the line Liftek 3000 by Sivka Corp. Oh! Wait! Your dad is the president of Sivka Corp. Do you think he could—?”

            “All right, enough. Let’s just drop it already,” Zeus snapped. “Meeting him is going to be uncomfortable enough for me, so, if you don’t mind, let’s talk about something else.”

            “Uncomfortable?” Billix asked, looking back at the jump-gate yet again. “He’s your father. Why would family be uncomfortable?”

            “You want to bring up family? Let’s not forget that a few months ago your uncle held us at gunpoint and wanted to collect the bounty that was on your head.”

            “The bounty on my head was because you two put it on my—!” Billix stopped himself and closed his organic eye, the red light of his cybernetic eye dimmed. He took a few deep, cleansing breaths. When he reopened his eye, and the glow returned to his cybernetic eye, his tone softened. “You know what? It no longer matters. The past is behind me. The past can’t hurt me. My uncle only did what he thought was right for him, because he didn’t know you guys were… were… That’s it, isn’t it? Your father not only doesn’t know that you’re a part of the agency that he hired to protect him, but he doesn’t even know you’re a bounty hunter. I’m right, aren’t I? Right?”

            Zeus loathed to talk about his personal life, and felt an even deeper twist of disgust when someone guessed correctly about it. As a response, he simply glared at his purple companion.

            “Zeus?” Fiore asked. “Is that true? Your dad doesn’t know you’re a bounty hunter?”

            “How about your parents?” Zeus snapped. For months now, he had been trying to learn some of Fiore’s secrets. Even though he trusted his partner, he was still an unsolved riddle. “Do your parents know that you’re a bounty hunter?”

            A lot of Fiore’s face was hidden. He wore his goggles, his long hair draped straight down on either side, and his thick mustache mimicked his hair, growing straight down from under his nose on either side of his mouth. As he considered Zeus’s question, Fiore’s face flushed, the red glow of his skin apparent in the bits of skin visible from his forehead down to his neck. He tried to mumble a quick response, but stammered over words that weren’t real. After a pronounced swallow that sent his Adam’s apple bouncing like a buoy in a typhoon, he looked away and whispered, “I don’t have parents.”

            “Everyone has parents,” Billix responded. “What makes you so special that you defy the laws of—?”

            “Stop it, Billix,” Zeus said.

            Fiore stood straighter and adjusted his leather vest. Zeus knew that taking his side would stir up all kinds of emotions within his partner, and desperately prayed that a hug was not in his immediate future. “Zeus is right, let’s just focus on the job. Aren’t you always trying to tell us that we need to be more professional?”

            “Right. Professionalism is your buzzword, Billix,” Zeus said, championing Fiore’s change of conversation tactic. “So, let’s just focus on professionalism. Billix, give us the parameters of the job again.”

            “Ugh. The only thing worse than when you two argue is when you two get along. With this job, there is only one parameter, and I highly doubt that it needs to be revisited.”

            “Billix—”

            “Alive! Keep the man alive. That’s the parameter. Keep him alive. Samjin Protellori. The President of Sivka Corp. Got it? No harm shall come to him, thanks to your ever-watchful eyes.”

            “It seems strange though, doesn’t it?” Zeus asked.

            “What? That he wants to stay alive?”

            Zeus regarded Billix, and wondered if he meant those words or if it was an attempt at a joke. “You have been spending way too much time with Fiore, haven’t you?”

            Billix frowned, but offered nothing more.

            Zeus continued. “That he wants our help to keep him alive. He’s the president of Sivka Corp., probably the one entity more powerful that the Galactic Federation. He has enough money to buy entire armies for protection, as well as the Sivka Corp. secret police to handle anything that needs to be handled. So, why hire a couple of bounty hunters that barely anyone has heard of to keep protected? From what or whom?”

            “Maybe it’s a trust issue? Sivka is so huge, maybe he isn’t close enough to anyone to trust them?” Fiore hypothesized.

            “Maybe you can ask our client yourself?” Billix pointed to the jump-gate that he had been unable to look away from. It was a private gate, and half the size of the public ones, only fifteen feet in diameter. Jump station employees moved about, readying the area for the arrival. Lights along the circular gate changed from red to green in succession. When they all turned green, the air within the ring rippled. A small shuttle craft glided through and landed.

            Two women in uniform exited the craft first, leading a group of a dozen other individuals. The pilot and co-pilot, easily distinguished by the insignia on their uniforms, walked from the platform, engaged in conversation. Once they made it to the concourse, they strolled past Zeus, Fiore, and Billix. Behind them a man and a woman, wearing the uniforms of a flight crew, turned the other way, leaving the eight passengers to gain their bearings. Most of them looked at the posted signs to give them proper direction, but two men emerged from the back of the group with the surety of those engaged in a well-practiced routine.

            One of the pair was young; Zeus guessed him to close to his age. He was impeccably dressed, his shoes clacking across the floor with each step. His skin was blue and blemish free, almost aglow. He was well postured and impeccably manicured, his hair styled into a small, crimson peak atop his head. He was tall and thin, but would never be described as lanky. He was holding a handheld computer, his perfectly shaped finger tapped on the device’s face with maniacal fervor.

            The older man, his dark blond hair gracefully graying at the temples, strode step for step beside the taller, younger man. He was human, his face tanned, and his cheeks slightly indented as if to attest to the tautness of his skin. Tall for a human, only half a foot shorter than Fiore, but he barely came up to the shoulders of his blue skinned companion, yet their footfalls were in perfect sync. Stylish scarves flared at the bottom, giving the illusion of robe fronts draped over an expensive, silver suit that shimmered with a hint of blue depending on how the light struck it. Zeus’s father looked exactly the same as the last time he had seen him.

            It had been two years ago. Zeus’s father had given him an easy job with Sivka Corp. He didn’t want an easy job. He wanted a useful job, and when it hadn’t been offered, he got bored. Finding his way to the genetics lab, he learned his way away, educating himself. He then spliced dragon genes with cat genes, ultimately creating Hydrynx, his pet. When his actions came to light, his father was none too happy, firing him from the company. Zeus took that as banishment from the family as well, and decided to pave his own way, eventually discovering he wanted to be a bounty hunter. Despite wanting to keep his life a secret from his family, he relished the thought of surprising his father, and walked toward him.

            A line of holo-monitors flashed news reports, and one with the words “Sivka Corp.” emblazoned across the top caught Samjin’s attention. Perfect, Zeus thought, as he planned to stand next to him until he noticed his presence. Within fifty feet of his father, the blue man intervened. Seemingly from out of nowhere, he stepped in front of Zeus, halting him in his tracks. Brandishing his handheld computer like a weapon, he said, “State your name, please.”

            “I… what?”

            “Sorry. ‘What’ does not appear on our list of authorized personnel. It doesn’t seem like you have a scheduled appointment today. You will have to leave, or I will be forced to acquire a member of this jump-port’s security staff and escort you away.”

            “This is a pubic jump-port and I’ve done nothing wrong,” Zeus huffed. “I simply wanted to speak to—”

            “I know who you wanted to speak to, but he is not available to be spoken to by anyone not scheduled. His time is far too important for… things… such as yourself. So, just move along, relish the fact that you got so close to a man who possesses the power that he does. Feel free to embellish this story as you see fit when you get drunk with your friends, or whatever it is you people do when you’re not trying to harass hard-working individuals.”

            “You people? What do you mean by that?”

            “It means don’t push your luck.”

            Zeus adjusted his cloak while he rolled his neck. “Oh, I’m about to push your luck all right.”

            “Gentlemen, please,” Billix chimed in, his tone upbeat and inviting as he and Fiore approached. “I think this is a case of a simple misunderstanding. We are with—”

            The blue man looked past Billix and asked Fiore, “Name, please.”

            “Fiore.”

            “P-H—.”

            “No, with an ‘F’. F as in Fiore.” Fiore corrected.

            “F-E-E-O—.”

            “No, with an ‘I’.”

            “The ‘I’ is silent? So, I-F-E-E-O—?”

            “No. The ‘I’ goes after the ‘F’. There’s nothing about Fiore that is silent.”

            Billix stepped forward, closer to the blue man.

            “Fiore, stop talking,” Zeus said, cracking his knuckles. “He and I weren’t finished with our discussion.”

            “You’re not on the list, so there is no discussion, other than how many security guards will be needed to escort you out.”

            “My name is spelled Fiore. F-I-O—”

            “Fiore, stop talking. My name is Billix and we are—”

            “Not on my list, so I am now officially asking all of you to leave my employer alone.”

            “Allun? Is there a problem?” Samjin approached from behind the younger man.

            “Nothing security can’t handle once I summon them,” Allun answered, tapping away at his handheld.

            “Well, then that seems to be that. So, unless you three would like… Zephyr? Is… that really you, son?”

            Zeus lowered his hood. “It is. You requested my services, so here I am.”

            It wasn’t the expression Zeus had been hoping for, but the slightly parted lips and moderate pinch between his eyebrows would be as close to wide-eyed gawping as Samjin Protellori had ever come. Zeus would cherish this moment for the rest of his life. Samjin leaned closer to Allun, just enough to eye the screen of his assistant’s handheld. “Impossible. I have an appointment to meet… with whom, Allun?”

            “With the Super Ultimate Fire Skullz Bounty Hunting Agency.”

            Zeus glared at Billix. The purple cyborg shrugged his shoulders. “What? That’s what your partner said the name of our agency is.”

            “Here’s our business card,” Fiore said as he handed one to Samjin.

            Zeus smacked the card out of Fiore’s hand. “The name notwithstanding, you hired us.”

            Samjin squinted. Zeus hated that. His father was analyzing him, running through scenarios of what to say, what to ask. Most parents judged, but Samjin manipulated.

            Early in his life, Zeus realized that was what he was doing with his older brother and sister. In any situation involving his children, Samjin would get that look, as if his squint provided him a screen that filtered away all non-essential elements, and then twist the narrative into the story he wanted. Zeus’s siblings would acquiesce to his father’s demands, but they never looked happy, never had much of a spark behind their eyes when it came to doing their father’s bidding. But not Zeus; he never gave in to his father, especially when he donned “the look.” Zeus’s mother always said that he was obstinate because he was the youngest of three. She underestimated him, just as his father did. “You? I hired you?”

            “You did.”

            “So, this is what you’ve been doing instead of working at Sivka Corp., trying to make the universe a better place?”

            “I hunt down people who want to cause harm to the universe, and hand them over to the proper authorities. Sounds better than working for a company that kidnaps and experiments on children.”

            “I just don’t believe you’re a bounty hunter. This large, menacing fellow… I believe he’s a bounty hunter. The cyborg? I can absolutely see him as one. In the back office, obviously. But not you.”

            Fiore smiled and stood straighter. “I like him. He says I’m menacing looking, and he could tell that I’m a bounty—”

            “Stop talking, Fiore. We’re leaving.” Zeus turned on his heel and started to walk away. His father was a business man, and every interaction, personal or professional, was a negotiation. Zeus knew that nothing rankled his father more than someone walking away from his offer. “Billix, return his retainer. We’re not taking this job.”

            “Zephyr, wait!” Samjin called out.

            Zeus stopped, but didn’t turn around. He cocked his head just enough to let his father know he was listening. “Son, I apologize. I was not expecting to see you today, and your comment… stung… because it’s not altogether inaccurate. Which is why I acquired your services.”

            Not sure that he had ever heard his father apologize for anything, Zeus turned and crossed his arms. “Go on.”

            “Dryn Tammeryn. The Galactic Federation agent who went undercover within Sivka Corp. to expose a rogue division of the company for its horrible, horrible treatment of children. Even though the media gave credit to The Legend for finding Tammeryn and keeping him safe, it was obvious there were others involved. I wanted to know all the facts, so I did some digging. I put the puzzle pieces together to discover it was your agency who had a great deal to do with keeping Dryn Tammeryn safe. It was the…” Samjin paused and snapped his fingers. Allun cleared his throat and gave the missing information, “The Super Ultimate Fire Skullz Bounty Hunting Agency.”

            “Yes,” Samjin continued. “That agency is the one I had learned was involved, maybe even did more than The Legend. That agency is the one I want to keep me safe.”

            Fiore leaned close to Zeus and elbowed him. “Zeus? Zeus? Did you hear that? Your dad knows we’re the ones who got the biggest bounty. You were worried no one would ever know, and your dad knows.”

            Zeus flicked his hand as if swatting away a fly. “Yes, I heard him, Fiore. We’ll figure out what to do with that later. But first, our client needs to tell us what we’re keeping him safe from.”

            Samjin opened his
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