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  Prologue

  
  




In the wake of the conflict that consumed Cydnus, a hush fell over New Cebrenia. The dreaded bioweapon, birthed from the dark ambitions of the malevolent Gerick, was finally destroyed. Gerick, now confined to a prison cell deep beneath the desert sand, saw his dreams of conquest wither against the cold, unyielding stone that now bound him.

At the dawn of this new era, Zarya emerged as a beacon of hope. Standing firm with her steadfast allies – Si’Ida, Kizzy, and Marco - she not only accomplished the unimaginable by ending Gerick’s plans but also rescued her parents, Aaron and Messina. Their reunion stirred up deep emotions: joy, relief, and a swell of love enveloped Zarya, but the sweetness of triumph bore a bitter undertone, a stark reminder of their harrowing journey. Si’Ida, crucial to their success, had suffered grave injuries, her fate hanging in the balance. As a team of elite guards rushed her to medical care, Zarya found herself helpless, only able to whisper prayers for her friend’s recovery.

Caught between exhilaration and dread, Zarya sought solace in the infinite stretches of the desert. She urged her speeder, Sochi, toward Zaigo, the highest peak in the barren expanse. From the edge of the towering cliff, she watched as the setting twin stars painted hues of gold and crimson across the desert. Her heart was heavy with a solemn promise—no matter what it took, she would find Si’Ida’s lost brother and reunite the siblings. It was a vow she was resolute to fulfill.

Meanwhile, Gerick, once a feared leader of the council, was now reduced to a pitiable shadow of his former self. Stripped of his military insignia and flung into the abyss of his cell, his reign was finally quelled. But while his destiny was sealed, the consequences of his deeds continued to reverberate through Zarya.

In the midst of it all, Guida, Zarya’s godmother and de facto guardian, grappled with a swirl of conflicting emotions. She had been Zarya’s guiding light in the absence of her parents. Now, as Aaron and Messina returned, she found herself torn between relief and uncertainty. The joy of seeing Zarya reunited with her parents was slightly clouded by the fear of becoming an outsider in the life of the girl she had nurtured as her own.

As the first light of Viaka, the brightest star in Cydnus’s twin star system, brushed the horizon, Zarya and her friends were left to heal and reconstruct, their spirits buoyed by hope for a brighter, more peaceful tomorrow.

Yet as she began to recover and rebuild, Zarya remained blissfully ignorant of the looming challenges. Her steadfast companion, Sochi, started to display unexpected alterations. The AI system of Zarya’s speeder, once predictable, was now showing signs of autonomous self-improvement, adding an intriguing layer of uncertainty - and even excitement.

Simultaneously, another storm was brewing, one they had not anticipated. Despite their heroism and the newfound peace they ushered in, their actions had attracted the attention of the formidable Council of Cydnus. Their deeds, though crucial in saving their world, were now under intense scrutiny, seen through the uncompromising lens of societal laws they were alleged to have violated. The acts that had ended Gerick’s reign and restored tranquility to their realm were now required to be justified before a stern and possibly unsympathetic tribunal. The sweetness of victory was now tinged with the bitterness of accusation and potential condemnation.

And so, the saga of Zarya continues…








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Sometimes, I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything had just been a dream. The memories of finding and saving my parents felt like fleeting lines of code, slipping through my fingers before I could fully debug them. These memories were a whirlwind of emotions, filled with encounters with diverse beings from our planet, high-speed chases, and roaring explosions. My friend, Si’Ida, is still recovering from her injuries, and I know I couldn’t have succeeded without her help.

The thrill of soaring through the sky was unforgettable, as I left behind a trail of glowing particles. Yet despite the vividness of these experiences, they remained shrouded in a haze of uncertainty, leaving me to question the line between reality and fantasy.

Saving Cydnus wasn’t my endgame. Honestly, I never saw myself as a savior or hero. I was just a girl on a quest to bring her family back together and put an end to Gerick’s twisted plans. It’s crazy how much has happened since then, but now it’s time to figure out what “normal” looks like for me. With Mom and Dad finally home, maybe I can start piecing my life back together. But sometimes it’s hard to believe they’re really here. Catching a glimpse of their faces sends me straight back to the vulnerable days of my childhood. Is this for real? Are they truly here with me? I keep seeking reassurance that they’re not just in my head.

I never saw myself as a hero, but I knew it was my duty to help others and do what was right. When faced with the daunting task of stopping Gerick and his deadly weapon, others were too afraid to act. So, despite being a young girl, I took a chance and saved an entire world. It sounds crazy. I know.

However, despite my sacrifice, envy and resentment lingered among many. Perhaps it was because I was exceptionally skilled and female, or maybe it was because they didn’t like the idea of someone challenging their power. Whatever the reason, I refused to stay silent.

As I struggled to find a sense of normalcy in the aftermath, my passion for creating something unique and new kept me going. My designs and coding prowess couldn’t be disregarded by my world, no matter how hard they tried. Even Gerick’s imprisonment was a testament to my abilities.

Though my chance at a normal life seemed to be slipping away, I refused to let them deny me the opportunity to create and make a difference. It was who I was, and nothing could take that away from me.

I cast a glance at Sochi, my room’s sole source of illumination, emanating a gentle amber glow from its charging station. I preferred the sparseness of this environment; it allowed me to contemplate without distractions. A litany of electronic devices lay scattered throughout the room, each vying for my attention. Even my faithful airboard, enhanced with AI capabilities, appeared foreign in this unfamiliar space. This was supposed to be my home, but instead, I felt like an intruder.

The last time I had slept in this room, I was an infant. Guida’s house in Adamas had been my home since childhood, but this was my parents’ true residence, preserved in pristine condition, awaiting their long-awaited return. Guida never lost faith in their eventual release, but during my time with her, I remained ignorant of this place’s existence.

I shook my head, determined to remind myself that this was indeed my home. The scar on my cheek, the only blemish on an otherwise perfect face, still remained, a reminder of my tumultuous journey.

My mirror and brush lay among several virtual interface panels on my desk, a testament to my ability to multitask. Despite my love for work, I never neglected the importance of looking pretty. It had been weeks since my return, and despite feeling content to be home, a restlessness lingered within me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the adventures were over.

A few hours from now, I’d be standing before the council with my father, Marco, and Kizzy by my side. The CWC had called us in to give a detailed account of our recent actions. I recalled a past conversation with my father about the council’s request, where I had argued, “Everyone already knows what happened. They just need to turn on the news or ask around.” At the academy, the other protégés couldn’t stop gawking at me, as if my past adventures were a constant reminder. But my father had insisted back then, “We owe it to them to provide a firsthand account. It’s the only way to ensure they have all the facts.”

I dramatically threw my arms up, remembering that conversation and feigning exasperation. While I acknowledged the need for an official report, I couldn’t help but crave a chance to move on and live the life of a typical teenage girl. Still, I understood the gravity of the situation and recognized the importance of setting the record straight. The council deserved to hear our story, and I was prepared to deliver the truth.

As I gazed at my reflection, a sigh escaped my lips. My face was plastered all over town, and it seemed that “normal” was a concept that was slipping further and further away from me. Not only had I saved the world, but I had also won the prestigious New Cebrenia Speed Games, brought fame to my school, and put the town of Adamas on the map. I was a star, a local celebrity, and nothing could ever be the same again.

Thankfully, I was able to graduate early, finishing at the top of my class. After all I had been through, there wasn’t much left for me to learn in school. But this newfound status only pushed “normal” even farther out of reach.

I turned from the mirror and powered on the mobile computer on my desk. The room was bathed in a cold, impersonal light as four large screens sprang to life. I connected my PulseLink to the computer, and a jumble of numbers, letters, and test sequences filled the screens. I then glanced over at Sochi and smiled. This may not be “normal,” but it was what I excelled at. I plugged my airboard into the computer and watched as new streams of data flowed across the screens. After making a handful of adjustments, I hit the upload button and leaned back, lost in thought.

“Are you stopping there?” My dad’s voice startled me. I hadn’t even heard him enter the room, but there he was, inspecting the numbers scrolling across the screens.

“For now,” I said.

“There’s so much more you could do,” he replied.

“I know, but for now, this will make Sochi better than she’s ever been before.” Dad nodded and reached for my keyboard. “Yes, but if you just—” I quickly slapped his hand away with a playful smile. “I know,” I repeated. “But you know that I don’t like it when you mess with my code, Dad.” He grinned, undeterred. “Have it your way. But how do you know I didn’t see something you haven’t yet? A fresh set of eyes is never a bad thing.” “Sochi is mine, Dad,” I insisted. “I want to keep
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