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Chapter One




A Day in the Life




Sand. It was amazing how many planets were
covered in it. Gray sand, black sand, red sand, brown sand, white
sand. The universe seemed to have arranged the odd coincidence that
most planets were either too hot or too cold. The cold ones had
snow—basically cold sand. It must have been a life-shattering
disappointment to the ancient people who first mastered space
travel. They lived their lives working on it, spent their money
funding it and sometimes died trying it, only to find more of the
same dirty rocks and sand they had just left behind.




Captain Jak Phoenix went over these random
thoughts in his head as he lay burning in the sun, in the vast
deserts of Scoparia, just behind the peak of a tightly packed sand
dune. He peered over the edge and into the canyon below, eyeing his
goal: a small space freighter that sat crashed, abandoned, and had
apparently been left untouched for decades.




It was also a quirk of fate that Jak’s
involvement in various ridiculous schemes would inevitably lead him
to some moon, asteroid or planet that would surely be covered in
some type of sand. Despite the dull appearance and apparent lack of
appeal of these desolate sand-balls, action always seemed to
involve them. Locations like this were essentially a child’s
sandbox for adults. Somewhere to hide, (or lose), expensive and
valuable objects or build fruitless sand castle colonies destined
to fail due to the lack of resources and the inverse abundance of
hunger and thirst. They were also a common place to hide yourself,
(or get lost), if you weren’t already in the process of being
killed and disposed of in an easily excavated hole.




“So where is this ship anyway?” asked
Baxter.




“Quiet,” Jak shot back, snapping out of his
mindful wanderings.




Baxter, Jak’s long-time shipmate, was just
now coming up to the foot of the sand dune. He watched Baxter
stumble through the sand like an infant who had just learned to
walk.




Jak realized he should have come alone.




Turning his focus back to his target, Jak
pulled out his worn and beaten pistol. It was an old fashioned Z8
model with a handle that curved right around into the barrel,
ending with a slightly flared muzzle. It was a gem to Jak, but
archaic to nearly every other gun-requiring space pirate. It would
only hold enough charge for eight shots, making accuracy rather
important.




Why in God’s name did he bring the Z8? He
should have brought the Z16. Then Jak remembered his frugal
thoughts about not wanting to lose the expensive sixteen shot rifle
in the sand and made a mental note to possibly re-evaluate his
priorities on future missions.




He shifted upwards, put his gun over the
peak, and looked down the decline. The dune sloped down and ended
abruptly at a rock wall where it dumped into a canyon below. Jak
estimated that it was at least ten times his height from the canyon
ledge to the bottom, and about equally as wide. The trench carved a
jagged path through the planet’s sandy crust, exposing the deep
layers of bedrock.




Their prize lay in the bottom of the
precipice, jammed up against the opposite wall, near the next sharp
bend. The natural environment had slowly begun to assimilate the
cargo vessel into its surroundings, encrusting it with dirt in some
spots and sandblasting it in others. Metallic objects in these dry
environments formed a kind of dry-rust that seemed to slowly but
relentlessly destroy them. For a ship, it was a kind of slow death,
denying it the respectable ending of a spectacular explosion or
collision.




Normally, Jak wouldn’t even have wasted his
time visiting the old metal space-box but for the rumour being
circulated that this ship contained a crate of rare artifacts,
removed from the second moon of Larian before it had been
incinerated.




Miraculously, it had remained untouched by
scavengers, due to the second rumour regarding the presence of the
mythical Scoparian Dragon, which had apparently thwarted several
previous attempts by other less cautious pirates, outlaws and
mercenaries.




Jak didn’t believe in mythical Scoparian
Dragons, but he did believe in rare artifacts and their solution to
bankruptcy. As unbelievable as the tale sounded, it was told with
conviction by the glossy-eyed story-teller at the Cartagena outpost
just two weeks ago. It was from one of those old drunken weathered
souls who happened to know everything about everything, yet never
seemed to leave the bar. Jak and Baxter had stepped in for a quick
drink while contemplating their next move. Their finances had dried
up, Jak’s ship was falling apart and their weapons and tools should
have been on display in a museum. They were facing the reality that
they may have to quit and gain real, meaningful employment. Would
it be selling the ship and moving to some boring colony or signing
on with the Galactic Guard to function as policemen for hire? When
the alcohol soaked gentleman presented his story, Jak felt guilty
for considering any option other than pursuing his heart and his
freedom. He figured it may be their last trip, but would not sit
down and bow out that easily.




“Is this what we’ve come to?” asked Jak,
already knowing the answer. “Scavenging an old ship because of a
suggestion by some crazy old guy?” Baxter wasn’t able to respond,
holding his knees and panting and sweating like he had jogged
around the planet. It was blisteringly hot and dusty, but they had
been in worse conditions.




Jak knew he definitely should have come
alone.




“It was only about five minutes from the
ship, Bax.”




“No,” Baxter replied between gasps, “I’m sure
it’s more.”




Jak glanced back at the trail of footsteps
along their recent route leading back to their nearby ship, the
Tempest, and decided to let the subject go. What was doing Baxter
in was the three pounds of hot wings he had finished off last night
and washed down with ten Trellian ales. Jak had matched him on
ales, but skipped the wings. A man had to know his limitations,
especially on the night before a mission.




Jak had refused to bring the ship in any
closer until he was sure the coast was clear. If there was any
trouble, it would be far less difficult to get the two of them out
of the way than it would be to move the bulky ship around at ground
level. He turned back around and re-focused on the abandoned
freighter.




“What do you think?” asked Baxter, regaining
some of his breathing and speaking abilities.




“I don’t know,” said Jak, while inwardly
contemplating what his next move would be. “I don’t see any sign of
a ‘great beast.’ I’ll bet either this ship is empty or—” He stopped
talking only for the additional stillness it allowed his body. Had
the sand dune shifted below them? He was sure he felt
something.




Jak was flying up into the air amidst a cloud
of sand and grit before he could even begin to comprehend that the
sand dune had exploded from beneath the two of them. His body had
blasted vertically with a slant toward the canyon, while Baxter
must have been blown backwards. As Jak coasted through the thick
dirty air, he realized he had lost his gun in the unexpected jolt.
The first thought that entered his mind as he made a cushioned
landing back on the remaining front slope of the dune was relief
that he had not lost his Z16 rifle instead.




Jak slid uncontrollably down the slope with
an avalanche of loosened soil in a direction he could only assume
was toward the canyon. The lack of any visibility in the sandy fog
surrounding him prevented him from getting any bearing on the
situation. The gut wrenching feeling of falling was the only thing
to tell him that he had now left the cliff and was plummeting into
the canyon.




Remembering his earlier estimate of the depth
of the canyon, he made a futile attempt to get into some form of
protective position, so he wouldn’t snap his neck when he hit the
bottom. The bone jarring landing came much sooner than expected as
he made contact, flat on his back, with the ground. Despite
knocking the wind out of him, the impact was softer than he
expected the landing of a typical canyon-dive to be.




As the air cleared slightly, he could make
out that the sand had shifted up above and heaved most of the dune
down into the bottom of the canyon, providing just enough of a
padding to keep his bones from shattering on what should have been
a solid rock base.




Jak regained his composure and sat up,
brushing some of the sand out of his shaggy hair and
three-days-unshaven face.




He looked down the ancient dried ravine at
the freighter which was now on his plane.




The sudden darkening of the bright daylight
brought his attention to the area above the canyon wall. Through
the quickly clearing air he saw the previously mythical Scoparian
Dragon blotting out the intense sun.




The great sand lizard was as big as a
building and coated in brown scales resembling a dried and cracked
clay surface. Its yellow eyes pierced Jak’s as it let loose a
scream that made his skin crawl.




They had been right in taking the precaution
of landing their ship further back and walking in to the
freighter’s location. However, the plan had not been to walk on top
of the very thing they were trying to avoid. The beast reared up
and spread its wings while it made its way through the remains of
the dune, toward the edge of the canyon where Jak waited.




He was defenceless and had no ideas. How
could he protect himself? Could anyone possibly kill this giant
thing? Where was Baxter? His disbelief in the validity of the
existence of the Scoparian had rendered him ill-prepared. Jak
quickly searched his belt and pockets to see if he had anything of
value. Two rusted concussion grenades. Obsolete, even twenty years
ago. If they still even functioned they would be his only
opportunity for an offensive attack.




The sand beast and Jak both saw Baxter at the
same moment. Hanging onto the bottom of the dragon’s wing, with all
of his strength trying to keep himself from taking a nasty fall.
Jak could also now estimate the enormity of the creature, realizing
Baxter’s portly shape was only about the size of its head. It
turned to look at the swinging and yelling form of Baxter, focusing
its bright yellow eyes on the distraction. With fluid motion, and
what almost seemed like it could have been amusement, it shook its
wing forward and back, whipping Baxter around like a leaf. His
white knuckled grip was no match for the final scream and powerful
wing flap from the sand dragon. He was launched off the wing and
onto the remnants of the slope Jak had slid down.




Baxter hit the surface and rolled, gaining
momentum until he took flight off the cliff. Jak briefly considered
his options before Baxter bowled directly into him, sending both of
them painfully skipping across the rock floor of the canyon. After
both checking to see if they were still breathing, they got to
their feet and made a mutually unstated decision to start running
through the ancient rock trench in the direction that did not lead
toward the great Scoparian Dragon. The monstrosity made its way to
the edge of the cliff and dropped into the canyon.




“Thanks!” shouted Baxter as they bolted
through the hot trench. Jak didn’t reply. He didn’t feel the need
to let Baxter know he would have moved out of the way if he had had
the time. Life-saving stories were always good for ones
reputation—whether they were true or not.




The great monster made its way through the
crevice, gaining distance quickly. The mass of the creature caused
it some difficulty in smooth passage, as it caught itself on sharp
outcroppings of rock, which shattered into dust as it ploughed
through. For its size it was an incredibly agile creature, not
lumbering, but moving in a smooth fashion like a rush of water
would have likely once moved through the same gorge.




Jak and Baxter were approaching the mummified
freighter. It was a long box-like ship that would not have been
much to look at even when it was brand new. It was essentially a
storage box that flew through space and its design reflected that.
The solid arch topped door hatches gave the ship a classic feel. At
least a hundred years old Jak figured. The rivet patterns on the
door frame and the overall thickness and durability of the metal
gave it away. His affection for yesterday’s technology gave him
insight into the older engineering designs most others would ignore
and disregard due to stylistic concerns. Jak appreciated the tried
and true technology that most people would call dated.




He also thought it was about time to use one
of his concussion grenades. One for the door of the freighter and
one for the dragon. He unhooked one, pressed the rusted ignition
button, spun around and threw it in the beast’s direction. A dull
thud sounded the moment the device arched downward and touched the
surface.




It seemed to momentarily suck the air out of
the canyon, replacing it with a heavy cloud of dust and debris. Jak
and Baxter both turned around and shielded themselves with their
hands and arms, in the attempt to protect their faces from the rock
fragments ricocheting amongst the dense and jagged walls. The
concussive force blew them both off of their feet and into the
rusty metallic wall of the old freighter. Shaking off the jolt,
they pulled themselves up off the ground. They turned back toward
where the dragon had been and watched the dust settle.




It took Jak a moment to comprehend the fact
that there was an absence of anything but a bit of residual dust in
front of them. The massive metal clang, so close behind them,
confirmed that their pursuer had not in fact deteriorated into
particles, but was instead now perched upon the rusty freighter. He
could here the creaking as the metal strained to support the weight
of the monstrosity. Jak could feel the heat coming off it and was
now close enough to clearly see its rock-like hide.




Jak turned just as the great beast’s head
came plummeting toward him. It let loose another scream, which
nearly split his ear drums. Jak rolled to the side, letting the
giant open jaws to smash into the ground. The teeth were as long as
his forearm. He was dealing with arm-length teeth and didn’t even
have a stick to fight with.




Jak reviewed his surroundings. “Bax, there’s
a cave over there!” He pointed over to the opposite wall of the
canyon, where a crack in the rock had hopefully left enough of a
space for the two of them to slip in. Baxter dodged a swing from
one of the rock-like claws and wasted no time bounding into the
cave.




“Come on!” urged Baxter. It was Jak’s
turn.




Jak analyzed the situation. He was up against
the far wall of the rock shelf. The dragon dismounted the freighter
in a leap shaking the ground below them, causing smaller rocks and
pebbles to break loose and roll down the canyon walls. It stomped
into a position in the center between the cave and Jak. It stopped
and looked at him, essentially waiting for him to make an attempt
at a run. The Scoparian’s yellow slit eyes read Jak’s as it stood
patiently waiting for him to make the next move.




The last concussion grenade was his only hope
in this draw. At this range it would likely kill them both but
would at least give Baxter the opportunity to escape. He pulled it
from his belt, ignited it and threw in one quick motion. The menace
swept aside the explosive just as smoothly, shielding itself and
knocking the threat away with its strong flexible wing. It
detonated against the far wall, blew a piece of bedrock off and
brought down a pile of loose sand. At this point Jak had felt more
than enough blasts of burning sandy air for one day.




The earthen beast stormed toward Jak,
seemingly determined to end this interruption to its day. Jak
yelled for Baxter to run while he did the same in the opposite
direction. It was a futile move, but would distract the monster
long enough for Baxter to make his way down the canyon to a point
where he could climb up to the surface level. Jak could feel the
beast’s hot breath on his neck as he dove forward, trying to
prolong his inevitable demise by another second or two.




Jak hit the dust face first as he heard a
loud high voltage arc, followed by a low electrical hum, which for
an instant he mistook for the sound of death. Flipping around he
saw the Scoparian grabbing at a steel collar securely clamped
around its neck. It let out a shortened screech then grunted and
huffed, confused and angry. From the collar ran a thick cable,
which originated from an unknown point above the gorge. The low
electrical hum persisted.




“Quick, we have only two minutes,” ordered an
amplified voice from above.




Four figures in dark blue armour approached
the edge of the canyon and jumped. Half way down they decelerated
and came to a dead stop in mid air, when their jet propulsion packs
kicked in and gently lowered the four men to the ground. The blast
pressure kicked up another cloud of dust below each individual as
the ionized air cleaned off the bedrock. They deactivated their
propulsion packs as they made contact with the ground and
immediately began removing the various tools and weaponry strapped
to them.




Two men moved into position on each side of
the nearly paralyzed, but still towering, dragon beast. Much like
Jak, the Scoparian was surveying the happenings around it while
unable to interfere. Jak decided to stay quiet for the moment and
observe.




The men unloaded and configured what looked
like a pair of tripod mounted cannons in a practiced and organized
fashion. These were professionals, definitely not there to save Jak
and Baxter’s sorry souls. The equipment looked to be top notch.
Brand new, modernly styled and untarnished, much like the armour
and helmets the men wore. This was expensive gadgetry.




One man on each side of the captive beast
loaded his cannon with a projectile tipped with a strong piece of
U-shaped steel. In sequence, they tipped the large guns on the
tripod mounts to face toward the ground below them. With a thud and
some flying stone debris, each of them embedded this steel in the
rock, creating a metal loop in the canyon floor on each side of the
dragon.




Both teams targeted the Scoparian. One man on
each side affixed a large reel of steel chain to their weapons. The
cannons were loaded again, with something Jak could not see, then
fired in sequence. Steel clamps blasted out of the thick barrels,
followed by a trail of the thick steel chain attached to each of
them. The two clamps hooked around the dragons arms, forcing shut
on impact. One armoured man on either side slid the end of the
chain through the metal hooks in the rock.




“Forty five seconds,” said the voice from
above. Had Jak heard this voice before today?




Both men on either side grabbed onto the
chains and tugged. The dragon’s arms were forcibly pulled down
toward the ground. Still mostly paralyzed, it could not react with
much more than a few grunts and a minor physical resistance. The
great Scoparian Dragon fell to its knees, shaking the landscape
again. The men tugged hard, pulling the chain through and their
captive down. The loops were spaced so that when its arms reached
the ground, they were also spread out. The jaw of the giant also
landed on the ground as the creature’s upper body was forced into
resignation.




“Ten seconds.”




The team on the left pulled the rest of the
cable’s slack through the loop. The cannon was again directed at
the ground and fired, securing the chain to the rock. The excess
chain was thrown to the right side team over the dragon’s neck. The
men pulled the chain through the remaining loop until the
creature’s bottom jaw was forced into the dust.




“Five seconds.”




One of the mercenaries targeted the other
cannon at the ground and fired a steel plug into the ancient rock,
securing the chain the same way as the first. The dull hum in the
background ceased and the chains immediately tensed.




The scream sent shivers through Jak’s body as
the dragon regained its ability to move and express itself. The
voltage that had been paralyzing the creature had been limited it
seemed, requiring the use of these primitive restraints. But with
the lack of any leverage, the dragon could not pull itself free of
its shackles without the risk of breaking its neck or arms. It
seemed to Jak that this creature had some intelligence. For the
meantime, it had chosen submission.





Chapter Two




Murdock




The armoured man from the surface level
approached the ledge and stepped over. Like the others before him,
he used his propulsion pack to assist him in making a smooth,
albeit dusty landing in the bottom of the gorge.




“Fancy meeting you here, Jak,” said the man
behind the fancy mask. His condescending tone made the hair on the
back of Jak’s neck stand on end.




“Murdock, you bastard.” Jak realized who was
hiding behind the highly polished deep blue helmet. Murdock removed
his helmet, revealing his short black hair and thin pompous
moustache.




“Murdock, you bastard!” came Baxter’s voice
as he made his way over to the exchange. He had emerged from the
cave and was very careful to leave a wide berth around the captive
Scoparian.




“Easy Bax, I just said that.” Jak spoke to
Baxter while his eyes were locked on Murdock.




“Nice to see you both as well,” said Murdock,
clearly pleased with himself for causing a disturbance.




“Nice suit,” said Jak. “You’re the only guy I
know who would have sparkling clean armour in the middle of a
desert.”




“We professionals need the correct tools for
the job.” Again with the tone. “I see you came in your little
antique ship. Are you here to trade it in for something a little
newer?” He motioned toward the old abandoned freight hauler. “Or
did you have a plan in mind to fly off with some scavenged
valuables?” Murdock observed Jak with his beady black eyes. Jak’s
silence confirmed the answer to his rhetorical question. He
continued in his belittling tone. “And what were you planning to
take on the Scoparian Dragon with? Your bare hands?”




“Yeah, that’s right,” answered Jak firmly. At
this point he wasn’t really listening. Murdock’s team had taken
notice of the escalating conversation and started to make their way
over.




“Well, we’ll finish up here. Run along.”




Jak smashed him in the face with his fist
before Murdock could even turn to share a chuckle with his
flunkies. He went sprawling into the dust and lost his grip on the
helmet. It took an awkward bounce off a broken rock and rolled a
few feet away.




Murdock’s men quickly moved in on Jak. He
received the typical physical repercussions for an attack on a weak
leader, which was basically everything Jak had delivered,
multiplied by five. Jak was well aware that the men were going to
overpower him even before he decided to hit Murdock. After a kick
to the back of the leg, a punch in the midsection, a pair of kicks
to the groin and a punch in the side of the face he was still happy
with himself.




While on his knees holding his stomach, Jak
saw the spot of blood in the corner of Murdock’s mouth and realized
none of the trouble had been in vain. Baxter put his hands in the
air and was left alone. They either accepted his surrender or
didn’t consider his short bulky form a threat. It was a weak, but
admittedly intelligent, decision on Baxter’s part. Jak needed a
drink and it wasn’t just because of the dry atmosphere.




“Bind their hands,” ordered Murdock as he
picked up his helmet from the dust. Jak spotted the fresh scratch
on the helmet caused by the fall onto the jagged rock and watched
with pleasure as Murdock thumbed the defect, pretended to ignore
it, realized he couldn’t ignore it, then stormed off toward the
freighter. The four associates complied with his direction and
grabbed hold of Jak and Baxter.




Jak didn’t resist, mainly because he was
still regaining his strength from the minor beating. Baxter mistook
this for some type of leadership and followed suit. Their wrists
were tied together with a thick black nylex cord. The knots were
tight, but not tight enough to cut off their circulation. They were
both forcibly seated, back to back, before another piece of nylex
was tied around their torsos.




Murdock was busy inspecting the freighter.
His men finished up on Jak and Baxter then rushed over to join him,
so he could bark a few more orders at them. After some discussion,
two of the men activated their propulsion packs and made their way
up and out of the canyon, back to the dunes above.




“Do you have a plan?” asked Baxter.




“Don’t I always?”




“Don’t forget, your last plan got us marooned
on Kellus.”




“That was a different plan.”




“This one is the same, isn’t it?”




“Some of it is,” answered Jak. “It involves
punching Murdock again, so that part’s the same.”




“Jak,” said Baxter, “We don’t have any
weapons and we won’t be able to get out of the canyon quickly. Not
to mention, we’re outnumbered.”




“What do you suggest then?” asked Jak,
annoyed with the conversation.




“Let’s just free ourselves and get out of
here.”




“Running away...I wouldn’t have imagined
you’d say that.”




Jak made eye contact with the Scoparian. It
was a sad sight seeing this mighty behemoth chained to the ground
and immobile. Maybe it thought the same thing watching them argue.
Jak could almost feel the pent up explosive anger in the beast.




“Bax,” began Jak, “I’m going to cut the
cords, but I need you to promise me that you won’t run off. Let’s
stay put and see how it goes.”




“What am I, some kind of wimp?”




Jak didn’t feel like explaining. “Just
promise.”




“Alright, alright.”




Jak figured there was a fifty-fifty chance
Baxter would run off with his arms flailing when he cut through the
bonds.




This was not the first time Jak had ended up
as a bound captive. In fact, it seemed to occur frequently.
Pirates, smugglers, profiteers, runners and other various outlaws
did not work well together and would eventually have to eliminate
their competition, or companions, in one way or another. Tying
someone up was the next best thing if you weren’t in the mood for
murder.




Jak had invested in a tool to help him out of
these situations. His worn out fingerless brown leather gloves had
a modified feature. When he moved both his index and little fingers
a certain way it would trigger a small steel blade to release out
the back of the glove, on the top of his hand. This blade did not
point forward as a weapon would, but backward, parallel to the
forearm. Its sole purpose was to get underneath and cut whatever he
may be tied up with. The glove worked well if he was careful not to
cut himself with it.




Rusty, Jak’s old friend, space station
administrator and favourite junk dealer, had fashioned this for him
a while back, so it didn’t exactly come with a manual or safety
directions. Knowing Rusty, it was probably made out of a dinner
knife and a pair of gloves stolen from a passed-out patron in his
bar.




Jak manipulated the glove and was able to
eject the steel blade. He had practiced with it before and was
quickly able to slip the blade under the nylex and cut his wrist
bond with a few strategic movements. With the cord cut, he easily
freed both of their hands without causing a disturbance, which
would distract Murdock and his crew. They loosened the cord holding
them back to back, but left it in place so they would still appear
to be restrained. Baxter’s courage held out and he stayed put.




Another loud hum came from above them, as a
repulsor lift floated over the edge of the canyon and slowly
lowered to the rocky bottom. It was piloted by one of Murdock’s
followers in a standing position while the other man held on to a
rail on the side, securing a pile of tools in the back compartment.
It was of course a brand new lift machine; probably this year’s
model, likely bought new for this job.




Murdock spared no expense since his funding
came from his bureaucratic Galactic Guard connections. So really,
he spared all of their money and none of his own. He then likely
reported back to them with only a small portion of his monetary
gains and kept the rest for himself. He would let enough of the
proceeds trickle back to them, compensating them for their
expenditures and giving them a steady little profit.




Jak figured that he and Baxter would have
used nothing more than a rope to get the cargo to the surface.




Money drove Murdock, as it also did Jak. The
difference was that money controlled Murdock and made him its
slave. Jak would not let anything control him. He needed money to
survive, but if he was ever successful and rich, he wouldn’t have
the slightest idea where to start spending it.




Jak watched as the industrial lift hovered
over toward the freight ship. It stopped near one of the cargo
doors and the men jumped off. It bounced a little, suspended above
the ground by an unseen force. They unloaded a few more gadgets out
of the back compartment and made their way to the door Murdock was
indicating as the place to begin. He grabbed two small fist sized
items out of the supplies they had brought and affixed them to the
door, one at the top and one at the bottom. The mercenaries moved
to the side of the craft as the steel door imploded into the ship
with a loud echoing pop and destructive sounding crash.




The dragon watched the occurrence and
responded with a grunt and another unsuccessful attempt to break
its chains. Jak and Baxter heard the crashing and banging as the
men rushed through the ship searching for the precious cargo and
apparently overturning everything else.




The mercenaries began making trips outside
the freighter to the repulsor lift, loading it up with metal
shipping crates. Jak noticed one of the smaller crates was wrapped
in a thick mag-seal. Someone certainly didn’t want anyone getting
at whatever was inside that one.




The men were efficient and quick, loading up
about a dozen boxes before regrouping back outside. Two of the
armoured men took the lift back out of the canyon. Murdock walked
back over to Jak with the remaining mercenary. He was of course the
largest of Murdock’s crew.




“I hope you learned a few things here,
Jak.”




“You’re just going to leave us here?”




“Unfortunately for you, I am. You must
understand that I can’t have you following us. But, you always were
rather resourceful. You’ll figure out something I’m sure.”




“What about the dragon over there? You’re
just going to leave it chained up?”




“Well, I may come back for its claws or teeth
at some point,” answered Murdock. “They may also be valuable. It
will be far easier to get them once it’s dead. The dry atmosphere
preserves things very well.”




“You are a wonderful person Murdock,” said
Jak, “You haven’t changed a bit.”




“Neither have you, Jak. Always the
loser.”




Murdock spoke to his associate. “Richards,
teach him a quick lesson and then let’s move on.”




Richards swung his armoured foot toward Jak’s
face, with the assumption Jak was still restrained. Jak pulled his
hands out from behind his back and grabbed the man’s foot before it
could connect with his head. He gave it a quick and powerful twist,
resulting in an audible crack. The man fell sideways onto the
ground and his helmet rolled off. He held his foot and cried out in
agony.




Jak had no sympathy for a man who made his
living kicking people when they were down. He jumped over Richards
and grabbed the sleek pistol out of his belt holster while he lay
clutching at his foot. Jak didn’t like the little weapon. It was
light, like a toy, but it would have to do. He lunged at Murdock,
but he powered up his propulsion pack and shot into the air before
Jak could reach him.




Jak aimed the weapon at him but held his
fire. He could see Murdock’s ship in the distorted blinding light
above. The other two men had boarded Murdock’s ship and were now
piloting it near the edge of the cliff, with its high powered laser
cannons fixed on Jak and Baxter’s position. Murdock’s sleek ship
was a dark blue color with silver accents. Being that it was the
same color scheme as the men’s armour, Jak figured it all must have
come as a set.




“Sorry Jak, not your lucky day,” shouted
Murdock.




He turned and made his way to his ship. All
Jak wanted to do was blast him right there. Fortunately, reasoning
kicked in and he held his fire. They’d both be dead in a second if
he did it, and Murdock would have won again. Behind him, the
injured Richards got to his knees, activated his pack and flew off
to join the others at the ship.




Murdock and one of his men were fiddling with
something in the craft’s entrance way. They likely hadn’t yet been
able to fully complete the cargo loading procedure, before coming
to Murdock’s aid. Inspiration struck and Jak made his final move.
He spun around, looked into the Scoparian’s eyes and blasted the
taut chain.




The part of the chain that held the beast’s
neck down snapped, allowing the mammoth creature to rear its head
up. With its head free it had its leverage back. It pulled on the
chains only one time, tearing the metal rings in a storm of broken
steel and rock. It took off from the ground in a blur. The sudden
movement created a force in the air knocking Jak off his feet.




The dragon sprung up at the ship and with a
swipe of its massive clawed hand, sent it reeling into the sand
dune. As it hit the dust, Murdock and Richards fell out of the ship
and into the confused cloud of sand disturbed by the powerful
engines of the blue ship.




Richards fell onto the sandy surface on his
back, crushing his propulsion pack. He grabbed at the actuator on
his belt and tried to trigger the pack to take off. The damaged
device did not respond. The pilot of the ship was able to get the
ship back into the air and with some nimble manoeuvring, avoid a
few swipes from the furious Scoparian.




Richards was unable to take more than a few
steps on his broken foot before falling back into the dust. He
called for Murdock who was now airborne. Murdock propelled himself
out of the range of the dragons arm span. He took a look back at
Richards, the hired help, and made his choice. He flew toward the
open boarding platform of the ship.




Richards made a last futile attempt to crawl
somewhere in the difficulty of the loose sand as the dragon’s open
jaws came down on him. The Scoparian’s giant mouth took him, and a
large crater worth of sand, in a split second attack. After
swallowing its well deserved meal, it looked with an intense hatred
at Murdock as he entered the ship and sped off in the direction of
Jak and Baxter’s ship.




Jak wondered for a second if the beast could
actually fly with its leathery wings and hoped it would follow them
to finish the job. Instead, it turned and jumped back into the
canyon. The thunderous impact of the giant creature knocked both
Jak and Baxter onto the ground once again. This was it, thought
Jak. It looked at the two of them for a couple of seconds. Jak
prepared for the worst and hoped with all his heart that Baxter
wouldn’t do the obvious and bolt. Finally, the Scoparian turned and
darted off in the opposite direction, down the ancient bedrock
trench and around a sharp corner. Jak realized he hadn’t been
breathing and finally let out a gasp as his body demanded
oxygen.




They both heard a muffled sound of energy
blasts in the distance, which echoed slightly through the gorge.
Neither had the energy of their own to discuss it as they took a
moment to absorb what had just occurred.




“How the hell did you know it would go after
them and not us?” asked Baxter in disbelief.




“I didn’t,” said Jak, “but it worked out
well, didn’t it?”




A dumbfounded Baxter shook his head and said
no more. He was at a loss for words. Jak decided to leave it
without discussion. He had hoped the Scoparian had enough instinct
to figure out who the real threat was, and not go after the two
defenceless creatures who had been crawling and falling in the dust
all afternoon. Whatever it was, the dragon spared them. It was
probably at the point where it just wanted to be left alone. Jak
wanted the same, as he began to dwell on thoughts of the lost
artifacts, his hope for a future.




Jak looked around one more time and said,
“Alright, let’s go.”




They found their way to a nearby ledge that
seemed to be sloped back enough that they could use some of the
natural indents in the rock as hand holds in making their way to
the top. They emerged from the canyon at last, back into the deep
sand banks of the desert world. Then, they had to make their way up
the sand dune, which encroached over the edge like a giant dried
wave. The sight that greeted them at the top was the smoking hull
of their ship, presumably damaged by a few revenge blasts from
Murdock as they fled from the Scoparian’s rage. Jak was done. He
had reached the point where anger and failures nearly became
comical.




“Another successful mission,” said Jak as he
patted Baxter on the back and started his way down the sloping
dune, back toward the ship.








Chapter Three




The Tempest




The Tempest’s computer had a female voice,
although it was not Jak’s first selection from the three settings
programmed into the operating system. Jak’s nonconformist nature
subconsciously forced him to insist on an alternate choice, due to
the fact that so many pilots and captains chose a female voice for
their ships. He had tried the other two options. The supplied
monotone, ‘generic computer voice,’ scared the hell out of him and
the sophisticated male voice made him uncomfortable. He quickly
realized why so many people went with the female setting.




The billowing clouds of smoke that poured
from the hull of the ship made the damage appear much worse than it
actually was. Jak hopped up onto the loading ramp and opened the
thick pressure sealed door, releasing a toxic plume of smoke into
his face. He was greeted by the Tempest, over an integrated
speaker.




“Greetings Captain...Minor damage
logged...Systems eighty percent functional... Navigation data bank
down...Weapon systems down.”




“Looks like the damage is a bit more than
minor,” said Baxter, observing the craft as he heaved himself up on
to the ramp and into the smoke-filled hallway. The odour of burnt
metal and circuit boards stung their nostrils.




“Data has been verified.” Baxter rolled his
eyes as the computer felt the need to let him know he was
wrong.




Jak entered the corridor and took a quick
look around before activating a computer panel on the wall ahead of
him. The screen came to life and supplied Jak with the information
he needed, regarding the key areas of the ship.




“Looks like Murdock just took a few shots in
the dark,” said Jak while he reviewed a few more reports. “Nothing
major was hit. A few hull punctures and some fire. Most of the
smoke we saw was the extinguisher system putting out the fire and
venting it outside.” He turned to face Baxter. “Our lucky day.”




Baxter made his way up to the cockpit in the
front of the ship so he could review the full diagnostics on his
main system. He fell into his worn leather chair and punched a few
buttons on his console. The comfort of the thick padding on the
chair was quite welcome after a morning of lying around on
rock.




In a few seconds he had pulled up an entire
graphic layout of the ship, with the damaged areas indicated in
red. Jak never could understand how Baxter whipped through the
perplexity of the ship’s operating system. Jak tried to avoid
computers in general as often as he could, but on the ship it was a
whole different situation. The ship’s core computer was obsolete —
as were many of its interfaced parts. Several generations of
technology came together to make the Tempest’s heart beat. Its
systems were mixed, matched, spliced and forced to work together.
Any sane starship repairman, who didn’t know Jak, would take one
look at the ship and walk away, unwilling to become involved in the
flying disaster it appeared to be. Baxter had helped Jak make
several additions to the ship and had practically rewritten half
the software code.




“We’ve got a problem,” said Baxter while he
continued analyzing the computer logs. “The holes in the hull we
can fix for now, but the thrusters are showing a power
displacement, a few of the structural support beams are showing
serious signs of stress and the weapon systems are toast.”




“Can we fix it?”




“Not here. We can get it started and get into
the air, but the ship’s not going to be able to handle the stress
of re-entering an atmosphere until some thorough repairs are done.
The weapon systems look basically shot. We’ve fried them one too
many times.”




“So it will still fly,” said Jak.




“After we fix the navigation system it will,
but not well. The computer may say it is not that big a deal, but I
don’t exactly like the idea of flying around in a spaceship with
holes in it.”




“Data has been verified,” interrupted the
Tempest.




Jak rolled his eyes and Baxter shook his
head. They realized the computer system was likely right, but it
may have been working with a different standard of what was safe
and acceptable. They never had been able to figure out if the ship
was even capable of determining the status of several of the
components, which had come from other ships, or were made nearly
from scratch. They decided to leave this unstated for now, to avoid
any more of the ship’s verbal feedback.




“Okay then,” decided Jak. “Let’s just get
done what we can while we’re here, then we’ll head out to
Rusty’s.”




The appearance of the ship showed Jak’s love
of aged technology. It was a classic RS315 on the outside with the
additions of pieces of other ships mounted internally and
externally. However, it was not an ugly piece of machinery. The
ship had many curves and rounded edges in a time when sleek angular
edges were all the rage. The hull was thick steel with dotted
borders of rivet lines. It was heavy, but strong, unlike the modern
ships which would break in two if you touched them the wrong way.
Jak respected the ship and took care of it the best he could. It
just happened that every time he would get it just the way he
wanted it, a laser blast would take off a component or two.




The Tempest was designed as a cargo transport
ship and was large enough to hold a crew of ten. Even with just the
two of them, most of the extra space had been used up. Engine
enhancements eliminated several crew cabins and storage for their
collection of equipment and salvaged items used up most of the
others. Jak didn’t throw much away, so upon first glance most
people would consider the ship to be a disorganized mess of junk.
Jak had a pretty good mental organization system to keep track of
the rooms full of planetary knick-knacks and collectibles. He had
learned long ago, that you will always need something the moment
you throw it in the garbage.




Jak and Baxter kept the two largest rooms for
their personal quarters — neither of them allowed in the other’s
room. The center of the ship contained the common room, with its
actual name depending on its current use. This room was an area in
which to kick back and relax or to plan out the next money making
scheme in comfort.




Jak’s on-board bar was the envy of everyone
who came aboard. He had designed the cabinets with magnetic steel
and clear plexus doors to prevent the spillage and breakage of the
precious spirits, while maintaining a decent visual representation
of the selection. It was stocked with bottles of various beverages
from various worlds; some good, some bad, mostly stolen.




They recently picked up a small thermal
water-jet relaxation pool and installed in the center of the room,
in lieu of cash owed to them by the Prince of Shalen. Jak and
Baxter had successfully finished a job for him before he contracted
an extreme case of payment amnesia, due to his King’s request that
the prince immediately discontinue dealings with
‘less-than-desirable’ types. Jak understood and had decided to help
the prince again by cleaning out his fancy lake house. Thus came
the thermal pool and various other products of which their
aristocratic purposes remained lost on the simple natures of the
shipmates.




The combination of the tub and the bar also
made this the ideal room for the entertainment of any ladies who
might come their way. In the all too common event that these ladies
didn’t show up, it was also a great room to drown your sorrows in
before the next job. Neither Jak nor Baxter could ever really
figure out how to get the tub working, so it sat — empty of water,
but filled with engine parts.




“See what you can do with the navigation
system and get us a course plotted,” said Jak, “I’m gonna go do
some welding.”




Baxter nodded, turned to his console and hit
a few keys. Jak turned around and headed out of the cockpit.




“So when you’re welding this time can you try
to avoid the fuel lines?” said Baxter, still facing the computer
screen and observing some code.




Jak paused just outside the doorway and
winced, recalling the issue of the minor fire he had started a
while back, which seemed to be brought up quite frequently. He
reluctantly absorbed the friendly abuse and restarted his trip to
the equipment room.




For the next couple of hours they worked on
the Tempest, welding in a few temporary panels over the blast holes
and fixing anything else they could. How well these spots were
going to look and function in the long run, depended greatly upon
their finances. When they reached Rusty’s they would need to have
their shoddy patches fixed professionally.




Neither of them was amazingly skilled with
repairs. With Jak’s short attention span, he usually gave up on
these types of boring tasks. Baxter’s strength lied in the theory
of a repair and not in the actual manual labour itself.




The inside of the ship was an oven. Baxter
had been forced to disable the air conditioning system in order to
save power. The sweltering heat of the desert climate, combined
with the heat generated from the welding, had made them both
sweaty, dirty, frustrated and exhausted.




An indicator light above the master flight
controls began to flash red, pulling Baxter's focus off his work.
He swivelled his chair around and activated another small computer
screen, followed by the ship-wide intercom.




“Jak,” said Baxter, “You might want to come
up here. We’ve got a proximity sensor going off.”




The Tempest's sensors had a limited ability
to pick up readings on other vessels. It wasn’t as sophisticated as
the complete radar detection systems in modern ships, but would
give them the basic sizes and ranges of incoming objects. Jak
figured that since it sometimes couldn’t tell the difference
between a ship and an asteroid, it would help them hone their
skills.




Jak quickly made his way to the front of the
ship. He wiped the sweat and black dirt from his brow and wiped his
hands on a rag.




Jak moved in beside Baxter and analyzed the
screen. “Looks like three really small vessels."




“You think it’s a glitch?” asked Baxter.




The ship did not enjoy having its data
critiqued. “Three confirmed objects approaching from south—”




“Temporarily disable vocal feedback,” said
Baxter. It was hard enough making decisions with Jak, without the
interference of an overconfident computer system.




“I don’t think so,” said Jak, “but this isn’t
exactly a tourist area.”




“What’s the chance there are more fools like
us out here in this desert?” Baxter had learned that Jak’s
intuition and experience could be just as useful as the computer’s
information.




“I’ll guarantee you that Murdock called in a
few favours on his way out of here. Either that or he dropped an
anonymous tip with one of the local gangs.”




“They’re coming up really fast,” said Baxter,
“Probably one-seaters.”




“Start the engines,” said Jak. He dropped
down into his pilot chair and started flicking switches. He flipped
on the aft monitor to get a video view from the back of the
ship.




“Are we even done our repairs yet?” asked
Baxter. He wasn’t yet confident in the Tempest’s ability to
function correctly.




“No, but I’m not gonna wait around here to
find out who these guys are.”




“Maybe they aren’t looking for a fight. They
might be able to help us fix the ship.”




The deep thud nearly knocked Jak out of his
seat and was followed closely by a blast of sand thrown over the
cockpit window.




“Unless they’re gonna help us fix the ship
with rocket launchers, you may want to start the engines,” said
Jak. “And fast,” he added.




Baxter started throwing switches as fast as
he could. The surface engines sputtered a few times and caught,
comforting them both with the low hum and faint rumble through the
hull of the craft. The ship shook again, not from the engine
start-up procedure, but from a laser blast.




“They’re closing fast,” said Baxter, “and our
hull is already starting to show weakening at the break
points.”




Jak steadied himself at the flight controls
but did not move the ship even as they were rocked by another laser
blast. The three small crafts came in to view on the aft monitor.
It was definitely a group of three one-man-crafts, piloted by some
cut-throat pirates. Murdock had probably contacted them and offered
a bounty.




“Are we leaving?” asked Baxter, panicked at
the apparent lack of response from Jak.




“Hold on to something.”




Baxter held on to his console. Another blast
hit the ship.




“Ready.”




A laser blast hit the sand and caused a
muffled explosion, crystallizing the sand into glass and sprinkling
it on the metal hull. The three all-terrain-vehicles were very
close. Jak studied the viewer. He brought the engines to full
power, but had secured the braking system. The powerful engines
whined at the stress of restraining their own force.




The ship rocked again as the three riders
were mere meters from the rear of the ship, slowing down in
preparation for a close confrontation. He could see the riders in
detail now. Zeldoks –- cold-hearted and vicious.




In less than a second, Jak pulled the pitch
control lever to its maximum and pushed the throttle to full power.
He released the braking system, allowing the heavy engines to expel
their full energy. The ship lurched up in the front and down in the
back with a fierce strength. Jak nearly fell out of his seat as he
fought to grasp the pitch control to straighten the craft out. He
barely reached it, narrowly stopping the ship from doing a three
hundred and sixty degree turn, end over end.




The resulting expulsion of energy directed at
the ground dislodged the soil and shot up a massive wave of sand
from the rear of the ship. While the Tempest made a speedy
departure, the three approaching pirate riders were swamped by sand
and tossed off their speeders. They were thrown blindly into each
other and onto the ground a couple of meters from where the ship
had been.




Jak watched the aft viewer as they quickly
left them in the distance. He could vaguely make out the three
figures and their crafts as the dust cloud settled. Two of the men
got up and jumped back on their sand logged ATVs. One did not.




Baxter was wedged between the edge of his
seat and a wall, with his head near the wall and his feet on the
chair. He struggled out of the awkward position to figure out what
was going on. Jak looked back at him with a double take.




“I told you to hold on,” he said, annoyed at
both the situation and Baxter.




“Yeah, well I didn’t expect we’d be doing
somersaults on take off,” said Baxter, regaining his composure and
getting back into his flight chair. “I think I just broke my
back.”




“Warm up the sub-orbital thrusters, we’ve
gotta get out of here quick,” said Jak, “Two of those riders are
still following even after I buried them. Murdock must be offering
them a lot of cash. Or, he told them we have something really
good.”




Jak moved The Tempest along at a quick pace
only a few meters off the flat desert landscape. They would make a
vertical climb once the thrusters were online and then make their
way out of the atmosphere. The Zeldoks’ all-terrain-vehicles were
open cockpit surface craft, making it impossible for them to
follow.




A blue light on the control panel lit up,
indicating that the main thrusters were ready for a take off and an
attempt at entering space. Jak looked again at the aft monitor and
saw that the two remaining riders were again gaining speed and
closing in on their ship. Jak hit a few switches and pulled the
shifter to kick in the thrusters. They both unconsciously
stabilized themselves, aware from past experience of the G-force
generated when the sub-orbital thrusters came online.




Jak looked at Baxter and confirmed silently
that they both had in fact not felt any change in speed. While they
were still moving along the planet’s surface at high speed, the
thrusters necessary for breaking through the planets atmosphere had
not come online. A laser blast hit the ship and rocked it
violently, causing it to list to the side and shave the abrasive
surface.




“Computer, what is the status of the
sub-orbital thruster system?” shouted Jak to the Tempest.




“System is online and active,” the computer
replied. Another blast hit the ship, causing several warning lights
to sparkle.




“What’s wrong?” asked Jak. Baxter was already
flying through the system looking for a software glitch.




“I don’t know,” said Baxter. “The ship thinks
the systems are active, but they definitely aren’t coming
online.”




A harsh beep sounded and the message, ‘System
is online and active,’ was displayed on the communication panel, as
the ship stood by its findings and technically obeyed its command
to disable verbal feedback.




“You’re gonna have to go in the back and
check the engine system. I’ll try to get us out of this. These
Zeldoks are quick, so you’d better get a move on.”




Jak veered the ship hard to the right making
a ninety degree course change. While the responsive ATVs were
easily able to keep up, it bought Jak a couple of seconds free from
gunfire. Baxter pulled himself up out of his seat and headed down
the corridor.




The main engines were spread through several
cramped rooms. Baxter squeezed his way into the bay housing the
suspected defective components. In the cockpit, Jak made another
quick manoeuvre, sending Baxter tumbling into a parts cabinet. He
bounced off and flopped onto the floor as the parts cabinet dumped
its contents onto Baxter. Stumbling to his feet, he shook a few
nuts and bolts from the folds in his clothing as he realized he
would also need to review the data on his console in the cockpit,
to see if any of his changes were taking effect.




“Jak, can you hear me?” came Baxter’s voice
over the intercom.




Jak confirmed that he indeed could.




“I’m going need you to check a few things on
the computer for—”




Jak heard Baxter go crashing into something
metallic as he made another fast turn to avoid a few large boulders
on the surface. It sounded like he was throwing around steel pots
and pans. Jak winced for either the thought of what Baxter was
crashing into or the annoyance of the loud noise.




Baxter was barely able to squeeze himself in
and out of the various metal and plastic outcroppings of the engine
components, but was narrowing down his search for the problem.
Another laser blast jarred the ship, knocking his head through a
thin aluminum cooling duct.




In the cockpit, Jak surveyed his
surroundings. Another rocky canyon snaked its way through the sand
not far ahead. This would be his opportunity to shake the
pursuers.




Jak swung the craft around and lined up in a
cross-path. Approaching the canyon at high speed, he drew the two
pirates along with him.




A mere seconds before the ledge, Jak dropped
the rear of the ship dangerously close to the surface, into the
sand, drawing up another cloud of sand and debris behind him. He
allowed the front of the ship to pitch up and go end over end,
doubling back on their route while turning the ship upside down,
allowing the pirates to pass underneath. Over the noise of Baxter’s
bumbling destruction in the engine room, Jak was able to quickly
spin the ship back into a correct heading and make a quick turn to
the left.




The riders emerged from the dust cloud,
unprepared for the canyon ahead. Looking in the aft viewer, Jak
observed a small explosion as the fuel filled crafts collided into
the solid rock wall of the crevice.




Baxter sat up from the floor of the engine
room and got himself to his feet. He came to the realization that
he was at least twice the size he should be to be even moderately
comfortable working in that room with its narrow clearances and
delicate components. He kicked a path back to the engine system
through the junk, tools and broken parts covering the floor.“I
think I may have broken more than I fixed back here, but I think
I’ve found the problem,” Baxter said to Jak over the intercom.




“Good. Fix it up so we can get out of
here.”




“What does it say in the input matrix field
on my screen?”




Jak shifted over to Baxter’s console while
trying to keep an eye on the route ahead.




“Point six three,” said Jak, “I think.” He
shifted back over to the center of the cockpit.




“How ‘bout now?”




Jak rolled his eyes and shifted back over to
Baxter’s area.




“Point six eight.” As Jak moved back over to
his position he passed the aft viewer, catching the sight of the
small dark spot on the horizon behind them. Zeldoks were
persistent.




“Baxter, hurry up; there’s one left.”




“Just hold on, I’m trying.” A laser blast
from the pirate’s craft skimmed the ship, interrupting Baxter’s
work once again.




The pursuer was gaining distance even quicker
than before. The chase had likely turned into a vendetta for him,
due to the loss of his two comrades. He began delivering more
frequent energy blasts into the hull of the Tempest. The Zeldok no
longer wanted to loot the ship — he wanted them dead.




“Try it,’ said Baxter over the ‘com.




Jak hit the ignition and eased the throttle
back.




“Nothing,” said Jak. He could also now
clearly make out an LHC missile attached to the all terrain
vehicle. If the irate mercenary decided to lose his cool and launch
the banned weapon, they would all be vaporized.




Jak saw the Zeldok reach down the side of his
craft, trying to disconnect the safety clamp on the deadly
projectile only meters away from the rear of the Tempest.




“Try it again,” said Baxter.




Jak intensely repeated the procedure and
forced the throttle back.




This time, the engines boomed and the
velocity of the spacecraft tripled. Jak arched the ship upward from
the baked surface of the planet toward the dead cold of space. A
shockwave from below rumbled his ship slightly, but within a few
moments they were ten kilometres in the sky, heading for the
troposphere.




Jak figured the pirate had chosen to test his
own luck by getting ridiculously close to a powerful engine exhaust
system. His luck had run completely out the moment Baxter corrected
the problems with the system. The heat of the engines incinerated
both the mercenary and his vehicle, which in turn detonated his LHC
missile. The crystallized glass crater—all that was left of the
Zeldok mercenary—would soon be filled with blown sand and forgotten
forever.





Chapter Four




Rusty




Baxter had barely dug himself out of the junk
pile in the engine room before they broke out of the atmosphere and
emerged into the crisp black deadliness of space. He swept himself
off, took a look at the impossible clean up job, turned away from
it and headed back to the cockpit.




“I thought you were dead back there,” said
Jak.




“And you didn’t bother to go back there to
check. That’s nice.”




“Hey, someone’s gotta fly the ship.”




Jak turned and observed that Baxter had
sustained more physical damage in his repair job than he did facing
a giant dragon.




“So how are you doin’ anyway?” asked Jak.




“Good,” started Baxter, “except I can’t feel
my arms or legs.”




“Better beaten and bruised than dead. Right
pal?”




Baxter lowered himself slowly and carefully
into the chair in front of his station. He reviewed a few pieces of
information on his screen and checked their heading.




“Rusty’s?”




“Yep.”




***




Jak wasn’t sure about space. He didn’t hate
it, but he sure wasn’t in love with it. It was too cold, but it was
also too hot. It was calm sometimes, but relaxing to the point
where you might mistakenly fall asleep. Everything was far away,
yet every dangerous or threatening issue seemed to be far too
close. It was empty, but full of stuff that would kill you.




The ride to Rusty’s space station was silent
except for the various blips and beeps from the Tempest’s control
board. Jak, lost in his thoughts, was in no mood for conversation.
With imminent danger missing for the first time since the early
morning, his brain had allowed the depressing thoughts of money and
life to drip back into his mind.




The loss of the artifacts in the freighter
was really going to set them back. Jak had planned to make enough
cash to fix the ship, buy a few things and coast into retirement.
Or at least realistically be able to settle a few debts and move on
to the next job. He hoped that Rusty had a few leads, or maybe even
a hauling job he could give to them. Make at least a few bucks.
Fixing the ship now was going to be a much more expensive
production and although Rusty was a good friend, Jak doubted his
willingness, and ability, to provide repairs and hospitality on the
house.




Baxter’s thoughts were more focused on the
fact that they were flying a spacecraft in the vacuum of space with
defective engines, no working weapons and big holes in the hull.
Jak was a terrible welder. Baxter didn’t want to say it earlier,
but there was no way those patches Jak put in were going to
hold.




Baxter’s paranoia lightened up when the
ancient space station finally came into view through the cockpit
window.




Somewhere along the line a stray asteroid had
become ensnared in a long slow orbit around the distant Elvegan
star. Some engineering and destruction wizard had figured out a way
to blow the top off and implant a space station in its place. It
spread across the top of the asteroid in a symmetrical fashion with
eight spokes drawing out from the center of the station to the edge
of the rock. Each spoke ended in a domed structure where a ship
could enter through an opening hatch. What the base was originally
used for was unknown and inconsequential. Rusty had at some point
gained ownership of the object and made it his own. No one could
precisely date when Rusty had taken over management and it was
quite likely he was content to let that fact remain hazy.




“Request permission for landing,” said Jak
over the ship’s radio. Jak and Baxter went through their typical
landing preparation routine.




“Jak, glad to have you, my boy,” came a
jovial voice over the radio.




Jak never ceased to be amazed at how hard the
old guy worked. “Rusty, don’t you have any staff buddy? What are
you doing answering calls now too?”




Rusty’s abrupt laugh nearly blew their
speakers. “You can come in on platform six.”




Rusty’s voice alone had immediately lifted
their spirits as they began the decline toward the platform near
the edge of the station.




The structure was aged and well used.
Constant pummelling by radioactive gamma rays had tarnished the
station into a brownish grey color. The color of old. It was too
large to paint, although Rusty wouldn’t have painted it if he
could. His focus was functionality, wasting no care on
aesthetics.




The station was the size of a miniature town
and one of the busiest outposts in the galaxy of Azore’s Crown. It
was perpetually bustling with a varied clientele. Pirates, pilots,
mercenaries, prospectors, con-men, prostitutes, bounty hunters, and
even the odd Galactic Guard man were among the assortment of
characters frequenting the common man’s hang out.




Rusty’s establishment housed everything a low
class traveler could ask for. There were flophouse lodging units in
one of the buildings and a series of shops lining the inner circle
of the center structure. There were also a few bars splattered
throughout, which had all become quite notorious in recent times
for their entertainment, gambling and patron behaviour problems.
For the most part, the ruckuses were in good fun, amongst the
brotherly collection of misfits. There was, of course, the
occasional troublemaker who would get loaded and think he could
take on the galaxy. Jak had even helped Rusty apply fisticuffs a
few times when the going got tough.




Jak’s visit this time was not to take part in
these space shenanigans, but to get his ship fixed so he could get
back on his feet. Rusty had one of the widest selections of old
ship parts and equipment, with much of it salvaged from derelict
and abandoned crafts. Unlike the corporate companies who had only a
couple of parts for the new starship models, Rusty had everything.
You could ask him for a ‘Type E3 Plasmatic Junction Converter for a
J7465 Hover Vessel,’ and chances are he would disappear into the
storage room and emerge minutes later from the garbage piles with
the part in hand. The price would usually fluctuate depending on
your level of friendship with Rusty. Jak was banking on the fact
that he and Rusty went way back.




The repair staff at the outpost was second to
none. These guys had seen it all and fixed the rest. They were, for
the most part, as trustworthy as Rusty himself. Jak had put his
life in their hands before and wouldn’t hesitate to do so again.
Their ship needed the tender touch of a skilled technician now more
than ever.




Baxter made a few adjustments to the system
as they neared the domed structure at the end of one of the spokes.
Two large door panels began to move apart from each other, as the
dome beckoned the ship inside. Jak slowly and cautiously veered the
ship into the mouth of the open landing bay.




Baxter’s screen flashed on and off as he
activated the repulsor, which prevented the ship from crashing to
the floor in the station’s environment of artificial gravity. The
ship leisurely coasted down into the bay with its landing pads
extended. Baxter’s screen went totally black and this time it did
not come back on.




“I’d hurry and land this thing if I were
you,” warned Baxter, washing his hands of the situation.




“Hey, slow and steady, Bax.” Despite what Jak
said, he sped up slightly anyway. They were only a couple of meters
from the surface as Jak felt the repulsors strengthen to keep the
mass of the ship from crashing into the floor of the landing
platform.




With a distance of less than a meter from
touch down, Jak’s console shut down. So did everything else,
including the repulsors. The ship made the rest of the trip in a
split second with the assistance of the station’s gravity. A
thousand ton ship did not travel freely — even a few inches — to a
hard surface with silence and grace. The Tempest dropped awkwardly
into the landing bay floor, lurching crookedly to the left side as
some of the landing pads crumpled under the weight of the ship.
After a couple of hisses and whines the ship settled and all was
quiet.




Jak slapped aside the dead throttle and
turned to Baxter. “Well, we made it.”




“Barely.”




“We really couldn’t have picked a better
place for it to crap out.”




Baxter shook his head and said, “Judging by
the noises on that smooth ‘landing,’ we’re going to be here a long
time,”




“Better here than anywhere else,” said Jak,
“At least this is an excuse to keep Rusty from throwing us
out.”




“True.”




A knocking sound came from the bay door. Jak
and Baxter jumped to their feet and struggled to maintain their
balance on the crooked floor of the dark hallway, on their way
toward the exit. The power to the ship was dead, with only a few
emergency lights eerily casting light in all the wrong places.




Jak hit the door actuator and heard the quick
hiss as the pressure levels evened out between the station’s
environment and the ship’s. With a groan, the door opened and the
landing ramp started to lower, charged by only the weakened power
the ship had in its reserve batteries.




It didn’t help for long as the power ran out
half way through, leaving Jak and Baxter to force the door the rest
of the way up. Someone from the outside grabbed on to the ramp to
try to pull it the rest of the way down.




“You guys all right in there?” called a voice
from outside as the unseen assistance worked at lowering the
ramp.




“Yeah we’re good,” answered Jak, “How does
the ship look out there?”




The dock worker outside didn’t want to
respond. “Uh, that depends.” Jak heard the second guy laugh at the
question over the other’s answer.




Jak moved out onto the ramp and jumped a few
times to add his weight in the unceremonious attempt at opening the
door of the lifeless ship. With Jak’s stamping and the two workers
reefing, the ramp finally lowered, allowing Jak to make his way out
into the semi-fresh air of Rusty’s space station.




“Kent, good to see you.” Jak eagerly shook
the hand of the older of the two dock workers.




“You too man,” said Kent. “Hey Baxter.”




“Kent,” said Baxter, with a nod from the
ramp.




“This is Kingsley,” said Kent, motioning
toward the younger man who had helped him lower the ramp. “Jak
Phoenix here is the best low quality pirate in the galaxy.”




Jak reached in for a handshake with
Kingsley.




“So this is the prick who was laughing at my
ship.” Jak smiled while he crushed the young man’s hand.




“I’m sorry—”




“Don’t apologize kid, it makes you look
weak.”




Jak turned to look at the ship from the
outside and nearly passed out when he saw the condition. Many parts
of the ship were blackened from the damage inflicted by Murdock.
Nearly all the landing pads were compressed and bent into warped
shapes, with the leftmost pad crushed up into the ship. The
supports would likely be unable to retract into the ship if they
didn’t break loose at take-off. That is, if the ship could take
off, with the absence of any power.




“Any chance you could take a look at it and
see what she needs?” asked Jak. “And I don’t want to hear that I
need a new one.”




“Sure thing. Rusty wanted me to let you know
that he’s waiting for you in the Roadhouse.”




“All right...well we’ll chat soon. Let’s go,
Bax.”




Jak and Baxter headed to the doorway of the
large circular landing bay. The rough metallic walls showed the
signs of their age, with scratches and splatters of grease adding
to their character. Jak noticed a few burn marks on the wall and
for the first time considered himself lucky that at least his ship
wasn’t on fire.




The eight-inch-thick steelon door squealed as
it slid aside for them with reluctance. The motors strained to move
aside the heavy door, necessary to protect the station from the
occasional explosion or other inconvenience. They entered the
arched tunnel, leading into the heart of the station. The tunnel
walls were bleak and undecorated, leaving nothing to see as one
walked the fair length of the arm, reaching out from the center of
the station, to the edge of the asteroid. Another safety feature
when dealing with explosive materials; park the ships far away from
the people.




“So what do you think Rusty’s been up to?”
said Baxter. His voice echoed through the sterile tube.




“Probably been tangling with the Galactic
Guard lately I’d bet,” said Jak. “He said they were starting to
nose around a bit the last time we were here. I’d have to assume
it’s been getting worse. He doesn’t react well with authority.”




“Sounds like someone I know,’ said
Baxter.




They reached the end of the spire and entered
into the station through another thick door. The noise of bustle
and the smell of food and drinks and smoke hit them immediately as
they exited the tube. Merging in with the flow of people, they
headed around the ring, which made up the central hallway
surrounding the middle section of the station. They passed through
the crowds of various species. Humans, Kells, Trellians, and
countless other life forms filled out the hallways, visiting the
shops and bars, making underhanded dealings and above all, having
an enjoyable night.




Their progress was slowed many times as folks
recognized Jak and felt the need to stop him and engage in bouts of
back slapping and friendly insults. Baxter just gritted his teeth
each time and stayed quiet; never one to cause a disturbance. While
everyone recognized and wanted a piece of Jak, Baxter was nearly
trampled several times, going unnoticed to the point where he was
seemingly invisible.




They finally reached the Roadhouse and
entered the crowded bar. It was hot and sweaty and full of an air
of good humour — combined with drunkenness. Jak looked around and
spotted Rusty behind the bar. Manager, bartender, communications,
part sales, mechanic — Rusty would bounce amongst the station doing
odd jobs and participating in every possible aspect of the daily
goings-on.




Jak approached the bar with Baxter in tow.
Rusty was cleaning a glass with a rag while having an animated
conversation with a patron. When his eye eventually caught Jak’s he
shouted his name and bounded over to him. Even over the dark wooden
bar he was able to reach over and smother Jak with a friendly
hug.




“Jak, my boy,” he shouted as the manly
embrace turned in to a handshake, nearly crumbling Jak’s hand in
his huge palm. “How’ve you been?”




“Not bad.” Jak had to speak up to be heard
over the voices and music in the bar.




“Hey there, Baxter.”




“Rusty,” said Baxter with a nod.




Rusty’s expression changed as he focused in
on Jak and Baxter’s dirty tattered clothing.




“You look like hell.”




“Well I was fighting a dirt monster earlier,
so—”




“You two need drinks,” shouted Rusty
again.




Rusty was a huge man. Not necessarily fat,
just large all around. He looked much older than Jak, but no one
really knew his age. He was loud, animated and excitable.




Rusty shouted a few things to the second bar
man, who came back with two glasses filled with a two toned liquid.
The top half was blue and the bottom half was green. He must have
been in an extra good mood today. Usually he stuck to the
basics.




“Here you go, boys,” said Rusty. “Two
Criterians. Brand new drink.” He handed one to Jak and one to
Baxter.




Jak took a sip off the top of his glass. It
was sweet, but extremely strong. “So how have you been?”




“Great as always,” replied Rusty. “Been
really busy around here.”




“This is the busiest I’ve seen this place,
that’s for sure.”




“Aye,” said Rusty. “Of course there’ve been a
few problems poppin’ up here and there.”




Jak was immediately defensive on behalf of
his friend. “Like what?”




Rusty backtracked and brushed the comment
off. “We can talk about that later, my boy,” The smile returned to
his face. “You guys both look like buried corpses. Have a few
drinks, on me, then go and get some rest.”




“Our ship has no power, so we were wondering
if—”




“Ah!” interrupted Rusty as Jak jogged his
memory. He reached into a pocket in his apron, withdrew two key
cards and tossed them down onto the bar. “You’re stayin’ here, and
it’s on me. Now go and kick back and have some fun. We’ll talk in
the morning after you two are settled in.”




Jak grabbed the two keys and tossed one
behind to Baxter.




“Have I mentioned before how much I like
coming here?” Jak was also now grinning and willing to put off his
troubles for another night.




Rusty slapped the bar. “Many times, my boy.”
He turned and moved down the bar, grabbed a few glasses and started
another loud conversation with a recognized customer.




Jak turned to face Baxter, who was all but
sleepwalking by now.




“You can take off if you want,” said Jak,
“I’m gonna hang out here. Just for a little bit.”




As soon as Jak finished talking, he was swept
away with another group of acquaintances who went through the
required round of greeting procedures.




Baxter looked at his key card and dumped back
his drink. He sat his glass down and headed out of the bar for a
well deserved sleep.




After making a few passes back and forth
across the bar, Jak realized he knew far more people than he
should. After three or four of the blue and green things and
another ten strong beers, everyone was his friend. The flirting
with the girls began when he’d talked to just about every male in
the bar.




Jak realized he had reached the point where
the drinks started tasting bitter and his judgment was
non-existent. It was time to turn in for the night.




His stumbling start toward the door was
interrupted by the tall blue haired cutie talking to a group of
girls, who he thought had seemed rather impressed by him earlier.
He still planned on going to bed, but why sleep alone?




In the dark bar, he couldn’t even be
absolutely sure she was really that good looking. In reality, the
haze in the bar, coupled with the haze in his head, prevented him
from confirming that she was anything but a female, (hopefully),
with long hair.




He stumbled over to the girl. In Jak’s mind
it was going to be so smooth.




“Hey baby, why don’t you come upstairs and
stay the night?” he slurred. “It’ll be on me.” He didn’t really
even know what he said but he hoped it was good.




“Get lost, you filthy idiot,” was the
response, followed by a harsh slap to Jak’s face.




The attention of some of the bar-goers was
diverted over to the altercation. Rusty quickly calmed the
situation, taking Jak under his arm and guiding him out the door
into the hallway. He led Jak to a nearby elevator and motioned for
a few station workers to assist.




“Can you see that Jak gets to his room
alright?” asked Rusty.




One of the workers guided him onto the
elevator.




“Which floor, Jak?” asked his guide.




Jak mumbled something incoherent. His eyes
were nearly closed and his head was down. The guide grabbed the
room key out of Jak’s hand and input the correct floor into the
elevator controls. As the door swished closed, Rusty smiled
wide.




“Attaboy, Jak.”





Chapter Five




Risen and Shining




When Jak woke up he felt great. That is,
until the act of standing up from his bed triggered an overwhelming
feeling of nausea. When he took one step toward the bathroom, an
eye watering headache kicked in. He entered the bathroom and looked
at himself in the mirror above the sink. Jak was embarrassed at his
condition. He looked and felt like he had been trampled by hobos.
His mouth was dry and it tasted like he had been eating poison. He
turned on the faucet and splashed the cloudy water in his face a
few times.




With a dripping face and out of control hair,
he shuffled himself back into the main room to get a bearing on his
situation. The lights, which had automatically brightened in the
room, told him it was the morning. Looking out the window showcased
only the blackness of space. The lack of day or night when you were
off-planet was disorienting for some people. Jak lived aboard a
ship, where they kept the illusion of day and night regulated for
the benefit of their sleep and sanity. The room had been set to
Jak’s perception of a day, which probably helped prevent him from
being sick on the floor.




Jak took a quick look around the room that he
did not remember entering. He also didn’t seem to remember lying
down in a bed last night, although it had been quite comfortable.
The room was of a higher calibre than Jak had seen during past
visits to Rusty’s. Clean walls and nothing broken.




It couldn’t have worked out better. Things
had gone utterly wrong yesterday and appeared to be going
uncharacteristically well since they had reached the station.




Jak realized he was only wearing his filthy
undershirt and shorts. His torn and dirty clothes were folded in a
pile on a small couch in the room. They were indistinguishable from
garbage. Beside them was a folded fresh set of clothes as if to
offer him the choice between them or his rags. Rusty had gone way
beyond the call of duty this time.




Jak headed back into the bathroom and stepped
into the shower stall without bothering to take off his remaining
clothes. He flipped on the hot water and let it soak him. The
sensation of the wonderful heated water cleaning off the days of
grime would have been the best moment of his life had his head not
been spinning so terribly.




When Jak stepped out of the shower he felt
like a new man. He briefly considered putting on the old clothes,
before coming to his senses and suiting up in the fresh dark brown
and black set of clothes. As he was about to sit down again the
doorbell sounded, so Jak walked over to the door and pressed the
button to slide the door aside with a squeak.




“Good morning, sir,” said the young uniformed
man. Jak figured he was a station aide of some kind. “Rusty wanted
me to let you know he’s down in the restaurant having breakfast
right now.”




Jak nearly gagged at the thought of food,
even though he had not eaten in what seemed like days.




Jak tried to steady his dizzy head and retain
focus. He put one hand on the steel door frame to stabilize himself
while his other hand made its way up to his face to cover his eyes
in an attempt to slow the rotation of the room. “Yeah, okay.”




“I think he meant he wanted you to join
him.”




“Of course,” said Jak from behind his hand.
“Be more specific next time.”




Jak let the door close and stepped back into
the center of the room. He really had nothing to do and could have
very well walked down to the dining area with the aide, but he
didn’t feel like experiencing the awkwardness of that journey,
after he had just made enemies with the young man due to the high
frustration levels created when trying to carry on a conversation
about food while trying to avoid being painfully ill.




He waited a few minutes then headed out of
his room and into the hallway, toward the elevator. He pressed the
down button and entered, as the doors came open. Jak hit the button
to take him to the main level and the doors slid closed.




Just as they were about to seal together, a
hand slipped through the steel doors, preventing their closure and
causing them to reopen. As luck would have it, the same aide
entered the elevator and made eye contact with Jak. Jak gave him a
sheepish nod as he stood beside him. The disorientation from the
decline of the elevator was nearly enough to drop Jak to his knees.
He held on to the walls of the elevator in an artificially
nonchalant way. This was going to be a great day.




When they reached the end of the seemingly
never-ending elevator journey, both men emerged into the traffic of
the already busy atmosphere of the station. Jak walked toward the
restaurant, glad to get away from the uncomfortable situation at
last.




He entered the restaurant and saw Rusty at a
table with a big plate full of food. Beside him sat Baxter, who was
already filling his face with the various breakfast foods.




“Good morning, Jak,” shouted Rusty, in an
unnecessarily loud voice.




The last thing Jak wanted to do was sit down
with people at a table of food. “Hey guys.”




Jak pulled out a chair and joined the table.
Just as soon as he’d sat down, a plate of meat and eggs was thrust
under his face. He quickly pushed it into the middle of the table
as if it were an explosive. A waitress took the hint and came by to
pick up the plate.




“What’s the matter lad?” asked Rusty. “Not
hungry this morning?” Jak didn’t miss the mile-wide smile on
Rusty’s face.




“No, I just don’t eat breakfast.”




Jak looked over at Baxter. The man's eating
habits were bringing Jak to the verge of sickness.




Jak held the side of his head in an attempt
to disperse the pressure. “Maybe I could get a coffee.”




Rusty signalled for one of the waitresses,
who brought over a tray of coffee and tea with a couple types of
milk, sugar and creams. Jak grabbed a mug that was already filled
with coffee.




“Now this better be standard coffee,” said
Jak to no one in particular. “Nothing exotic.”




Jak mixed himself a coffee with a high sugar
concentration and took a sip. Not bad, he thought, as the warm
drink brought life back into his body.




“Thanks for all this,” said Jak.




“It’s nothing, my boy. And your ship is
coming along nicely as well. Cyan and Kent tell me they’re almost
ready to throw the main power back on.”




“Great...” said Jak as he finished a sip of
coffee and returned the cup to the table, “...but what’s going
on?”




Jak knew Rusty was generous, but he was
beginning to sense that there was something afoot. It wasn’t that
he didn’t appreciate all of it. Part of Jak just wanted to coast
along with everything and avoid any serious discussions while they
repaired themselves and their ship, but the practical side of Jak
came forth and figured it would be better to find out the actual
status of the situation, before getting in any deeper.




Rusty poorly acted out an air of
bewilderment. “What do you mean?”




“Hey, I can’t thank you enough, but I’m not
stupid Rusty. You’re running a business here and you’ve set us up
here like kings with no—”




“Murdock’s been nosing around,” said Baxter
in between fork loads of Stelanian sausage.




“What?” asked Jak, turning to Rusty.
“When?”




Despite Rusty’s hardened exterior, Jak could
sense he was more than a little embarrassed to be discussing the
topic. Jak also knew that Rusty would have flattened a scrawny
nuisance like Murdock in a heartbeat, back in his younger days.
Rusty was looking at his plate, his loud and proud demeanour
gone.




“He came around a couple of weeks ago,” said
Rusty. “After what he did to you a few years ago on Perdidos, I
threw him out on his ass.”




“That’s nothing,” interrupted Jak. “Did you
hear about the dragon?”




“Yeah, I’ve heard. Baxter filled me in this
morning.” Rusty took a small bite of food and continued. “Well, a
few weeks ago he dropped by and started threatening me.”




“With what?” asked Jak. His blood was
starting to boil.




“Basically, he wanted me to cut him in on the
profits of the station. I refused, of course, but before he left he
threatened to bring the rest of the Galactic Guard in and ruin the
place. Or, soak up all of my money. A few bad guys with Guard ties
have been dropping by from time to time.”




Jak’s run-ins with the Galactic Guard were
frequent, since Murdock had signed on. The Guard was essentially a
makeshift police force that had been created by a few of the
planets with more powerful positions in Azore’s Crown. Like all
bureaucratic establishments they had the desire for power, and with
that came the necessity for control.




The governments of these planets had come to
the realization that they could not possibly drum up the amount of
resources needed to create an official group to enforce their
policies. Armies were out of the question — too expensive. When it
came to the point where the world leaders were required to actually
work together, it became clear that maintaining a constant level of
communication between planets light years away was much harder than
it seemed, when dealing with people who are not really all that
skilled at listening.




In the end, they had little need for their
own military force, since there were so many pilots who had made
their way out into space in hopes of discovery and prosperity.
Unfortunately necessity and greed morphed many of them into a breed
who would sell their own sisters for a little bit of cash. This
played perfectly into the hands of the planets that sponsored the
Galactic Guard.




In order to create the force, they simply had
to put out a call for any pirate, mercenary, traitor or lowlife
with a ship that could be used jointly by both the owner and the
Guard when needed. This essentially created an army of privateer
vessels that anyone could join, as long as you had a decent ship
and a heart of stone. The prize would be money and protection. The
cost would be living with the completion of the deeds of oppression
for a group of clueless leaders. It might be moving a settlement by
force one week and something as petty as stealing water the next
week. The Guard’s new focus quickly became wealth, as the greed
combined with the desire for impossible supremacy.




The result in the end was laughable when it
came to the actual logistics, but somewhat frightening to honest
people. No one really knew what anyone else was doing and no one
cared. The pilots bullied their way into income while flying the
flag of immunity. When the governments saw how much money could be
generated in their semi-organized crime syndicate they turned the
other cheek when the crews went out and found their own work in
between the sparse official missions.




“Do you think they’re gonna move in here and
take over?” asked Jak. “I figure the big wigs have lost control of
these guys by now. They’re just flying around starting fights and
pick-pocketing. There’s no way these idiots would know how to run a
space station. Especially one as classy as this.”




Rusty was able to squeeze out a small grin
through his worried look. “They seem to be sizing the place up and
I’m pretty sure Murdock was serious. He seems to be going from
being a traitorous ass into an actual problem.”




“Well that is his strong suit, isn’t it.”




“I think he’s getting in over his head,” said
Rusty, “One of my contacts told me that he’s been dealing with
Captain Cartrite.”




Jak and Baxter shared a nervous glance and
Baxter stopped eating.




“Well then he’s a fool,” said Jak. “A dead
fool. Cartrite will eat a weasel like that for breakfast.” Jak’s
stomach bubbled at his own mention of eating and breakfast. “He’ll
murder his own crew if they disappoint him.”




“And,” continued Rusty, “to make matters
worse, your trip to Scoparia for those little artifacts generated
more interest than you thought. I even heard a couple of folks
around here talking about how you and Baxter were going out on that
grab. Murdock obviously found out about it too and from what I’ve
heard, he had some contact with Cartrite around the same time. Our
old pal Dodge just saw him out in the Nossus system. We think he’s
headed out to the Squalid Sector to meet up with Cartrite.”




Jak took a moment to absorb what he had heard
and process it through his cloudy head.




“Okay,” said Jak. “Let’s say that he is going
out there to make a deal with Cartrite. What do we care? He’ll get
shot and then we’ll be done with him.”




“He’s got your score from the freighter,
Jak.”




“What does Cartrite want with old dusty
relics? This guy eliminates entire colonies for cash and I honestly
don’t care enough to go chasing after them.”




Rusty acted genuinely disappointed. “I’m
surprised at you, my boy. It’s not like you to let something like
this go. Especially when it involves your old friend Murdock.”




“No point in getting ourselves killed,” added
Baxter, wiping his face with a cloth in completion of his meal.
“I’m sure we can figure out a better way to make some money.”




“For once I agree with Baxter,” said Jak.




“Where’s your spirit?” Rusty was
determined.




“Wait a second,” said Jak. “Why do you care
so much?”




“Well—”




“You want us to go out there and steal back
his haul,” interrupted Jak. “Don’t you? Get the artifacts back,
sell them off and beat some sense into Murdock.”




“Now this sounds like we may have a plan
forming,” said Rusty. He was becoming reenergized with the talk of
the rebellious behaviour.




“Oh and I’m sure you’ll want a big cut of the
profits,” said Jak.




“Well,” started Rusty with a smirk, “I am
taking care of you guys right now.”




Jak rolled his eyes.




“And, I’m fixing your ship.”




Jak let out a breath of defeat.




“Come on Phoenix,” Rusty said loudly. “You
know you don’t want to let Murdock off easy for this.”




“What do you want me to do?” asked Jak.
“Punch him and tell him to leave you alone? He’ll just bring in his
buddies even sooner. And, he’ll be more pissed off about it
too.”




“No, I don’t think so.” Baxter felt like
chiming in. “Remember, these guys aren’t actually friends with each
other. They just work together for convenience. If we humiliated
him and busted up his ship at the same time, I’d bet the other
captains in the guard would want to distance themselves from him.
They don’t want to be involved with dead weight.”




Jak and Rusty both looked to Baxter,
surprised with his unexpectedly courageous input.




Rusty as he slammed his fist into the table
and shouted, “Baxter’s got it.” Jak knew Rusty was a good
salesperson, picking up on the nuances of the conversation.




Jak looked over to Baxter. “Thanks.”




“No, really,” said Baxter. “I think it’s time
we show Murdock that in this galaxy, we are the best at stealing
back things that we were going to steal first.”




Jak gave him a dead stare.




“So what do you say, Jak?” asked Rusty. “I’d
be forever in your debt.”




Jak held his chin and looked down at the
table before taking a large gulp of his coffee.




“I’m assuming you know something I don’t
about these artifacts,” said Jak. “We wouldn’t be running across
the Crown on a revenge mission, if they weren’t worth a lot more
than what you would get from a collector for a couple of museum
pieces.”




“You bring ‘em back to me and I’ll take care
of them. I’ve already got a few people inquiring.”




“We’ll need some gear.”




“You know I’ve got junk all over this
place.”




“And guns.”




“Of course,” said Rusty. “It is a revenge
mission after all.”




“And, we might as well throw a few upgrades
at the Tempest.”




“Already started.”




Jak took another sip of coffee and finally
said, “Alright.”




Rusty slapped Jak across the back and grunted
some kind of celebratory noise, spilling much of the rest of Jak’s
coffee. He was smiling ear to ear.




“Let’s go check on your ship,” said
Rusty.




“You got anything to eat first?” asked Jak.
“I’m starving.”





Chapter Six




Cyan




After Jak filled up on the greasy breakfast
foods available in the eatery, he headed back out into the bustle
of the station aside Rusty and Baxter. At this point his headache
had subsided a little, but would come and go in pulses. Next time
he drank with Rusty, he’d stick to the standards and avoid the
colourful stuff.




The three pals made their way through the
crowded ring of the station, past the shops, past the various life
forms and back through the thick steel door leading toward landing
platform six.




“I think you’re gonna be pleasantly surprised
my friend,” said Rusty, his loud voice echoing through the long
rounded tunnel. “They’ve made wonderful progress. Cyan has really
been a huge help.”




“So I’m getting the premium service?”




“Yep,” answered Rusty, “but don’t worry, you
can owe me.”




“Perfect,” said Jak, shaking his head.




The smell of burnt metal and plastic and fuel
hit them as the doors at the end of the tunnel slid open for them.
The clanging sounds of repair echoed throughout the domed
structure. Several repairmen were about, fixing modules and units
which Jak didn’t recognize and shuffling parts back and forth. Jak
got about two steps from the door before he halted in response to
his first sight of the ship. While he was not easily dazzled, the
quick progress on the repair of his baby was adequate to freeze
him.




The first thing he noticed was the large
heavy duty jacks placed under parts of the ship to level it out
where the landing gear had collapsed. Two of the landing gear had
been totally removed and some of the others had already been
straightened and set properly into the ship’s body. Kent was busy
welding in a panel over one of the severely damaged areas. Rusty’s
staff had even cleaned some of the black burn marks from their
earlier scuffles, making the ship a more uniform color. In some
spots it was even shining.




Rusty turned around from a couple steps ahead
to find Jak. “You coming?”




“Yeah, sorry.”




“I want to show you a few things,” said
Rusty.




Jak caught up and they walked around to the
starboard side of the ship where Rusty pointed out the various
cosmetic fixes and described the healed injuries of the Tempest.
They walked around to the front of the ship where Jak immediately
spotted an addition.




“We got these babies off a Slane Cruiser,”
said Rusty. He patted the heavy titanium cylinders affectionately.
“Two cannons, one on each side. Your old guns were holding on by a
thread, so we ripped them off and figured you’d like these
instead.”




The large cannons weren’t in the greatest
shape, likely sourced from a derelict ship, but they would help out
nicely in a jam and if nothing else gave the impression that their
ship was fierce.




They circled around the front of the ship and
proceeded to walk over to the entrance ramp, which was still open
to allow access for the repair crew. The inside of the ship was
unevenly lit from a series of portable service lamps. The mechanics
hadn’t dared turn on the ship’s power until a full inspection was
complete, with the goal in preventing an explosion or massive
electrical death charge. Jak saw a shadow on the inside wall of
someone approaching the door hatch.




The young woman that came into view in front
of the three men startled Jak in that she was the last thing he
would have expected to be aboard. She walked a few steps down the
ramp and stopped as if to maintain her position on the high
ground.




To say she was beautiful would have been an
insult, for she had the kind of emanating beauty which made it
difficult for an observer to breathe. Her exquisite appearance was
able to shine through the grime and filth she had gotten herself
into while performing whatever repairs she had been doing on the
ship. Jak figured she was a few years younger than him, if her race
did indeed age at the same rate as his.




The girl observed the men with indifference
while she cleaned off her graceful hands with a dirty cloth. She
wore a black tank top and dark beige pocket-covered pants, held on
by a leather tool belt. Her long satiny dark blue hair was styled
in a way which would make it impossible for one to guess she was a
mechanic. The front was swept over to the right while the rest was
pinned back and flowing freely down her back.




Oh no.




“We might as well get over the awkwardness
now,” she said, eyeing Jak. “I am the one you harassed last
night.”




Jak caught Baxter and Rusty eyeballing him
and for once no response came to him. He would never have admitted
that if he would have run into that girl sober last night, he would
have been afraid to talk to her. He hoped nothing else was going to
come flying back into his memory throughout the day.




“My name is Cyan, if you want to refer to me
as something other than baby.”




Jak was caught up in analyzing her curves and
form. Her high cheek bones formed a gorgeous face even with the
stray smears of carbon and grease. Her eyes matched the color of
her hair. What did she say her name was?




Rusty snapped Jak back into focus. “Meet my
newest mechanic. Her parents were old friends of the family. She
just got here a little while ago and has been doing unbelievable
work. Cyan, meet Jak and Baxter.”




“Your ship is a real piece of crap,” she
said. “But,” she continued as it looked like Jak was about to
respond, “we’re about to throw the main power back on and with any
luck the ship won’t detonate. You’re welcome to join.” She turned
and walked back into the ship’s hallway.




Jak nearly passed out as she turned and
allowed him the view of the back of her shaped and firm body.
Something told him to follow as he started toward the ramp. What
did she say she was doing?




Rusty and Baxter shared a glance and followed
Jak into the ship. They met up with Cyan at the end of a hallway in
the dimly lit engine room. She entered the doorway and kicked some
of the unidentifiable items on the floor out of her way in order to
make a path to the control panel.




“Here goes nothing,” said Cyan.




She grabbed on to the heavy main power
breaker and forced it up with ease. Two seconds later a clunk
echoed through the ship and a low hum began. The lights flickered
on and the slight hum, which Jak and Baxter never really noticed
due to its persistence, steadied.




With the lights growing brighter, Jak could
see the disaster of a mess in the engine room. Nearly everything
was strewn about and the contents of every shelf were dumped onto
the floor. Cyan took a look around with an expression of disgust
mixed with some amusement.




“And this is how you keep your engine room?”
she asked.




Baxter tried to take some of the focus off
Jak. “Actually, we were in a bit of a battle and I guess I knocked
a few things over.”




Cyan gave Baxter a fake smile. “Well then I
guess you can start cleaning it up.” She forced her way between the
men and walked out the door of the engine room.




Jak noticed how a little perspiration had
given the smooth skin of her exposed shoulders a slight sheen in
the newly bright light. Her arms were thin, with a faint definition
of muscle. The few out of place silky hairs on her head just added
to her appeal. She smelled like fruit. Who smells like fruit when
they are sweating and working on a ship?




“You alright, Jak?” asked Rusty, well aware
of his current status. He didn’t respond. “Jak?”




Jak shook himself out of the daze as he
looked down the hallway, even though Cyan was no longer in
sight.




“So what are we doing?” asked Jak.




“Going up to the cockpit to reboot the
system, I’d assume,” said Baxter. He then also forced his way
between the other two and headed down the hallway toward the
cockpit.




In the cockpit, Cyan opened up a panel on the
wall exposing the various electronic control modules of the main
computer.




“You have to switch on the kernel backup
first, then throw on the capacitance regulator,” said Baxter.




“I thought that looked a little different,”
said Cyan, in a nicer tone of understanding.




“I added a couple of redundant systems that
run parallel to the master, to help with the many buffer overflows
we get from this old computer.”




Jak and Rusty looked at each other as if to
confirm silently that they both had no idea what the other two were
talking about.




Cyan bent forward to check the rack of
equipment a little closer. She ran her finger from the top to the
bottom, analyzing each module as her fingertip passed over it.




“Not a bad idea,” she said quietly, “with
what you have to work with here.” She flicked the switches on the
panels Baxter had mentioned and waited for their status indicator
lights to turn green.




“Hey honey,” said Jak. “This is my ship. And
it’s been able to get us through some pretty bad situations.”




Cyan ignored Jak, located the main computer
switch and depressed it. The lights dimmed slightly for a second or
two, then returned to their correct level. Baxter’s computer screen
came on with a sequence of progress bars as the system went through
its boot cycle and tested itself.




“Greetings, Jak,” came the feminine voice of
the Tempest over what seemed to Jak like every speaker in the ship.
“Welcome back...Self tests are now in progress.”




For the first time, Cyan made direct eye
contact with Jak.




“Well, Captain,” she said, “I see you chose
the woman’s voice. How original.”




She again rushed her way past the men and out
of the cramped cockpit. She walked to the ramp and exited the ship
with an intense focus on the next job at hand.




“Sorry, but when she gets her mind on
something, there’s no stopping her,” said Rusty with enjoyment over
the mistreatment of Jak.




“She’s delightful,” said Jak. It might not
have been sarcasm.




“She’s already thrown half this ship back
together for you guys,” said Rusty. He couldn’t sense if Jak’s
attitude was one of hatred or attraction.




Jak was flabbergasted. He still wasn’t even
sure how much time had passed since he saw her on the loading ramp.
How could such a gorgeous girl have torn through the broken carcass
of his ship and got it running in less than a day? It would have
taken Baxter and himself a week to figure out where to start and
another week to fix their mistakes after they made the wrong
decision. He had never seen a girl like this before, especially as
a grease monkey in a rough space station. It remained to be seen if
her attitude was on par with her extraordinary figure and mind.
What was her problem?







Chapter Seven




Sorting Some Things Out




Throughout the day, solid progress was made
on the repairs and enhancements to the ship. Baxter and Kent worked
together on an engine overhaul while Cyan made sure everything ran
smoothly, interjecting and performing the job herself whenever
something did not. The kid, Kingsley, was the runner, gathering
parts and shuffling tools back and forth. Rusty worked on his
regular day-to-day duties on the station. Jak worked hard at trying
to look busy.




Rusty had requested that everyone meet
together for a dinner that evening. By that time, the overhaul was
mostly complete and the ship was running better than ever. It
looked like a different spacecraft than the one Jak brought
crashing into the landing bay the day before. Everyone separated
and went back to their respective quarters to scrub the grease from
underneath their fingernails. Jak had a shower and met Baxter
before going down to the Roadhouse.




“What did you think of Cyan?” asked Jak as
they descended in the elevator.




Baxter carefully considered his words before
beginning with, “Smart...Hot as hell...” He thought further.
“Bitchy. She’s just the way you like them. Except for the smart
part of course.”




Jak gave him a resentful look and waited for
the elevator doors to slide open. Coincidentally, they walked out
of the lift at the same time Cyan was walking down the hallway on
her way to the bar.




“Hey Baxter,” she said as he kept walking
past them.




Baxter proudly looked at Jak. “I think she
likes you.” He barely managed to get the words out before erupting
into laughter. Jak punched him in the arm.




Cyan had cleaned herself up and was wearing a
form fitted long-sleeved shirt and pants, which accented her
perfect figure. Jak noted how the heads of the station’s other
visitors turned to follow her down the hall. He was in the perfect
viewing position, directly behind her. Jak nearly tripped over his
own feet at least twice.




Jak and Baxter sat down in the last two
adjacent seats around the circular table. Cyan took an empty seat
on the opposite side. Rusty, Kent and Kingsley had joined as well
and were already going on with their various conversations.




One of Rusty’s waitresses came over and
dropped off a few plates of fried food. Jak was glad the food was
deep fried, since even weirdo alien foods tasted the same after
five minutes in the deep fryer with oil unchanged for the last few
years. This way one didn’t have to pick through the stomach turners
and nightmare foods. Everyone was supplied with a large mug of
Rusty’s home brew.




Rusty tapped his glass with his fork and
said, “Attention everyone.” His voice carried over the others
without even trying to speak loudly. He lifted his clear glass mug,
urging everyone else to lift their own. “Here is a toast to all of
you, for your hard work and blood and sweat over fixing Jak’s
junk.”




Everyone clinked their glasses over the
center of the table.




“And here is to the riches Jak will be
bringing back here.”




Everyone clinked their glasses again.




“Easy, Rusty,” said Jak. “No pressure,
okay?”




“Aye,” said Rusty with a huge laugh.




Kent spoke up. “The ship should be ready to
go tomorrow. I’ve got a few final diagnostics to do on it and I’m
gonna take it out for a quick spin in the morning to check a few
things. When are you guys planning on taking off?”




“Probably very shortly,” answered Jak, “if
not tomorrow. I don’t want to get too far in debt with the old man
here.”




The first in a series of laughs flowed around
the table and the good natured conversations and elbow jabbing
continued throughout the night, increasing in relation to the
growing pile of empty glasses on the table.




Jak went up to the crowded bar to stretch his
legs and get another drink. The bartender caught his ear for a
couple of minutes, delaying Jak’s return to the table long enough
to cross Cyan’s path, on her way to the bar. It irritated Jak when
she ordered a drink from the bartender and turned around to wait
for it with her back to the bar as if to observe the crowd. She was
three feet from Jak and hadn’t said a word, let alone acknowledged
his existence. This was the problem with beautiful women, he
thought. They think they are too good for the universe. Jak knew he
had fought far deadlier foes than her.




“What is your problem with me?” he asked.




“Who says I have a problem?” she said in
response without bothering to break her view of room to look at
him. She replied with a question. Jak hated that.




“Listen honey, I—”




In the blink of an eye Cyan had stepped over
and turned to face Jak up close, making an intense and threatening
eye contact.




“Listen, buddy,” she began, with what would
have sounded to most like hatred, “I think it’s you who has the
problem.”




With the girl inside of his personal space,
Jak could for the first time see her sparkling blue eyes clearly
and he realized she still smelled like fruit. Maybe not fruit, but
some kind of fruit blossom or something. He couldn’t decide if he
was very turned on or very scared of her. He was starting to think
that this girl was nuts.




“Look, I’m not gonna apologize for last
night. It won’t help. So instead, I’m gonna pretend this isn’t
happening right now and introduce myself like we’ve never met
before.” Jak stuck out his free hand. “I’m Jak Phoenix and it’s a
pleasure to meet you. I’d prefer if no one gets hurt here
tonight.”




She looked at him and then at his
outstretched hand. In the back of his mind, Jak was afraid she was
going to break it. But, something in her seemed to soften ever so
slightly, as her scowl morphed into a thin smile. She decided to
play along and reach out to shake his hand.




“I’m Cyan,” she said, “and I’d prefer to not
have to hurt you.”




Jak could now see that her fierce demeanour
was a mask. This was the way she kept guys away. She thought he was
an idiot and was afraid to let her guard down. Either the beer, or
something he said, had cracked her tough shell a bit. He felt the
tension of the room disintegrate as he finally broke through her
armour of anger.




The bartender arrived with her drink, so she
stepped aside and took the glass. She gave Jak a slight nod and
headed back to the table. Even the relaxed look in Cyan’s eyes made
it very clear that she could easily kill him if she needed to. He
shared a quick confused glance with the bartender and headed back
to the table, sat down and was greeted by a slap on the back from
Rusty.




“So Jak,” he said so everyone could hear, “I
have a question for you.”




“Okay, shoot,” Jak replied. He mistakenly
made eye contact with Cyan and she looked away.




“How would you feel about taking these guys
out with you on this mission as a crew?”




Jak took a long sip of his drink. Rusty had
attempted to wait until Jak was liquored up to pop his question. He
had made the mistake of overestimating Jak’s intake. Due to the
heavy night before, he had only slowly nursed a few drinks tonight
and was absolutely clear headed.




Jak swallowed his drink, put his glass down
and simply said, “No way.”




“Come on my boy, these three are some of the
best characters I know.”




“I’m sure they are,” said Jak. “And that’s
the reason they aren’t coming. No offence to you guys,” he
continued, using his glass to point to Kent, Cyan and Kingsley,
“but I’m not gonna be responsible for dragging any of you out for a
fight with a guy you barely know. Besides, I work alone.”




“What about Baxter?” asked Cyan.




“I work alone with Baxter.” Jak paused and
saw the perplexed faces around the table. “What’s so
confusing?”




Deep down, Jak appreciated the offer. Kent
was getting older and his home was in the mechanic shop, in a
stationary position fixing ships. Kingsley was a kid he hardly
knew. Cyan was a potential psychopath, who probably had no interest
in going anyway. Beside that, he wasn’t going out there to command
a ship. He was going out to fly a ship and make ridiculous last
minute decisions. He was irresponsible and comfortable with that
fact, when it only risked himself, and maybe Baxter, but not when
it would put others who had helped him in harm’s way. He realized
they would probably think he was a callous jerk, but he was
prepared to accept the stigma if it didn’t get them involved.




Jak had always worked alone when he first
started running missions out in Azore’s Crown. His first partner
had been Murdock, in a segment of his life which had ended in near
disaster. Reluctantly he had brought Baxter with him on a few
missions and it had seemed to work out. Death defying escapades had
created a bond between them, which resulted in Baxter staying on
the ship. Deep down, Jak considered Baxter his only true
friend.




“Are you sure you’re gonna be alright out
there?” asked Rusty.




“Yes.” Jak took another long drink of his
beer. Rusty made great stuff.




“Murdock’s been lucky against you lately, you
know,” said Rusty. Jak realized Rusty had screened and chosen his
words as carefully as possible.




Jak put his drink down. “What are you saying?
That I won’t be able to take care of Murdock?”




“No, no, no, my boy, that’s not it at all.
I’m just looking out for you, that’s all. Can I change your
mind?”




“Absolutely not.”




“Then I won’t mention it again,” said Rusty.
He knew when Jak’s mind was made up and there was no sense in
continuing once his decision was final. Jak nodded in
appreciation.




“Now let me guess,” said Jak to the others at
the table, “you guys are all pissed at me now, aren’t you?”




They all smiled and shook off the comment,
trying to assure Jak that he hadn’t offended them.




“We thought this sounds like a suicide
mission anyway,” said Kent. “Especially with you at the wheel.”




“I’d much rather stay here than get in that
ship of yours,” said Cyan.




“Hey Kingsley,” said Jak to the young man,
“you haven’t said anything all night.”




Kingsley gave a self-conscious laugh in
response.




“Say something kid, you’re making me
nervous.”




“This is the part when you make fun of Jak,”
explained Rusty with a laugh. “Or Baxter,” he added.




Baxter had found a plate of some type of hot
wings and was busy eating. He figured there was no need to say
anything. They seemed to be working this one out quite well on
their own.




“I’ll grab you guys another round on Rusty
here,” said Jak. Rusty laughed, mimed a physical injury and laughed
again. “But, I’m gonna take off and get some sleep, so I’m good and
limber for our take-off tomorrow.” He caught Cyan in another glance
held for just a little too long. Jak turned to face Rusty directly
and spoke in a lower volume. “Is it all right if we meet in you
shop tomorrow morning? I need to restock my weapon supply.”




Rusty shook Jak’s hand again. “See you then.”
Jak nodded in reply.




He stood up and received a few parting waves
from the table. Baxter raised a hot wing. Jak went to the bar,
ordered a round for the table as promised and headed out. He
couldn’t get over how smooth he was.





Chapter Eight




Take-Off




Jak woke up in the bed in his quarters aboard
the Tempest. He had originally gone back to his room on the
station, but after being unable to fall asleep for two hours, he
decided to head back to the ship. He played with his computer for a
while and checked a few reports. The familiarity relaxed him and he
eventually went back to his own bed and drifted into a hearty
sleep.




“Jak!” A voice shouted in the silence of the
ship and it nearly gave him heart failure.




He threw the sheets off, put on some clothes
and ran toward the loading ramp where Kingsley had called from.




Jak rubbed his eyes. “What is it?”




“Rusty wants you in his shop.”




“Is it something important?” asked Jak. He
had mentioned he was coming down, but why would Rusty wake him up
for it?




“Yes, he’s got some info about Murdock that
he needs you to hear.”




“Alright.”




While Jak did up a few last buttons on his
shirt, he and Kingsley walked at a brisk pace back through the
connecting tube and into the station, around the ring, and into the
Rusty’s shop.




“Ah Jak,” said Rusty, as soon he made eye
contact with Jak from behind his work bench. “I wouldn’t have woken
you up so early, but I have some very important news to tell
you.”




“Shoot.”




“I already told you that Dodge has been
following Murdock since he caught up with him after your little
incident. He’s been secretly monitoring his communications and
today he got caught. Murdock would never deal with Dodge face to
face, so he attacked his ship.”




“Is Dodge alright?”




“I’m not sure. The nearest help is days
away.”




Jak had known Dodge Stonewall for a long
time. He was a good guy, who mainly made his living doing jobs that
called on the skills he had acquired as former chief of security
for several upper members of royalty on a variety of planets. He
was not a person to be crossed, be it in a double or single
manner.




Jak smiled at the thought of how Dodge’s hot
temper and lack of patience would have made for an explosive
atmosphere aboard that ship right now. That was, if he was indeed
alright and the ship was still in one piece.




“I’m leaving right away,” said Jak
firmly.




“Before his power went down he managed to
send you this...” Rusty picked up a storage card from the top of
his computer terminal and handed it to Jak. “Murdock’s flight plans
for the next few days. Dodge downloaded it right before he was shot
up.”




Jak put the card in his pocket.
“Unbelievable. When you guys put your minds together, really good
stuff gets done.”




“Don’t get too excited Jak. That was the good
news. It’s gonna take you a couple of days to get to where
Murdock’s gonna be. The bad news is that if he sticks to his plans
he’ll be leaving around the time that you get there.”




“Then we’ll have to move quick. Especially
now, since we’re running a rescue mission too.” Jak knew Murdock’s
ship was a lot faster than his.




Rusty motioned to a side room and said, “Come
on back here first. I’ve got some stuff for you.”




Jak and Rusty walked through the sliding
doors and into the room. Kingsley followed. The lights came on
automatically, highlighting the junk covered tables that Jak had
seen so many times in the past. Some of the tables were covered in
gadgets and parts which Jak noticed had never been moved. Each time
he visited, more trinkets accumulated on and under these tables,
the shelves, the cupboards, in the chests and on the floor. Jak had
based his ship’s organization system on this layout.




Rusty was specifically interested in showing
Jak the weapons table.




“Now, I haven’t had a lot of new stuff come
through here lately,” said Rusty. It was an understatement. Most of
the weapons he had on the table were nearly fifty years old. Jak
didn’t care. He figured it meant they were more durable and
reliable.




“Baxter told me you lost the Z8,” said Rusty
as he picked up a pair of Z8 pistols which were surprisingly in
better condition than the one he lost in the dessert. He handed Jak
the curvy old-fashioned pistols. “I’ve replaced the power packs in
them with the newest I could find, so they should charge quickly
off the Tempest’s power outlets.”




“Here is a box of homing beacons,” said
Rusty. He handed Jak a small beaten box full of black circular
metallic objects, with a miniature antenna protruding from the top
of each. “Hit the button on the side and they’ll magnetically
attach to most metals. Then they’ll let you track something even as
far as a couple of light years away. Manufacturer’s specifications
of course — no guarantees.”




Rusty tore through the table excitedly and
continued to add guns and gadgets and accessories to the pile
forming in Jak’s outstretched arms. Jak lost track of what he was
getting, but identified a few small explosive charges, a water
bottle, a rock, and even a new belt.




Jak looked over to Kingsley, who was standing
empty handed. “Did you want to help me with something kid?”




“Sure—” He had to move quickly to catch the
pile of stuff Jak dumped into his arms.




“I’m going back to get the ship ready,” said
Jak.




“I just have a couple of things to finish up
and I’ll be right there,” said Rusty.




“See you in a bit. Follow me kid.”




Jak made his way quickly through the crowds
of the station toward the landing platform, with Kingsley
struggling to keep up while carrying Jak’s precious haul. He used
his chin to stabilize the top of the pile, terrified to drop
anything explosive.




When they reached the ship, Baxter was just
arriving at the same time.




Jak was glad to see him. “Hey buddy.”




“Judging by the fact that you’re already
awake, I’d assume we’re leaving soon.”




“You bet. A problem’s come up.”




“Of course it has.”




Baxter couldn’t help but feel a sense of
satisfaction as he saw Kingsley drudging along behind Jak with the
pile of junk. At least it wasn’t Baxter for once.




“Hey Jak,” said Baxter, with a clear air of
cockiness, “maybe we should bring him along for the ride. He seems
to be doing a great job.”




“Oh yeah.” That reminded Jak. “Give that
stuff to Baxter.”




Kingsley dumped the load on Baxter, who also
had to move quickly to catch everything as he spotted detonators on
the top of the mound.




“I’ll be on the ship,” said Jak. By the time
they turned to see him he was already aboard.




“Thanks,” said Baxter with obvious
sarcasm.




“No problem,” answered Kingsley.




Baxter wanted to continue the conversation
past the initial three words but decided he’d be further ahead by
moving on and dumping the heavy load of junk he was straining to
carry.




“Have a good time here on the station,”
Baxter shot back as he walked up the ramp. He couldn’t think of
anything better to say.




Baxter dumped everything into a chair in the
common room and headed to the cockpit, where Jak was already
flicking switches and checking stats. Jak pulled the storage card
out of his pocket and inserted it in a slot in the dash panel. A
textual log displayed itself on a screen between the two
stations.




“What’s this?” asked Baxter. He sat down to
get a better view of the screen.




“Dodge ripped off Murdock’s flight plans,”
said Jak.




“Not bad. I see he was in Nossus. Then he’s
going over to the Sofful system. Uh oh...” Baxter pondered the
read-out for a moment. “If he follows these coordinates exactly,
like we know he will, he’s headed right through the Devil’s Horn
Nebula.” Baxter did a few silent mental calculations. “At first
glance it looks like we’ll be meeting up with him at exactly that
point. And of course the rest of the log looks like gibberish, so
that will be our last chance to grab him before he’s long
gone.”




“Would it be any other way for us?”




“I’ll start working on some plans to save our
asses.”




“Murdock also took out Dodge’s ship.”




“Is he okay?”




“Not sure.”




“That’s his new ship too,” remembered Baxter.
“If he’s not dead he’s gonna be mighty pissed off.”




“I know.”




“I guess I’ll work on a few additional
ass-saving plans.”




“Sounds good,” said Jak. “Because we’re
leaving right now.”




Jak ran back down the loading ramps and
checked to see if some of the things he remembered he had to check
looked alright. The doors in the opening of the linking tunnel
opened and Rusty, Kent and Kingsley emerged and rushed over to Jak
under the ship.




Rusty handed Jak a warm plastic container.
“Here you go.”




Jak pealed the bendable plastic top back and
the smell of the freshly cooked bacon, eggs and toast reminded him
that he hadn’t had the opportunity to sit down and eat.




“You’re an amazing fellow,” said Jak.




He put the container down on the loading ramp
and reached his hand out to Rusty for a farewell handshake. Rusty
took it and pulled him in for a crushing bear hug.




“Keep in contact when you can my boy. I’m
looking forward to hearing from you. Let me know if Dodge is
okay.”




Baxter came down the ramp and said goodbye to
Rusty in the same manner.




Jak reached in and shook Kent’s hand. “Go
easy on the engines for the first couple of hours or so. They need
to work themselves in a bit after the overhaul.”




Jak replied with a nod. He was more than a
little disappointed that Cyan had not taken the time to come down
and at least say goodbye to them. Why did he care anyway? They had
only just met and she obviously hated him. This was another problem
with beautiful women. They would get engrained into your mind and
bother you even when they weren’t around.




Kent looked over to Baxter and continued.
“Baxter, make sure Jak actually does try to take it easy on the
engines for the first couple of hours, because I think he ignored
what I said and just nodded.”




“Will do,” said Baxter, realizing Jak had
tuned out.




Jak and Baxter said their final farewells and
boarded the ship. Their three friends outside made their way into
the protective control booth to begin the procedure to open the
domed roof of the landing bay.




They had the ship ready to go in just a few
minutes. Jak started the engines and was relieved to feel the jolt
and powerful rumble that came along with their activation. Jak
looked out the top of the window in the cockpit and could see the
dome above them slowly opening to reveal the black backdrop of
space. Freedom is what it was. Jak had been trying to think of the
reason why he chose to live in that near nothingness.




“Ready?”




“Let’s go,” said Baxter.




Jak activated the repulsors with success and
the ship began to rise.




“Bring in the landing pads.”




“Done,” replied Baxter. “In and closed.”




The ship rose past the thick steel lip of the
roof as they passed from light to dark. They were still facing
toward the center of the station, which gave them the opportunity
for a visual farewell, before Jak grabbed the stick and wrapped the
ship into a turn, ending with a powerful thrust. They were off and
heading away from the asteroid where the citizens had been so
gracious to feed them and in turn send them out on a harebrained
mission.




It was a thrill ride for Jak at even a tame
speed. The longer you were locked down on the ground, the more you
appreciated it when you were finally able to float and dive and
roll and stretch your legs in the open field of the cosmos.




He remembered the food Rusty had given them
and plopped the open plastic container on the console. Jak and
Baxter took turns finishing off the hearty breakfast food.




For the next couple of hours, Baxter made Jak
go over every system in the ship and tediously perform nearly every
basic manoeuvre in order to test and retest all of the ship’s
systems and functions and abilities. While he did enjoy the
piloting, it was never as much fun if someone was making you do
it.




“Computer, how does that engine overhaul
feel?” asked Jak.




“Systems operating exceptionally,” the
Tempest answered. “Far superior results than previous repair
attempts.”




“And less fire too,” added Baxter.




“Either of you two can feel free to try and
unseize an engine while you’re also trying to fly and battle drone
ships at the same time,” said Jak. “Then we’ll see who has the last
laugh.”




Both the ship and Baxter had no comeback.




“Alright, kick the engines in all the way;
we’ve worked them in enough.”




Baxter clicked a few buttons and turned a
couple of knobs. “Done. Faster-than-light systems are ready.”




“Your course is set in?”




“Yep, go for it.”




Jak forced the thruster control to its
maximum position and it felt as if the ship took off from under
them. They were on their way.




***




Once the novelty of the initial kick to the
chest of acceleration wore off and the hours piled on, the fun
disintegrated quickly. They both sat and reviewed their consoles
for a hint of something to do to keep their minds of the never
ending journey, and their bodies awake.




The feeling of the cold steel on Jak’s temple
brought his senses to the peak of attention. He could just barely
see Baxter beside him with his hands in the air and the silver
barrel of the second gun pressed against the back of his head.





Chapter Nine




Accidental Exposure




The feeling of success was a beautiful thing.
How many times would he continue to win against his competitors?
There seemed to be no end to his luck — no — his skill, in his
recent encounters.




Murdock stood in his cargo hold and inspected
the five barrels of Soffulan Oil he had just obtained from the
colonists on the planet of Sofful. The deal had worked out better
than he had expected when he had arrived to find the settlers
thirsty and hungry in a hot season of drought. It had been an easy
trade, after some convincing. Their pure oil in exchange for a
small quantity of water and rations.




The potent oil would be blended with several
types of fuel, creating a powerful, but expensive, engine
performance additive. The value of the barrels would likely turn
out to be of more than the entire value of the settlers’ colony,
but it was not his job to compare those financial relations. They
had needed water and water is what he supplied. The fact that they
would need that oil for heat during the approaching frigid and
lengthy winter was none of his concern.




He would likely be able to trade off the oil
barrels to a refiner long before his next meeting with the Guard.
More trades meant more confusion and a lesser ability for the Guard
to calculate exactly what their profit margin was, when nothing of
the original hauls remained. Like always, he would give them a
small cut of the perceived levels of the gained cargo. In this
case, they had obtained only one barrel from the Sofful colonists,
did they not? It was difficult to prove when the oil had been
traded away long ago and all that remained was his word. The
manipulation of the system was really quite simple. It would make
for another easy success.




Murdock finished inputting some data into the
log on his handheld computer. After a few last taps, he put the
device down and headed up to the cockpit.




As Murdock entered, one of his crew members
sprung to his feet and acknowledged him with a quick, “Sir.”
Murdock looked at him but otherwise made no response. His crew was
exercising the correct level of respect for authority that he
expected aboard his ship.




Managing the ship was much simpler when there
was a lack of familiarity between the crew and their captain. He
knew their background, as he had researched them fully before
allowing them aboard, but did not engage in friendly chatter. They
understood that they were there to do a job and would be rewarded
when they successfully completed the tasks at hand. Richards had
been lost. It was unfortunate, but it was not Murdock’s fault. Jak
Phoenix had caused that trouble, not him. In the end, a four way
split of profits was far superior to a five way split.




The cockpit on his ship was large enough to
allow for the two pilots in seated positions and a raised seat
behind them where Murdock could sit, surrounded in computer screens
displaying whatever was happening on his crew’s computers. This way
he could second guess and check the decisions made by his less
experienced staff.




“Should I continue the course toward the
rendezvous with Captain Cartrite?” asked Philips, the
navigator.




“Well that is on our flight plan,” replied
Murdock with a voice of annoyance. “So yes, that would be correct.”
Why did they feel the need to constantly second guess him?
Everything had already been well planned out.




The pay-off on the Scoparian artifacts was
going to be big. Captain Cartrite himself was waiting for them and
had offered him an exorbitant amount of money. Murdock couldn’t
figure out where Cartrite was going to find a rich enough buyer to
end up making a profit on those pieces, but that was, of course,
none of his concern.




“Sir, I’m not positive but I think I just
caught something on the sensors. It was just a minor flash, on the
very edge of our sensor range.”




“Any other readings?” asked Murdock.




“No, nothing else. It was there, then it was
gone. Like it just entered the fringe of our scanning range and
then dropped back out.”




Murdoch reviewed a star chart. He hated
breaking from his schedule, but a stop was now in order.




“Drop out of FTL immediately and head to the
G33 moon,” ordered Murdock.




“Cutting the heavy engines now, sir.”




The helmsman cut the power and the ship
dropped out of its faster-than-light speed in an instant. The blip
on the sensors promptly showed itself again.




Murdock smiled. It was all too easy. “It’s a
ship,” he said. “They were smart enough to know the limits of our
sensors and stayed just outside them. Unfortunately for them, they
were not careful enough. Now, take the ship in close to the moon
and get into a low orbit. I want to be on the other side when they
get here. We’ll lose them and teach them a lesson at the same time.
Understood?”




***




“Who taught you how to fly?” shouted Dodge
Stonewall in his regularly intense manner. His voice was frequently
loud, but somehow void of cruelty. “Let me in there!”




Dodge shouldered his way between his
shipmates and rushed up to the flight controls, squeezing his way
up to the main drive levers. He cut the speed of the ship the
moment he got his hand on the brake.




“Do you think he saw us?” asked the crewman,
Garner.




“Yes, I think he saw us,” snapped Dodge. “All
the man does is sit around watching computer screens and making log
reports.”




“Captain, they’re dropping out of light
speed.”




Dodge reacted quickly. “All stop. Power
everything down except the environmental systems. Now.”




Everyone worked quickly at the process of
reversing the thrusters to bring the ship to a halt and all systems
were shut off. It left them vulnerable, but Dodge realized it would
first prevent them from ramming into the other ship, and secondly
it gave them one last opportunity to go undetected.




“They aren’t stopping, Dodge,” said Garner.
“Maybe they didn’t see us after all.”




Dodge reviewed the other ship’s movements.
“Not likely. They’re heading to the G33 moon. Good place for a
sneaky fight.”




“Should we follow?”




“Bring the ship back online, and move us
within a few hundred kilometres of the moon,” said Dodge. “They’re
gonna try and hide, but the trick will work both ways. They won’t
be able to see us either.”




Truthfully, Dodge would have preferred to
turn and leave. Not because of fear, but because he could be off
doing something far more useful and profitable, than following this
fool Murdock around the galaxy. He was only continuing on because
of loyalty. Rusty had personally asked him to keep an eye on
Murdock and since it involved Jak Phoenix, he was forced to oblige.
Dodge was a little surprised however, that Jak had not taken out
Murdock on that sand planet. He hadn’t yet heard the whole story,
but he knew that Jak’s deep hatred for the double-crosser Murdock
would have made Jak ruthless in a fight against him. Dodge knew Jak
wasn’t a killer, but pent up anger could quickly turn to revenge,
which could end up causing him to go too far. Maybe it was what
Murdock deserved, but you could only dole that punishment out if
you became what you hated, and Dodge never wanted to see Jak in
that light.




“They’ve moved around to the other side of
the moon now, captain.”




“Go in after him,” said Dodge. “But keep your
distance. Unfortunately we don’t wanna blow him away yet, just
follow him. Garner, start a tap into his system. We need to know
where he’s going.”




***




“Sir, they started a course toward the moon
just before we passed around the dark side and lost tracking on
them.”




“Brilliant,” said Murdock. “Have you got a
reading on that ship yet?” He could have checked himself since he
had all the systems at hand, but he needed to challenge the
crew.




“The Galactic Guard databank shows that ship
belonging to someone named Dodge Stonewall.”




The crew turned to look at Murdock after no
response was given for an extended length of time. They heard
nothing but could clearly see his eyes watering. He massaged his
moustache as he contemplated his next move.




“Sir, are you aware of him?”




So the friends of Jak Phoenix had decided to
chase after him. It was pathetic really. Their attempts at a
recovery of the crates of valuables would be unsuccessful and would
now possibly result in a loss of life. How unfortunate.




“Drop eight deactivated magneto mines here
and move out of their range.”




“Aye, sir.”




“Once clear, turn the ship around to face the
area. I want the engines running in full reverse to defeat the
orbit. We shall wait and observe the results.”




“Magneto mines have been dispersed, sir.”




The crew moved the ship to Murdock’s
requested position and activated the thrusters, keeping the ship
stationary in the perpetual orbit of the moon.




“In position now, sir.”




“Charge all weapons and prepare to activate
the mines.”




***




“Entering orbit now.”




“Stay quiet and slow,” instructed Dodge.




The crew observed the glow of the moon
dissipate as they slowly turned in their orbit around to the dark
side. The light disappeared and the darkness ensued.




“I don’t like this,” said Dodge aloud.




“No reading on the ship yet,” said Garner.
“But I have my tap program ready if they show up. They’re probably
on the other side of the moon by now.”




Dodge looked out the window at the blackness.
As each moment passed, he began to feel less and less sure of the
situation. Something was not right.




“Break the orbit,” he said.




“But—”




“I said break the orbit, goddamn it!”




The clanging sound of metal on metal contact
on the outside of the ship confirmed Dodge’s instinctual fear. The
metallic sound echoed throughout the ship and silenced as the
magnetic mines latched onto their target. The crew looked at each
other and then looked out the cockpit window where Murdock’s ship
had just come into view, facing them.




“Hold on!” screamed Dodge, trying to get to a
safe position.




The string of explosions shook the ship and
battered the crew. Standing was impossible as the ship rocked and
vibrated. Every alarm that still worked was ringing simultaneously,
defeating their purpose of bringing attention to a specific
problem. The relentless pounding from multiple detonations knocked
the crew about like someone was pulling a rug from beneath their
feet.




“Fire in the engine room, Dodge,” shouted a
crew member running from the rear of the craft back into the
cockpit. Dodge stumbled his way to him to pat out a fire on his
clothes. He noticed a couple of burn marks that the man likely
hadn’t yet had a chance to notice.




“Go take care of yourself,” shouted Dodge,
over the noise of everything going absolutely wrong. “You’re
hurt.”




Dodge rushed back to the front console as he
took a quick visual inventory of his shipmates aboard. He struggled
to use the crippled systems and get some information on their
status.




“Garner, can you still tap into his
ship?”




“I think so.”




“Do it!”




Garner worked at trying to hack into
Murdock’s system while Dodge attempted to steady himself and focus
on an action plan, while avoiding fire and surges from the fried
electronics. Unbelievably, parts of his weapon systems were still
operational.




“Lock on to their ship and fire anything that
still works,” ordered Dodge. “Get that flight plan of his and send
it out to Rusty before the systems die.”




The helmsman complied and let loose
everything they could currently expel from the ship. As they
drifted closer to Murdock’s ship they were able to experience the
temporary pleasure of viewing a missile and several laser blasts
impact into its hull. Murdock’s ship absorbed the weakened
attack.




Dodge watched as one by one, his own systems
overloaded and shut down from the additional stress of the
firing.




Another explosion rocked their ship, but this
time it was from inside. The fire from the engine room was raging
to the point where they could hear its roar from the cockpit.




Dodge turned around and headed out of the
cockpit, toward the searing heat. “We gotta get this damn fire
out!” He approached the flames with an extinguisher in the
seemingly futile attempt to subdue it.




Another explosion thumped from the back of
the ship, sending an extra burst of energy into the fire and toward
Dodge, surrounding him with heat and flames and knocking him over
onto the floor.




***




Murdock watched in the darkness from his
control chair. The quick explosions from the magneto mines flashed
off the surface of the moon, accenting its curvature. He watched
and took pleasure as they detonated one by one. A fire, fed by the
ship’s fuel and oxygen jetted out of the ship through a hole in the
hull. He noted in his computer log to use additional mines in the
future to guarantee a total destruction, as opposed to the major
damage they had inflicted.




“Sir, they are attempting to break into our
computer log bank.”




What? How had they even survived that? Why
would they waste their time playing around with his ship’s logs
when they should be fighting for their lives?




“Cut the communications and destroy the
ship,” ordered Murdock from his perch.




“Aye, sir.” A crewman began to lock out their
computer as the weapons were charged.




Jak Phoenix had sent his friends on a suicide
mission. He should have walked away when he had the chance. Maybe
next time he wouldn’t be able to let Jak live.




“Incoming, sir!”




The ship rocked as an unexpected last ditch
attack effort from Stonewall’s ship was unleashed onto their hull.
The power fluctuated slightly, but no hull breaches were
detected.




“Systems fine, sir,” said the helmsman.
“Surface damage only.”




Now he was going to have to take the ship
into a station and have the surface coating fixed. He wasn’t about
to go running around for long in a defective ship with a poor paint
job.




“Are they still in the system?” asked
Murdock.




“Yes. The lockout is just about ready.
Weapons are nearly charged to maximum.”




“Wait.” said Murdock. If Jak wanted to play
games, then games he would get.




“Sir?”




“What logs are they looking for?”




“It appears they are looking at the travel
logs, sir”




“Allow them to download the logs, then set a
course for our next destination. Add in a stop at the Devil’s Horn
Nebula before you allow them to have it.”




“Are you sure, sir?” asked the bewildered
henchman.




“Yes. And if you are going to second guess
me, we can drop you off over on their ship before we leave.
Understood?”




“Yes, sir.”




If the men aboard Dodge’s ship had survived,
which was unlikely, they would relay this information to Jak
Phoenix. Jak would brainlessly pursue him, again giving Murdock the
benefit of a surprise attack. Since Jak had decided to escalate
matters, their ongoing duel would need to come to a conclusion
before matters between them became any worse.





Chapter Ten




Inherited Problems




The smell of some kind of fruit blossom told
Jak what he needed to know, although he could not calculate any
reasoning behind it. She must have completely lost her mind.




Jak stayed facing forward. “What the hell are
you doing?” He decided not to smooth over his communication with
her. He was done with this girl.




“I’m here to make sure you two don’t screw
this up,” said Cyan.




Jak caught a slight tone of panic in her
voice. Not overwhelmingly clear, but it was definitely there. He
knew her mind was racing nervously while it reviewed all the
details she might have taken for granted before making such a rash
decision.




“And this is helping?”




“There is a much bigger issue here than you
two idiots know about and there’s no way you can handle it alone,”
said Cyan.




“Here then,” said Jak with a rare air of
anger. “You fly the ship.” He threw the flight controls forward,
tossing the ship into a crooked dive and destabilizing the one
unwelcome passenger who wasn’t sitting down.




Jak swivelled around and grabbed Cyan’s wrist
with one hand, applying pressure as he seized her small
silver-chromed pistol with his other hand. Baxter had turned in his
chair at the same moment and snatched her second gun clear from her
hand. Like a well oiled machine, they knocked her to the floor of
the cramped cockpit and quickly regained their ground.




On her back, Cyan propped herself up by her
elbows as Jak stood over her with one foot on her stomach, pinning
her down to the metal deck. Cyan looked up to see the open barrels
of the two guns she had supplied, turned on her.




“Are you okay?” asked Jak. He really should
not have asked the question, but he felt bad because he had just
scuffled with a girl. Even if it was a girl who had just tried to
kill him.




“You need to hear me out.”




“Well, I know it sounds strange, but I
generally listen a lot better when I’m not being attacked.”




She shuffled uncomfortably. “You don’t know
what you’re getting yourselves into. Honestly, I didn’t think you
two would be able to handle it. So I was just testing you to see if
you were really as good as Rusty says. To see how you’d react.”




“Testing? With the old ‘guns to the heads’
routine? Please, this is amateur stuff, honey. Me and Baxter have
been in far more dangerous situations than this, and we wouldn’t be
here if we didn’t know what we’re doing. At least most of the time
anyway.”




Jak flicked the safety catch on the little
pistol, turned and tossed it up onto the dash. He lifted his foot
off of her and turned back to face the controls. With a note of
ignorance toward her, he set about changing their heading and
aligning the ship back on its course. He hoped it was clear to her
that her little attack meant nothing to him and he was sure it
bothered her.




“We aren’t as dumb as it may appear,” said
Baxter.




Cyan brought herself back to her feet and
dusted herself off.




“Give her the gun back,” said Jak as he
worked on the console and paid no attention to her. “If she tries
anything like that again, shoot her and throw her out the
airlock.”




“Sounds about right,” replied Baxter.




Baxter tossed the dainty gun back to her. He
crossed his arms and leaned back against the top of his chair. He
wasn’t sure if he felt comfortable turning his back on her just
yet.




Jak leisurely finished playing with the
ship’s settings and slowly turned his chair around to face her.




“Got it?” he asked.




“Look, I’m sorry Jak.”




It was the first time she had said his
name.




“Baxter, lay in a course back to
Rusty’s.”




“Done,” answered Baxter. He jumped back into
his seat and started plotting in the course on the star charts.




“You can’t go back,” said Cyan. Her defeat
had not removed her confidence and her attitude was creeping back
as well. Aside from the odd behaviour, Jak had to respect her
determination. “Look, I know you are under a strict time limit. I
know you’re mad, but you can’t bluff me.”




“Hit it, Bax.”




“Wait!”




Jak was happy he had pulled some emotion from
the girl at last.




“I didn’t mean to surprise you two like
that.”




“Who’s surprised?” asked Jak. “Were you,
Bax?”




“Saw her reflection in the window.” Whether
it was true or not, Baxter figured it would help Jak’s case.




“Put the ship back on course and let’s talk
for a bit. Somewhere we can all sit down so I can explain
everything.”




“Hey, hold on,” said Jak. “I’m the captain
and you’re the stowaway. I give the orders around here.”




“Then hurry up and make the call.”




“Here’s an idea. You go and wait for us in
the back. We need to discuss a few things alone first. Sound
good?”




“I—”




“Good.”




Cyan was smart enough to know when she should
step down to prevent herself from going overboard. With a huff, she
turned and stormed out of the cockpit.




“Go back to the original course and set
maximum speed.”




Baxter looked at Jak in astonishment. “That’s
our discussion?”




“She’s right,” explained Jak. “Not about
trying to shoot us, but about the fact that we have to keep moving.
If we turn back now, we’re gonna miss our chance at Murdock. And,
we have to get out there and find Dodge before it’s too late.”




“She’s a nut,” said Baxter.




“I know. But you have to admit she looked
sexy holding those two guns.”




“Sorry, I was busy trying to not die. Didn’t
exactly have a lot of time to check her out.”




Jak looked toward the back of the ship.




“You know, if she wanted to kill us, she
would have shot us right away and not bothered to wait. I honestly
think she means well.”




“Jak, normal people who mean well don’t
threaten to fire off two guns on a space ship.”




“Let’s just find out what she needs to tell
us before we condemn her.”




“You’re unbelievable.” Baxter shook his head.
“You have a thing for her already, don’t you?”




“You know me, Bax. I have a thing for every
hot girl.”




“True. You just need to find one that has a
thing for you too.”




“Funny.”




They punched the required info into the
system and put the ship into the automated flight mode. They headed
down the hall to the all purpose room to find Cyan already seated
in one of their couches, with her legs crossed and her feet resting
on a low table.




Jak swept the junk from either side of her
slender legs off the table and onto the floor.




“Sorry about the mess,” said Jak. “As you
know, the ship’s been through a lot. Let me get you something to
drink.”




Jak walked behind his bar and opened the
clear plexus door to the unwelcome noise of glass shattering on the
floor. Their abuse of the ship in the last while had not been kind
to the fragile contents of the cupboards. He located an undamaged
bottle of something he was pretty sure was classified as ‘fine’ and
searched the counter for a few intact glasses. He picked two cups
out of a pile of broken junk and blew them out.




He filled the two cups, slipped the bottle
under his arm, picked up the two drinks, and headed back to the
table. He handed Cyan a glass and gave Baxter the bottle. Baxter
accepted it with confusion, which turned into the realization that
he really did need a drink.




Jak and Baxter sat down on opposite couches
perpendicular to her, but close enough that Jak thought a friendly
atmosphere was at last created.




“What is that?” asked Cyan. She nodded toward
the center of the room.




“Oh that,” answered Jak. “It’s a thermal-jet
relaxation pool.”




“You fill it with garbage?” asked Cyan.




Jak wasn’t sure if she was serious or if she
was mocking him.




“No, water is supposed to go in it. You know,
for kicking back and relaxing. Good for stress relief.”




“And you two use it?” she asked. “Splash
around a bit?”




He had confirmed that she was indeed mocking
him. She had the ability to remain totally straight faced while
making sarcastic comments.




Jak answered with a ‘go-to-hell grin.’




“Actually, it doesn’t work,” added Baxter,
not realizing he had missed the point of her comment. “It has a
water fusion system that is supposed to create its own water, but
we haven’t been able to get it to do anything. We might have fried
the circuit loop when we connected it to the ship’s power.”




“Thanks for the lesson, Bax,” said Jak. “But
it’s our guest’s turn to talk now.” He was finding it easy to get
sidetracked by this girl. Five minutes ago she had had a gun to his
head and now they were having casual conversation. Another problem
with beautiful women. They got away with murder. Or at least
attempted murder.




“In all seriousness, I am sorry,” said Cyan,
with a voice of sincerity. “But I couldn’t take the chance on
losing those artifacts. They are worth far more than you
think.”




“So you want a split of the profits?”




“Wake up, Jak. It isn’t all about money.
These aren’t just relics you can trade off to buy supplies. These
artifacts you’ve been chasing are objects that are sacred to my
people. And they have the potential to be dangerous to others.”




“So what are they exactly?” asked Baxter.




“It’s a long story. Are you guys up for
it?”




“It’s a long trip,” said Jak.




“I’d rather listen to this than listen to
him,” said Baxter, motioning toward Jak with his head and eyes.
Cyan gave a slight smile.




“A long time ago — now I’m talking at least
two thousand years ago — my people settled on several planets. For
whatever reasons, they ended up on planets that were considered
uninhabitable by most standards.” She backed up to make sure things
were clear. “I’m a Balarian, in case you’re wondering.” She quickly
jumped back into the story. “They brought several precious stone
tablets with them, which are the items we’re chasing. The tablets
have the ability to bring a delicate balance to the worlds
inhabited by my people. Balarians have an extra powerful sense of
their surroundings and a harmonious relationship to their
environment, which is amplified by the power of the tablets. It
didn’t happen overnight, but over time the climates and stability
of the planets improved to near perfection. Through our people, the
tablets formed these worlds into beautiful utopias, which unlike
most planets, continued to improve and become more fertile and
supportive to life the longer our people were there.”




“So it basically worked the opposite as a
normal ecosystem does,” interrupted Baxter. A quasi-scientific
factoid would always get him going. “Where normal planets often
deteriorate as life takes them over and uses up the resources, the
Balarian tablets actually made the system stronger.”




“Exactly,” said Cyan.




Jak was a bit bored. He wondered if it would
be rude to head back up to the cockpit. And what was Baxter going
on about?




“How does the tablet relay the power from
your people?” asked Baxter.




“Sorry, I really can’t explain that. I’m not
even sure if anyone really knows. It only works when our people are
together in large concentrations. Some say the tablets spread our
positive energy to the planet and they allow the planet’s energy to
pass back through us, creating a natural equilibrium.”




“Positive energy, you say,” said Jak. “That
sure sounds a lot like you.” He was happy with his sarcastic
comment and looked over to Baxter who didn’t seem to hear him. Two
minutes ago Baxter was afraid of getting killed by her and now he
was absorbed into her fables like a kid listening to a bedtime
story.




“For your information, I haven’t even been
near one of my people in years. I left a very long time ago.”




Baxter and Cyan gave Jak a cold look as if to
tell him not to say anything else unless it was well thought out
and important.




“Would you like me to continue?”




Jak waved his hand. “Why not.”




“My people prospered on these worlds for a
thousand years,” continued Cyan. “Until the day when the attacks
started and the tablets were taken. The Velsar, an ancient race of
horrible war creatures, arrived at our worlds and forcibly took the
stones from us. Over time, our planets decayed and lost their
delicate balance. Today, you would not know upon first glance that
the Balarians had ever settled on these worlds. If you visit these
systems now, you’ll find they are deserted and dead, with ancient
ruins buried in the remnants of environmental disasters. My home
world, Larian, is the only one which has survived to this day and
it will be a short lived success. The planet falls a little further
into ruin each day. It is little more than a desert itself now. Hot
and dry with violent sand storms that send the people
underground.”




“Why don’t they just leave?” asked Jak.




“Would your world welcome a planet’s worth of
citizens to it?” said Cyan. “It is easy to say something like that
in theory. But in reality, no world has the room for another entire
race to move in. Aside from that, my people would rather die, than
burden and negatively affect another civilization. They know far
too well, how if feels to have everything changed in an instant and
your world stolen from you.”




“So how did these tablets get into that
freighter on Scoparia?” asked Baxter.




“The Velsar armies stopped on the moon of my
planet and a final battle was fought against them. The result was
the complete destruction of the moon, the Velsar army and
apparently, the tablets as well. The Balarians would have rather
seen the stones destroyed than given over to a band of murderers.
But years later, a rumour began to grow that said the tablets had
actually survived and were stolen away at the last moment and
hidden. They apparently ended up on Scoparia, where you two fought
with the dragon. Unfortunately, we’ll never know the full details
of what happened after they were believed to be destroyed.”




“What will happen if Cartrite gets a hold of
the tablets?” asked Baxter. “Does he know about this or does he
just think they’re expensive ornaments?”




“He likely knows the story,” said Cyan, “and
with his fondness for the corruption of technology, he probably has
some dangerous goal in mind. No one ever really knew what the
Velsar invaders wanted the stones for. We thought they provided
life and happiness, but it’s clear that their power can be
corrupted for some kind of evil purpose as well.”




“It already has.” Jak was excited to say
something profound. “It looks like these stones have caused the
death of god knows how many people, so I’d say they aren’t as good
a thing as you make out.”




“Do you not fight for what you believe in?”
asked Cyan.




“Yes I do, but the things I believe in are
generally a lot simpler and involve less death and
destruction.”




“Then it seems like you’ve never truly
believed in anything,” said Cyan. Her intense tone had returned and
was coupled with frustration.




“Jak,” said Baxter, “I trust her. She may
need a few lessons in socializing, but I do trust her and I think
we should help her.”




“I promise you my only intention is to return
the stones back to my people so that we can begin the long process
of rebuilding our world.”




Really, what choice did he have at this
point?




“Alright,” said Jak. “We head out and make
sure Dodge is okay. Then we are gonna try to knock out Murdock and
take back the tablets before he even gets a chance to get near
Cartrite.”




Cyan looked relieved at last. “Thank you,
Jak.”




“So we’re also going to have to steal every
last item of Murdock’s ship. Rusty is expecting a payback for this
and to be honest, so am I. I’m not running a charity, so I’m gonna
need your help on that too.”




“No problem.”




“Welcome aboard,” said Jak as he put his hand
out toward Cyan. She hesitated for a second then reached out and
shook Jak’s hand with a smile. Jak quickly analyzed her soft small
hand. It was very strong, but she had the warmest and smoothest
skin. He let go in the appropriate amount of time and gave her a
smile. She looked away.




“So where am I going to stay?” she asked
while pretending to look around the ship.




“We’ve got a few small rooms,” said Baxter.
They’re full of Jak’s junk, but we could probably empty one.”




Jak narrowed his eyes toward Baxter. “Or you
could just give her your room.”




“No, I think this one’s fine,” said Cyan.




“What’s that now?” said Jak, snapping into
concentration mode.




“This will do nicely,” said Cyan, looking
around their precious enjoyment room. Jak could tell she was
already mentally reorganizing it.




“Oh no, I don’t think so.”




“The place is a disaster anyway. It really
could use a woman’s touch,” said Baxter.




“Is that supposed to sell it to me?” asked
Jak. “Now the answer is for sure no. We’ve got our best stuff in
here. The bar, the couches, the hot-tub.”




“You mean the garbage bin,” said Cyan.




“You see that’s the attitude that makes the
answer much easier,” said Jak.




“Come on Jak,” said Cyan in the kindest tone
Jak had ever heard from her at the same time as she casually
reached out and touched his knee. “A girl needs her space. You
don’t really want me stuck in some parts closet, do you?”




Her negative demeanour had been replaced with
a glowing and friendly exterior. Jak sensed the slightest tingle in
his knee. He saw again how amazing her body was and how silky her
deep blue hair looked. Her complexion was flawless and her eyes
were begging him. This was another problem with beautiful women.
They could get anything they wanted.





Chapter Eleven




Bump in the Road




Jak woke up after a couple of hours of sleep
to a sound of crashing he could only imagine was coming from Cyan’s
efforts in reorganizing her new quarters. He had turned in for a
bit of rest, leaving Baxter up front to man the ship. Jak found
that he couldn’t stay in the cockpit for an extended length of time
when they were on a long journey because it made him drowsy. He
figured that if you are going to fall asleep anyway, it might as
well be in your bed.




A couple of times the noises seemed like they
would cease and Jak would start to doze off, only to be reawakened
by the next unexpected bump. When he accepted the fact that he
wasn’t going to get any more sleep, he got up and got dressed and
made his way back to the cockpit.




At some point on the way up, he decided to
stop at Cyan’s room first. When he got to her door and it didn’t
open, he realized she had changed the automatic door opening system
to manual mode. The fact that she had changed it didn’t bother him
as much as the fact that Jak himself would have had no idea how to
change this function on his own ship. He snarled to himself and
knocked three times.




“What is it?” Cyan’s voice was muffled from
inside. What did she think it was? He wanted in.




“It’s me, Jak.” He wasn’t about to ask for
permission to come into a room which up until a few hours ago had
belonged to him.




The door slid aside with a slight squeak,
revealing her in the entrance with an unyielding pose as if to say,
‘I’ll answer the door, but you aren’t coming in here.’ She had
obviously brought a change of clothes with her. The skin tight
black pants and soft grey tank top she wore made it clear she had
not been on a ship with men for any length of time in the past.




Jak just barged his way into her makeshift
quarters. “So, how are you doing?” he asked on his way in. She
rolled her eyes in dismay as she was forced to buckle and let him
pass.




Jak tried to bite his tongue as he spotted
the modifications which had already been made to his precious room
of all purposes. She had tacked up some fabric on to the lighting
in the room to act as a shade, which resulted in a softer and
warmer light throughout the room. Most of Jak’s stuff was clearly
missing. His bar was spotless and the thermal tub was no longer
storing the precious engine parts, but had been emptied and
cleaned. Two of the equal sized couches had been pushed together to
form what looked like a comfortable bed, with blankets properly
laid out. Jak briefly pondered the question of where she had found
all of these sheets and blankets.




“Would you like a drink?” she asked him.




Jak thought about the answer. How dare she
take over his bar? How dare she do this to his ship? Of course he
would like nothing more than to have a drink with a beautiful girl
wearing skin tight clothes. It was clear she wanted to get under
his skin. He decided to play along.




“What have you got?” he asked while he
finished analyzing the room.




Smiling, Cyan walked behind his bar. She
quickly plopped down two clean cups on the counter and brought out
a bottle from the display cabinet.




She held up the bottle and read the label.
“Shalen ale,” she said as she popped the top and put a small amount
in each cup. Jak took his drink.




“So are you comfortable in here?” asked Jak.
He hoped the answer would be an unfaltering no.




She maintained eye contact with Jak as she
sipped her drink. “Yeah, it’s coming along. Don’t worry, I won’t
make too many changes.”




“You better not,” said Jak, only half joking.
“How do you like your drink?”




“Actually, it’s terrible,” she answered.




“Yeah, I know,” agreed Jak. He put his drink
back on the bar. Cyan laughed and did the same.




Jak felt a slight clunk in the ship and
looked to Cyan who with her eyes verified that she had felt the
same thing.




Baxter’s voice crackled over the intercom.
“Jak, you’d better get up here.”




“How did you know where I was?”




“Where else would you be?” Baxter’s voice on
the loud intercom clicked off and left only an awkward silence
behind.




Jak smiled nervously at Cyan and walked to
the door.




He hit the button to open the door and turned
to face her. “It’s been a pleasure.”




“Likewise,” was her reply as she turned and
continued her work as if Jak had never come into the room. It
sounded an awful lot like ‘whatever’ to Jak.




Once the door was fully closed, Jak rushed
through the hallway toward the cockpit, knowing that Baxter didn’t
usually bother calling him unless he really thought there may be a
serious issue. He thought about the exchange with Cyan as he
walked. She was trying to get his guard down with her pretend
friendliness and the drinks, so he’d make a stupid move and she’d
have something against him. Something in addition to his episode of
drunkenly hitting on her the first moment he had met her. He’d have
to be careful.




Jak joined Baxter and dropped himself down
into the flight chair.




“What’s up?” he asked.




Baxter pointed to a few statistics on his
screen. “What do you make of this?”




“Engine trouble again?” asked Jak.




Baxter wasn’t sure if Jak understood the
readout on the screen and thought he may have just made a good
guess, being that engine trouble was the most common type of
trouble they usually had.




“Main engines are fine, but the system’s
showing a huge static build up in the FTL system. Could be a bad
dispersion filter. We probably should have tested it a little
further before gunning it out here.”




“We didn’t exactly have a lot of time.”




“We might just want to drop out of
faster-than-light and go on the regular engines for a while,” said
Baxter.




“Have you looked at where we are?” asked Jak.
He motioned with his head toward the screen currently displaying a
star chart.




Baxter made a quick review of the coordinates
and made a noise of displeasure as he realized they were in an area
where no one intentionally stopped or even slowed down.




“Well, never mind that then,” said Baxter.
“Computer, what is the status of the faster-than-light drive
system?”




“System is operating at ninety percent
efficiency...No issues detected.”




The loud bang and sounding alarm quickly
eliminated whatever confidence they may have had in the ship’s
answer. Jak grabbed the controls to steady the ship as its
faster-than-light propulsion was lost and replaced clumsily by the
uneven start up of its regular heavy engines.




“Remind me to junk that computer as soon as
possible,” yelled Jak over the disorienting volume of the ringing
alarm. “Bax, kill that alarm!”




Cyan rushed her way into the cockpit and
braced herself with a hand on each of the two chairs. “What’s going
on?”




Baxter was first to explain. “We just lost
the FTL engines and got dropped here in the middle of the Zeldok
Sector.”




“Is that bad?” asked Cyan, truly not in sync
with their feelings on the seriousness of the situation.




“Yeah, it’s bad,” said Jak. He was busy
watching sensors and looking out the cockpit window.




Baxter explained further while monitoring his
screens. “This sector is full of Zeldok mercenaries and pirates.
They’ll go after anything that moves. Anyone who accidentally
enters this area does not make it out. Unless you count the people
who float out of here, after they get boarded and thrown out of
their ships.”




“Wait, aren’t you two pirates?” asked
Cyan.




“Merchants,” corrected Baxter. He hated being
called a pirate.




“But isn’t Jak here the type of guy who is
friends with everyone? Can’t you just call up one of your buddies
to help us out?”




“I don’t have any friends in the Zeldok
sector. This is the wrong side of town and Zeldoks don’t exactly
enjoy socializing.”




As the Tempest moved forward, Cyan caught a
glimpse of a group of asteroids coming into view on the left side
of the ship, encircled in floating debris and garbage. Not far from
the rocks were two derelict ships, missing their doors and hatches
and encrusted with black burn residue from the fulmination of lost
battles. Sparkles of light flickered occasionally as the light from
the stars glinted off miniscule shards of metal peppering this
dangerous corridor of space.




“I’m sure the great Jak Phoenix can make his
way through this wasteland,” said Cyan. She did not attempt to
disguise her laugh or her tone of sarcasm.




“Look, I don’t have time to debate the
technicalities right now.” Jak tried to remain focused on his
piloting while countering Cyan’s interruptions. “These guys will
kill anyone for anything of value. And, they’re known to do
freelance work for Cartrite. We barely made it away from a gang of
them on Scoparia, so it’s best we all shut up and move along.”




“Well, luckily we don’t have anything of
value,” said Cyan.




“We’ve got you, honey. And I’m sure they’d
love your little outfit.”




“Maybe we’ll just get through this without
any hassle,” said Baxter, attempting to kill their conversation and
interject some positivity.




“Why would you jinx us like that?” asked
Jak.




A blip sounded and a dot appeared on the
proximity sensor.




“Of course,” said Jak, raising his hands in
defeat.




Baxter saw the stress building in Jak. “It’s
just one small ship.”




A second blip sounded indicating the presence
of another ship.




Even though he knew they were traveling at
the highest speed they could, Jak forced the throttle forward just
to see if it had even a fraction of an inch of extra room to move.
It did not.




A third blip sounded, followed by a series of
jumbled blips which made the readout’s attempt at assistance
irrelevant. Two attacking Zeldok ships were a problem. A cluster of
them was a death sentence.




The small triangular Zeldok ships swarmed and
followed the Tempest like a cloud of mosquitoes chasing their next
living meal through a forest. They were tiny crafts, nearly all
identical in design as they were likely originally stolen as a bulk
load from some kind of transport ship. The pointy ships were in
terrible condition and sloppily painted with markings and colors
representing what many figured were their different clans.




Jak looked at the aft viewer screen and noted
the presence of one larger ship amongst the swarm of fighters.
“Their boarding ship is coming up behind us.”




“What’s that?” asked Cyan.




“Typical Zeldok tactics,” said Baxter. “The
fighters can’t really do anything except knock around your ship, so
the boarding ship comes in behind them and docks up with their
target. Then they basically board your ship and take everything and
kill you.”




“Just like the name says,” added Jak, as he
tried to remain focused on the task at hand.




A thud shook the ship as the small enemy
ships began their routine of disabling their quarry. Jak recognized
it as a low spectrum laser blast. Good for draining the energy from
a ship and confusing its systems. They didn’t want to destroy the
ship. They wanted to strip it down.




A dirty triangular ship darted across the
front of the ship, flying within inches of the clear cockpit
window. All three passengers could not resist the reflex to
flinch.




Cyan quickly understood the danger of the
situation. “I’ll fix the engines. Throw your intercom on, Baxter.”
She turned and raced to the back of the ship to get a start on the
task.




“Ready?” asked Jak, looking over at
Baxter.




Baxter nodded. Jak grabbed on to the controls
and switched the ship into manual flight mode, to give him absolute
control.




He swung the ship around to get a clear view
of their opponents and slowed down to a crawl. A quick calculation
revealed at least a couple of dozen fighters, plus the larger ship.
Evading them would be impossible and would lead to a quick defeat.
There was really only one choice.




Jak brought the ship up to a high speed and
flew directly into the cloud of gnats. Laser blasts hammered the
ship as Jak made a path into the center of the problem. The pilots
of the small fighters fought to renegotiate their flight paths and
create a new strategy on-the-fly. They were accustomed to ships
flying away from them and were not expecting someone dumb enough to
come right at them.




The small pointed ships whizzed by the
cockpit of the Tempest with Jak steering at the last minute to
nearly avoid collision with the crafts. He twisted the ship’s path
upwards, causing a little fighter to veer to the left and into one
of its clan mates, creating a temporary double blast of fire which
quickly petered out in the black void.




Jak figured he was doing them a favour. They
seemed to like junk floating everywhere, so he figured he would
contribute a bit before he left.




“Bax, I want you to reset our course to
continue on the same route we were on before we stopped. As soon as
the engines are ready, we’ll jump right back on course.” Jak banked
the ship hard to the left to avoid enemy fire.




“Confidence. I like it,” said Baxter.




Jak let a few laser blasts go from the new
cannons, blowing away two more of the fighters as they twisted
along.




Baxter worked with Cyan over the intercom,
changing settings and relaying information back and forth, in hopes
of whipping the ship back into shape. Baxter searched through the
operating system, and gave Cyan the information she needed to do
whatever it was she was doing in the back. From the intercom
speaker Jak heard the sounds of grinding and banging coming from
the engine room. For a moment he was truly glad she was there with
them.




Jak made his way at top speed toward the
large boarding ship. He brought several of the Zeldok ships along
for the ride on a snake path. He executed a barrel roll to add
confusion and circled the docking ship with the string of enemies
behind him. Jak caught a flash in the rear view, confirming the
loss of at least another ship that ploughed into its mother
ship.




Jak disintegrated a few more of the triangles
on his way back around to make another pass at the boarding ship.
He loved the feel and deep sound of the cannons Rusty had
installed. Aside from the warning alarms popping up all over the
dash panel to tell him the ship was getting scuffed up, he was
having a great time.




The enemies came at him with more intensity
as he approached the large ship again. They were getting tired of
being out-flown and it was clear their mission had gone from
scavenging to destruction. As Jak neared the boarding ship again he
saw a jet of flame streaming out of a hole in it, burning up their
oxygen. The lights were out on half the ship and it was beginning
to take on a slightly crooked orientation.




Jak blasted away two more Zeldok ships as he
flew in close to the boarding ship for another pass. Before they
had a chance to react, Jak let out a stream of high intensity laser
blasts into the front of its hull, penetrating and severing a large
section of the ship off in a burst of metal shards and short lived
sparks. There would be no boarding of any kind. The main ship was
ruined.




Jak flew the ship at top speed around the
perimeter of the Zeldok’s attack zone, amongst the jagged asteroid
formations. The remaining fighters lurched around to pursue the
Tempest on its psychotic path. More and more ships joined the long
tail as Jak shifted the ship’s path and squeezed between two giant
rocks. He saw the red hue behind him as at least a couple of the
ships either collided against each other or into the field of space
junk and lost control, their paths ending in detonation.




“How’s the engine coming?” asked Jak. “Is she
gonna be able to fix it?” He could feel the aggression building in
the attacking ships. The Tempest was holding its own, but the
pummelling from the abundance of ships was taking its toll. Jak
figured they had only a couple of minutes left.




Baxter conversed with Cyan over the intercom
and came to the conclusion that she also only needed a couple of
minutes.




Jak swirled the ship around and through a
cluster of floating shipwrecks, losing another Zeldok pilot who had
lost his focus in his anger and made a stupid move in following
Jak. He turned the ship around to face toward their original
heading.




Jak’s heart nearly quit as he saw at least
fifty fighters in front of them. The ships had snuck in and were
now standing in between them and escape.




Another dozen irate pilots were behind
them.




Their options were dwindling.




“Tell her to hurry or we’re done!” yelled
Jak. Baxter didn’t need to relay the message, she could hear it. A
moment later, Cyan was running toward the cockpit.




She simply said, “Go.” She was out of breath
and filthy.




Jak pondered his escape routes as ships
started to close in above and below. Tricky manoeuvres wouldn’t
work here.




“Are you absolutely positive those engines
are going to work?” asked Jak in a calm manner that didn’t seem to
fit the situation.




“They’ll work,” said Cyan. “Trust me.”




Blasts started to hit the ship as they
coasted along toward the battalion.




Jak flicked a switch on the dash and release
two concussion missiles, which rocketed off toward the crowd of
ships directly ahead of them.




Jak delayed for a moment and timed it in his
head, knowing they were dead if it wasn’t perfect or if Cyan had
not solved the technical problems. He pushed the control forward
and activated the faster than light engines, shooting the ship
forward and into its maniacally fast form of travel.




The two missiles met a pair of Zeldok ships
blocking their path, connected and disintegrated them into bursts
of energy. Only a fraction of a second passed before the Tempest
and its crew shot threw the sparkling remains, out the newly
created hole in the offence, and into the freedom of the black star
field ahead.





Chapter Twelve




G33




Jak turned around in his chair and linked his
fingers behind his head in some sort of cocky pose to show how at
ease he was after the excitement of the battle. “Not bad,” he
said.




“Thanks,” said Cyan.




“I meant the flying, honey.”




Aside from swearing under her breath, Cyan
didn’t even bother to give Jak a response. She waved her hand as if
to brush him away and turned to leave the cockpit.




In a way, Jak was worried he had finally
upset her. It seemed she would normally fight tooth and nail for
what she wanted. Either he had really made her mad or she was just
too exhausted and dirty to bother arguing. Jak went with the
exhausted theory. It was possible, however, that she was just
putting on another act to get him frazzled.




“How long ‘til we reach the G33 moon?” asked
Jak.




“Not long. Couple of hours,” replied Baxter.
“And yes, I think you just pissed her off.”




“I’m sure she knows she helped us out.”




“Helped? We would be dead right now if it
wasn’t for her.”




“Easy, Bax. You’ve gotta learn how to play
these things out.”




“Or you could just try being normal for
once,” said Baxter.




“Thanks for the advice,” said Jak. He dropped
the subject, not wishing to argue with his friend. “Are we within
radio range yet?”




“Actually yes. Wanna give it a shot?”




Baxter pressed a few buttons after Jak gave
him a nod and held down a button which controlled the outward
communications.




“Come in Brigatine,” said Baxter, referring
to Dodge’s ship by name, “this is Baxter and Jak on the Tempest. Do
you read us?”




They waited for a moment before Baxter
repeated the hail. After a minute or so, they accepted that the
reply was going to be no more than the noise of static with the
occasionally pop.




“What do you think?” asked Baxter.




“Well, they could be busy. Or, their
communications are down. Or, they could all be dead, you know.”




“Murdock better hope Dodge is dead. Can you
imagine what Dodge will do to him if he gets his hands on him?”
asked Baxter. “Man, even I’m scared to see the guy after all this
trouble, and I’m one of the guys saving him.”




“Yeah, but you’ve always been scared of him,”
reminded Jak.




“True,” said Baxter. “Remember that time I
dropped his wife’s Gazelion Orb and busted it? He was way too
mad.”




Jak and Baxter shared a good laugh while both
thought about the possibility that they may arrive on the scene of
their good friend’s murder.




“Why don’t you go take a rest?” offered
Jak.




Baxter didn’t hesitate in getting up from his
chair and slapping Jak on the back in appreciation of the gesture.
He left the cockpit toward his quarters, for some well earned
rest.




Jak put his feet up on a harmless part of the
console and leaned back in his chair. He crossed his arms and
became lost in the infinite points of star light outside of the
cockpit window.




The series of events which had tossed his
life around like a rag doll in the last short while were
bewildering when analyzed. How had he gone from not knowing where
his next meal was going to come from, to a fight with a dragon, to
a showdown with Murdock, to being treated like a king at Rusty’s,
to a near death experience in the Zeldok sector, and with so much
more trouble to still be had in their fool’s errand that had
changed from a money making plan into a matter of cultural
salvation.




Many of these situations when taken alone
were common experiences for Jak and Baxter, who always seemed to be
in the wrong place at the wrong time. But, all of these things
happening at the same time were starting to make Jak feel at least
a little inadequate to deal with them. Save a planet. Save a race.
No big deal right?




And then there was Cyan. This crazy girl had
dropped right in on him, leaving him confused and annoyed most
times, while still attracted, physically at least. Not that he
would ever dream of touching her. He was aware she would snap his
neck like a toothpick. He remembered how he had just upset her
after she had saved their lives, whipping through the engine system
and fixing something he and Baxter would have toiled with for
weeks. It was nagging at his mind.




What should he do about her? Just forgetting
about her, since he really had no attachment to her, would have
been the prudent choice, but then Jak was not really all that
prudent. He took a look at the readouts and judged their course to
be safe and stable, then dragged himself up and out of his chair.
It may have ended up a mistake, but he was going to Cyan’s quarters
to at least try to offer some sort of apology.




He walked cautiously down the corridor toward
her room, thinking of reasons to turn back, while finding other
reasons to move forward. When he neared the door to the lounge she
had commandeered from him, he noticed a slice of light coming from
the door. The door, it seemed, hadn’t completely slid shut all the
way. Common problem on the ship, with these old doors. Sometimes
they’d stick half way and you’d have to help it on its way. It was
only open an inch or two so she probably didn’t even realize she’d
left it that way.




Jak approached the door. What was that sound?
It sounded like bubbles or something.




He froze in his tracks as he saw her silky
wet leg resting on the edge of the thermal pool. The exposed
shining calf was a golden color, carved and strong, yet smooth.
Cyan’s body was out of view, submerged in the steaming water of the
pool, with her head laid back, face toward the ceiling with her
eyes closed. Her wet hair wrapped on to her bare shoulders and the
back of the tub, darkened by the wetness to nearly black. Jak kept
his distance, barely able to see her through the small opening.




“Hey Jak,” said Baxter in a volume far too
loud for sneaking. Jak jumped and his head shot over to see Baxter
coming down the opposite end of the hall.




Jak put his finger up to his mouth to try to
silence Baxter.




“What?” he asked aloud again.




Jak grabbed him, spun him around and put his
hand over his mouth to shut him up. He dragged him off to the left
of the door in desperate hope that she had not heard them. He was
confident that that would be the final straw between him and her.
Nevertheless, this was hot stuff. He took his hand off Baxter’s
mouth and spun him around.




“You’ve got to see this,” said Jak quietly,
but in a giddy panic.




“See what?” asked Baxter. Jak tried to push
him toward the opening of the door, but he resisted simply due to
the natural reluctance one has to be pushed in the direction they
didn’t plan to go. Jak pushed him again and he stumbled toward the
door, colliding with the steel door panel. It slid aside revealing
Baxter to Cyan inside the room.




Jak slid off to the side a little further and
backed up against the wall as far as he could in his attempt to
become one with his surroundings and not be seen.




Baxter froze like an animal caught in
unexpected lights, with his eyes wide and his mouth open. Jak
winced at the embarrassing sight of his bedazzled expression.




“Oh...sorry, Baxter,” said Cyan from inside.
“Could you do me a little favour and grab me that towel?”




What? Jak had figured Baxter was a goner.
Instead, he strolled in and the door shut behind him cutting off
the inane babble Jak could hear between the two of them.




Unbelievable. What should he do now? Wait?
Leave? Go in? Before he could react, Baxter emerged from the room
and the door slid all the way shut. He hurried past Jak, pale-faced
and stunned.




“Hot-tub works,” said Baxter. He moved
quickly down the corridor and around a bend, out of Jak’s
sight.




Thanks for the info, thought Jak.




***




“Who would have thought that a hot tub on a
space ship was a good idea?” asked Cyan. She had eventually made
her way to the cockpit where Jak and Baxter had returned to adjust
their course as they neared their destination. She sounded relaxed
and happier.




She had dressed in a new pair of clean
clothes with a long sleeve black jacket, and stood behind them with
a towel draped around her neck, with her partially wet hair flowing
down her back and shoulders.




“Did you evaporate all the water before you
came up here?” asked Jak, attempting to put on the appearance of
disinterest.




“Yep. That’s working fine now too.”




“That’s great,” said Jak.




After ten minutes of awkward silence between
the three of them, punctuated only by the beeps and ticks of the
cockpit’s instrumentation, Jak decided he needed to buckle down.
She was throwing a monkey-wrench into his concentration and the
synergy between himself and Baxter. She was getting in the way and
making a joke of things, urging him to participate and make it even
worse.




For such a serious situation, she was being
awfully casual as compared to her attitude earlier. Before she had
decided to hold guns on them and now she was swimming and
frolicking naked in the ship, distracting Baxter.




There was, of course, the possibility that
she was just trying to loosen up in order to get to know them
better. And, she was dirty after fixing the engine, so the bathing
was not likely for any ill purpose. But still, he and Baxter needed
to remain a somewhat focused team if they were going to get
anywhere on this mission. He’d need to be the adult here.




“So, I figured after we help your friend, we
can go over a few practice scenarios and get a plan organized for
the attack on Murdock,” said Cyan.




Damn.




“Sounds good,” replied Baxter.




Jak grunted a response. What a great idea,
captain.




***




A short while later, the G33 moon finally
came in to view. It slowly grew from a point of light, to a larger
point of light, to a small sphere, and to a large globe with
distinguishable features on the grey surface. Craters and other
surface features became visible, but Dodge’s ship did not.




“This is his last reported position,” said
Baxter.




“From the sound of his transmission, Rusty
didn’t think he was going anywhere,” said Jak. He squinted as he
scanned the space in front of them, trusting his eyes more than his
sensors when it came to matters of personal importance. “Let’s get
into an orbit around the moon. He might just be around the other
side.”




“Heading in,” replied Baxter. He made a few
adjustments and slowed the ship’s momentum before changing to a
safe trajectory.




As they neared the moon with their sensors on
maximum, the three shipmates repetitively shifted their focuses
between the outside of the cockpit window and the sensor readouts.
Dodge’s ship was nowhere to be seen, as they locked into an orbit
around the moon. The black scenery of space which had become so
familiar over the past few days was replaced with the speckled and
beaten grey surface of the dried moon.




The light reflected from the nearest star
began to fade as they passed around the dark side of the moon,
until they were in near blackness. Jak watched the darkness for a
flash or some other sign of Dodge’s space craft.




Still, there was no sign of him.




“Do you think he left?” asked Cyan.




“Not likely,” said Jak. “He’s not the type
who would radio for help if he didn’t absolutely need it.”




“What if his ship has been destroyed?” she
asked.




“You’d see some debris or something. He’s
gotta be here somewhere.”




The pitch black of the rear of the moon
eerily made things seem quieter, as if the lack of light had some
effect on the ambient noise. Jak made an effort to visually scan
the area, the light increasing slightly as they made their way
around the orbit, until they passed back into the bright
sun-drenched side of the lunar body.




“Look!” shouted Baxter, pointing out the
window.




Jak had seen it the same moment Baxter had
said it.




Not in orbit, but on the surface. In the
center of a small crater, lay a small object. The Brigatine — Dodge
Stonewall’s ship.




“Dodge, come in.” Jak repeated it over the
intercom several times.




“It looks like it’s in decent shape,
considering,” said Baxter.




Jak agreed. It had landed right side up in
what appeared to have been a controlled landing. The ship had still
hit hard enough to cause enough concussive force to create its own
crater on the dusty surface. If the ship hit nose first or at an
angle, it would have crumpled and there would be no hope of any
life saving. It wouldn’t have been a pleasant ride, but they were
still in one piece, at least on the outside.




“Let’s go in,” said Jak.




He grabbed the flight stick and broke the
orbit, flying quickly, but cautiously, toward the surface where
Dodge’s ship lay dormant.




Baxter squinted at the information on his
screen. “I’m getting some power readings on their ship. Very faint,
but there is something still running down there.”




Jak took it under advisement, but it didn’t
really matter. He was going in either way. As he was flying in
closer, he realized that Murdock had become dangerous, as Rusty had
mentioned. There was a time when he was just a nuisance, but seeing
a shipwreck with his friend involved, that Murdock had willingly
caused, told him the stakes had been raised. Murdock had gone too
far and turned over an ugly new leaf.




Jak pushed aside his thoughts and spun his
chair around to face Cyan. “Do me a favour, would you? Down the
hall, to your left, down the second corridor there’s a room with a
whole bunch of lamps and first-aid kits and stuff. Could you grab a
few things that you think we’ll need?”




“Sure,” she answered.




“They’re all organized on the floor, so try
not to mess them up,” added Jak.




Cyan gave a short laugh through her nose and
turned to leave. Jak ignored her answer and turned back around.




Jak had brought the ship in very close to the
surface, and could not see any signs of life from the outside of
Dodge’s ship. It appeared to be in rough shape, with clear scarring
from energy weapons. The crater was big enough for Jak to land his
ship right beside the Brigatine.




“Bax, how do you feel about linking up to his
dock port?”




“Could be a bit awkward,” said Baxter, “but
it would save us from having to go out in space suits. You think
you can get the ship in that close?”




“I’ll see if I can get in there, and you get
the lock system ready.”




“No problem.” Baxter flipped a few levers and
leaped up out of his chair, rushing back into the ship toward the
interlock.




Jak wanted to bring the ship down close
enough to touch the other ship, while lining up the air lock ports
on the two crafts. It wasn’t something you would normally do when
not freely flying in space, but it would be a simpler scenario than
having to land further back and make trips across the moon surface.
The only drawback was that if he missed by an inch, he’d probably
crush the side of Dodge’s ship and rip a hole in his own.




Jak slowly lowered his ship into the fresh
crater, kicking up the grey dust off the surface of the moon.
Visibility became difficult, so Jak was forced to fly by his
instrumentation and his guts.




He felt a bit of a bump as he came in a
little too close and nicked the edge of Dodge’s ship, but was able
to pull up again in time to correct his path. Jak lowered the ship
again, watching his computer screen as it gave an estimate of where
he was in relation to the other space craft. His course looked good
so he hit a few buttons to lower the landing pads.




Down the ship went until it made contact with
the surface of the moon. Reverse thrusters fired in order to slow
the ship’s downward momentum, tossing up some more powdery moon
soil. He felt the confirmation of a solid landing. Jak watched the
dust settle on his cockpit window as the moon’s weak gravity slowly
pulled the powder back to the surface.




His readouts said he was lined up.




“We’re good,” gasped Baxter as he ran back
into the cockpit.




Jak jumped out of his chair and joined Baxter
as they rushed back to the airlock. They passed Cyan on the way,
her arms full with the gear Jak had requested.




“Thanks for your help,” was the only thing
Jak offered as he flew past her.




She grumbled as she struggled with Jak’s
decrepit space gear and was aggravated by the lack of a gentlemanly
offer of assistance.




They reached the circular door, which was
surrounded in a few outdated computer consoles. Through the thick
door’s cloudy window, Jak could see the opposite door of the
Brigatine, close beside them.




Baxter punched a few things into the console,
to verify their alignment to the other door. It needed to be
absolutely exact, or it would be a failure.




Jak grabbed on to a rusted wheel to the left
of the door and turned it with all his strength. The seldom used
wheel squealed in reluctance as the internal gears spun and sent a
thick steel ring out the side of their ship, a few inches from the
outside edge of their air lock door, to mate with the other ship in
a magnetically sealed connection.




A clang sounded and Jak could no longer turn
the wheel. That told him the tube had extracted and connected
successfully.




Jak and Baxter shared a nervous glance as
they both realized the danger in their next step; opening the door.
If the airlock on Dodge’s ship was damaged, or the seal was bad,
the air in the ship would likely drain violently from the ship and
cause the short interlock tunnel to collapse. They decided not to
let Cyan in on the potential risks.




Jak flipped a heavy switch upward on his side
of the door with two hands and Baxter did the same on his side.
They both grabbed on to the handles, which were sunken into the
round riveted door, took a breath and pushed it together, off to
the right. The first attempt did nothing, but on their second
attempt, the door slid slightly and a loud hiss filled the room for
a moment as the pressure and air evened out between their ship and
the space in the link to Dodge’s ship.




The fact that the hiss stopped told Jak the
link was good, and they were safe for at least another couple of
minutes. They continued to move the door, which rolled in its track
into a slot in the hull of the Tempest.




Cyan handed out a few spotlights. Jak aimed
the bright light of his lamp at the door of the Brigatine in front
of them. It was blackened with carbon scoring.




“What do we do now?” asked Cyan.




Jak looked at Baxter.




Baxter was the first to suggest something.
“Knock?”




Jak shrugged his shoulders, ducked down and
stepped into the low metallic cylindrical space between the
ships.




He knocked loudly. There was no response.




He knocked again.




“What!” It was not a question.




The powerful voice from inside the Brigatine,
able to be heard through a thick insulated door, was not
impressed.





Chapter Thirteen




Dodge Stonewall




The three crewmates of the Tempest shared a
few nervous glances as the metallic bangs and squeaks of the
opening of the opposite door seemed to echo throughout their ship,
while the angry voice from the other side made its way through. As
the door slid open, a shot of hot air and burnt fumes filled the
docking area. The pounding and knocking sounds of repairs and
reconstruction rattled across the metal walls of the ship’s
hull.




A frustrated looking Dodge Stonewall ducked
and poked his head and shoulders through the low circular hatchway
with a look in his eyes that could very well have killed them all
instantly if he had wanted. His leather flight jacket was singed,
blackened and torn in some places. He had wrapped a dirty white
cloth around the top of his bald head and tied it at the back, for
the protection of a small burn wound. His dark complexion was
accented by smears of dirt, grease and dried blood. He was holding
a hammer.




“Damn it, Jak,” he said loudly. “I’m a little
busy here.”




Jak was at a loss for words. Baxter was
scared. Cyan didn’t know what was going on.




Dodge waited impatiently for a response that
didn’t come. “If you’re coming over here, then hurry up,” he
continued in his annoyed tone. “Watch yourselves though. We’ve got
dangerous problems everywhere.” With that, he disappeared back into
his ship.




Cyan looked unimpressed. “Is he always like
this?”




“Give him a break,” answered Jak. “His ship
just crashed. That’s a big blow to a pilot’s ego.”




“You comin’?” yelled Dodge, from the inside
of his ship.




Jak looked at Baxter in response to Dodge’s
bellowing. “I suggest you don’t touch anything.”




“Yeah, I agree with you.”




Jak was going to do the same.




Jak led them through the dock port and into
the Brigatine. Through the acrid smoke, which was still present in
the ship, they could see the various damaged instrumentation and
blackened walls. Miraculously, they still had enough power and
unbroken circuitry to dimly light the ship. Dodge’s crewmen
scurried back and forth, carrying tools and parts, trying to make
some headway on the disaster.




“This smoke must be healthy,” said Baxter. At
the moment, Jak was more worried about the hull caving in on
them.




Dodge had placed a pair of protective goggles
over his eyes and was engaged in hammering some kind of metal
component, which Jak could not identify, at the end of a hall. Jak
recognized Garner, who was holding a steel rail steady for Dodge
while he finished the job.




After a few more strikes with the heavy
hammer, Dodge tugged on the steel rail to test his work. When he
felt the job was completed, he turned to face Jak, Baxter and Cyan,
who were standing still — too timid to move and accidentally get in
someone’s way. He pulled off his goggles and asked, “What do you
guys need?”




Jak was again stumped. “Uh...we heard you
were in trouble and needed some help.”




“Nope, we’re fine.”




Jak took a look around at the charred
destruction of the ship and in a cautious tone asked, “Are you
sure?”




Dodge remained quiet as he stared Jak
directly in the eyes. Baxter was ready to bolt back to the
Tempest.




Dodge’s face then broke into a wide smile.
“No, I’m screwing with you,” he said. “Great to see you, Jak.”




He walked over to Jak and delivered a solid
handshake, with a friendly pat on the shoulder. Jak realized that
Dodge only conveyed the most extreme emotions. He was either
extremely happy or absolutely angry, there was no middle ground.
Even though most people were frightened of Dodge’s temper, his
fierce demeanour was usually more bark than bite; a lot of noise
with only a little action, unless you were truly an enemy to
him.




“You too, man.” Jak’s face obviously showed
his sense of relief. “I’d thought you’d been hit on the head a bit
too hard there for a minute.”




“No worries,” said Dodge. “Just a bit of a
burn. I’ve been kicked around a lot worse.” He turned to face
Baxter and acknowledged him with a nod and the statement of his
name.




Baxter gave him a cautious nod.




Dodge paused for a second after spotting
Cyan, who was looking impatient behind the two men. Jak hoped he
would just say hello and move on.




“Who’s this?” asked Dodge loudly, looking at
Jak. “Is this your new girlfriend?”




Jak winced at the blatant question.




Cyan answered for him. “No, my name is Cyan.
And I’m just a passenger.” She gave him an empty smile, void of
humour.




“Oh...all right,” said Dodge. Looking at Jak,
Dodge seemed to realize his slip of the tongue had caused some
discomfort in him. Dodge quickly moved the situation along. “Nice
to meet you,” he said to Cyan, as he reached forward and shook her
hand. She nodded.




Jak changed the topic and got right to the
point. “So, what’s the damage?”




“Well, the ship’s pretty much junked. That
bastard Murdock blew us away with a whole pack of magneto mines. I
honestly didn’t think the guy had the nerve. But, we should be able
to get it going with a bit of hard work, just to get our cargo and
stuff delivered, but I wouldn’t trust it any further than that. As
soon as we get what we need done, it’ll be scrap.”




“Damn. Brand new too,” said Jak, looking
around the ship for some evidence of the crippled ship actually
being new.




“Don’t remind me.”




“So, what do you need from us?”




“I’m gonna need a power hook up, if you can
spare some juice. Oh, and bit of booze for the boys here would be
nice. Ours got all smashed up.”




“Done,” said Jak. “Are you sure you don’t
want to come aboard our ship though? You’re sure this thing is
gonna be safe to fly?”




“Gonna have to be.”




Jak sincerely hoped Dodge wasn’t letting his
pride put him in danger. Jak also didn’t want to put himself in
danger by pressing the subject any further. If Dodge thought the
ship was salvageable, then it was. It wouldn’t be polite to keep
second guessing the veteran space captain.




The conversation was interrupted by a call
from across the ship from one of Dodge’s crewmates, requesting help
with one of the many repairs.




“Hold on,” yelled Dodge. He didn’t like being
interrupted, but his smile returned soon after. “I’d love to chat
for a bit, but I gotta go help out Flannigan over there with some
computer trouble. You know how it is.”




“I’ll give you a hand with that if you want,”
said Baxter. Surprisingly, he seemed eager to get involved.




“Yeah, okay. But if you break anything else,
I’ll kill you,” said Dodge. “I’ve got enough stuff trashed around
here already.” No one was quite confident that his statement was a
joke. Nevertheless, he threw his arm over Baxter’s shoulders and
began to lead his new found assistant off to the computer banks. As
dwarfed as Baxter was by Dodge’s intimidating frame, he fought to
stand tall and avoid appearing like a small cowering child
alongside him. Dodge turned back to look at Jak. “Grab me those
power links.”




“Sure,” said Jak. Both he and Dodge shared a
smile in their enjoyment of Baxter’s friendly torture.




Jak turned to face Cyan as soon as the two
others had left them alone.




“Would you be able to do me a big favour?” he
asked.




“What?”




“Dodge needs a lot of help here, and he’s
never gonna get this ship running right by himself. Could you go
down to the engine room and work up some of your magic?”




She responded as if she had known the
question was coming and had been preparing an answer. “Look, I’m
not a slave who you can get to do all your dirty work.” It was the
complete opposite attitude Jak had hoped for. “He’s your
friend. Why don’t you do it?”




“Fine,” answered Jak coldly. He started to
head back to the air lock, then stopped and turned back to her.
“And, since he is my friend, we’ll be staying here until the
job is absolutely finished. Judging by the look of this ship, that
is gonna be a very, very long time, honey. So, it looks like we may
miss out on your precious tablets, doesn’t it?”




Jak turned around again and walked quickly
back toward his ship. He was absolutely livid now, but he didn’t
want to make any more of a scene in front of Dodge’s crew. He had
all but given up on the girl, although he did feel a grain of
guiltiness, in that they both knew she would be a massive help to
the situation, if they could just cooperate. He decided to give it
one last chance before he exploded, and turned around one more time
just before he rounded a corner. She was still standing in the same
place.







“Look,” he started. He needed to raise his
voice to be heard over the noise on the ship. He tried to visually
block out the people, unwilling to have them observe him using a
voice of surrender. “I only ask because you’ll do an amazing job.”
He turned and left without waiting for a response.




As Jak ducked through the airlock, he
realized that if she was still in the same spot when he came back
over to Dodge’s ship, he’d have to kill her. No second thoughts. It
was going to have to be either him or her.




On the Tempest, Jak slowly cooled down as he
rummaged through one of his storage rooms and pulled out two coils
of cable. These thick old worn cables would hopefully be enough to
transfer some power over to the Brigatine, before they melted.




He went about the process of plugging in the
ends of the cables to the power output sockets on his ship, while
he mumbled to himself about Cyan. He couldn’t figure out why she
got under his skin so badly and wished he could blank her out of
his mind for a while. Maybe Dodge would take her.




Jak unrolled the cables through the airlock
and onto the dirty floor of Dodge’s ship. He was hesitant to look
up to see what Cyan was doing, but he forced himself to take a
quick glance. She was nowhere to be seen. He hoped that meant she
had caught on and gone to help.




Garner, Dodge’s number one man, helped Jak
connect the power lines to a socket in the side of their power
console. He hit a few switches and a comforting hum started
immediately, followed by an increase in the brightness of the
overhead lighting. Garner hit a few more knobs and started the
ventilation system, sending a much needed cool breeze through the
ship and starting the process of dumping out the toxic air.




Garner shook Jak’s hand in gratitude.




“So, who’s that girl?” asked Garner. With him
being a young, decent looking man, on a space ship full of men, the
question was inevitable.




“Don’t worry about it,” said Jak. He briefly
considered that he may have passed on an opportunity to unload
her.




“You should have seen her tear into the
engines,” said Garner with admiration. “She stormed past Dodge and
just started pulling things apart. I thought he was going to flip
out, but I think he might have actually been a little scared of
her.”




“Yeah, well Mrs. Stonewall isn’t gonna be
happy when she finds out a young woman is playing around on his
ship.”




“So what’s her name anyway—”




“Look Garner, this girl will break your neck
and your legs and probably more if you go near her.” Jak realized
he might have jumped the gun, and tried to slow his delivery. “Just
trust me, and you’ll be able to save your dignity.”




Garner smiled and was smart enough to see by
Jak’s insistence, that she was a little more than a simple
passenger and that Garner should probably drop the subject before
he offended him.




“Jak, where did you find that girl?” It was
Dodge now, shouting to Jak with a big smile as he emerged from the
hallway leading to the engine room, wiping his hands with a
rag.




Jak rolled his eyes and said nothing in
return.




“She sure knows what she’s doing back there,”
continued Dodge.




“I’m glad you’re impressed,” said Jak.




***




The crews of the Tempest and the Brigatine
combined their efforts and worked for several hours, until they
were all past the point of exhaustion. They mutually decided to
take a break, before fatigue caused them to get sloppy and begin
making mistakes. For a change of scenery, the crew of Dodge’s ship
spent some time on Jak’s ship, holding up the walls and emptying
his liquor cabinet.




Cyan eventually warmed up to the other crew
and became friendly and social with everyone. She sat down for a
while, along with Jak, Baxter and Dodge as she was urged to open up
about the reason she was there. Jak and Baxter filled Dodge in on
the details of the events that had led them to that point in time.
Dodge absorbed the story, punctuating it with comments and various
looks of surprise.




At the end of the story Dodge leaned back and
crossed his arms. “Well then,” he said. “Unfortunately I’m gonna
have to kick you guys out.”




“What?”




“We’re doing fine here, and you have to get
going. Murdock only had a few stops booked after we intercepted
him, so you’re never gonna catch him if you don’t get moving. The
last stop we have on his log is out near the Devil’s Horn Nebula. I
don’t know how you’ll track him down if you miss him there.”




“If we’re going to be leaving soon, I’m just
going to go finish up a few of the things I started,” interrupted
Cyan, as she got up. “I ripped a few things apart that may be a bit
difficult to put back together.”




“Yeah, of course. I really owe you one,” said
Dodge sincerely. He reached out and shook her hand. A rare spark of
true happiness sparkled in her smile.




“No problem,” she responded, as she turned
and left.




“Quite a girl,” said Dodge, after she was out
of earshot.




“Tell me about it.”




Jak saw Dodge’s fatherly instinct kick in.
“Don’t let her get you killed,” he said.




“What do you mean?” asked Jak. He acted
surprised, but he knew exactly where Dodge was going with his
statement.




“Hey, you and I both know that you’re gonna
fall for her — if you haven’t already — and you’ll do whatever she
says. Even if that means you’re gonna risk your life for some magic
rocks.”




Jak looked at him with a half hearted face of
bewilderment.




“Lucky we didn’t tell him about the part when
she tried to take the ship over,” added Baxter. It was his turn to
throw Jak into the ring with Dodge.




In response, Dodge said nothing, but looked
at Jak with a look of disgust and disappointment as if to say, ‘How
the hell could you let her do that?’




“Yeah,” said Jak with irritation,
“Lucky.”




“Look, I’m not saying there’s anything wrong
with her,” said Dodge. “In fact, I think she’s got a good heart in
there.”




Jak could tell how much Dodge cared by how
animated he became when he spoke. There would be no stopping him
until his point was across.




“Still,” continued Dodge, “something isn’t
sitting right with me.”




That wasn’t good news. Dodge’s intuition was
known in their circle of acquaintances as something that could
usually be trusted in.




“What’s that?”




“Well a few things, besides all that nonsense
you told me about you two and the space dragon and all that — which
sounds made up if you ask me.” Jak and Baxter looked to each other
and then looked quickly back to Dodge before he noticed. He counted
off on his fingers. “First, you’ve got this problem with Murdock. I
don’t like how all the sudden he’s got all this courage. That man
was even scared of Baxter before. Second, he’s going out to the
Devil’s Horn Nebula. For what? Why would he go out there? Third,
you tell me that he’s planning on selling these tablets to
Cartrite. If he wants them, then my bet is that he’s found some way
of using their power for his own purposes. Cartrite isn’t just some
junk collector. This guy’s ship, the Catalyst, is the size of a
small city. His crew is a bunch of maniacs and creeps, and he’s
already been able to take control and claim ownership over a few
small worlds on the outer edge of the galaxy. Last I heard, he had
cooled off for a while and stopped there. Now all the sudden, he’s
requesting deliveries from the other side of the galaxy. You see?
Something’s up. And you’re walking right into it.”




Jak hoped the speech was nearing the end.




“You don’t think I can take care of
myself?”




“No, you stubborn jackass. But you’ve got to
understand. You’re entering a whole new world here. You’re past
fighting over buried treasure with Murdock. If we hadn’t been
lucky, he’d have succeeded at killing me and my whole crew. He’s on
another level now. I hope this isn’t just about the money, because
I can help you out.”




“No, it’s not about the money anymore.”




“Revenge?”




“Maybe.”




“Dangerous game you’re playing, my friend.
You’re dealing with a guy who’s got a new toy he wants to try out,
and that toy is murder. So either you’re gonna fall to his level or
at some point have to walk away.”




“I promised Rusty I’d go out there for him,”
said Jak. “And, this thing with Cyan just came up and I want to
help her too, so it’s not just about me you know.”




Dodge smiled a toothy grin and said, “Well,
well, well. Is that a little bit of maturity I hear coming from the
great space pirate, Jak Phoenix? Caring about others. That’s a new
one. Look buddy, I just want you to be careful.”




“I hear you Dodge, and your concern is
appreciated. I’m going out there and I promise if it’s too big, I’m
gonna turn back and tell Rusty and Cyan it just can’t be done.
Fair?”




“Hey, it’s your head — I’m just sayin’.”




“If Murdock is setting us up at Devil’s Horn,
then it’ll be his loss,” explained Jak. He felt the need to let
Dodge know that he did stand a chance. “I’ve been through there and
I know how deadly it can be inside. For all his money and fancy
ships and luck, he has no instinct or piloting skills. I can fly
circles around the guy.”




“Then quit sitting around talking and get the
hell out of here.”




Chapter Fourteen




Goals of the Marionette




The loss of Richards was unfortunate, but the
loss of his primary helmsman, Philips, at the hands of the brutish
Saltarion traders had been a downright disappointment.




Murdock pounded his fist into the console on
the arm of his chair, causing him to require a readjustment of the
bandage on his forearm. Even he had not escaped injury on their
last stop. The simple mission had gone ridiculously wrong,
resulting in a firefight with the filthy Saltarion settlers.




It should have been a simple trade: the
precious ore the settlers had mined, for food and water to ease
their starvation. When Murdock inspected the ore and saw it was far
under their required quota, he made the choice he felt was the
necessary one. Cancel the deal and let them ponder over their
mistake until his next visit, several months down the road.




Whether by their vile nature or by some form
of juvenile desperation, they became panicked and violent as
Murdock led his crew back to their ship, along with the crates of
food stores. He admitted to himself that he had made a serious
error in doubting the abilities of the feral and impoverished
people. He also briefly considered what he would have done if the
situation had been reversed, but shut that dispensable thought out
of his mind.




The settlers had attacked him and his crew
before they had been able to board their ship and managed to kill
Philips, which cut the crew down to only himself, Daniels and
Stevens. All of them had sustained injury and the cargo they had
decided to take back had been lost in the struggle. They had been
as close to defeat as Murdock had ever been, and the feeling did
not suit him. Nevertheless, the delicious retaliation later would
be the ultimate lesson for defiance against his Galactic Guard
authorized crew.




With Richards gone they had been shorthanded,
but still in a sustainable position. With Philips also eliminated,
the crew was now too small to carry on any further than their
rendezvous with Jak Phoenix and the later cargo transfer with
Captain Cartrite. Phoenix’s final disposal would bring a happy
ending to this otherwise unpleasant day.




After the mishap, Murdock considered moving
away from the petty games with the herds of poverty-stricken
colonists they had been dealing and trading with. It was nearly
effortless money at one point, but the traders seemed to be growing
too brave in recent times. He’d let them sweat it out for a while,
quickly depleting their stores of food, water and supplies. He was,
after all, doing them a favour by coming around to their distant
and pitiful worlds, while most others steered clear. It was not his
fault that these sluggards didn’t feel the need to work hard for a
living.




On the other hand, these trades were actually
starting to get too easy, which Murdock figured contributed to this
night’s failure. When something became too simple, it was easy to
‘spin your wheels’ and allow your handling of the situation to
become slackened. He was definitely going to start looking into
some more complex projects, after he hired on a fresh crew.




He was also looking forward to the upcoming
meeting with Cartrite. While he hadn’t yet seen him face to face,
their communications had gone well. It had been Cartrite, several
weeks ago, who had originally told him about the pieces he wanted
in the abandoned freighter in the canyons of Scoparia. Murdock had
then formulated a strategy and planted information and rumours
about the ancient treasure, in an attempt to lure the
ever-destitute Jak Phoenix to the location. The plans had of course
been successful, with Jak rushing in and springing the trap,
allowing Murdock to walk in unscathed and take the cargo right out
from under Jak.




When they spoke, Cartrite had seemed eager to
get his hands on the artifacts. Murdock hadn’t bothered to ask
about the origin or intended purpose of the pieces, or even how
Cartrite had known about them in the first place. Truthfully, he
didn’t care. The money was right and would be plentiful if he could
pull off the simple task.




The old space captain had sounded far more
peaceful and quiet than Murdock had expected. It was rumoured that
his health had been declining, even while his aura of tyranny still
remained intact. He was calm and friendly when Murdock had spoken
to him, but his voice still demanded respect. Murdock felt he had
got on well with him.




Afterward, Murdock considered that Cartrite
may have been misjudged by many people, as was also the case
commonly regarding himself. He found that other less successful
people are never eager to embrace another’s success and are quick
to scorn or belittle the triumphs of the accomplished.




If everything went to plan and Cartrite was
happy with his work, Murdock had opened himself up to the
possibility of working with him again. He certainly wouldn’t turn
down a job offer, if the subject arose.




One again, Jak had been extremely foolish in
failing to see the trap coming. He was no different now than when
they had worked together so long ago. In a way he almost felt sorry
that Jak was so pathetic; always bumbling his way through life. He
lacked stability and professionalism and seemed to blame Murdock
for his troubles.




Murdock didn’t feel sorry that Jak would soon
be gone. Jak deserved a defeat if he was to fall into another trap.
Murdock couldn’t figure out how he had been able to work with him
as long as he did. Either way, the galaxy could use one less
panhandling pilot.




***




Captain Cornelius Cartrite stood on the
bridge of his ship, The Catalyst, focusing in on a pinpoint of
light in the blanket of star lights on the giant view screen in
front of him, for no reason other than to focus his attention and
thoughts on ignoring the sharp pain that had just shot through his
body. He knew the pain would pass quickly, as it always did.




He also understood that this pain was more a
necessary side effect of his treatment, than of his sickness. A
sign, perhaps, that their experimentation may have been taking a
turn for the better.




Cartrite turned quickly at the noise from the
hiss of the opening sliding door at the rear of the bridge, as he
had trained himself to instinctively do. It was just another reflex
he felt was necessary in remaining in his position; something he
had been successful at for so many long years. He needed to know
who was on the bridge at all times and had to be cautious of the
threat of assassination, which always haunted a person of his
stature.




This time, he was pleased to see his personal
medic and man of science, Professor Voth, step onto the bridge
carrying his usual stack of technical readouts. Cartrite thought
Voth’s one living eye showed a rare glint of pleasure this morning
— uncommon for the Professor, but a possible indication of the
presence of good news. His other eye, the mechanical implant sunken
into its metallic socket, glowed in the usual dark hue of red. His
uneven grey hair was dishevelled and out of place, as always.




Although he would not say it aloud, the
captain admired Voth’s devotion to the project, taking it upon
himself to test the bio-technology he had created on himself. It
was risky, even though the professor assured safety with so many
tests, successful and unsuccessful, on the disposable living
subjects obtained from the inferior planets.




As they had envisioned, Professor Voth’s
abilities had increased exponentially with his bio-upgrades. The
eye-piece wrapped around over to the area where his ear had been,
supplying him with an enhanced audio sensor — ten times as
effective as the faded hearing in his natural ear.




Voth approached and stood at attention in the
best way his crooked posture would allow. “Sir, the last series of
tests showed a massive improvement in the functionality of your
electronic heart valve system. With a few modifications, your heart
should soon be running twenty percent more efficiently.”




“Excellent work, professor,” said
Cartrite.




The heart he referred to had been the one
Cartrite had recently chosen to replace his slowly failing natural
one. Although it hadn’t yet fully failed, Cartrite had chosen to
ensure his future by removing the aging biological one and
replacing it with an electronic prototype, created by Professor
Voth himself.




At times, pains would rocket through him as
his body tried to reject the part, but their constant tweaking was
eventually defeating the body’s natural defence mechanism, in the
end offering them a superior way of life. His heart was stronger
than anyone’s, offering the old man an infinite level of blood flow
and the ability to slow his heart beat to near zero if
required.




The only person in all of Azore’s Crown that
Cornelius Cartrite trusted was Professor Voth. Voth had had
unlimited opportunities to kill him, working on such sensitive
areas, but always showed a genuine effort toward success. Countless
other scientists who had worked on Cartrite’s projects had been
executed as they grew independent. Professor Voth had remained
interested, even absorbed, in their pursuits of life extension and
improvement.




“Beyond that sir,” said Voth, “I have
uncovered some more documentation about the history of the Balarian
tablets. I am confident our plans will be successful.”




Cartrite’s heart system stopped his heart
rate from increasing with his contained excitement regarding the
positive news. One of its enhancements was the restriction of
needless increases and decreases in blood pressure. It was quite
effective at preventing these ‘emotional blips’ which could cause
one to lose concentration and make mistakes, or become
unnecessarily tired.




“I hope you realize that things will never be
the same after this,” said Cartrite. “Our plans will quickly fall
into place, if our testing is successful.”




“When will we have them aboard?”




“Very shortly.”




“Excellent, captain. Then I’ll continue with
my preparation.”




Professor Voth bowed slightly before heading
off the bridge. The captain was pleased.




That Galactic Guard pilot who had been so
eager to obtain the tablets was on his way to the rendezvous point.
Was it Mildork? Muldoff? Cartrite couldn’t recall the pilot’s name,
but was surprised at how foolish he had been in so quickly
accepting an offer from a known threat like himself. His sources
had suggested this weak minded pilot, who seemed to have just
enough power to be dangerous in his quest for advancement.




He wondered if the tablets had truly been
guarded by the mythical dragon, rumoured to be in the unfortunate
crash site of the cargo ship, and if so, how the imbecile would
have managed to get around it. Cartrite was confident that the
creature had been there. The Scoparian Dragon, as it had been
named, had likely been a small creature when the shuttle arrived,
mutated and warped over time by the incredible unrestrained power
of the Balarian tablets. It would have subconsciously chosen to
stay near the ship forever, unwilling to remove itself from the
pure energy field expelled from the ancient relics.




Cartrite’s right eye watered slightly as he
fought back a sharp slice of a pain in his head. The tablets could
not arrive soon enough.




***




“Sir,” said the temporary helmsman, Stevens,
“we are nearing the Devil’s Horn Nebula now. Sensors indicate heavy
distortion and radiation readings inside. How would you like to
proceed?”




“Take us in.”




Stevens turned the ship toward for the thick
cloud of gas and energy. He declined to question Murdock’s
dangerous decision to take them inside such an unstable
formation.




“Sir, I’m getting a reading of a ship just
entering our sensor range. It’s a very weak signal, but it’s
definitely there and its trajectory indicates that it’s heading in
this direction.”




Murdock was quite happy with himself and with
the fulfillment of the first step of his plan. “Wonderful,” he
said. “I want you to bring all weapons online and have everything
fully charged. Continue tracking that ship as we move into the
nebula, and lock all weapons onto their coordinates. While you’re
at it, lay in the course to the Cartrite rendezvous as well. We
shan’t be long here.”





Chapter Fifteen




The Devil’s Horn Nebula




“There it is,” said Jak, pointing out the
cockpit window, at the dark red cloud, quickly growing in size as
they approached. “You can see why it’s called the Devil’s Horn
Nebula...I hope.”




“It’s beautiful,” responded Cyan
unexpectedly.




“Maybe on the outside babe, but inside it’s a
death trap.”




The nebula was, for the most part, a massive
gaseous formation, formed into a roughly spherical shape. It had
been given its name because of the two horn-like points jutting out
of either side of the top of the sparkling cloud.




“There are several large planetary bodies
around this area,” explained Baxter for Cyan’s benefit. “Some kind
of gravitational disturbance pulls the two peaks in different
directions. And, it’s very spooky in there.”




“Still, it looks nice.”




Jak couldn’t help but chuckle at Cyan’s
statement. It was truly fitting to see Cyan, the beautiful girl
with the internal soul of stone, find solace in the outwardly
dazzling appearance of such a dangerous phenomenon.




“Guess things aren’t always as they appear.
Right, Bax?”




Cyan kicked the back of his chair in
retaliation for the chuckle and comment, which just went to
reinforce his point.




“So what do we do?” said Cyan. To the point
as always.




Jak and Baxter turned and looked at each
other, verifying the thought each of them already had. The biggest
thing they loved about doing what they did for a living was that
they had no boss. Neither of them were interested in having one any
time soon.




Cyan waited until she knew there was no
response coming. “Well, you might want to start by stopping the
ship.”




“What’s step two? Ejecting you out into
space?”




Cyan didn’t even give Jak the satisfaction of
a response. He had always enjoyed having the last word, until he
realized it was actually more annoying when she refused to
acknowledge an insult, and stubbornly said nothing instead.




Jak slowed the ship and came to a stop
several hundred kilometres from the undefined edge of the giant
translucent crimson phenomenon. Due to its size, it was still the
only thing visible outside of the ship, even with them at a
presumably safe distance.







“Do you think he’s here?” asked Cyan.




“Hard to say for sure,” said Baxter, “because
our sensors can’t penetrate the plasma field to look for the
regular things you look for in a ship. Like metal, and so on.”




“He’s obviously hiding inside,” said Jak.
“Murdock’s not exactly known for his courage. Bax, are the sensors
picking up any of his magneto mines out here?”




“Nothing. If you trust the ship.”




“Course I do,” said Jak. He punched a few
buttons and brought the radio online.




Cyan and Baxter shared a quick glance in
their shared dread of Jak’s trust in the old ship, which was so
fond of failure and mistakes.




“Murdock,” said Jak in his loud radio voice,
“come out of the nebula. We want to talk.”




Obviously, static was the only response.




Jak sat back in his chair and crossed his
arms, as if his work was complete by either failure or some success
unseen by anyone else.




Cyan hoped they weren’t finished. “What
exactly do we want to talk about?”




“Nothing. But it sounds good, doesn’t
it?”




“And that’s your plan?”




“Do you have a better one?”




Cyan reached up to the cockpit console and
opened up the radio signal again.




“We’ve locked on to your position, Murdock,
and Baxter has our weapons charged and ready. Would you like us to
fire, or are you going to come out here and act like a man?”




Jak was impressed, and slightly turned on, by
her aggressive approach to the situation.




Static continued on the open line.




“Well, that was a lot of help—”




The static on the communication radio changed
slightly and was replaced by voice mixed with heavy
interference.




“Hello, Jak,” said Murdock. The signal
cleared up and his voice became relatively clear. “I see you’ve
obtained a new fiery companion.”




“Never mind that,” said Jak.




“Tell Baxter to relax on the weapon controls
over there. We are just doing a bit of prospecting out here. What
exactly brings you out this way?”




Murdock knew how to tear at Jak’s nerves. How
had he ever managed to work with this guy?




“I’m gonna be straight with you Murdock.
You’ve got something that we need to get back. I’m sure we can come
to some kind of agreement.” Jak cursed his words as they came
out.




“What is it that you want?”




“You know,” said Baxter. “The crates you
screwed us for on Scoparia.”




A short delay was filled with radio
noise.




“I’m afraid I’m not exactly sure what you’re
speaking of, but I’ll tell you what...I’ll send you over a manifest
and you can take a look at our cargo log and let me know exactly
what it is you need. I’m sure then we can come up with some type of
fair compensation. There are—”




Jak pounded the button to mute the radio’s
microphone.




“What the hell is he talking about?”




“Let’s back off a bit,” said Baxter. “This
isn’t right.”




Jak agreed.




“Are you still there Jak?” asked Murdock.




Jak checked his sensors.




“What’s that?” asked Cyan, pointing out the
cockpit window, down and to the far left. The urgency in her voice
was echoed by the warning bell which began its squeal as she
finished speaking.




The tiny spark of light shot around from the
lower outside edge of the blood red nebula, on an intensely bowed
course toward their position.




Without hesitation Jak hammered the controls,
whipping the ship into turn while firing its thrusters, in an
attempt to evade the incoming attack.




Even with Jak’s quick reaction, the ship was
just not fast enough to evade the screaming pace of the
missile.




As the small, but fierce rocket tore through
the front corner of the ship, Jak thought about the last thing
Dodge had said to him before he left. ‘Don’t get yourself
killed.’




He had managed to come through on that
promise by the skin of his teeth. Shrapnel danced across the
cockpit window as the Tempest continued on its looped path. The
ship shook the crew in an all too familiar way.




“Front edge of the ship is gone,” reported
Baxter. “One of our new cannons is completely gone too, but the
rest of the hull integrity seems okay.”




Cyan had moved up in between Jak and Baxter
for a close view of the cockpit. She stretched to peer out the
window in an attempt to visually confirm the damage. She looked
over at Jak, just in time to see the unexpected smile on his
face.




“Baxter, he’s lost it.”




“What?” said Baxter, turning around to see
Jak. “What’s wrong, Jak?”




“Nothing guys. This makes it a whole lot
easier.”




“What are you talking about?” asked Cyan.




Jak turned the ship around to once again face
the gigantic red nebula. The two demonic horns were taunting him,
and seemed to ask, ‘Are you up for it?’ Cyan knew something was
coming and gripped the back of the two seats.




Jak answered the nebula by punching the
controls and throwing the ship forward, at as fast a speed as he
could safely manage. He could tell Baxter and Cyan were
nervous.




“Let me tell you something,” said Jak, while
he checked his controls and the ship rocketed forward. “Deep down,
I’m a softy. I’m the type of guy that would feel guilty for the
rest of my life if I had just barged in there and blew him away.
This way, he has drawn first blood. Made the first move. Now I can
freely go about my business of beating him senseless. You know what
I mean?”




Their silence told him they did.




The ship’s entrance into the great nebula
seemed slow, only because of their tiny size in relation to it.
There was no defined border, as was the case when one walked
through fog. The dense part always seemed to be just a little
further ahead of you.




The ominous red hue in the cockpit, coupled
by their blind-flying method had tensions high. Jak slowed the ship
as they moved deeper inside. With only a few kilometres of
visibility around them, they all knew Murdock could pop out in
front at any moment and they would have practically no warning.




“At least he won’t be able to see anything
either,” said Cyan. She studied the sparkling tapestry in front of
them. “What can I do to help?”




Jak tapped on an ancient glass gauge in the
console. “We’re losing oxygen. Must be a leak where we took the
damage. Can you see if you can seal it up?”




Cyan supplied no argument and rushed out of
the cockpit, eager to be involved.




Jak hit the ship wide intercom button.




“Oh, and Cyan, if you fix that up, would you
mind going down to the engine room? I’m sure they’ll be failing
soon enough.”




He heard her laugh. Even through his intense
concentration, Jak realized how much that simple gesture both
calmed his nerves and lit a spark in his soul.




He muted the microphone and turned to
Baxter.




“I have no idea what to do right now.”




“Well, you pulled us in here at full tilt, so
that’s a good way to start, I guess.”




“Can he see us?”




“Not likely,” said Baxter. “The distortion in
here is ridiculous.”




“So we’re both basically going to fly around
in circles until we eventually crash into each other.”




The fast beep of the warning alarm sounded
again.




Jak made a hard turn and banked the ship on
its side. He barely saw the rocket blur past the ship and into the
depth of the nebula.




“That was close.”




Jak flipped the intercom back on.




“Cyan, are you alright there?”




“Yeah I’m fine. I’d appreciate if you could
keep us right side up for a bit though.”




“Sorry babe. Either that or we get ripped to
bits and take a quick swim in that nice glowing plasma out
there.”




“Good point,” she said, over the sound of
banging metal.




“I’m gonna leave the intercom on so you can
talk to us.”




“What’s wrong? Is Baxter boring you?”




Jak loved it. Maybe she was taking her anger
out on something constructive. He would need to keep her busy in
the future.




“Good one,” said Baxter. He didn’t care. He
was too busy playing with the sensor control, trying to make some
kind of informed decision about what they should do.




“Can we follow the trail of that missile back
to him?” asked Jak.




“Nope. Already checked. He’s using some kind
of rocket that must travel out from his ship before it starts
toward its target. Then it takes a crazy route and is impossible to
follow back.”




“Where exactly does one go about finding all
of these sneaky weapons? How come everything I have is so
straightforward?”




“Maybe because you’re not a weasel.”




“Could be.”




“Or maybe because all your stuff is older
than me.”




Jak spotted the next two threats before the
alarm started. Two dots straight ahead, closing fast.




“Hold on to something, Cyan,” he shouted.




Jak spun the ship around and banked off to
the left, missing the first one by a long shot, but missing the
second by an inch. He heard the rocket physically scrape the metal
hull of the ship before it deflected off and sped out of the
nebula.




“If he can’t see us, how is he launching
missiles at us?” asked Cyan, sounding ill tempered again.




“I think he knows our general direction and
is just firing them off this way,” said Baxter. “The rockets are
probably supposed to lock on to us, but only can when we’re very
close. If they miss, I’d assume they just keep going in a straight
line until they peter out.”




“So, what can you scan for in here?” asked
Jak.




“The sensors seem to pick up gasses and
particles alright, but you can’t really narrow anything down.”




“I want you to get a full cross section of
the nebula. Scan for every element you can pick up.”




Jak dodged another rocket as Baxter loaded
the data.




“Here it is Jak. Just a read out of gas and
plasma statistics.”




“What does it say on our exact location?”




Baxter was perplexed. “Nothing,” he said.
“There’s no gas here because our ship is sitting here...” He took a
second to comprehend the data. “He’s in sector three point eight!
Let’s go.”




Jak whipped the ship into a dive, toward the
bottom side of the nebula. Now, he would make his own sneak attack
against the other pocket of nothing inside the nebula. The other
spot, where the gasses and dust were displaced by Murdock’s ship,
creating a hole in the readings.




Jak spun the ship around on its axis and flew
on a path from the bottom of the nebula toward Murdock’s
location.




His heart was pounding as the red fog faded
during his approach and revealed the underbelly of Murdock’s shiny
new ship.




Jak increased speed as he let a barrage of
firepower loose from his one working cannon. The beams slammed into
Murdock’s ship, sparking and piercing the soft side of the
craft.




Murdock also wasted no time in flipping his
ship around in a pursuit course of the Tempest.




Jak felt thud after thud as Murdock pounded
the delicate engine area with blasts. Jak spun the ship around
quickly, if only to move some of the punishment to a fresh
area.




Cyan had been successful at repairing the
leak and had moved into the engine compartment. She communicated a
few instructions regarding thruster diagnostics to Baxter, which
Jak did not hear, while his concentration was centered on the
dog-fight with his old friend.




Jak made a manoeuvre and came alongside
Murdock’s ship, both flying along at outrageous speeds, through
zero visibility in a deadly energy field.




Jak swung the Tempest over into direct
physical contact with the other craft. As he crunched the ship into
Murdock’s, the sound of breaking parts and the groaning of strained
metal boomed through their hallways. Both captains backed their
ships off slightly, careful not to lose the view of the other.




“Hey Jak,” said Cyan from the engine room.
“Don’t forget that we need to get over there and get the tablets.
It won’t do us any good to both end up as fireballs out here.”




“Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten.”




He had forgotten.




Jak threw the thrusters into reverse, nearly
stopping the ship. As Murdock sped up ahead, Jak followed, filling
the rear of the other ship with laser blasts. He saw the path of
Murdock’s ship was becoming inconsistent. The damage was beginning
to take its toll.




Murdock unexpectedly performed the same move
with his ship, coming to a dead halt while Jak followed closely at
top speed. Jak veered the ship upward sharply, narrowly missing the
back end of Murdock’s craft.




As he sailed up and over, he felt the
thumping of Murdock’s laser fire, which was gradually heating up
the underside of the Tempest. He executed a perfect back flip and
barrel roll, moving the ship back to safety.




“Jak, I suggest you take it easy for a minute
or so,” said Cyan. “These engines are dangerously close to
overheating. I’ve done all I can.”




Jak acknowledged her suggestion and could
feel how much she hated being buried in the dirty engine room, when
there was so much going on up front.




Jak could see that Murdock’s ship was
starting to struggle, as he noticed it starting to fly at awkward
angles. His gimbals must have been damaged in the last attack.
Murdock probably hadn’t yet figured out that he’d have to make
manual adjustments. Manual changes were not his strong suit.




Jak decided to do as Cyan said, as soon as he
made one more move. He just had to let Murdock have it one more
time.




He whipped the ship about, unleashed a half a
dozen blasts into the side of Murdock’s craft and spun back around
to head in the other direction. When he pounded the accelerator in
his excitement, he felt something give in and slip. Jak heard the
sound of the engines roaring forward, but their speed only changed
minimally.




“That’s it, Jak,” said Cyan. “We’re going to
need time to fix them now. It’s not going to be a simple job.”




Jak pounded the console with his fist. They
were now in a lumbering craft, vulnerable to anything Murdock
wished to deliver.





Chapter Sixteen




Flight of the Phoenix




“Damn it!”




“I’m sorry, Jak.”




“It’s not your fault. I’ll see what I can do
to get us out of here.”




Jak let the ship coast along toward the outer
edge of the nebula. The scene before him became darker and darker,
until he could again make out the points of star light.




“Can you still manoeuvre?” asked Baxter.




Jak moved the flight stick.




“Yep. The ship still moves, it’s just
incredibly slow and sluggish.”




After fully exiting the nebula, he made a
slow turn back to face it, expecting Murdock to spring out at any
moment.




“Jak, he’s out of the nebula. I’m getting a
reading on him on the other side.”




Jak dragged the ship up to the head of the
gaseous cloud near the great horns.




The communications light came on, indicating
an incoming call. Jak activated the radio.




Murdock’s patronizing voice crackled over the
half-destroyed radio system. “Unfortunately, I can’t help but be a
little impressed, Jak. I figured I would have had you in sixty
seconds or less.”




“Well that’s because you’re an idiot,” said
Jak.




Jak spotted the dot of Murdock’s ship ahead
of them, on the opposing side of the glowing plasma, out of normal
weapons range. He was behind the massive Devil’s Horn on the
opposite side of the nebula, on course to pass through it.




Jak was positioned to take the Tempest
through the horn on his side, with the ships lined up to meet
somewhere in the normal plasma-free space, above the formation,
between the peaks.




“Even so, Jak, the next time we—”




Jak muted the microphone and ignored the rest
of Murdock’s frivolous dialog.




“He’s gonna run,” said Jak, eagerly reviewing
his console in hopes some plan would appear to him. “He doesn’t
realize our engines are screwed.”




“You can’t let him get out of here,” said
Cyan from behind Jak. She was winded from her run back up from the
engine room. “We have no way of tracking him. If he gets out of
here it’ll be ages before we figure out where he is. By that time
the tablets will be gone.”




“Thanks, but I’m fairly clear on the
situation.”




“Well, haven’t you got a plan?”




“We don’t exactly have a lot of options here,
honey,” said Jak. He should have locked the cockpit door before she
came back up.




“Alright, everyone shut up,” said Baxter. It
wasn’t an angry tone; he just seemed to need some room to
concentrate. “I’ve got an idea.”




“What is it?” Cyan was enthusiastic for any
suggestions.




“It’s incredibly dangerous and the results
could be catastrophic.”




“Sounds like our kind of plan,” said Jak.




“We might not make it out alive.”




“Definitely our kind of plan,” said Jak, with
a twinkle in his eye. “And, as usual we’ve got really nothing to
lose.”




“Okay, then we need to dump the engine plasma
when we pass through the horn of the nebula.”




“What?” asked Cyan. “If you dump the plasma
it will be hours before we can recharge the engines.”




“They don’t work anyway, so we’ll have plenty
of time to kill,” said Baxter.




“Wait,” said Jak. “What happens when we dump
the plasma?”




“The nebula should go haywire and light up
like a supernova.”




“How is this a good plan?” said Cyan. She was
getting impatient.




Murdock was still blathering over the
intercom as he drifted leisurely into the horned formation. The
Tempest also passed into the bright spike.




“The reaction will create a huge electron
disturbance that will knock out the electronics on both our
ships.”




“Both? What good will it do if we’re both
disabled?”




“Actually, that’s where I get a little
foggy,” said Baxter as his confidence collapsed.




“No, I’ve got that part,” said Jak. He
checked a few gauges one last time and got up from his chair. “I
need you to prepare for the plasma dump, Bax. Cyan, I need you to
do the manual release.”




She could feel his intensity and for the
first time his seriousness, and neglected to do anything but
cooperate.




“We’re running out of time,” said Baxter.
“Once he passes through it, he’s gone. It’ll only work if he’s
actually inside still. We’re both inside so we need to do it, like
right now.”




“I’ve gotta go do something in the back,”
said Jak, “so I’ll need you to watch the controls. It is absolutely
imperative that you keep the ship dead on with Murdock’s. We need
to coast no more than a couple of meters right under his ship. It’s
gonna be close, and you won’t be able to change your trajectory
once the ship goes dead, so line it up now.”




Jak didn’t wait for a response before running
full tilt toward the back of the ship.




Cyan followed and headed toward the plasma
discharge port.




Through the ship’s intercom system everyone
could hear what the other was saying and doing.




First, Jak tore through a pile of garbage
before finding what he was looking for. He dug out the box that
Rusty had given him at the station and pulled out one of the small
old fashioned homing beacons. He chose the one with the least bent
antenna. Jak activated the little black device and switched it off
after the light came on. It seemed to be working.




He raced to another storage room and dragged
everything out of the closet area. He dragged his worn protective
space suit out of the pile and threw it over his shoulder. He
hunted around for a few necessary bits and pieces and grabbed his
scratched and well used helmet off the top shelf. After attempting
to close the doors through the piles of clutter he gave up and
raced to Cyan.




As he arrived, Cyan was just opening the
corroded valve in sync with Baxter’s working of the necessary
system controls in the cockpit. After the plasma rushed out of the
system and the alarms that Baxter couldn’t figure out how to
disable sounded, a flash of red filled the room they were in, even
though it lacked windows. Jak wished he had been able to see the
temporary catastrophe they had created outside.




They felt a sensation, which seemed like an
extreme static discharge, pass through their bodies. It was
painful, but not debilitating. The lights on the ship flickered and
died along with the sound of machinery hum. All was quiet and all
was dark.




It took a few seconds for the battery powered
backup lights to come on and send their eerie glow through the
hallways. They were lit at less than half the intensity they
usually shone at, making it extremely difficult to see.




“You okay, Bax?” shouted Jak.




With the intercom dead, he vaguely heard
Baxter say something in response. He couldn’t make out exactly what
it was, but the fact that he said anything at all at least meant he
wasn’t dead.




Jak rushed and struggled to pull the beige
protective suit over his feet and up his legs. He felt Cyan’s hands
on his upper back as she tried to help stabilize him from tipping
over while he performed the awkward task.




“You aren’t really going to do what it looks
like you’re doing, are you?”




“Sorry, but this is honestly the best thing I
can come up with right now.”




She looked worried. He wondered how she’d act
around him and what she’d think of him if he got out of it
alive.




Jak hoped she was not the reason he had
decided to throw himself out into the killing vacuum of space, near
a scary red nebula. Revenge. Yes, revenge against Murdock would be
the official reason.




He worked his fastest at zipping up the boots
and attaching his gloves. Jak realized there would be no time to
fill and prepare an oxygen tank. He would have to hold his
breath.




He dragged Cyan with him back to the cockpit.
Jak saw Murdock’s quiet and darkened ship floating toward them.
Both ships were knocked out as expected and now floating in the
safe gas and particle free area above the Devil’s Horn Nebula.




The two space crafts were still coasting
toward each other from the force of their momentum.




“Course looks good,” said Jak.




Baxter turned to see Jak, looking up and down
and absorbing his new appearance in the space suit.




“What the hell are you doing?”




“Don’t worry about it.” He patted Baxter on
the shoulder, turned, and jogged back out of the cockpit with Cyan
in tow. It was going to be close.




In the center area of the ship he grabbed on
to a steel ladder and then turned to face Cyan.




“I need you to stay right here. When you hear
me knock on that door above us, open it.”




She nodded.




“Don’t open it any sooner, because if I have
the air lock above it open when you do, that’s it for all of us.
Got it?”




Cyan nodded again. She clearly didn’t even
know what to say.




Jak went over the few safety precautions he
could actually remember in his head.




“Damn it!”




“What’s wrong?”




“I need a rope or something.” He had
neglected to pick up anything to secure himself to the craft.




“Hold on.”




Cyan disappeared around the corner and Jak
started to panic. It was taking too long. The ship would almost be
overhead by now.




Cyan quickly reappeared and thrust a coil of
the cable they had used to charge up Dodge’s ship.




“Good thing you didn’t put it away and left
it lying on the floor,” she said.




“See, my organization system does work.”




They both shared a warm smile which was
heartfelt, maybe only because it could very well be their last.




Jak put down the coil of wire and lowered the
old helmet with its tinted glass visor over his head. After the
magnetic seal on the collar ring connected, he made a few fast
adjustments.




“Good luck,” she said.




Jak nodded and scaled the ladder with one
hand on the rungs and one hand around the coil of wire.




He turned a dial and forced back the door of
the first pressure seal in the ceiling.




Inside the tiny pressure buffer room he
closed the door below him and rushed to find a solution for the
cabling.




Time must be running out. Would Murdock’s
ship already be past them?




The dull emergency light in the room barely
gave him enough light to see. He realized if he looked right at the
bulb, his eyes would get accustomed to the light and everything
would seem even darker.




He slipped the free end of the cord through a
metal ring on the wall. The coil sat on the floor and would freely
pass through the loop. Jak prayed that the end was tied onto the
iron spindle.




He made a quick knot around the belt on his
suit, and then tugged it to be confident. On his forearm control
panel, he pressed the button that sealed the suit. Before it hissed
in its pressurization procedure, he took one last deep breath.




Jak reached above his head and forced around
the thick wheel to release the airlock. When the wheel didn’t want
to give he had to try and prevent himself from panicking. He
couldn’t afford to get worked up with the lack of any life support
beside a lungful of oxygen.




The door wheel finally gave and Jak
immediately felt the effect of the air being sucked out of the
room. It tugged at his chest and squeezed at his head all at the
same time.




Up the ladder he continued, until his head
poked out into the blackness of space.




The first thing he noticed was the poor
condition of the top of the Tempest. It definitely needed some
attention.




Next he noticed that Murdock’s ship had not
yet come exactly over him. He needed to duck down. If Murdock saw
him out there, he’d know right away that something was amiss, and
Jak wanted him to think everything had gone smoothly and that he
had gotten way free and clear.




Jak stayed down at about eye level with the
ship’s hull to avoid detection. Murdock was approaching quickly,
but Jak wasn’t sure it was quick enough.




How long could he hold his breath? The more
he thought of it, the more he felt the need to breathe. Best to put
that tidbit out of his mind until further notice.




Murdock’s ship was too far above. They had
come close, but the nearer it came, the more Jak could see that
they were coming in a little lower than he had hoped for. They were
perfectly in line, but too far below. Would the cable be long
enough to reach it? He would have to take the chance.




The ship grew larger and larger.




Now was his chance.




When the timing felt right, Jak climbed to
the top of the ladder and kicked off the edge, sailing quickly off
the safe and protective cushion of the ship and into the crushing
cold of outer space.




As the coil in the ship unwound and extracted
through the metal loop in the bay, Jak rose quickly.




He had time to realize what he was doing and
begin to doubt his outrageous plan. What the hell was he doing?
Jumping off his ship! Dodge could never know about this.




He pulled the homing beacon out of his pocket
as he climbed and activated it.




It was going to be ridiculously close.




He was almost there.




His timing had been perfect. He was rising at
a perfect angle that would allow him to meet the ship when it was
directly above them.




When Jak started to believe his plan would
work, the coil on the other end of his cable came to its end. He
was jolted hard as his ride was cut short about two feet from the
underbelly of the target.




He stretched his arm out as far as he could
in an effort to get as close as possible. His only chance was to
throw it.




He tossed the homing beacon upward, trying to
keep it lined up so the magnetic bottom was the first surface that
would come in contact with the hull.




It started to drift at a slight angle as it
rose toward the ship. His throw hadn’t been good enough.




He stared intently at the homing beacon as it
came in contact with the ship at an angle.




He couldn’t breathe, but refused to look away
as if he could control the outcome with his eyes.




The beacon rolled in an oblong shaped path on
the edge of its circular base before it settled down and the magnet
grasped on to the ship.




Jak watched the little antenna hanging off
the bottom of the ship as it passed completely over him.




Now he needed to breathe.




When he looked down toward the Tempest, he
realized he was very far away. The cable had allowed him to come
out much further than he had expected.




He flipped himself end over end and grabbed
on to the thick cable, pulling himself hand over hand, back toward
the ship.




He had little energy or time to admire the
sights but couldn’t help acknowledging the makeup of the scenery
around him. Above him, which was now behind him, was black space.
In front of him was their small grey ship looking helpless against
the massive sparkling red nebula below him. It shimmered and
twinkled, seemingly unaffected by their stunt. Off to the left he
saw the Devil’s Horn they had just flown through, which had somehow
become so instrumental in the plan.




To his right he noticed the far larger and
far closer horn. He hadn’t thought about that. The ship’s momentum
was still dragging him toward it. What would happen if a person
went inside that glowing mass without the protection of a space
craft? He didn’t care to find out.




He sped up his pace along the life line,
pulling himself back to the comfort of the ship.




He tried everything he could to stop thinking
about breathing. He tried thinking about something else, but the
thoughts generally steered to some kind of death experience which
made his heart rate quicken and his need for air more dire.




He was almost there, but the ship was getting
blurry.




His chest was burning and his head was
pounding.




He couldn’t help but take a breath.




It would have been his death if not for the
miniscule amount of air left in his helmet. It mixed with his
expelled poisonous air and gave him one last emergency breath he
hadn’t considered.




Still, the stale air did little to help his
condition. The closer he dragged himself toward the ship, the
blurrier the ships image became.




He only knew he had reached the ship because
the felt the hard steel when his hand bumped into it.




Disoriented and clumsy, he struggled to pull
himself through the porthole.




One real breath was all he needed. If he
could just figure out how to close the hatch, everything would be
okay.




He worked his way onto the ladder and tried
in his blindness to spin the hatch lock. Twice he thought he had
it, but when he pushed up on the cover it opened again.




Jak tried again. He could feel himself
passing out. He had to get the door closed first. He turned the
unseen handle and pushed up. The door was locked.




He stumbled and floated off the ladder,
further disorienting himself.




He was starting to panic. He couldn’t see and
he was nearly unconscious.




Kicking and clawing at whatever he caught on
to, he made his way down. He hoped he had not gone up instead.




It felt like nearly drowning in water, when
you become delirious and cannot figure out if you are swimming down
deeper or up toward the surface.




If he had gone the wrong way and floated back
to the top hatch, he was dead.




He felt around for what he prayed was the
floor hatchway and tried with his last ounce of energy to make some
kind of noise on the door.




He vaguely remembered a sensation of
falling.




Was it the lack of oxygen to his brain
creating random sensations?




Jak also felt something ripping at his
helmet, but had no energy left to prevent it.




He felt an extreme burning in his chest. He
thought it was the result of his lungs failing until he realized
that he had taken several deep breaths.




***




Jak passed out while draped over Cyan on the
deck of the ship. She was on her knees, propping his head up,
trying to rub some life into his body.




She saw him take his first few breaths and
felt his heart rate stabilize. His unconsciousness was a side
effect of his exhaustion. She figured he could use the rest, and
stayed with him there on the floor, slightly hesitant to move
him.




“How the hell are you two still alive?” she
asked, knowing Jak really couldn’t hear her.





Chapter Seventeen




Tensions of Pursuit




Cyan had made herself comfortable in Jak’s
pilot chair and was looking over the control panel in the attempt
to familiarize herself with the overused switches and levers lining
the front of the cockpit.




She wondered how Jak made heads or tales of
anything on his ship. Much like the other areas she had seen while
on board, the dash was full of mismatched gauges and tacked on
parts. After some time reviewing them, she felt she had a handle on
the important settings and flight controls in case the need to make
use of them should arise.




While Cyan’s specialty was in repair, she
also knew her way around the pilot’s seat. Her weakness was only in
her lack of experience. Her reflexes, intelligence and awareness of
her surroundings were well developed, but she hadn’t had the chance
to showcase and build on her flying skills very often. Cyan had
flown her share of simple point-to-point missions, but free flight
was something all together different.




Since Jak was still in bed, Baxter figured it
wouldn’t have hurt to let her have a go at the controls and to try
out a few manoeuvres.




“Did it work?” grumbled a voice from behind
them.




They both turned around to see Jak’s
dishevelled form with half strung on clothes and lopsided hair.




“You should have seen it,” said Baxter. He
was wide eyed and animated. “When the plasma was dumped it had an
instant chain reaction. It was an awesome light show.”




“Still,” added Cyan, “We should probably try
to avoid playing any more games with radiation for a while.”




“How are you feeling buddy?” asked
Baxter.




“Good,” he grumped quickly, as if to dismiss
the question. “But did the beacon work?”




Cyan patted the small monitor between her and
Baxter.




“Here he is,” she said, pointing her long
slender finger at the blip on the screen.




“His ship came back online like ten seconds
after you put the homing beacon on it, then he went to light speed
and shot off right away,” said Baxter.




“The signal came in loud and clear as soon as
our ship came back online,” continued Cyan. “While you were
napping, I fixed the engine regulator and charged the system back
up. As soon as we could, we took off and have been following him
for the last few hours.” She paused. “Are you sure you’re feeling
alright?”




“Bit of a headache. But otherwise fine. How
long is it gonna take to catch him?”




“We’re a few hours behind him,” said Cyan.
“We’ve been able to match his speed, even with these ancient
engines, so it’s just a matter of waiting for him to slow down a
bit.”




“How’s my chair doing?”




“Comfortable.”




“Great.”




Jak turned and headed straight for the
lounge. He knew entering Cyan’s territory would probably set her
off, but for once his mission had nothing to do with irking her. He
entered the room, avoided looking at the changes in décor and
headed for his bar. He cracked open the refrigerator door and
grabbed a nice cold bottle of Zild beer. He was quite happy that
the ship had been online long enough to re-cool his drinks.




He dropped down on one of the couches that
was now being used as Cyan’s bed, threw his feet up and spread his
arms across the back. He took a gloriously large gulp of the
chilled drink and dropped his head back onto the cushion.




Baxter shouted “Hey” as he burst into the
room, ruining Jak’s attempt at tranquility.




Baxter opened the fridge, grabbed another
bottle of the same drink and popped the cap.




He plopped down on the couch, opposite
Jak.




Jak didn’t change position and kept his stare
on the ceiling.




“I’m glad you left her up front flying the
ship.” He spoke with his head still slung back over the back of the
couch.




“Well, considering she could probably build a
better one, by herself, I think she’ll be fine.”




Jak spoke in a tone of false patience. “That
being said, I still can’t wait until we can get our ship back and
move on. I’m tired of all of this.” Jak took another swig of his
drink and dropped his head backward again as he adjusted his
back.




“Why, so we can go back to being a couple of
bums?”




“Whatever,” said Jak.




“She just saved your life. Give her a
break.”




“Remind me to thank her.”




“This is what you always do.”




“What is?”




“You push people away. You’re too cool to let
your guard down, so instead you belittle them. Look, I know you
don’t mean it, but to others you come across as a bit of an
ass.”




Jak straightened out, looked at Baxter and
laughed exaggeratedly.




“I’m the ass? You just described her down to
the smallest detail, and you’re saying it’s me?”




“You don’t see it do you?”




“See what?”




“You’re exactly alike.”




“Whatever.”




“If you’d talk to her for more than ten
seconds without starting an argument, then you’d see that she’s
actually a really great person.”




“Unbelievable,” said Jak, laughing in
disbelief. “Remember when she was gonna shoot us?”




“Well, yeah—”




“But it’s me who starts the arguments. Man, I
must’ve woke up in some alternate reality or something.”




Jak stood up and walked out on Baxter, back
to the cockpit along with his dark bottle of beer.




Baxter popped up quickly as well, and
followed closely behind.




“Hey, I’m not trying to start a fight or
anything.”




“Fight?” asked Jak. “Who’s fighting? I just
want to get moving with this so called mission. Plus, I’d like to
see how our new expert pilot is doing.”




Jak timed his words so Baxter had no chance
to respond before they entered the flight cabin, where Cyan was
sitting back comfortable with her fingers locked behind her
head.




She turned as they entered. Jak spoke first,
only because it looked like Cyan was about to.




“Let me guess. You’ve recalibrated and
reconfigured some things and the ship works better now, right?”




“Actually, yes.”




Jak gave her a heartless smile and said, “Of
course you did.”




“Hey.” Cyan interrupted loudly enough to get
Jak’s attention. “What the hell is your problem?” She continued
without an answer. “You just basically got a second chance at life,
and you’re acting like this?”




“Hey guys, just take it easy.” Baxter was
determined to calm the situation down. It was common for
frustrations to run high with everyone in such close quarters, but
they couldn’t afford to become enemies when they were so close to
their goal. “Remember who the bad guy is. It’s not any of us.”




Jak didn’t want to argue with his friend.




“How’s our course?” he asked in half-hearted
attempt to get the conversation back on track.




“Murdock’s been slowing down, so we’re
steadily gaining on him.”




“Alright,” said Jak, “let me in there.”




“I don’t think so.”




“What?” asked Jak. He was dumbfounded by
Cyan’s response.




“I think I speak for both of us,” she said
while motioning toward Baxter, “when I say that I should fly for a
while.”




Baxter’s eyes bulged.




“Hey, don’t include me in this,” he said. Jak
didn’t hear him.




“You’ve gotta be kidding me. Why should you
fly my ship?”




“Really? You don’t know? Jak, you’ve got a
beer in your hand and you look like hell.”




Jak made an attempt to straighten his hair
with the free hand not holding the bottle.




“Sorry, we can’t all be gorgeous beauty
queens.”




“You were almost dead a couple of hours
ago.”




“Bax, help me out here.”




Baxter refused to remove his eyes from his
monitor. “Sorry, not involved,” he said.




“Fine,” said Jak. “Hopefully she’ll fly right
into a star or something and get all this over with.”




“Grow up,” said Cyan, just as Jak was in the
process of storming out the door of the cockpit.




Baxter and Cyan looked at each other as they
heard him crashing around in the rear of the ship. Neither of them
were about to get up and see what he was doing. After a few more
bangs and the sound of snapping metal, Jak re-entered the cabin
with a chair in hand. They could see by the broken rivets on the
bottom that it had been a permanent fixture in one of the
rooms.




Jak put the chair on the floor behind the two
control chairs. He rocked it back and forth to work the legs into
position and sat down with his drink. He crossed his legs, tipped
his head back and downed the rest of the bottle.




Jak could tell Baxter and Cyan didn’t know
what to do as they sat staring at him. He reached his hand out
toward the stars and simply said, “Well then, proceed.”




They flew in relative silence in a generally
straight line for almost an hour before anyone spoke. Cyan worked
up the nerve to talk first.




“So has anyone thought about what we’re
actually going to do once we catch Murdock?” She saw that no
response was coming and continued. “I mean, our weapons are toast
and we couldn’t beat him when they still worked. So what is the
plan here?”




Jak made it clear he was considering the
matter and said with confidence, “Don’t worry, it’ll work out.”




He had no idea what he was going to do when
they got there.




“By the time we catch up,” Jak continued,
“we’ll have a plan ready.”




Cyan rolled her eyes.




“Guys,” interrupted Baxter, “I think we may
have to hurry on the whole planning thing. Murdock’s ship has come
to a full stop. We’ll be there in less than thirty minutes.”




“Alright,” said Jak. His mood had cleared up,
likely due to the stressful situation which had arisen, since these
types of situations always seemed to put a jolt in Jak’s soul.
“Before I give you my ideas, does anyone have any they’d like to
share?” He looked back and forth between Cyan and Baxter who
provided nothing but blank stares. “Okay then, going in with guns
blazing and hoping for the best it is.”




“That’s it?”




“Hey, like you said, I was nearly dead a few
hours ago. Don’t expect miracles.”




Cyan couldn’t help but smile at such a
foolish, reckless and overly confident man. She thought for a
moment that if they did fail, at least she would be alongside these
two clowns who if nothing else, had heart.




After some time, Murdock’s ship became
visible on their regular sensors. The homing beacon had
successfully completed its job of leading them to the craft across
the large expanse of space.




“I’m getting some strange readings,” said
Baxter. He was flying through some readouts on his screen,
comparing statistics and data. “I swear I saw a large energy
build-up, but it’s gone now. The computer recorded a lot of data on
it, but it seems calm now.”




“That’s good.”




“No, I mean it’s overly calm. Murdock’s just
sitting in the middle of nowhere.”




“Look, he’s in view.” Cyan was pointing
toward the silver and blue speck growing larger by the second.




Jak approached the dash and without
discussion Cyan arose and squeezed her way to the back of the room.
Jak dropped into his seat and flicked on the radio.




“Murdock. Last Chance. We have two high
energy missiles locked on to you. We want the Scoparian artifacts.
Just let us have them and we’ll call it even.”




He turned off the microphone and awaited a
reply. Static ensued.




“I’m not getting any readings off that ship,”
said Baxter. “The main power is on, but judging by the lack of any
fluctuations, I’d say its systems are down.”




“What’s he up to?” Jak reviewed the
information Baxter was processing.




“I think he’s dead in the water.”




Jak wasted no time in moving the ship
closer.




“Bax, we’re linking up. Head down to the dock
port.”




Baxter made his way into the docking area
while Jak manoeuvred the ship up against the shiny hull of
Murdock’s vessel. It was an easy link up. The ports connected and
the magnetic seal was active. Baxter rushed back to the cockpit,
leaving the final opening of the hatchway to Jak.




“Get your guns,” said Jak. Cyan raced over to
her room to get the two small pistols she had used on them so long
ago.




Jak passed Baxter on his way out of the
flight cabin.




“I need you to stay here in case anything
goes bad.” said Jak.




Baxter nodded and plopped himself down in
Jak’s chair.




“You know, my chair really is the more
comfortable one,” he said as he adjusted his position.




“We’ll be back in a couple of minutes.” Jak
held up his arm and tapped the electronic communicator that was
strapped to his wrist. “I’ve got my radio on me and I’ll give you a
shout if I need to.”




From the storage room, Jak snatched the
tarnished Z8 pistol Rusty had given him and checked the charge. It
was filled to capacity. He slipped it into his belt and opened up
the compartment where he stored his weaponry. He pulled a long
black Z16 rifle off the racking and again checked for the charge.
Satisfied, he closed the door and rushed around the corner.




He nearly ploughed into Cyan with the big
plasmatic shot gun. She stopped in her tracks and raised her hands
in jest.




“Looks like you’re ready for business,” said
Cyan.




Jak smiled and rushed her off to the dock
port.




He took the right and Cyan the left,
unlocking the heavy steel door which protected the circular linkage
tube connecting them to the other ship. She helped him pull the
rusty hatch off to the side, revealing the opposite door of
Murdock’s ship. A quick peek through the small thick glass window
pane exposed no movement. Jak noted the ding out of the bright
metal opening wheel from the other space craft. He smiled, knowing
the source of the chip had been his very own lasers.




“Cover me. I’m gonna open the door and if
anyone is waiting to greet us, blow them away.”




Jak tugged the wheel counter clockwise with a
moderate amount of strength. It gave fairly easily, lacking the
grime and rust Jak’s ship came equipped with.




He looked back at Cyan, nodded and reefed the
door to the side.




They were greeted by nothing, aside from a
few electronic beeps on the computer console in front of them,
while it churned through some data in the sterile hallway.




Jak signalled for Cyan to check the left with
a point on that direction. They lined up beside each other and
sprung through the door.




Jak to the right with his rifle.




Cyan to the left with her pair of chromed
pistols.




They were again greeted by nothing.




“You think anyone’s here?” Cyan asked in a
hushed tone.




“I don’t know where they would have
gone.”




They made their way toward the front of the
ship. Jak figured if there was anyone aboard, they would be in the
cockpit.




Cyan and Jak walked slowly and silently
through the corridors of the ship, checking each and every crevice
for a potential attack.




While the ship was still bright, it still
cast an eerie feeling upon them, walking through a nearly silent
foreign ship in the middle of nowhere. Each and every small and
inconsequential sound bit at their nerves, with the anticipation of
a surprise at the next corner gnawing at their minds.




Jak didn’t like it. The silence and the lack
of any defence just didn’t make any sense.




The door to the flight deck slid aside.




Again, they saw nothing and entered the room
cautiously.




As Jak turned, the shock of the dead man made
him visibly jump and his heart rate accelerate. There he was, one
of Murdock’s men, clearly dead in a chair alongside a computer
bank. His head was slumped forward and the burnt spot through the
back of his blue armour was painfully clear.




“We should get the hell out of here,” said
Cyan.




“Yeah,” was all Jak could say.




He turned and they skittered as silently as
possible out of the uncomfortable scene of the cabin.




“You think Murdock is dead?”




“I don’t know. We need to check the rest of
the rooms and get to the cargo area. Fast.”




Jak flipped on the small radio device
strapped on his wrist with an old thin brown leather band.




“Bax, get ready to get out of here. If I tell
you to go, you go.”




Jak turned off the transmitter before
Baxter’s reply could make unwanted noise or present him with an
unwanted protest.




They made their way through the ship,
checking each room and finding nothing. Finally they reached the
cargo area and opened the door.




Seeing the body of the dead crew member was
not as much of a shock this time. Another of Murdock’s crew lay
dead, face down, on the cold silver floor of the cargo room, with
his arm stretched out and hand still holding his gun.




They emerged into the room after checking
each angle for the source of the gunfire. Cyan rushed over to the
man on the floor and checked his pulse to confirm his death.




“What do you notice?” asked Jak.




“Aside from the dead guy?”




“There’s nothing left. There are only a few
cases over there and definitely none of the crates from
Scoparia.”




“No tablets.”




“Exactly.”




Jak turned to the other side of the cargo bay
and took a couple of steps. He paused. Did he hear something? A
swishing noise?




He turned back and looked behind them.
Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.




“Did you hear that?”




“What?”




“There are four cases over there. I swear
there were five a few seconds ago.”




Jak heard the same swish sound from somewhere
he couldn’t identify. He looked at Cyan.




“I heard it that time.”




Jak activated his rifle and Cyan took the
safety locks off her pistols.




The next swish sound was in front of them.
This time it was accompanied by a threatening looking helmeted
figure holding a rifle more dangerous looking than Jak’s. It
appeared to be a large man, dressed in a dirty dark armoured suit
with a metallic belt containing a small lit computer panel. His
powerful looking weapon was already aimed directly at them. His
appearance out of thin air gave Jak only enough time to knock Cyan
and himself onto the floor and the imposing figure let loose a bolt
of energy.




The shot barely missed, blackening a wall
panel behind them.




Jak was quick to react, firing a bolt of
energy from his position on the floor. The old Z16 rifle looked
quaint but it packed a punch, connecting with the midsection of the
intruder and sending him reeling into a wall. He crumpled to the
floor and did not get up.




Another similarly dressed attacker came
through the cargo bay door and was stopped and silenced by a pin
point shot from Cyan’s pistol.




They had no time for celebration or dry
comments as one by one, armed individuals burst out of nothingness
and into the space in the cargo bay ahead of them.




Cyan was fast. She blasted three enemies in
succession, using the last one as a shield to absorb two high
energy blasts from another. As the attacker checked his weapon,
Cyan hit her target.




Jak was less fancy. He walked straight ahead
reloading his plasmatic gun and knocking down the threats one after
another.




As he passed a cove in the wall his weapon
was knocked from his hand by a hidden attacker. Jak responded with
a hard punch to the stomach, causing the aggressor to keel over. He
took the opportunity to rip the helmet from the man’s head.




The individual behind it was an ugly scarred
humanoid being with distant and foggy looking eyes. He knocked it
out cold with a heavy uppercut to the disgusting face. Jak picked
up his rifle off the floor with just enough time to swing it onto
the arm of one of the relentless figures. As he grasped his arm in
pain, Jak finished him off with a close range laser blast.




He turned to see Cyan take a nasty hit over
the head with some kind of steel club wielded by one of the
assailants. He saw her drop to the floor but was amazed to see her
quickly rebound instead of wilting, putting a hole through the
helmet of the armoured creature in front of her.




Jak turned on his wrist radio.




“Baxter, get out—”




A searing pain shot through Jak’s wrist as
one of the same metal bats came down on his arm. Shattered bits of
the transmitter tinkled onto the floor. He couldn’t move his hand
yet and prayed it wasn’t broken. Cyan killed Jak’s attacker from
across the room as he was about to stab Jak with the sharp end of
the club weapon.




He saw the cargo bay quickly filling up with
enemies trying to figure out what was going on and who to kill.




Dragging his rifle with his one good hand,
Jak darted across the bay, hopping around corpses and narrowly
missing some hot laser blasts. He intentionally collided with Cyan,
knocking the both of them onto the floor of the hallway outside the
cargo bay.




“Come on!” he shouted, “you’re having too
much fun.”




He noticed some blood on the side of Cyan’s
face from a scrape. Her bare shoulders and chest were glistening
with sweat as she nodded and followed him up the hall to the
hatchway.




Just as the hatchway was in sight, a laser
blast hit the wall beside Jak, throwing off hot sparks and sharp
glowing fragments. Jak was forced to shield his face and lost his
footing in the smoky air. Cyan toppled over him, but was quick to
regain her composure.




He didn’t have time to do anything as Cyan
was attacked and disarmed, held from behind by a menace far larger
than her. Jak dropped his rifle, as it was useless with only one
hand, and grabbed the small pistol from his belt. He blew away
several of the fast moving raiders as they approached her, but was
unable to get a clear shot of the one holding her. It dropped its
gun and pressed some buttons on the belt it wore. The enemy and
Cyan disappeared from sight as Jak made it to his feet.




He blasted as many enemies as he could before
his pistol ran dry. They still poured through the hallway after
him. He picked his long plasma gun up off the floor and was only
able to make it a few more steps before he was knocked down to the
floor from behind. The smoke was heavy but he could feel the
attackers clawing at his feet.




He looked at the hatchway leading back to the
safety of his ship, just as Baxter was running toward it from the
other side.




“No,” Jak yelled. “Get out of here.” Jak
spotted the gun Baxter had armed himself with, hoping to join the
fight.




Baxter’s pace was persistent.




Jak took a physical blow to the back that
knocked the wind out of him. The dozens of ugly soldiers had
stopped using laser weaponry and had resorted to crawling over each
other and using physical force as they jammed the narrow
corridor.




The last move Jak could make was to swing his
rifle from a half-sitting position into the control panel beside
the hatch door. The heavy butt of the rifle connected and shattered
the glass panel, automatically closing and locking the door in
front of Baxter.




Jak saw Baxter’s face through the thick glass
window as the hostile invader slammed the back of his head with the
metal baton. He could distantly feel the cold of the shiny floor as
his face came to rest on it.




Baxter saw the helmeted figure pick up Jak
and press a button on a keypad on his belt. In the blink of an eye,
Jak and his assailant disappeared. All that remained was a growing
group of fierce looking fighters mulling around the smashed control
panel, trying to figure out a quick way inside the Tempest.




Baxter realized he needed to move fast and
regroup, if there was even a shred of hope remaining in the safe
recovery of his friends.




Baxter dragged the heavy door of the Tempest
shut, and spun the wheel as fast as he could, cutting off the seal
with Murdock’s ship.




He had left the engines online. When he
reached the cockpit, they only needed a feather touch on the flight
stick to move the craft.




As he turned the ship to leave, he fought
back the wateriness in his eyes making it difficult for him to see
ahead.




Through his blurry vision he was able to make
out a flickering against the scene of stars, off to the side of his
craft. A flickering which soon steadied and revealed itself to be a
giant dark ship. A black ship the size of a city, with many ugly
abutments and protrusions.




He unleashed the Tempest in an uncontrolled
burst into faster than light speed; his only option in escaping
Captain Cartrite’s dreaded destroyer, the Catalyst.







Chapter Eighteen




Plans of Action




“Where is Jak?” asked the Tempest in its
subdued feminine voice.




Baxter felt like being ill as he moved off in
the opposite direction of where he knew he needed to be. He was
certainly aware that he needed to get back to the Catalyst and save
Jak and Cyan, but he also understood it would be a waste to just
rush in and be blasted into bits, before he had any chance to make
a difference.




He only answered the computer to defeat the
feeling of loneliness in the cold quiet ship. “Sorry, but something
came up. Jak’s gone...temporarily, I hope.”




How had they taken them? Cartrite’s soldiers
had simply grabbed on to his friends and disappeared. It seemed the
rumours regarding Cartrite’s technological experiments were true.
He had developed something far more sophisticated than anything
Baxter had ever heard of and had of course turned around and used
it for an ill purpose.




“Will we be pursuing him?” asked the
ship.




Baxter reviewed the screen readouts and
decided it was safe to assume Cartrite hadn’t turned his massive
ship around to follow one loser in an old fashioned space ship.
Still, he decided to leave the ship at its current pace, quickly
increasing the distance away from the Catalyst.




“Depends,” answered Baxter. “What is the
status of our weapon systems?”




“The weapon systems are nearly depleted...the
forward port cannon is unreadable...it is likely disconnected from
the ship...the starboard port cannon is functioning...all other
weapons are drained or damaged.”




Baxter realized victory through strength of
arms would be impossible. One working cannon would not get them far
with even a weak enemy. The Catalyst probably had hundreds, if not
thousands, of high energy weapons and a strong shielding system
protecting it.




“Then it doesn’t look like we’ll be following
him,” said Baxter.




The ship’s silence added to Baxter’s feeling
of guilt.




He had nothing but a broken ship and a
simulated voice to work with. There was no plan in his head and his
courage was collapsing quickly.




The only positive piece of information Baxter
had was insight into one feature of Cartrite’s ship.
Invisibility.




When it appeared outside the cockpit window,
Baxter had been able to take a few more readings. He was processing
the data the ship collected when they had seen the energy burst
before boarding Murdock’s ship. There had to be some answers there.
Some kind of a leak in the great ship’s defence.




Attacking the Catalyst was of course stupid
and impossible, even if he could find it. Flying back and
surrendering would result in their gaining of a third prisoner.




His concentration was interrupted by a blip
on the sensors. It looked like another ship on a direct course
toward him. He punched in a few numbers and adjusted his
course.




The other ship made the same adjustment.




Baxter slowed the ship down to two thirds of
the speed it had been traveling.




The other ship slowed to the same speed.




“What is the weapons status of that ship?” he
asked the computer.




“It appears to be armed.”




“Perfect timing,” said Baxter to himself.




He wasn’t impressed. If this was some kind of
a hijacker or another pirate, he was finished.




“Ready the weapon systems,” he ordered.




“Please remember there is only one cannon
still functional.”




“So then warm up the cannon.”




It was going to be a rough ride, but if he
couldn’t save Jak, then at least he could honour his memory by
going down fighting. As the other ship drew nearer, Baxter wondered
how it had all gone so wrong, so quickly.




***




“Captain, we’ve captured two more prisoners
on the detained ship.” Captain Cartrite’s chief of security, known
only as Zelus, stood at attention during the report to his master.
“Their ship arrived and they attached to the vessel as we were
unloading the last of the cargo. The ship itself, labelled as the
Tempest, escaped after we brought the prisoners back here.”




Cartrite wondered why the ferociously strong
security officer was bothering him with such details. The captain
looked at Zelus’ giant muscular arms and admired the work he and
Voth had done. When Zelus had come to them he had been well built
and strong, but after the genetic changes Voth had tailored, Zelus’
strength had increased ten-fold. Cartrite was forced to look up at
a severe angle to make eye contact with the nearly seven-foot tall
man.




“Thank you for your report, Zelus. Put them
in storage with the rest of the prisoners.” Cartrite tried to make
his irritation known vocally before he turned to leave.




“There is something else, sir.”




Cartrite stopped and closed his eyes without
turning back to face the over-enthusiastic enforcer. A skull
splitting headache had overtaken him and it was making his dark
mood worsen.




Zelus continued without urging.




“Through DNA testing, the professor has
determined that the male captive is none other than the mercenary,
Jak Phoenix.” Cartrite’s eyes opened. “The other is a female
Balarian. Her name is not on file.”




Cartrite turned quickly.




“Where are they now?”




“Phoenix is in processing, sir,” said Zelus,
“and the female is already in the laboratory with Professor Voth.
They’ve been knocked out and haven’t woken up yet.”




“See that no further harm comes to them for
now. We’ll figure out our exact plans after I speak to Professor
Voth.”




Zelus nodded and rushed off the bridge. He
could sense Cartrite’s black mood and didn’t wish to annoy him any
further with more mundane details.




The capture of the well known space pirate
Jak Phoenix was one thing, but the addition of a Balarian would
contribute significantly to the project. Of course, she had
obviously come out there to interfere with their plans or save her
precious tablets, but her mind would need to change quickly.




Plenty of tests would need to be done and
Cartrite knew Voth would prefer to do them on a living sample, not
a corpse.




However, in the end, that would be her
choice.




***




Cyan woke up on her back on a cold surface,
but did not open her eyes, as she could feel the presence of
someone near her. She immediately noticed her wrists and ankles
were bound to whatever it was she was lying on. The air smelled of
strong unknown chemicals.




She opened her eyes only a crack, hoping,
like a child pretending to sleep in front of her parents, that she
could see out, but they could not see her eyes and tell she was
faking.




She saw the side of an ugly old man’s face
with messy grey hair. He was intently analyzing something he was
holding, which looked like some kind of computer readout. As he
turned to face the other side of the room, Cyan caught a glimpse of
a horrible cybernetic eye and other intrusive electronics around
the other side of his face.




As he swivelled around, Cyan returned her
eyes to a closed state, trying desperately to somehow remember how
tightly they were closed before she opened them. She fought to
control her heart rate, not wanting to draw attention to changes in
her body.




When Cyan was confident she could hear the
old man behind her, she opened her eyes to survey her surroundings.
Recognizing a device which looked like a microscope, she figured
she was in what looked like a scientific laboratory. Scattered
through the room were many rather menacing looking devices with
arms tipped with various clamps, claws and needles.




The lighting was as cold as the metal that
was used on the tables, walls, tools, and on the slab she was
strapped to.




Turning her head ever so slightly, she
realized she was not the only one lying down. On a steel slab
beside her was a man who she found herself hoping would be Jak,
until she saw his condition. This man was clearly beaten badly,
with bruises along the side of his face and most of his clothes
either torn up or missing. Through the dried steaks of blood on his
face she could only make out a thin moustache. She assumed he was
unconscious, unless of course he was pretending as well.




“Professor, could you please meet me on the
bridge.”




From the announcing beep and compressed
voice, she could tell it was coming from an intercom. Behind her,
the old man answered with a quick ‘Yes, sir,’ and put down his
work.




“Have you heard about the female?”




“Yes, Professor,” continued the calm, yet
clearly dangerous voice on the other end. “Before you run any
tests, I would like to speak to you regarding our plans.”




“I will be right there.”




The old man scurried toward the door where he
met up with what sounded like two or three individuals in the
hallway. She strained to block out all other noise and focus on
what they were saying, but they were just too far out of range. She
deciphered something else regarding ‘the girl’ and one other word
that made her heart pound. Cartrite.




One way or another, she needed to get out of
this nightmare.




As time passed, she realized she was helpless
to get out of the restraints. They were tied tight and made out of
a strong material she could not break. Attempts to wake the man
beside her had failed. He was out cold. Only the faint rising and
falling of his chest told her he was even alive.




After a while, she heard the noise outside
the door return, and again put on her sleeping act. With dread, she
could hear the voices of men outside chattering as the door slid
aside and they entered the room. The door slid shut behind them and
they noisily approached the table where Cyan was strapped down.




“I’m sure she won’t mind a bit of fun while
she’s out,” said a raspy voice. She tried her best to keep up the
appearance of unconsciousness even as she felt a slight touch on
her thigh.




“Hey!” The touch disappeared when it sounded
as if one of the other men bluntly hit the other. “You heard what
Voth said. If you touch her again, I’ll kill you and Cartrite’ll
cut you up into little pieces. Got it?”




“What do you care?”




“Because I don’t wanna be on the hook if
anything goes wrong. Besides, Voth says we might be able to have
our way with her after they’re done.”




“Alright, alright.”




Cyan’s entire short term plan was organized,
calculated and readied the moment she felt the man on her left
loosen her wrist restraint.




She had to fight her reflexes to stop herself
from leaping the moment the first strap was released, reminding
herself that it would be far more strategic to wait until all of
the bindings were loose. Instead, she focused on slowing her
breathing to continue to appear unconscious.




As soon as the fourth and last strap was
unbuckled, Cyan acted as limp as possible while the guard peeled
her up off the table and slung her body over his shoulder.




Since she was in such an optimal position,
she wasted no time in clenching her arm around the man’s head and
twisting sharply, snapping his neck. She imagined he was the
disgusting filth who had suggested violating her vulnerable form in
order to find peace in the gruesome process.




Cyan pulled the pistol out of the guard’s
holster as she fell to the floor with the lifeless body. She spun,
blasted a second guard in the face and dropped behind the metal
table, as an energy blast, fired from the third and last man,
deflected off the thick surface of the table and burnt a hole in
the wall.




“Get out from under there and I might let you
live,” spat the man. Cyan had noticed his dirty and unshaven face
before she had dropped down below. The guards were all dressed in
scraped and worn black armoured suits with green highlights. These
men were free thinking people, unlike the automatons who had
attacked them aboard Murdock’s ship.




“Come on out and I’ll promise to go easy on
you, sweety.”




Cyan’s skin was crawling. If she jumped up
and shot him, she’d probably prevail, but she didn’t want to take
the chance since he’d still have the upper hand.




“Security to the lab—” He released the
communication button on his radio at the same time the laser blast
from Cyan punctured his chest.




That minor lapse in his concentration had
given Cyan the split second she needed. But it might have been too
late.




She took a quick inventory of her
surroundings as she moved cautiously toward the door. The door did
not open as she stepped near it. She tried the control panel and
nothing happened. The door was clearly locked and it appeared to be
extremely thick.




She stood back a few steps to gather her
thoughts and something a few steps away caught her eye. A deep red
coloured chest with tarnished bronze trim sat on a table near the
wall, out of place with the lifeless surroundings. Cyan rushed over
to the table, placed her hands on each side of the bulky case and
opened the top lid.




Inside was the goal of her quickly failing
mission. An assortment of circular stone tablets, which had
belonged to her people, long ago. She picked up one of the stones
and examined the top and bottom. There were markings on either side
and Cyan swore she could see an ever-so-faint glow in the deeper
grooves. She estimated there were twenty or thirty of them in the
crate, all seemingly identical.




As expected, she heard a commotion growing
outside the door. She dropped the stone back into the chest, shut
the lid and pulled out the gun she had taken from the guard. The
door slid aside before she could make an effort to hide.




The first man in through the doorway was dead
before he saw her. The next man was luckier than the first. As she
pulled the trigger on the pistol, only a dull beep sound was
emitted from the gun. It was dead. It was quickly kicked out of her
hand as an agile fighter attacked her.




She caught his next blow with her hands and
twisted the man’s arm to her right. She followed with a kick in his
leg, causing him to lose his balance and fall to the floor. He
returned the favour by kicking out her legs as he stayed low to the
ground, making Cyan to lose her footing as well.




As the greasy mercenary tried to grab her,
Cyan quickly slipped out of the way. As he tried to get to his
feet, Cyan was already behind him. She grabbed his head and smashed
it into one of the empty metal tables. He pushed back until Cyan
forced him into the table again. This time, she felt the man’s body
relax before she dropped him to the floor.




She quickly spun around and absorbed the
hopeless sight of a dozen soldiers, like the ones who had abducted
her, standing with firearms pointed in her direction. In front of
the group of matched thugs was one man who was far more threatening
than the others combined. He stood almost a foot taller than the
other men, holding no weapon, with his gigantic bare arms
crossed.




“Are you finished?” he asked in a deep
authoritative voice.




Cyan replied, “Yes,” in between deep breaths,
only because she felt like she hadn’t spoken to anyone in ages.




The huge man stomped over to her, grabbed her
and spun her around effortlessly with his thick and hardened hands.
He pushed her face down onto the metal table roughly. “If you try
anything like that with me, I’ll snap you in two.”




With one hand he held her head down and with
the other he slapped on a pair of cold steel cuffs around her
wrists.




She tried her best to remain calm and
composed. It would be very important now to pay attention to every
detail in planning for her next attempt at escape. She wondered
what had happened to Jak and if he was faring better than her.




***




“As expected, the energy emanating from the
tablets is extremely inconsistent,” explained Professor Voth.
“There is something — a kind of aura which is a reverse image of
the tablet energy, which emanates from a person of the Balarian
species, steadying the power and making it manageable.”




Both he and Captain Cartrite were seated as
they spoke, in Cartrite’s murky quarters, which connected to the
main bridge of the ship.




“In your professional opinion, will we be
able to make any progress without her?” asked Cartrite. He tapped
his fingers on his desk in thought, and he looked through the
Professor.




“Yes, but it will take some time.”




“How long do you estimate it will take?”




“Unfortunately, it is impossible to say, sir.
The readings from the tablets are all over the place. The ability
to actually harness their power will take time. Her presence will
help us immensely, but she will need to be alive.”




“I will speak to her,” said Cartrite. “More
importantly, I am now realizing we need to work at a much quicker
pace than I had originally hoped. I will not tell anyone else this,
but I am beginning to feel a weakness setting in.”




“Why have you not spoken of this earlier? We
need—”




“There is no longer any point in continuing
with these procedures if the project is not successful. It is only
too clear to me now that nothing less than the life extending power
from the tablets will sustain me. We have done all we can with the
methods we have available to us.”




“I shall accelerate all of our work,
captain,” said Voth. He thought for a moment. “I am going to begin
testing on the man who brought the tablets out to you. He already
has a high exposure level from his close proximity to them during
his trip out here. I have him down in the laboratory, sedated. I
have been developing some methods of focusing the energy waves, and
with the Balarian female here, I believe we will make excellent
progress.”




“Your swiftness shall be rewarded as always,”
replied Cartrite. “When and if that captain dies, continue to use
test subjects at your discretion.”




The buzzer of the intercom sounded, followed
by the deep voice of Zelus on the other end.




“Sir, there has been a disturbance down here
from the captured girl. She somehow managed to kill five guards
before being subdued.”




“What is her condition?”




Zelus paused before answering.




“She seems fine except for a bruise on the
head. We used all our ability to make sure she wasn’t killed.”







“Excellent. Have her brought to me.”




“Yes, sir.”




Cartrite looked to Voth. “Never underestimate
a Balarian, professor. They are the most troublesome and selfish
race you will ever find. As you can see, they are also extremely
dangerous. You can have her after I speak to her.”




“Sir,” said Voth. He bowed slightly before
rushing out the door.




Cartrite felt a numbness in his right arm. A
man of his age could not expect to feel like a young man at all
times. He was confident in the future success of their project.
Once the necessary experimentation was accomplished, he would
experience the feeling of perfection. Soon after, he would be ready
to continue his goal of increasing and defining his realm — his own
piece of the galaxy.







Chapter Nineteen




The Royal Treatment




Jak was highly impressed with the way he had
managed to silently escape from his bindings and slink up behind
the unsuspecting enemy crew member. It had been so perfect, and so
very quiet.




He hadn’t expected to lose his footing on a
stray power cord left draped across the floor, and be forced to try
and stabilize himself on a portable rolling table. He jostled the
cart just enough to cause it to throw an open carton of small
spherical metal objects onto the floor.




Jak winced at the racket from the round parts
falling and bouncing off the hard floor, and missed his opportunity
to put up a defence against the guard who quickly spun around and
clocked Jak in the face with an armoured glove-covered fist.




Jak took a hasty step to the right in the
attempt to steady himself, but lost his footing entirely as he slid
on one of the scattered spheres still ricocheting across the metal
deck. His leg shot up into the air as he landed on his back,
abruptly kicking the sturdy wheeled table into motion.




The heavy worktop collided into the leg of
the long haired thug as he charged toward Jak’s position. The man’s
charge turned into an unstable tumble, ending where Jak’s fist
connected with his face.




The sharp pain in Jak’s wrist reminded him of
the hit he had taken on the arm in the docking bay of Murdock’s
ship. It hurt like hell, but at least he could now move his hand
again. Punching people in the face, instead of resting it, was
going to continue to aggravate it.




As he rubbed his wrist to alleviate the pins
and needles feeling, the guard retaliated, wrestling Jak back to
the floor. Wrist-resting time would have to wait as it looked like
there would be a whole lot more punching to do.




After Jak subdued the guard, he armed himself
with a smaller pistol, which he stuffed into his belt, and another
longer and more powerful looking gun which he kept ready in his
hand.




After a quick look around the room revealing
no clues of his whereabouts, he bounded over to the door, tripped
twice on the spread of obstacles, but still managed to maintain his
balance. Jak’s plan only consisted of opening the door, which he
did.




The surprise of meeting another guard who was
on his way into to the dark room shocked both Jak and the
unsuspecting enemy soldier equally. At least Jak had the upper
hand, in that his gun was already drawn.




As the guard fumbled in his attempt to lift,
aim and arm his weapon, Jak reached in, grabbed the barrel of his
competitor’s weapon and twisted it up and off to the side. Before
the man could react, the tip of the nasty matte black gun Jak had
stolen was pressed into the cheek of the exasperated guard. He had
no choice but to stand still, waiting to see what Jak would do and
how the situation would play out.




“Where are we?” asked Jak. He couldn’t think
of any better way to word the question.




“On the Catalyst,” answered the guard with
only a slight hesitation.




Jak figured it would be best not to collapse
to the deck in fear and was forced to pretend that being on the
most feared vessel, run by the scariest captain in Azore’s Crown,
was not an issue. He tried to maintain a tough exterior even as he
felt his knees weakening.




“Why have you brought us here?”




“I don’t know.” Of course he didn’t. He was
just a guy walking around on the ship who stumbled into trouble.
But he didn’t seem to balk at the word ‘us,’ so that pretty much
confirmed for Jak that Cyan was there as well.




“Where is the girl who was brought on this
ship with me?”




The guard held his ground and said
nothing.




Jak pressed his gun a little further into the
guards face and ripped the weapon from him at the same time,
tossing it back through the door, into the room. It bounced off a
table and clamoured across the floor.




“I am really not in the greatest mood right
now, so could you please not make me ask you again?”




The guard was reluctant, but decided
answering would be in his favour. “She’s in the lab.” Jak noticed a
few beads of sweat forming on his head. Cartrite must run a tight
ship, full of consequences for failure and disloyalty.




“What’s your name?”




“What?” asked the guard.




“Your name. What’s your name?”




“Oh. It’s Harris.”




“Alright, Harris. Here’s the deal. I don’t
want to kill you, but I don’t want to die either. I really don’t
want to be here at all. You’re gonna take me to the lab. Got
it?”




“You might as well just kill me then, because
if I’m caught helping you, I’m dead anyway.”




“Fine.” Jak unlatched the safety lock and
pushed the gun deeper into the guard’s cheek. Jak had no intention
of blowing him away just yet, but it was enough to push the
distressed soldier into agreement.




“Okay, okay. I’ll show you.”




“Sounds good. You walk in front and put your
hands over your head. If your hands drop, you get shot in the back.
And, I want you to take the most discreet path. I don’t want anyone
to see us. Let’s go.”




Harris did as he was told and led Jak down
the hallway, eventually ending at an entrance to an elevator. The
guard pressed a button and stepped in. Jak followed and awkwardly
rotated around behind him in the cramped space as Harris typed
something into the command pad. Jak noted that they were heading to
deck three.




“If that door opens and a security team is
waiting for us, you’re dead,” said Jak.




“Don’t worry, there won’t be.”




“I’m not worried; I’m just letting you know.
To make sure we’re clear.” Jak wasn’t exactly experienced at
hostage taking, but he knew he needed to keep the guard on his toes
and out of his element. Jak found himself wondering how such a
young man could get caught up in such a dangerous organization. He
couldn’t figure out how someone would wake up one day and say, ‘I
think it would be best if I became a henchman for an evil
tyrant.’




Jak watched every angle intently as Harris
led him through the ship. Jak’s started out intent on memorizing
the path, but soon lost track due to the multitude of twists and
turns they had taken through the cavernous space craft.




After traveling down a dark hallway, they
emerged into a spacious hangar bay, with at least a dozen small
fighter crafts lined up facing the massive open hole on the one
side, showcasing a portrait of dark space and stars. The opening
was large enough to fit several ships the size of the Tempest
through. It must have been either force field or shield protected,
or both. As they walked by the open window, Jak almost felt woozy,
so close to a gaping opening which could so easily dump them into
space.




Off to one side he saw the tiny shape of
Murdock’s lonely unmanned space craft still floating not far from
the Catalyst. Cartrite hadn’t moved from the position they had been
in when they had ambushed Jak and Cyan before their involuntary
trip over. Jak could think of no logical reason as to how he,
Baxter or Cyan had not seen this mammoth ship before they stopped
and boarded Murdock’s craft.




His thoughts also moved to Baxter. Since the
Tempest was gone, he was confident that Baxter had gotten away
freely. Or, the Tempest had been obliterated. Jak refused to
believe that.




This open hangar was his way out. Grab Cyan
and make a break for it in one of the fighters. There were a
million possibilities of failure, but it still looked
promising.




The plan would have started if not for the
squad of helmeted soldiers — identical to the mindless ones who had
attacked them on Murdock’s ship — who appeared in front of them as
they emerged from a hallway leading into the center of the
hangar.




Jak’s reflex was to stop and immediately pull
his hostage in tight, shielding himself with the captive’s body and
re-aiming the gun at his head. Thankfully it stopped the squad.




They stood still with their weapons lowered
until one behemoth of a man shoved his way down the center of the
group. Above the heads of the soldiers, Jak watched the spherical
head with tied back hair steadily advancing toward the front of the
crowd. He emerged from the flock of soldiers and Jak tensed as the
gigantic man drew a weapon with his uncovered brawny arms.




The huge thug’s shot hit Harris, not Jak.




As the man became heavy in Jak’s arms, he was
forced to drop him, where his body crumpled to the cold deck.




Jak aimed his gun at the attacker, his shield
and collateral gone.




The seven foot soldier simply stepped in and
pulled the weapon from Jak’s hands. He passed it back to the group
of followers behind him.




Jak stood dumbfounded. He was defenceless —
not that a gun would have made much of a difference against a mob
of Cartrite’s weird mutant-faced soldiers and one gorilla of a
man.




“Come with us,” boomed Zelus, “Captain
Cartrite would like to see you.” He reached forward and pulled the
concealed pistol out of Jak’s belt, again handing it to a soldier
behind him.




Zelus motioned for Jak to get in front of him
and walk amongst the troops. Having no alternative, he obliged.




As he passed under the shadow of Zelus, he
strained his neck upward to look him in the eye.




“Big boy, aren’t you?”




Zelus responded by pushing Jak forward,
nearly giving him whiplash.




“Okay, I get it. You want me to walk. Who are
you?” Jak knew his only defence at this point would be to gather
information, no matter how trivial.




“Zelus.”




“Well that’s a nice name.”




“I suggest you save your breath,” said Zelus
from behind Jak. “Your humour is not amusing.”




Jak was well aware that no joke would amuse
this stone-faced brute, but it was his only way to keep a leg up on
the situation. He could no longer fight his way out, so the best
course of action was to break any symmetry between the enemy
pirates. Annoying behaviour would be a nuisance to them. Or maybe
it was just nervous clowning because of the fact he was being led
to see the most feared man in the galaxy, face-to-face.




“Why does Cartrite want to talk to me?”




“I don’t know. Personally, I would’ve
preferred to kill you already, but this was a personal request from
the captain himself.”




Jak couldn’t place anything in the situation
as he was prodded along with the squad of soldiers. Why was the
captain asking for him? And just how tough was this Zelus oaf? It
was time to test the waters.




“What if I told you I was gonna kill
Cartrite?”




Zelus had Jak’s neck crushed in the vice like
grip of his arm before Jak had a split second to think. He couldn’t
breathe and his eyes bulged out of his beet red face. His legs
quickly gave out, with the rest of his body suspended and dangling
from one of Zelus’ biceps.




“If you said that,” spat Zelus, close enough
to Jak’s ear that he could feel the heat of Zelus’ stinking breath,
“I would kill you right now and tell him it was a matter of ship’s
security and that you needed to be disposed of immediately. I
guarantee you that he will understand. Do you get it?”




Jak managed a slight nod as he tried
ineffectively with his hands to pry the thick arm from his
neck.




“Good.” Zelus unlocked his iron vice and Jak
fell to his knees, massaging his throat. “Don’t press your
luck.”




Zelus waited only a few seconds before
bringing Jak back to his feet with a light kick in the behind. He
urged Jak forward with another sharp shove.




The waters had been successfully tested. He
had nearly been strangled in the process, but now had the knowledge
he was dealing with a bunch of hotheads. Nevertheless, he decided
to continue on without any more interruptions, in the attempt to
save some of his energy for trouble he knew was brewing in the near
future.




After Jak was prodded through a series of
corridors and hallways for what seemed like an hour, they arrived
at a door just as plain as the rest of the doors on the ship. Zelus
mumbled something on his radio and the door slid aside moments
later. Jak was all but thrown into the room.




The lights were dimmed lower than the hall,
but it was bright enough to see Cyan sitting in front of a large
wooden desk, her hands bound behind her. She caught his eye as he
entered. On the other side of the desk was rather plain looking old
man with snow white hair.




“Hello Mr. Phoenix,” said the man. “My name
is Captain Cornelius Cartrite. It is ingratiating to meet you.”




Jak had expected Captain Cartrite to be more
terrifying and less creepy. How would he play this? Cyan was tied
up and miserable and the most feared pirate in the galaxy was
looking to chat. He decided to keep the situation cool for now and
participate. Jak reached in to shake hands with the senior
pirate.




“Likewise,” said Jak, as he watched his hand
ignored.




“Forgive me if I don’t shake hands, my
friend. I assure you it is from a purely medical standpoint. In all
honesty, I don’t know where you’ve been and you certainly do not
know where I have been. There are far too many diseases and
afflictions being passed around these days, with the unrestrained
passage between worlds. No offence is intended. It is for your own
good as well as mine.”




“None taken.” Jak was thoroughly disgusted,
yet somehow slightly amused by old man Cartrite.




“Please, have a seat.” Cartrite waved Jak
toward a chair next to Cyan, where he sat without hesitation. As he
sat down, his glance passed over Cyan, but he said nothing to her.
Jak hadn’t yet decided how the relationship between the two of them
should be seen by Cartrite. The last thing he wanted to do was show
he cared too much, giving Cartrite the upper hand and something to
use as bait. He hoped she was smart enough to realize this and
wasn’t seeing Jak’s ignorance toward her as anything but a defence
on her behalf.




“Tough ship,” said Jak, as he eased into his
chair.




“My apologies if you were treated unfairly.
It is necessary to maintain a certain level of authority if you are
to remain in control of such a large enterprise.”




Jak analyzed the old man’s wardrobe, seeing
no obvious hidden weapons tucked into the soft looking, but
hideously coloured yellowish-brown clothing. His desk was clean and
bare except for a can of writing instruments at the corner.




“Otherwise, it’s quite a pleasure,” said Jak.
He was trying his best to humour this old man and try to keep
everything calm. He wanted to get a clearer understanding of the
situation before causing a ruckus. “But I’m a little confused at
why I’m here.”




“You’re here by pure chance, Mr. Phoenix. We
were in the process of finalizing dealings with that captain, whose
name unfortunately escapes me at the moment, when we stumbled onto
each other. It wasn’t until we had you aboard that we realized who
you were. I hope my troops weren’t too harsh with you. In their
unquestioning loyalty to me, they can become a tad unsympathetic
toward others, which in the majority of situations is actually a
great strength for us. It is, after all, how they were engineered
to function.” Cartrite broke his speech with a laugh like he had
said something hysterical that Jak would comprehend.




Jak laughed falsely along with the captain,
not having any idea if what he said was funny or not.




“They brought you over with their shifter
belts,” continued Cartrite, “which we would not have used if we had
known who you two were. We have already had you thoroughly checked
out and it does not seem like you have received any ill effects
from the shift.”




“What is the problem?” asked Cyan. Jak was
relieved to hear her voice, but was uncomfortable with how her
wrists were still bound behind the chair. He was sure she was sick
to her stomach, as he was, after hearing they had been ‘checked
out.’




“Well, unfortunately my dear, there are some
disadvantages to the technology. The shifters work exceptionally
well at digitizing and transferring people and things from one
place to another, but such a technological breakthrough comes with
a price to pay. Each time a shift is completed, there is always
some inherent data loss, meaning that a few molecules are lost on
their way to the destination. In your cases, only a small amount of
signal loss has occurred, so you will be fine. Repeated trips tend
to take a toll on the body which is why we generally reserve these
types of jobs for our first level troops. When they are too far
degraded, they can be easily replaced.”




“Efficient,” said Jak. He was disgusted. This
man looked normal on the outside but clearly harboured a terrible
soul inside. No sane man could have such disregard for lives.




“Very,” answered Cartrite.




“Could I interrupt quickly?” said Jak.




Cartrite nodded in approval.




“Is there any way we could untie the girl
here while we’re talking?”




“Certainly,” he answered. “You can go ahead
if you’d like. I had nearly forgotten.”




Jak leaned over and untied her from the
chair. He decided to touch her soft hand as he finished. She did
not pull it away, but was still smart enough to do nothing to show
they were friendly, which was really true for the most part anyway,
Jak thought. Jak returned to his position facing Cartrite and
dropped her ties on his desk, beside the tin of neatly organized
writing instruments and assorted desk accessories. Jak could tell
immediately that Cartrite didn’t like anything out of place on his
desk. He felt a sense of accomplishment as he saw Cartrite’s eyes
quickly analyze the rope, trying to figure out a solution without
actually touching it. The desk was out of alignment and Jak could
see that the captain hated it.




“So, how is it that you know who I am?” asked
Jak. He was slightly afraid of the answer.




“Your name has come to my attention several
times. You seem to get around, as they say. Many of your exploits
in pirating have been widely discussed. The Falle Diamond; the
disruption of the Trellian Bridge; the incident with the Prince of
Shalen. Fine work, for what you do.”




“Thank you,” said Jak. He decided not to let
Cartrite know about his current status of bankruptcy. Or that the
only thing they gained from the Prince of Shalen was a hot tub. “I
didn’t step on your toes on any of those jobs, I hope.” Jak urged a
smile from Cartrite.




“No, no.” Cartrite waved off the remark. “We
have moved far past mercenary work like you are accustomed to. We
no longer take items. We take worlds, then sort through the
proceeds at a later time.”




“Yeah, I’ve heard that.” Jak wasn’t sure if
that was going to be too sarcastic of a remark at too early a time.
He didn’t want the old nutcase to pop just yet.




“I’ll bet you have, Jak, but in the wrong
context, I’d assume. As you can see, one’s legend grows across time
and distance and is distorted as stories are told incorrectly.
While I’m sure much of the data we have on you is flawed, there is
one thing I have noticed in you which appeals to me. Your
independence. You do what you want and take what you want, and you
are a free thinker. Coincidentally, this is what I am currently
looking for, as your courage and bravado is something of which we
are in short supply.”




“Is this why I’m your prisoner?” asked
Jak.




“Prisoner?” Cartrite seemed slightly
offended. “You are not my prisoners at this point. I am extending
my hand to the both of you, offering positions here amongst my crew
before we enter our new phase. It is rather important that you
accept, since both of your ways of life are about to become extinct
in one way or another.”




Jak just wanted to flip the desk on the old
miser, grab Cyan and run away. He hoped Cyan didn’t do it
first.





Chapter Twenty




The Captain’s Aggrandization




“Wow,” said Jak. “That’s really quite an
offer. But, I’m a little unsure on the whole ‘our way of life will
be extinct’ thing though. Maybe you could explain.” Jak could see
that for as calm as Cartrite seemed, there was a limit to his
patience. Jak was already getting tired of sitting around playing
games with these people. He was going to escalate the situation,
and find the end of the captain’s line of patience.




“Soon, many things will be changing. I have
spent a lifetime building a civilization out here while the rest of
the inhabitants of the galaxy have been too afraid to even make an
attempt at intrusion into our processes. When our plans are
complete, major reorganizations will begin to take place throughout
the rest of Azore’s Crown and those who refuse to evolve with us
will be eliminated. It is as simple as that.”




Jak looked to Cyan. “Weird how quickly
someone can go from being a pirate to a full fledged conqueror
these days.”




“Hey, you’re almost there, Jak. Looks like
all you would need is a bigger ship,” Cyan replied to Jak, while
the sentence was truly directed at Cartrite.




Jak saw Cartrite close his eyes for a couple
of seconds and reopen them. He was trying to keep his
composure.




“While my reputation is that of a mere
fearsome space pirate, I assure you it is nothing more than an
empty label. It has been years since I have wasted time skulking
around gathering trinkets. I started on that path a long time ago,
but when I reached the pinnacle of that lifestyle, I found I needed
more.”




“Weren’t rich enough?” asked Jak.




“Hardly,” snapped Cartrite. “When I was a
young boy, I was absolutely impoverished and alone. I only survived
by scrounging for scraps in our colony, out here in the lowly
Nhykton Sector of our wonderful galaxy. Without being overly
detailed, there was a day when I happened upon a small canvas bag
of coins and jewellery. They weren’t extremely valuable, but to a
penniless transient like myself, it was a treasure beyond belief.
That feeling — the exhilaration of improving your character, and in
my case at the time, knowing that you will be able to eat well in
the near future — is a feeling I would chase for the rest of my
life. I expected the next valuable object I obtained, which was
even more exquisite than the first, would bring me exponentially
more satisfaction. I quickly found that while it was rewarding, it
would never replicate that feeling from before. As I grew, I made a
career doing what you do. With my experience, I did exceptionally
well. One might even say that I, along with my early associates,
became too rich. We were wealthy to the point where money no longer
had any meaning. Over time, the thrill of adding piles of treasure
to billions of riches quickly lost its lustre. I’m sure you as well
have experienced this phenomenon, on a smaller scale of course.
Once you have more wealth than anyone could ever dream of what to
you seek?”




“A bank?”




“Power, Jak. You will find it is something
far more rewarding than large quantities of money. We started by
taking over small colonies. That grew into conquering small planets
and moons. My dominion has been steadily growing for years.”




“Well, he’s definitely not modest, that’s for
sure,” said Jak to Cyan, trying to interfere with Cartrite’s
speech.




“I understand that it is easy to belittle and
mock things you do not understand. Have you ever been in command of
an entire world, Jak?”




“Can’t say I have.”




“Then you cannot even begin to judge me. In
such a short time, we already hold a dozen planets on this outer
sector. Worlds that have been all but forgotten and left to starve
and suffer, by the ‘civilized’ portion of this ridiculously
disorganized galaxy.”




“How did all of the people on these worlds
feel about this? I’d imagine they enjoyed being shot at and
attacked into submission.”




“Again, Jak, you talk as if you have a clue
about what you are speaking of. Many of these worlds were taken
without a shot fired. We are not animals. You seem to think we are
still petty pirates like yourself, but we are on a constant quest
to build. I have developed methods and set plans in motion which
have enabled us to move from planet to planet without wars or
battles. You and the archaic thinking of your colleagues like to
think of us as the ‘enemy,’ when in fact, we have brought peace and
prosperity to this area. People in the Nhykton Sector are hungry,
lonely and have been all but forgotten by the citizens and
authorities of the more populous areas. When I arrive and bring an
end to this, providing stability, food, water and shelter to these
people, they embrace us, with open arms.”




“So you’re doing this for charity?” asked
Jak. He was determined to get under the Captain’s skin.




“In a way, yes. It is a reciprocal situation,
Jak. Quite soon I will own the sector so callously referred to as
the ‘Squalid Sector,’ where it will thrive and its people will be
happy, as long as they continue to live in order and contribute to
my society.”




“So where do you get all this food, water and
shelter?” asked Jak.




“You are a quick minded individual, if
judgmental. This is, however, the complicated part. There are
sacrifices that must be made in order to bring about a greater
good.”




“You ransack the planets that don’t join you
and give the wealth and resources to the ones that do,” said
Cyan.




“While I guarantee you that it is not as
simple as that, you have the gist of it correct.”




“Where do you get those zombie soldiers who
brought us here?”




“They are not ‘zombies,’ but a genetically
enhanced life form. And, they are enrolled in a similar manner, as
you have already guessed. Soldiers are required for the defence of
my people and can be conscripted in any number of ways. If
volunteers run thin, the necessary drafting must be done. If you
choose to become our enemy, you choose to become drafted into my
forces.”




As Jak analyzed the old man’s withered face
and dead white hair, he had a hard time seeing how insane Cartrite
really was from his simple exterior. What was going on inside his
mind? Jak wondered if his internal monologue really sounded as
pretentious as he spoke in real life.




“So you’re planning on making a run at the
inner sectors?”




“Absolutely.”




“I think you might be biting off a little
more than you can chew, Cornelius. As disorganized as the inner
worlds are, they do have many people, like myself, who won’t sit by
and let some dictator take over.”




“I do agree that there are many ‘outsiders’
running around untamed and unchecked. I was once a part of that,
but the bottom line is that the galaxy is crumbling because of it.
There will be no room for those who refuse to accept a new order in
Azore’s Crown.”




“Just because you got a few dirt bag planets
together out here, it doesn’t mean you’ll be able to walk in out of
the blue and take control. There are forces in place—”




“You mean the Galactic Guard?” Cartrite was
laughing.




“That’s one.” Jak couldn’t think of any other
organized force, and it pained him to acknowledge the Galactic
Guard, which he despised so much, as a potential threat.




“A creation of my own,” boasted Cartrite.
“Genius, really. An entire force of fools, who’s goal is to disrupt
the operation of men like you and I. The only problem is that it
would never be possible for these hooligans to work together and
make a difference. They only serve to provide disappointment,
unmanaged regulation and to waste money and time at every turn.
These governments have given over their futures to this broken
mechanism, wishing for change and organization while actually
causing the problem to grow. These core worlds cannot manage their
own homeland affairs, let alone the problems of other systems.
Their futile attempt at following and attempting to eliminate the
so called villains has stretched their own resources too thin, and
caused their own planetary social issues to compound. This is the
time to strike, and we both know it all too well.”




“Let’s cut the crap here Cartrite,” Jak was
tired of sitting back and being lectured by the captain. “What do
you want with us?”




“Actually, my intent is different for each of
you. Jak, I simply wanted to have you as a figurehead for our
plans, showing other less successful pirates that you have seen the
merits of working with me. I recognize that I may need someone to
help me penetrate the independent mercenary societies and gather
the many drifters and rebellious folk, like yourself. There will be
no room for those who choose to cause havoc. The only exception
shall be you. When not working, you will live in the utmost luxury.
The Balarian, whose name I am not familiar with,” he made no
attempt to find out her name, “is needed for assistance in our most
immediate plan, which obviously involves the tablets you came
looking for.”




“What do you need me for?” asked Cyan. She
declined to offer her name.




“You are required to simply act as a
consultant, assisting us in our studies of the Balarian tablets.
You will be well paid for your troubles.”




“Would you mind telling us what you want to
do with these tablets?” asked Jak.




“While there are many facets to the plan, due
to the multitude of capabilities present in the ancient devices,
the most important breakthrough will come in the form of their
powers of genetic enhancement. You’ve witnessed, first hand, the
capabilities of their unrestrained power. The Scoparian Dragon, as
they call it, is the perfect example of the influence the tablets
can have. Tell me, how large was the great beast?”




“I didn’t exactly have time to measure
it.”




“Indeed,” reflected Cartrite. “That is the
trouble with the tablets at this point. Their power is immense, but
not easily controlled and focused. The beast created from a simple
native lizard of that desert is but a rough example of what we
could do with the energy if correctly harnessed. The possibilities
are endless if we can control them. Disease can be cured, strength
can be given to those who are weak and life can be genuinely
improved for everyone.”




“Or you can fix up your clumsy army and turn
them into super-soldiers.”




“The thought had crossed my mind.”




“I don’t know what to tell you, captain,”
said Cyan, “I’m no scientist.”




“That’s quite alright. I already have a
scientist.” Cartrite motioned toward the door, where the shaded
form of Professor Voth now stood.




Jak did a double take when he saw the red
mechanical eye on the man who had just silently snaked his way into
the room without either of them noticing.




“Well either way, you’re looking in the wrong
place,” said Cyan. “I don’t know anything about these tablets and
I’m certainly not going to help you with your crazy plans.”




“Hmm.” Cartrite displayed a mock-concerned
face. “Please don’t tell me that, my dear, because if it were true,
I’d have no use for you.”




Cyan and Jak could feel the threat growing.
Even though the hope of getting off the Catalyst seemed thin,
sitting in one spot being belittled by this old man was getting
old.




“Has she told you her age?” continued
Cartrite.




“It’s never really come up.”




“Tell him,” said Cartrite, in a kind tone
toward Cyan for the first time.




Cyan paused for a moment. “One hundred sixty
two,” she answered. Her look said ‘What’s it to ya,’ to Jak.




Jak looked at her stunning body and face and
could not comprehend how she could possibly be this old.




“You still look pretty good,” he said, to try
to take some of the focus off of her. She flashed a miniscule, yet
warm, smile at him.




“My people have developed an extremely long
lifespan over time. My guess is that the captain here thinks that’s
from the tablets. I think he’s mistaken, because I grew up without
ever even seeing one of them.”




“Our information tells us that this is a
genetic advancement that grew and became permanent over generations
of your people’s interaction with the tablets. So it is quite
irrelevant that you personally have had no exposure. It has been
ingrained in you since birth, passed down from your parent’s
parents. All people should have access to the power your people
hoarded for so long.”




“You can threaten me all you want,” said
Cyan, “but I’m not going to help you go out, conquer the galaxy and
make mutants out of all your enemies.”




“Don’t act so high and mighty, my dear. The
Balarians had no trouble conquering worlds while they had the
benefit of the tablets on their side.”




“Speak for yourself. My people are not
conquerors. They only ever settled on barren worlds. We never took
other people’s homes.”




“Either you are a liar or just stupid. I
cannot be sure at the moment. Certainly you are aware of the attack
staged by the Velsar on the Balarian culture.”




“Yes,” said Cyan, “they devastated our worlds
and stole the tablets from us.”




“Do you think they just arrived one day by
accident and decided to take away your little stones?” asked
Cartrite in a patronizing tone. He didn’t wait for a response.
“Even if you do not wish to accept it, your people were mortal
enemies of the Velsar. They brought their armies to steal back what
was originally theirs.”




“I don’t believe you.”




Cartrite pierced her with his eyes. “That is
your prerogative.” Cyan began to speak, only to be cut off by the
captain. “I have to apologize, as I must end our conversation. I
must review some important details with the professor here. So this
is your last opportunity to give me an answer. Will you assist
me?”




Jak looked around the room, at the dark shape
of the staring professor and then back to Cartrite. There was no
way out of the room and the captain was dead serious. Jak wondered
how far he could get if he said that he accepted Cartrite’s
proposal. Maybe it would buy them enough time to find a hole in
their net that they could escape through. Jak was sickened just by
being in the presence of these people. Could he even force his body
and mind to pretend to join them?




Would they be killed right there on the spot
if they refused? Likely not, as the captain wouldn’t appreciate
that kind of dirty work being carried out so close to him. Aside
from that, it was clear that they needed Cyan. They weren’t exactly
sure about the full details of these tablets and were convinced
that Cyan had answers. Whether or not she did, and was giving less
information than she really had, was anyone’s guess.




Cyan solidified their choice as she spat the
words, “Go to hell,” at the old captain.




Cartrite, accepting her choice with no
rebuttal, simply turned to Jak and awaited his response.




“Sorry,” said Jak, “I’m with her.”




The captain’s finger went to a button on his
desk before he continued to speak. Jak hoped there wasn’t a trap
door under their chairs.




“Jak, I must say that you are quite a
disappointment.”




“Story of my life.”




“It seems your reputation has in fact been
embellished over time, much like my own. I now understand you may
not truly be the fearless space pirate I had heard of. Any
intelligent person would have accepted my offer.”




“No, you mean any weak person would have
given in to your demands.”




“Call it what you will. Our dealings are
complete.”




Jak turned to the door as he heard it slide
aside, the beastly shape of Zelus barging through.




Jak stood up swiftly, while remaining
outwardly calm, in the effort to have some leverage when Zelus
approached. Jak had expected to be grabbed and dragged out of the
room, and in preparation, lifted his arms in yielding to the
enormous man as he steamed toward Jak. Zelus didn’t stop walking
until his gargantuan fist ploughed into Jak’s face.




Jak spun and fell onto Cartrite’s desk,
supporting himself at the last second with his forearms. The
commotion overturned the tin of desk instruments, spilling the
contents onto the surface of the desk. If he hadn’t felt like
someone had just smashed a bag of bricks into his face, he would
have been in the perfect position to hit or maybe even strangle
Cartrite. As it was, he needed to focus all his effort on trying to
keep from blacking out. Jak considered for a moment that he may
have made the wrong choice.




“Please Zelus, not in here. Secure Mr.
Phoenix and the Balarian and take them down.”




Zelus peeled Jak off the desk and clamped a
cold set of cuffs onto his wrists. Jak was pushed to the door,
beaten but happy to be leaving the dank and macabre office of the
demented captain and his cast of characters.




Jak had to admit that these men were
ruthless, dangerous and very smart. Not smart enough, however, to
notice the single metal writing utensil missing from the spilled
objects littered across Captain Cartrite’s desk.





Chapter Twenty-One




Dead Weight




Jak’s goal, as he was hauled through the ship
by Zelus, was to drag his feet and make himself as heavy as
possible in order to slow Zelus’ progress and give Jak time to
think. Fortunately, the severe blow he had taken to the head
allowed him to do just that with little additional effort.




He saw Cyan off to the side, hands bound
behind her back and led by several of the helmeted soldiers who had
attacked them on Murdock’s ship. The bone-thin professor had also
joined the group. Jak decided to lay on the theatrics and pretend
he was far more injured than he was.




The steel instrument Jak had taken from
Cartrite’s desk was pushed up inside the cuff of his shirt, barely
resting up against the band of his smashed wrist radio. Jak was
trying his best to keep his bound hands in a position behind his
back that would prevent the small metal object from falling out,
but wouldn’t obviously show his attempt at concealing it. If his
captors saw it, he was sure he’d be dead or at least beaten badly
enough that he wouldn’t have a chance at escape. He also hoped
Cartrite wasn’t obsessive enough to notice it was missing.




Along corridors, down power-lifts, and
through hallways they were dragged. Jak kept the appearance of
being dazed and injured even after the effect of the powerful punch
had nearly worn off. He could no longer see Cyan, as his view was
obstructed by Cartrite’s men, and it made him uncomfortable. He
knew she could take care of herself, but he didn’t want her to make
a move at the wrong time. Jak didn’t know what that right time
would be, but he was confident he’d know it when he saw it.




They finally reached a doorway and Jak was
dragged inside. He intentionally caught his feet on the side of the
archway, impeding the entrance of their whole party. One quick jerk
from Zelus twisted Jak’s spine and brought him inside.




The first thing Jak noticed was the smell of
gun fire in the air. Someone had been busy here. Were they heading
to an execution room?




Jak tried to collapse, but was restricted by
Zelus’ iron grip. With his head still sloped downward in the
exaggerated attempt to appear on the verge of consciousness, he
peered through his eyelids at the room, to get a bearing on the
situation. It was a laboratory, and a terrible looking one at that.
From the sharp and ugly instruments he saw, nothing good could
possibly be accomplished there.




As he passed a series of dull metal tables,
his heart skipped a beat when he saw the injured — or possibly dead
— man strapped down. It was Murdock. This is what happens when you
get too far out of your element, thought Jak. Basically, it was the
same thing that was going to happen to Jak.




The professor barked orders to a few of the
men and rushed around the room readying equipment and setting up
his many imposing apparatuses. Jak saw how they obeyed his
commands, showing that this odd little scientist must have had a
high place in their command structure.




Jak was picked up and tossed face down onto
one of the metal tables. It was definitely solid. As he continued
his act, he saw the same thing being done to Cyan. She caught his
eye as her cuffs were being removed. Jak shook his head as
carefully as possible. He hoped she got the point. Jak didn’t want
her to start jumping around until he was uncuffed, or he would
become an easy casualty.




From the shadow cast over him, Jak could tell
it was Zelus behind his back, loosening his bonds. He understood
the reason for releasing them, when he saw the guards clamp down
Cyan’s hands into the steal bindings on the table. She gave him a
look of death for ruining her last chance of escape.




Zelus flipped Jak over onto his back,
underestimating the speed he needed to work at, with Jak’s
apparently half-conscious form. The professor stood beside, with
his back to Jak, fiddling with something on Cyan’s table. Folly or
not, this was Jak’s last opportunity. They had made a dire mistake,
but Jak would have to be so fast, and so accurate.




The moment he felt the tension on his wrist
release, he urged the metal utensil out of his sleeve and into the
palm of his hand. It fell into a spot between his fingers, with the
tip on his palm. Jak’s body tensed as he jerked himself upward as
swiftly as his body would allow. As he swung his arm, he corrected
the positioning of the tool, gripping the short barrel with a tight
fist.




His knuckles were pure white as the pointed
steel connected with the hardened skin of Zelus’ right bicep. In
the split second it took for the deed to be done, Jak still found
time to be disgusted by the feeling of the tool puncturing the deep
muscle of Zelus’ arm.




As Zelus reeled in pain and reached over to
pull the writing utensil from his arm, Jak flung forward and
snatched the combat pistol from the left holster at Zelus’ hip. It
slid from the soft brown leather easily, leaving no time for Zelus
to react.




Jak kicked Zelus’ chest from atop the table,
sending Zelus falling backward through a cluttered shelf and giving
Jak the momentum to spin around to the other side of the operating
table. He slid off the shiny surface and down onto Professor Voth
as he stopped his fiddling to see what the commotion was behind
him. Jak wrapped one arm around the professor’s neck and then
thrust the gun up against the side of his face. The barrel clinked
on the metal implant around the professor’s eye. Jak disabled the
safety on the gun and made sure it was active. It felt like there
was a corpse inside the long white doctor’s robe, not a living
man.




Zelus righted himself and ran forward;
stopping behind the table Jak had been on. The entire group of
soldiers aimed their guns at Jak. As blood streamed down the right
arm of Zelus, he reached for his weapon and found nothing.




“You tried this before and it didn’t get you
anywhere,” said Zelus. Jak could tell he was in agony, wishing Jak
would just go quietly.




“Last time I made a mistake,” said Jak. “Last
time I chose a nobody. I’d like to bet you won’t harm this old
freak.” Without removing his eyes from those of Zelus, Jak spoke
again to Professor Voth. “Unbind her hand,” he said. He didn’t have
to ask twice. The professor opened the metal clamp on Cyan’s wrist,
allowing her to reach over to the other side of the table and free
herself.




“Where do you plan to go?” asked Zelus.
“You’re trapped on a ship with thousands of people who are going to
try to kill you, and no one to help. If you put that gun down, I
promise I will try to find an alternate arrangement for you.”




“Sorry.” Jak was not going to give Zelus
anything to work with in his hostage negotiation tactics.




Jak felt Cyan come up beside him and pull
aside the professor’s jacket. She found a small gun tucked into his
belt and removed it for herself.




“Let’s go,” she said quietly, before
scuttling off behind him.




Jak backed up slowly with the professor.
There was only one door in the laboratory. That would work to their
advantage.




Before Jak had backed up past the second
operating table, Cyan arrived back and plopped down an old red and
bronze chest onto the table’s hard surface.




“You must be joking,” said Jak. He knew
without an explanation that the Balarian tablets were inside this
chest. Another mistake on behalf of the enemies. Cyan smiled and
nodded in acknowledgement.




Jak backed up further and only remembered
Murdock’s body as he passed the table again. Only it wasn’t a body.
He was breathing, and his eyes were cracked open. Did he whisper
Jak’s name or was that in his imagination? Jak saw his hand,
reaching out to him from below the wrist restraint. Damn.




“He’s alive,” said Cyan.




“Meet Murdock,” replied Jak.




Cyan crinkled her face and said, “Let’s
go.”




“Let him out.”




“You’re kidding right? It’s his fault we’re
here in the first place.”




Well, it’s a little awkward now that he’s
laying here dying and begging for help, don’t you think?”




Cyan huffed, put the chest of tablets onto
the floor, and worked at unclipping his wrist and ankle
restraints.




Jak tried to maintain eye contact with Zelus,
while holding the professor.




Murdock barely moved an inch. Jak waited a
few more seconds for him to attempt crawling into a sitting
position. It wasn’t happening.




“Damn it! Get him off the table.”




Cyan didn’t even bother to argue this time.
She awkwardly tried to slide him off the table, slipping his arm
around her neck. Even if he had the strength, Murdock was taller
than her, which upset the mechanics of her acting as his support
and backbone. Zelus was smiling. He knew it was a mess.




Cyan dragged him up to his feet, supporting
herself and Murdock against the edge of the table. Her only option
was to use her foot to slide the case along the floor as they
progressed ungracefully toward the exit.




Jak tried not to panic at the disaster
waiting to happen. He made sure his grip on the professor was
secure. Zelus was still in his line of sight. Now they had a big
crate of stones and a sad sack of a man to drag along. Jak’s plan
ended outside the door.




As they slowly backed up toward the door, Jak
realized he didn’t know what to do with Voth. Should he keep him?
He would basically be a free pass throughout the ship. But, there
was no way they could manage with him, Murdock and the rocks. If he
dropped Murdock, he would be killed on site or strapped down to the
table again. Did he really care though? Why should he stick his
neck out for the guy who had tried to kill him so many times? Jak
tried to think of Murdock as a normal person, and not the giant
idiot he really was. He tried to think of what he’d do if it were
someone else.




Cyan had already bumbled her way through the
doorway with Murdock, and was waiting for Jak outside. As Jak
backed up, Zelus and his soldiers moved forward to keep the
distance between them minimized. Jak tightened his grip on the
professor and cocked his gun like he was ready to fire.




Instead, Jak thrust Professor Voth forward
and sent him spinning into the room with a harsh kick in the lower
back. Before the men could fire, Jak aimed and shot several blasts
in succession, obliterating a tray of chemicals and tools into
flying shrapnel and hissing fumes.




While Zelus and his team shielded themselves
from the danger, Jak pounded the manual control for the door,
closing it in an instant from outside the room. He spun and picked
the weapon Cyan had stolen from her belt. Jak spun the controls on
the miniature gun, trying to fine tune the adjustments. He quickly
found the setting to make the pistol emit a steady energy beam.




He pulled the trigger and guided the white
hot beam along the edge of the metal door, in the seam where the
door met the metal frame. The metal quickly began to glow and fuse
together. Jak ran the beam up and down the door edge as the gun
became hot in his hand, effectively welding the heavy metal door
into the frame. The little gun sputtered, died and Jak pitched it
down the hallway.




Jak heard the dull pounding behind the door.
However they were going to get out of there, it wouldn’t be through
that door. Jak inspected the weld joint. It was hot and solid.




Turning, Jak finally realized how impossible
the task of carting Murdock was going to be, when he saw Cyan being
crushed by his slumped body.




“Come on, let’s go.” Jak threw Murdock’s
other arm over his shoulder and started down the shadowy hallway at
the fastest pace he could muster. Cyan held the tablet chest under
her left arm. Jak held onto the precious pistol with his right
hand.




“Why did you use my gun?” asked Cyan in
between deep breaths.




“Because I didn’t want to ruin mine. It looks
way better.”




After a few minutes of trudging through the
corridor, they took a side route, traveling into a quiet area of
the ship. There was no one around. Jak spotted a dark room with an
open door. He changed their direction and lead them inside the
room, slapping the door lock as he entered.




Once inside with the lights on and the door
closed, Jak eased his burning shoulder and dropped Murdock against
a wall. He fell out of Cyan’s arms and slid down the wall into a
pile on the floor. Jak crouched down to get in line with him.




“God damn it man!” said Jak, in a furious
tone, but with a controlled volume. He slapped Murdock in the face.
“Snap out of it. We’ve gotta get moving.” Jak looked into Murdock’s
cloudy eyes. He seemed to be slightly more aware then he was in the
laboratory, but he was still useless. “If I find out you aren’t
knocked out from some kind of drug or something, you’re dead.”




Jak straightened himself and turned to see
Cyan. The room they were in looked like some kind of empty crew
quarters. Everything was grey and dull, much like the rest of the
ship. Cyan had sat the chest down on a table in the corner of the
little room. She pulled one of the plate sized discs out of the
chest and ran her fingers along the ridges starring out from the
center.




“So these are them,” said Jak.




Cyan nodded. “We need to get off this
ship.”




“Well, yes,” said Jak, “that’s what I’m
hoping for.”




“You can’t leave me here,” grunted Murdock
from the floor.




Jak and Cyan turned to look at him. He was
conscious enough to be fair game for Jak.




“Do you realize what you’ve done?” asked
Jak.




Murdock shook his head to gain some
composure.




“Look, I—”




“Save it, pal. I really don’t want to hear
it. We’ve got about one minute before fifty mean bastards bust this
door down, so you need to get yourself together — fast. I’ve got
you this far and I’m not gonna hold your hand the rest of the
way.”




Murdock used all his energy to spew the
words, “You always were the hero.”




Jak walked back to Murdock and brought him to
his feet by the scruff of his filthy collar.




“What are you saying?” Jak was livid.




“Hey,” interrupted Cyan. “Calm down. Right
now we just have to focus on getting out of here. And Jak’s right.
If you don’t get your act together quick, we’re leaving you
behind.”




Jak’s angry face turned into a grin.




“It’s okay if you don’t listen to me, but I
suggest you listen to her, for your own sake.”




Jak let Murdock go, leaving him barely able
to stand on his own.




“Any plan forming in that head of yours?”
asked Cyan.




“It may be hard to believe, but I’ve got
nothing.” Jak took delight in the smile which crossed her face. If
he didn’t make it off the ship, he was at least satisfied that he
had been able to crack this girl’s shell and create a friendship,
however fragile it still was.




Jak approached and activated a wall mounted
computer panel. It provided basic information on the ship and most
importantly, a mapped layout of the great maze. The control pad was
dusty, showing that this was a less frequented area of the
ship.




“It looks like they built this ship out of
ten thousand other ships,” said Jak, reviewing the confusing
schematics. Jak pointed to the pertinent locations. “Our ultimate
goal should be this docking bay. I passed through it earlier. It is
a huge hangar with a whole bunch of fighters just waiting to be
stolen. But first, I think we’d better visit here...or here,” Jak
pointed to a couple of locations on the monitor, “to pick up a few
things.”




“You mean guns, I hope.”




“We do seem to need them a lot.”




“You’re joking right?” It was Murdock. He had
regained his annoyance.




“Even if you do make it to those fighters,
you’ll be blown to bits as soon as you fly out. It’s
ridiculous.”




Cyan spoke first. “Have you got a better
idea?” Her tone didn’t suggest she’d be impressed with whatever he
came up with.




“Well, there is no way the three of us can
win by strength of arms, while in enemy territory. I suggest we
strike a bargain.”




“For what?”




“Your precious stones there, for our
lives.”




“Not a chance,” said Cyan. She was beginning
to see why Jak felt the way he did about Murdock.




“It is the only logical choice, miss. We will
never get off this ship, especially while we’re in possession of
this treasure, which Captain Cartrite seems to want so eagerly. If
we make him happy, then I’m confident he will return the
favour.”




“Did you think of that while you were
strapped down to his operating table?” asked Jak.




Cyan closed the chest and latched the top.
She propped the heavy container under her arm and made it clear she
was ready to move along.




Cyan moved in close to Murdock. “While I
understand you’re an expert at weaselling your way out of difficult
situations, we’re not giving up that easily.”




“Pardon me, miss, but I am confident my
experience outweighs your own in matters such as this.”




Cyan didn’t respond. Jak loved seeing it
happen to someone else.




Just as she was about to leave him and
proceed to the door, something popped into her head and she turned
back to give Murdock a fiery look. “Instead of correcting you and
telling you what to call me, I’m just going to make it clear, right
now, that I don’t want you to speak to me.” She ended the statement
with a smile.




Cyan walked toward the door, followed by Jak,
and Murdock’s dishevelled form.




“Thanks,” said Jak to Murdock.




“For what?”




“You’re making me look so much better.”




Cyan killed the lights and they made their
way back out into the corridor, slowly slinking their way into a
maintenance passageway and moving deeper into the dark heart of the
Catalyst.





Chapter Twenty-Two




Necessary Steps




“Where are we going?” asked Murdock.




“Down,” answered Jak. It was true.




The three escapees had entered a vertical
conduit, housing a thick power line running from the top of the
ship to the bottom. Jak held onto the dusty rungs of the narrow
ladder as he descended through near darkness into the ship, passing
level after level while in a place temporarily evading the eyes of
their captors. Above Jak was Cyan. Out of courtesy, he tried not to
look up at the intriguing sight overhead. Above her was Murdock.
Below Jak was absolute darkness which could have ended at a floor
twenty feet or one mile below them. It was impossible to tell, but
the feeling in Jak’s bones told him it was a long drop.




“Do you actually have a destination in mind?”
asked Murdock.




Murdock’s attitude and behaviour had
re-established themselves at the same rate in which he gained back
his energy and strength. The good news was that he was now limber
enough to follow along and not need physical support, while the bad
news was that he would be a consistent nuisance to the atmosphere
of their journey.




Jak quickened his pace, but decided to let
Murdock in on some details, so he would be quiet. “I saw what
looked like a munitions locker on the schematic.” The faster he
progressed downward, the faster he could end his conversing with
Murdock. He had to proceed carefully, holding the chest of tablets
under one arm, while gripping the slippery ladder with his other.
He was sure Cyan would have been fine holding the heavy crate, but
once he saw her clumsily manoeuvring down with the extra weight, he
realized he would not have been able to live with himself if he had
allowed her to continue on.




“What are you planning to do once we’re
there?”




“Bust in and steal some stuff,” said Jak.
“It’s what we’re supposed to be good at, remember?”




“Well, I don’t know about you, but I never
stopped being good at it.”




“Oh, and that’s why you were laying on a
table, strapped down for experiments?”




“A minor setback. I would have found my
opportunity to escape.”




“I’m sure you—”




“Shut up,” said Cyan, stopping and halting
their procession. “Seriously, just shut the hell up.”




“I—”




“I don’t want to hear it. Get your heads
together. We’ve got a lot of work to do, and we have a very tiny
chance of success that is going to be ruined by you two bickering
like an old married couple. I don’t care what your problem is with
each other, but you can deal with it on your own after we get out
of here. Right now, for better or for worse, we’re in this
together.”




Jak said nothing and looked down at the
bottomless shaft. Maybe he should just let go of the ladder and end
it right now. It certainly seemed like the most comforting choice.
However, that would show that Murdock had the stronger soul. Jak
squeezed the last amount of will power out of his body and
continued climbing down the ladder. Murdock and Cyan followed.




Minutes ticked by and Jak’s strained arms
grew more and more tired. One arm ached from supporting his weight
on the ladder. The other throbbed and was becoming numb from being
clenched around the old Balarian chest. He looked at his arm to
make sure it was still attached to his body, and noticed his broken
wrist communicator. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t taken it off and
thrown it away yet. After it had been destroyed by Cartrite’s
soldier in the cargo bay of Murdock’s ship, it had become just
another piece of dead weight. Since Jak already felt he was
carrying more than his fair share of useless cargo, he decided he’d
rip it off and let his wrist breathe at the next opportunity.




Seeing the communicator reminded him of
Baxter. Had he escaped successfully? Jak didn’t even really know
for sure. Cartrite could have easily incinerated the Tempest. If
Baxter did get away, Jak hoped he was still gaining distance and
moving as far as he possibly could from this mad ship of
weirdoes.




Jak’s foot tapped something below him and he
stopped short. The sole of Cyan’s shoe nearly crushed Jak’s hand on
the rung before she stopped, and Murdock nearly did the same to her
from above.




“What?” whispered Cyan.




“I think this is it.”




They had reached a junction in the conduit
where several other dark tunnels branched off. Beyond the chasm,
Jak could barely make out a ledge waiting for them in the
blackness. Another horizontal conduit bent off from the main and
wrapped around a corner. This was where they needed to be, at least
from what Jak could remember from the cryptic schematic. He hadn’t
considered what he would do if there was no way out of the conduit
and back into the main areas.




“Stay here,” whispered Jak almost
silently.




He took a few more steps downward beside the
pipeline until his waist was in line with the ledge outcropped from
the chasm wall. He held on to the ladder tightly and stretched out
his arm as far as he could. This gave him just enough room to
position the very edge of the Balarian chest onto the ledge floor.
He adjusted his body and moved the arm supporting the chest in an
attempt to wiggle and coax it to safety.




After some prodding, Jak was able to get over
half of the chest supported on the platform. It was enough to
balance it so it wouldn’t tip, so Jak let go and shoved it
comfortably onto the surface. With two arms on the ladder for the
first time, Jak felt like he had the strength of ten men, only
because of the adaptation he had made to only using one limb.




His skittered back up a few steps and reached
his foot over to the ledge beside the chest. It wasn’t all that far
away, but it still posed a danger, with the unknown depths below
them. Jak found as solid a footing as he was going to get and used
his arms to give his body the momentum to make the small hop to the
other side.




“Attention Jak Phoenix.”




Captain Cartrite’s voice boomed and echoed
through the tunnel and Jak, startled by the unexpected noise, fell
the rest of the way onto the narrow ledge. As the fought to gain
his balance, his first thought was that the voice was coming from a
person inside the tunnel. As it continued, he realized it was being
broadcast on a speaker system throughout the ship.




“It has come to my attention that you have
chosen to move about my ship in an unauthorized manner. This is
just a notification that my crew and protection force has been made
aware of your location and will soon extract you. That is all.”




“Come on,” whispered Jak, motioning for Cyan
to make her way to the ledge.




Cyan reached over and grasped Jak’s hand. She
was guided safely to the other side of the conduit. Jak repeated
the same thing for Murdock, considering whether he should let go of
his hand and drop him into the darkness below.




“This way,” whispered Jak. He guided them
around the dark corner, heading toward a dull light shining
throughout the low tunnel up ahead.




“What’s the point?” asked Murdock. “You heard
what he said. He knows where we are. We cannot afford to make
matters worse.”




“He obviously doesn’t really know where we
are,” answered Cyan. Jak was glad he didn’t have to field this one.
“If he did, he wouldn’t be announcing it over the intercom. He’s
trying to draw us out into the open by scaring us.”




“Shhh.” Jak had reached the source of the
dull light and was waiting for the others to catch up to him.




In front of Jak, the floor dropped down by at
least a foot. He could now see that the dull light emanated from a
room below and light the passageway above through a grate allowing
for air movement.




Jak motioned to Murdock and Cyan to stay
still and carefully stepped down onto the ceiling of the room
below. It only made a miniscule creak, but Jak could feel the give
in the floor, because of its lack of density. He would have to
tread lightly over this weak material.




Step by cautious step he moved closer to the
grate, until he could see into the room below. When Jak saw the
rows of rifles lining the wall, he knew they had found the correct
area of the ship. The only problem was the two men underneath
him.




One of the men was out of sight, while the
other was very close to the area below the grill. Jak drew his gun
as he observed the two crewmen carrying on with their inane dialog.
He could confirm, by the men’s discussion consisting of stories of
women and drunkenness that probably weren’t true, that they would
not be an overly sophisticated target.




What could he do? He could probably cleanly
pick off the one soldier though the ventilation grate, but then
where would that leave him? The other man would either call for
help or blow a hole in the thin ceiling beneath Jak. His only
chance was surprise.







If he threw his weight onto the grate, he’d
fall through and even potentially take out the man below in one
unexpected flash. A quick turn would line up the other unsuspecting
guard in his sights before he could do anything. Jak decided to do
it like jumping into cold water. The more you delay, the harder it
is for you to force yourself to do it.




Jak armed his weapon and rebounded off one
foot to give extra weight to his body, as both of his feet came
down onto the grate. When he hit the grate hard and realized he had
only succeeded at making a rattling ruckus, Jak wondered why he
hadn’t considered that there would be a chance that the grate would
not simply collapse for him.




The man below immediately looked above him
and began firing his rifle. Blast after blast sparked through metal
supports and ricocheted around the dark cavity. Jak took a panicked
step backward and tripped, landing on his backside and trying to
skit back across the ceiling with his hands supporting his upper
body.




The second man was also blasting away wildly.
New points of light were forming around Jak as shots from the
rifles penetrated the weak ceiling. Jak could tell the men were
having fun. He could also tell that he was starting to move.




As the support beams were weakened by the
laser blasts, the ceiling had begun to shift. After another large
spark in front of him, it gave out entirely at the midpoint. With
the broken support structure still affixed at the far wall, it
collapsed diagonally, with the area above opening up into the room
below.




Jak could not hold on and was dumped into the
room with the rest of the broken metal and shrapnel.




He hit the deck close to one of the men and
was able to blast him in the midsection as the guard instinctively
shielded himself from the falling debris. Jak quickly slid across
the littered room, into a position behind a pile of wreckage. The
blasts from the man on the other side of the room followed him into
his shelter. Jak felt the heat of a laser blast tear through the
fabric of his pants, narrowly missing his vulnerable flesh.




Jak’s saw his opponent laughing and spitting
some kind of indecipherable threats as he fired his weapon
repeatedly. The only positive fact Jak could see was that the two
men had been so focused and blowing off their guns that they had
neglected to call for help. The guard would have to be taken care
of quick, before he realized the same thing.




Jak threw his gun over the edge of the pile
and fired two quick shots in succession. The first missed by a long
shot, impacting on the wall. The second deflected off some junk and
nearly came back and eliminated Jak instead. Jak dropped to the
floor as his opponent gained the nerve to fire off a few of his own
shots.




Jak realized Cyan was standing at the edge of
the rubble of the destroyed ceiling. She had the chest of tablets
in her arms and was giving him one of those looks where he was
supposed to figure out what she meant without any words. Although
this time, he understood.




“Alright, alright,” shouted Jak in between
rounds of firing. He surrendered his gun into the air from behind
his shelter. “I give up.”




Jak heard the crunch of broken shards as the
man traipsed across the floor toward him. He also heard him curse
and drop his weapon as the heavy Balarian chest smacked down on to
him from above. Jak pounced to his feet, aligned his gun and
finished the job with an accurate shot.




Before analyzing the situation, he turned and
rushed to the door, verified it was locked, and used the same
method he used on the lab door to weld it shut with his gun. Half
of the crew must have heard that mess. They were probably already
gathering outside as he stood there.




There was enough jagged garbage hanging down
from the ceiling to form a suitable, yet dangerous staircase
allowing Cyan to carefully make her way down to the floor level.
Her first stop was the chest of tablets.




“Nice move,” said Jak.




“Thanks,” said Cyan. “So I’m assuming we’re
going back the way we came,” she continued, getting right back to
business.




“We’re gonna have to. I didn’t exactly plan
on making that much noise in here.”




Jak turned to face the door as he heard the
sound of what was likely a laser torch, beginning its work on
freeing the door. He wasn’t surprised.




“Quick,” commanded Jak, “we have to load up
and get out—” Jak watched Murdock in his torn ragged clothing
sliding and tripping while daintily trying to scale down the broken
metal. “For God’s sake, would you hurry up?”




Murdock didn’t answer.




Jak bent down to the dead crewman and
unbuttoned his jacket. He manipulated the heavy body so he could
peel the coat off. The pants were simpler. Jak bundled up the
uniform and threw it over to Murdock as he reached the floor. He
didn’t see it coming, as it bounced off the side of his shoulder
and on to the floor.




“What’s this?”




“It’s clothes. You are wearing trash. Put
them on, and you’ll probably feel better.”




Jak shook his head and focused in on the arms
wall. He grabbed the first three repeating rifles he saw. He threw
the strap over his shoulder and tossed one to Cyan. He removed
three small hand pistols off their mounts and slid one under his
belt, tossed the other to Cyan and approached Murdock. After he
finished buttoning up the bland looking jacket, Jak handed him one
large rifle and one of the small pistols. The moment Jak handed
them off, he felt like he had made a mistake.




Jak rushed to the other side of the room and
flipped open the lid of a long storage compartment. It was lined
with detonators and explosives of all shapes and sizes. A lucky
score.




In a corner he spotted a couple of large
black carrying bags with straps. He dumped out the bits and pieces
of one of them and tested it over his shoulder and around the other
side of his body. Calculating his needs as he went, Jak scooped the
Balarian chest off the floor and worked it into the sack. This
would be a big improvement over carrying them under one arm while
scaling a ladder.




Back at the big box of bombs, Jak made a few
choice selections. He picked a few timed explosives and also a few
that seemed to be controlled remotely. There was a string of
concussion grenades which he gave to Cyan, who eagerly strapped
them across her chest as she also went about the room looking for
any supplies she thought she could make use of.




A carton of proximity explosives piqued Jak’s
interest as he saw the edge of the door begin to tarnish and take
on a deep glow. The coating on the metal started to hiss and smoke.
It wouldn’t be long before they burned their way through.




The little magnetic explosives were simple,
but would be very effective. Jak had used similar charges before;
they were just far older and rustier than Captain Cartrite’s. On
the side was a tiny knob you could spin with your thumb to tell the
device how long to give you before arming itself. Once armed, the
bombs would detonate at the first detection of movement.




Jak jammed his carrying bag with anything we
could grab, and took two of the magnetic bombs over to the quickly
deteriorating door. He set them for what he hoped was a one minute
delay and jammed one on to each side of the door frame.




As Jak turned, Murdock and Cyan seemed to
have read his mind and were already heading back up the staircase
of rubble. He chugged over to join them, at once realizing the
ridiculous weight he had added to his body with the weaponry.




Jak dragged himself through the remnants of
the roof, and was surprisingly greeted by Murdock’s waiting hand
near the top, ready to pull him over the last step. It could have
been out of appreciation for Jak getting him to this point, but it
was probably only because Murdock wanted them to move faster to
escape the danger that was quickly approaching.




Back in the maintenance tunnels above the
room, the three rushed down the dark path and back to the main
vertical power conduit in the ship’s circulatory system. Jak was
thinking about the explosives he had set. The charges would be
armed by now, making it just a matter of seconds before the crew
would break through the door and be greeted by their own hostile
devices. He hoped he they weren’t too powerful, being that they
were going off in a munitions room. Jak wanted an explosion, but
not one big enough to blow a hole in the ship and end their journey
as quickly as it would end Cartrite’s. Either way, it wasn’t going
to be pretty.




At the highest speed Jak could muster, he
lead them back down the ladder, jumping off at the next
outcropping. Murdock was the next to jump off. Cyan lined herself
up to follow but was interrupted by the heavy pulse and head
shattering smack echoing around and around the tunnel.




Jak reached forward and met up with Cyan as
she made a weak jump off the shivering ladder. He connected with
her and pulled her back as close to the wall as he could. The
explosion had thrown some debris which went whistling and
fluttering down the power pit, the metal and plastic bits clanging
around as they dropped down the tunnel. The steel shell of the room
had contained the majority of the concussion, but the low rumble
grabbed at their stomachs and the shake played havoc with their
equilibriums.




When the dust settled, all was quiet, at
least for the moment. The violence of the explosion above could not
possible have left anyone alive. Maybe it had even taken out Zelus.
Jak’s heart fluttered slightly as the thought that he was carrying
a dozen identically powerful explosive devices in a bag strapped
against his body crossed his mind.




“Come on, we’ve got to keep moving. They’re
obviously gonna know where we are and come after us with everything
they’ve got.”




Jak adjusted his gear and hopped back onto
the ladder, continuing his journey downward. The others
followed.




“Good job, Jak,” said Cyan as they climbed.
He had been caught off guard, not used to hearing positive comments
about anything regarding himself.




“Thanks,” he replied. “If there’s one thing
I’ve learned, it’s that explosives solve everything.”





Chapter Twenty-Three




Unexpected Meetings




Jak led Murdock and Cyan on a snake path
through the infrastructure of the ship, jumping from one conduit to
the next, in the attempt to make it difficult for Cartrite’s forces
to find them, if they had decided to follow them down the main
power line. He wouldn’t admit it to his companions, but he had long
ago lost his way, forgetting what he had seen on the ship’s
schematic. He still had an idea of the general direction and was
running on instinct.




He knew he needed to get out of the tunnels
at some point and find another computer panel to get some useful
directions to help them get back on track. It would also make for a
nice change of scenery. Jak could only tolerate crawling around in
the dark and filth for so long before it began gnawing unbearably
at his nerves.




When Jak reached the next offshoot, he had
the overwhelming urge to end their trip inside the ship and make a
run for it on the main decks. His internal compass told him they
were nearing the right level. This internal compass had been known
to fail from time to time, but it was currently the best thing he
had to go on.




“We’re going back out there,” said Jak. He
started toward the secondary maintenance area, closer to the main
ship decks.




“You’re crazy,” said Murdock, as he jumped
off the ladder and followed. “You’ll get us captured within
seconds.”




“What do you want to do, move in here? Live
inside this ship for the rest of our lives? I know it’s risky, but
we’ve gotta make a move at some point, and I don’t think we’re
going to find a better time.”




Jak caught a strange glance from Cyan as he
gave Murdock his lesson. He ignored it and didn’t look back,
pretending he hadn’t seen it at all. He was pretty sure he knew
what the look was. It was affection, if only in a miniscule dose.
Any other time or place, Jak would have turned on his charm to see
where that new change of attitude would get him, but unfortunately
he currently had more important things to focus on at the moment.
Jak neglected to consider that maybe finally turning his charm off
was the reason for the glance in the first place.




Jak turned and walked briskly down the narrow
access passage, which he found lead back to a thick door at the
focal point of a vestibule just large enough for the three of them
to stand shoulder to shoulder in. They stood there in the tiny
room, soaked in a deep red illumination, now apprehensive about
doing what they knew they had to do next.




Cyan inspected the glowing control box and
said, “It’s not locked.” Part of her was disappointed that nothing
was preventing their re-entry to the deadly hallways of the
Catalyst.




“If we open that door, we are bound to be
assaulted by Captain Cartrite’s forces,” pleaded Murdock. He tried
to cover his fear with a facade of wisdom. “Don’t be a fool,
Jak.”




Jak wasn’t about to turn around and waste his
time backtracking to find a more comfortable entrance. The lack of
a window or port on this hatchway made it difficult to see what
might be on the other side, but searching for something which
potentially suited them better could easily turn into a fruitless
hunt, taking them even further away from their destination. This
was the door. Further delays would bring bad luck upon them.




Jak put his ear to the hatch for one last
check. He couldn’t hear anything, but then again the door could
have been thickened with six inches of solid titanium. The gesture
at least made it look like he was using rational judgment, which he
did for the sake of his companions.




Jak pulled his rifle up and checked the
settings. It was active and the safeties were off.




“You guys might want to get your weapons
ready,” said Jak. “Put them on the midrange setting so we get the
most juice out of them. I really don’t know how long these things
are gonna last, so try your best not to waste any shots.”




Cyan already had her weapon ready. Murdock
panicked and rushed to get his rifle ready, just now recognizing
that Jak was not going to reconsider.




“Ready?”




They were as ready as they could be.




Jak touched the door control and the door
squeaked aside. Even the normally dull lighting of the ship’s
corridors nearly blinded them after so long a time in the murky
depths of the seldom seen inner mechanics of the spacecraft.




They were met by silence and stillness. Jak
waited until his eyes were fully adjusted before taking a step
though the hatchway.




They had emerged at a bent corner of a
hallway which came straight down to meet them and then made a sharp
curve off to their right. There was a computer panel only a few
meters from their location, and not a soul ahead or to the side
waiting to greet them. Luck had prevailed for them at last.




Jak, Murdock and Cyan hustled over to the
computer panel with Cyan covering the hall straight ahead and
Murdock nervously covering the corridor branching out beside them.
The hatch slid shut and locked behind them. They wouldn’t be going
back the way they came without some time consuming efforts in lock
picking.




“We are only four decks above the cargo bay.
If we can get down to that level, it won’t be far. There’s a lift
just down the hall.”




“Jak, over here!” Murdock’s urgent voice was
accompanied by a sharp blast from his rifle.




Cyan and Jak spun around to see the squadron
of Cartrite’s dark armoured soldiers flowing down the right end of
the corridor, filling the hall with their large numbers. Murdock’s
shot connected with the face mask of one of the helmeted goons,
bringing his march to a quick end and making him an instant
nuisance to the steady procession of the militants.




Before Jak even lifted his weapon, a hot
blast shattered the computer console beside his head.




“Murdock, get the hell out of there.” He was
still standing in the center of the hallway firing back as the
blasts were increasing around him.




Jak moved in beside Murdock while Cyan
covered herself behind the corner, her laser blasts dropping
countless soldiers through the increasing pungent smoke in the
hallway.




Now alongside Murdock, Jak’s rifle eliminated
several more of the attackers, quickly adding to the pile that was
steadily growing and hampering the squadron’s progress. Agility and
thinking were not abilities of these mindless drones. Their only
strength was in their expendable numbers. Fortunately for the
escapees, the soldiers had bottlenecked themselves into this narrow
passageway.




“Let’s go,” shouted Murdock, eager to get out
of the line of fire. He was right. It was a great opportunity to
escape and leave the soldiers to trip and stumble through their
dead piles of unnamed ranks. The smoke from the burning matter gave
Jak, Cyan and Murdock a convenient temporary cover as they rushed
off together down toward the other end of the grey corridor.




At about the same time they spotted the
elevator, they spotted something less welcome. Zelus’ massive shape
turned a corner at the far end of the long hallway and began a
relentless stride toward them.




Jak saw three options. Certain death at the
hands of Zelus; certain death at the hands of the zombie soldiers;
or certain death while trapped in an elevator.




Jak turned and elbowed the button to request
the elevator. He fired off a poorly aimed shot toward Zelus which
melted a spot in a panel on the wall beside him. To add to Jak’s
terror, Zelus sped up to a run and Jak swore he could feel the ship
shaking with Zelus’ foot impacts.




Taking its time, the elevator door finally
slid aside. Murdock, Cyan and Jak piled into the lift, temporarily
evading enemy laser blasts, but essentially trapping themselves in
a corner. Jak pounded on the button in the attempt to get them to
the floor they needed to be on, three decks below. In typically
slow elevator fashion, the doors began to close. Jak poked his arm
out with his hand pistol and incinerated the control button on the
wall outside the lift, bringing his arm in at the last second as
the doors clamped together. He realized that Cartrite hadn’t
bothered to invest in luxuries such as elevator door safeties for
his crewmen. If you got caught in these doors, they closed
anyway.




As the metallic doors slid their last inch,
Zelus arrived in front of the doors, shut out by mere seconds. He
pounded on the doors in a futile attempt to do something beside
raise the heart rates of the three prisoners to excessive
levels.




The ironic silence of the elevator moving to
the lower decks was almost amusing, considering where they were and
because they were probably going to be greeted by the enemy’s gun
barrels when they reached their destination.




Jak raised his rifle and blew a hole through
the control panel, engaging a whining alarm and bringing the lift
to a grinding halt.




Cyan was wide-eyed. “What are you doing?”




“Good work,” said Murdock, without waiting
for Jak’s answer.




“We have to get out, now.”




“What do you mean?”




“I punched in the floor we wanted when we got
in here. There will be an army waiting for us down there. Help me
with these doors.”




Cyan and Murdock helped Jak push aside the
bulky doors to the point where Jak could insert his rifle into the
seam and pry them open. When they were levered open enough, they
put their full weight behind the doors until they had slid them
almost full open. While there were no enemies yet visible, there
was a problem. It was the blockage in front of them. They were
roughly halfway between floors when the elevator stopped, leaving
the car unevenly lined up with just a small space to squeeze
through before dropping down onto the deck.




“Quick...Cyan...you first.”




Cyan sat down, slipped her legs through first
and cleanly lowered herself out of the elevator car. Murdock gave
Jak a nod and followed Cyan. Jak dropped himself down onto the
bottom of the car and threw his legs outside the opening, realizing
it was not possible for him to get through with all of the gear he
had strapped to his body. Hurriedly, he slipped the bag with the
tablets off his shoulder and onto the scuffed floor of the
elevator.




The bag was slightly unzipped, exposing the
top of the red Balarian chest. Jak noticed for the first time that
it really was quite beautifully crafted, with so much care having
been put into the details and markings. All of this peril had been
over this box of rocks, which where believed by Cartrite to be the
ultimate weapon and by Cyan to be a saviour to her people.




“Come on, Jak. We have to go.”




They couldn’t see what he was doing, so he
took one more second to flip the top of the chest open. In his
heart Jak did not believe it was possible to escape the Catalyst
with the tablets. It was possible — improbably — that they could
get out of all this with their lives. But saving both their lives
and this big crate of galactic artifacts that were so important was
impossible. Jak would try, but realistically, he understood it
wouldn’t happen. The thought that Cartrite could use these tablets
if they had to escape without them, was not encouraging. What good
was this temporary freedom, while they waited for Cartrite to wage
his war of insanity on the inner sectors?




“What are you doing?”




Jak took two of the remote explosive charges
and buried them underneath the pile of tablets, taking the remote
device and stuffing it inside the inner pocket of his jacket. Some
insurance, for however things turned out in the end.




Before he closed the case, his hand brushed
on one of the tablets. There was something inside him that couldn’t
bear to let that beautiful mean girl down. Maybe there was another
insurance policy he should take out.




After the case was latched shut and the bag
zipped up, Jak dropped himself out of the confined opening and
reached up to pull the bag down after him. He threw it back over
his shoulder and simply said, “Sorry,” as an apology for his delay,
before restarting his journey forward.




They ran together, with Jak leading them
closer to their goal while he looked around for a method of getting
a couple of decks lower.




“Isn’t this fun?” asked Jak, merely to break
the tension. Also because he thought it would annoy Murdock.




“It’s not bad,” answered Cyan. It was funny
how a life or death situation had finally started to lighten her
up. He wondered what she would do and where she would go, if they
were able to break free.




As they rounded a corner in a brisk jog, the
two drone soldiers who were separated away from their typical
squadron did more to uproot their progress than an entire battalion
had.




The taller helmeted soldier smashed his fist
into Murdock’s face almost at the exact instant they came into
view. He had no time to block or raise his hand in defence, and
spilled crookedly to the deck. A shorter and heftier soldier who
had his head down observing some kind of portable computer readout
ploughed into Jak before either of them had a chance to raise their
weapons. Cyan ploughed into the back of Jak, not expecting the
abrupt stop in their pace. Everyone lost their footing and ended up
on the floor, except for the taller soldier who hadn’t yet bothered
to take his shoulder strapped rifle in hand.




Jak was determined to turn this disaster into
a victory as he pounced back to his feet and targeted his rifle on
Cartrite’s soldier.




“Whoa, hold on.” The enemy lifted his hands
into the air. The voice was loud and urgent even under the helmet.
Not like a typical drone would sound.




Cyan made her way to her feet and directed
her weapon toward the man.




The drone soldier ripped off his helmet,
exposing not a glassy-eyed and distorted face, but a face that
pumped new life back into Jak’s body and soul.




“Easy!” the man shouted with one hand facing
Cyan as if he thought she was the greatest threat.




It took Jak a few seconds to compute that he
was facing his old friend, Dodge Stonewall.




Beside Jak, the soldier who was still on the
floor removed his helmet as well, exposing the mop of brown hair
matted down onto the face of Baxter.




“I don’t believe this,” said Jak.




“Well you better,” answered Dodge. “We’ve
gotta get out of here, fast.”





Chapter Twenty-Four




Ultimatums




The four friends and the one unwanted
colleague made their way down the hall at a frantic pace. Baxter
and Dodge had been on the same page as Jak — get to the docking
bay. They had already cooked up some kind of a plan, which for now
involved Dodge shuffling them away as quickly as possible.




Murdock hadn’t said a word since he peeled
himself off the floor after being unexpectedly hit in the face by
Dodge’s brick fist. The thought that it might have been a mistake
because of their surprise meeting faded quickly when instead of
apologizing, Dodge silently stared Murdock down with an unyielding
evil glare. Thankfully, Murdock understood enough to keep
quiet.




Dodge refrained from questioning Jak about
why Murdock was with them at all, but Jak knew he wanted to say
something. Dodge was in his intense ‘work’ mode, with no time for
unnecessary conversation. For whatever reason, Murdock had also now
become Dodge’s problem and Dodge had diligently accepted that.




“I’ve got to know how you found us,” said
Jak, as they raced along the corridor. “It’s an awfully big
ship.”




“Your wrist communicator,” answered Baxter,
through his panting. “I tracked its embedded key signal. It was
weak, but I was able to follow it once we were on board.”




Jak glanced at his broken communicator and
thanked fate for stopping him from tearing the defective equipment
from his arm earlier and tossing it aside.




“How could you possibly have found a way onto
this ship?” asked Cyan.




“That was a bit tricky,” said Dodge. “We had
to jump.”




“What?”




“Actually, we left my ship in our external
suits, and navigated over to the Catalyst with the thruster packs.
We were too small to be noticed.”




“Well, thanks for coming after us,” said Jak.
“It’s possible that we might actually have a chance now.”




“Don’t thank me,” said Dodge firmly. “Thank
Baxter. All of this was his idea. I was on my way out here to check
in on you two, and I ended up running into Baxter. This guy,” Dodge
didn’t often speak affectionately about Baxter, “was able to
download a ton of information on the workings of this ship before
he got too far away. I never realized how smooth he is with those
computers.”




Jak gave Baxter a sincere look of thanks as
he considered that it was his friend — old clumsy and bumbling
Baxter — who had risked his life in attempting a death defying
rescue mission. It was amazing how a person could shine when they
were put in a position allowing them to finally show what they had
inside them.




“Wait a minute.” Murdock had finally chimed
in. “If your ships are sitting out there, why haven’t they been
attacked yet?”




Even out of breath, Baxter was eager to
continue with the details of his handiwork. “From Dodge’s ship, I
was able to tap into the Catalyst and gain access to nearly every
system. This panel,” Baxter proudly tapped the handheld computer he
was carrying alongside the helmet of one of Cartrite’s soldiers,
“is tied into his main computer system.”




“How did you manage to do that?” said
Cyan.




“Skill. And because the systems around here
are surprisingly basic and rather poorly protected. Cartrite’s
strength seems to be in militant force, not computers.”




“That doesn’t explain how you weren’t
seen.”




“Oh sorry,” said Baxter. His increased
adrenaline had made him talkative rather than defensive. “We found
that Cartrite uses some kind of holographic projection system to
disguise his ship. It basically projects an image of what is behind
them to the area in front of them to mask his ship. It isn’t nearly
perfect, but it helps hide him. What I did, was hack in and
essentially reroute his projection system. They are now seeing a
looped version flipped around and mirrored back at them. With his
sensors locked into a feedback loop, they’re pretty much doing the
same thing. Just showing him the same thing over and over again.
Until they reset the defensive systems, they’re essentially blind
to everything around them. Their shielding is showing as being at
maximum right now too, but we overrode and disabled them before
coming aboard. We’ve got their systems so crisscrossed right now;
they’ll never be able to figure out what is going on.”




Jak had no idea what Baxter was talking
about, but he hoped it was working.




Dodge examined his watch. “We’ve got a few
tricks planned too, so we’ve got to get a move on folks. So cut the
chit chat for now. We need to get back to the ship and put some
distance between us and them.”




“It’s a pity that your ship was so heavily
damaged in our encounter.” Jak couldn’t believe Murdock said
it.




“That’s okay,” said Dodge, “I’m taking
yours.”




“I—”




Dodge stopped dead in his tracks and
unholstered his weapon, aiming it at Murdock’s face, which had
turned white.




“You are no longer in a position to have a
choice. Do you understand?” Dodge was not kidding.




“You—”




“Go ahead,” said Dodge, “I dare you to
complain.”




The uncomfortable tension was broken by the
clanging sounds of an approaching force. Dodge snapped out of his
anger as quickly as he had become that way and herded them onward.
After a few more corners were rounded in silence, they found
themselves in front of a tall and wide archway, dull grey like
everything else on the ship, and leading into a large room.
Fortunately the doors were already open for them. Unfortunately the
room was not vacant.




Jak was forced to throw himself out of the
way of the line of fire to avoid a bright blast from an enemy gun.
The blast burnt the wall behind him. Surprisingly, it was Murdock
who was the quickest on the draw, taking down the assailant and two
others in quick succession. Dodge bravely darted into the room and
eliminated two more threats. The crewmen in this room were
controllers and logistical workers — not soldiers, but still armed.
Dodge had led them to the docking bay control room, which put them
into a closer position for their escape through the open hangar
down below.




After Dodge physically overtook the last of
Cartrite’s crewmen, they all entered the stagnant smoke filled room
and observed their surroundings. The big room was filled with rows
of computer banks and readout screens for use in the docking and
departing of ships and freighters. The front of the room was a
series of clear glass panels, six inches thick at minimum, which
stretched from the floor to the ceiling in two meter segments
divided by thick silver support beams.




In front of the window, Jak looked upon the
massive hangar below and at the open black rectangle of space where
their freedom waited. The rows of fighters in which they’d make
their escape were still sitting and calmly awaiting their arrival.
Cyan followed him and quietly looked upon the scene along with Jak.
They were so close, but still so far. For the first time, Jak
thought they just might make it, free and clear.




“How are we for time?” Baxter had
synchronized something with Dodge.




“Not good. It’s gonna be tight.”




“What do you have planned?” asked Jak. His
curiosity had kicked in.




“Jak, look!” Cyan’s urgent voice snapped
Jak’s attention back to the hangar below them.




He didn’t believe it at first. Such a hurtful
twist of fate in what could have been the final moments of a
journey they shouldn’t even have been on. The surface of the dock
below was quickly filling up with Cartrite’s drone soldiers. They
seemed to be coming out of every entrance, flooding across the
room, surrounding the fighters and taking defensive positions
throughout the open space. Among them, Jak spotted the skeletal
face of Professor Voth, the mammoth form of Zelus and Captain
Cartrite himself. Hope was lost. Cartrite had obviously known the
only way of getting off his ship was through the open hangar and
Jak had been stupid in underestimating him.




The five prisoners stood at the window,
observing the scene of defeat below, while Cartrite looked right
back at them, eminently proud of his victory.




Jak’s idea was less of an actual idea and
more of a last ditch effort in spite. He walked at a normal pace to
the front radio and communications console. He ran a few fingers
across the control panel to help him absorb the workings of it,
until he found the control switch he was looking for. As he flipped
it, a faint hum and general ambience filled the room, and the rest
of the ship.




“Attention Cornelius Cartrite.” Jak spoke
into the microphone pickup and heard his words echo through the
Catalyst. He knew he saw the old captain’s look of success turn
into a slight look of embarrassment. “While I greatly appreciate
the warm send off you’ve put together for us, it is really not
necessary. We will be down shortly with your precious Balarian
tablets. If anyone approaches us, I will destroy them. When we
safely reach the outside of your ship, I may send one of them over
for your project — if I feel like it. That is all.” The
transmission ended with a loud snap.




“Wait a second,” said Cyan. “What are you
doing? You can’t let him have them.”




“I really don’t plan to,’ said Jak. “But to
be honest with you, we don’t exactly have a lot of options right
now. If we can get out of here without giving him anything, then
that’s wonderful. But, if losing one of the tablets out of your
crate means we can continue to live, I’d say that is a necessary
sacrifice.”




“If he gets one, then it’ll only be a short
time before he uses them to cause major trouble. Do you want that
on your conscious, Jak?”




“I’ll have to deal with that when the time
comes.”




The radio in the control room hissed and
started with Cartrite’s voice. “Please proceed down the elevator to
your left. I will ensure that you remain unscathed.” The radio
again popped and the transmission ended.




“Alright, we’re going.”




“Wait a second.” Dodge pulled out a hand held
communication device, throwing it up to his ear and creating a link
with his shipmates. “Garner, we’ve had a change of plans.”




Dodge went over some details over the radio
with Garner, who, presumably, was still back on Dodge’s ship. Jak
was happy, since it gave him the reassurance that someone else had
an idea of what to do.




Dodge slipped the radio back into his
pocket.




“Alright,” he said in a lowered tone only Jak
could hear, “we’ve got about five minutes until they come stormin’
in here.”




“How are we getting out?”




“My ship will be coming in and let’s just say
it won’t be going back out. Garner’s locked it on self-destruct
mode—“




“Come on man, you can’t—“




“It’s garbage now anyway, Jak. Don’t worry.
The Tempest’ll be right behind them. We’ll have about one or two
minutes to get on board and get the hell out. Make sense?”




Jak nodded and without saying anything else
walked to the open lift, followed by the others.




Murdock was giving Jak a miserable look as
the lift began to lower into the docking bay. “I don’t suggest we
play games with Cartrite,” he said. “All of our lives are on the
line. Not just your own. I suggest you give him the artifacts so we
can get out of here.”




“I know what you want to do,” said Jak. “No
chance. Unless, of course, you want Dodge to call off his men.”




Murdock strained to avoid Dodge’s glare and
dropped the subject.




As the windowed lift descended with the five
worried individuals, the entire scene of the hangar became clear.
There were soldiers at every door, around every ship and some
random clusters of them thrown in for good measure. They numbered
at least a thousand.




Jak reached into his jacket pockets and
verified that he still had his leverage. For the first time, he saw
a worried look on Cyan’s strong face. Since he was going to die
anyway, he reached over and held on to her hand. She did not resist
and instead looked over at him, with her worried look faintly
overshadowed by a warm and friendly glance. Her hand was softer
than he thought it would be.




They reached the bottom and started on their
final march toward Cartrite’s waiting group on the other side of
the bay, passing the groups of soldiers, all so eager to pull on
their triggers.




Jak was impressed that Dodge had decided to
sacrifice his ship in a blazing rescue mission of death and
destruction. As with any good plan, this could very well kill all
of them, but it also had the potential to be the last piece to
complete the puzzle of their escape.




“Stop here,” said Jak. He was not going any
further toward Cartrite’s waiting army. They were now very close to
the far outside edge of the massive hangar opening, while the
majority of Cartrite’s men resided almost directly in front of it.
This position also offered the protection of some of the stacks of
cargo crates which dotted the floor of the docking bay.




Captain Cartrite came forward with Zelus
close by. Professor Voth slithered through the groups of soldiers
relaying information from the captain. Cartrite stopped at a safe
distance, several meters from Jak, and spoke first.




“I am going to be blunt Mr. Phoenix. This is
it. You are surrounded and your only option at this point is to
hand me that chest of tablets. I will then consider if I should
allow any of you to live.”




“Not a chance. I already told you my
offer.”




The captain chuckled. “With the number of
weapons focused upon you, I could have you incinerated with one
command.”




“You’re not going to do that.”




“No?”




“If you wanted to do that we’d be dead
already. These stones are so precious to you that you won’t risk
them being harmed.”




“Ah, yes. Thank you for reminding me of
something. Zelus, please reset our defence systems. Be sure to
include the holographic projection system as well.”




Jak was panicking.




They knew.




The plan was shot.




“Aye sir.” Zelus manipulated a few dials and
switches on a control panel mounted upon a podium extending upward
from the deck.




“My apologies,” continued Cartrite with a sly
and condescending attitude, “but earlier we detected an extremely
sloppy attempt at sabotage in our computer banks. We want to make
sure that our safety systems are in working order for the sake of
all of us, right?”




Jak didn’t answer. How could Baxter have been
so careless? Cartrite wasn’t finished.




“Oh, look at that,” continued the old
captain, now observing the real view outside the ship. With the
modifications to Cartrite’s holo-system wiped out, Dodge’s damaged
ship was now perfectly visible, creeping its way toward the opening
of the hangar. “If that fellow doesn’t stop he’s going to fly right
into our shields. I hope he realizes the impact will instantly
obliterate his ship.”




Jak had nothing left but anger toward the
evil man. He unzipped the black bag at his side and removed the
Balarian chest, harshly placing it on the deck in front of him. He
aimed his long rifle, already set to maximum, on the source of all
the problems.




“Sorry captain, the tablets are history.”




Jak couldn’t help but shiver as he felt the
cold steel abruptly pressed into the base of his skull and his hand
froze on his trigger. Cyan and Dodge were beside him, so he knew it
wasn’t them. Baxter was out of the question.




Murdock carefully slinked forward while
leaving his pistol trained on Jak’s neck. With his foot, he slid
the chest further away from Jak. His eyes remained locked onto
Jak’s, until the tablets were far enough away that Murdock could
bend and pick them up without danger.




“You’ll thank me for this,” Murdock said
quietly as he withdrew his weapon, backed up, and cluelessly began
his prance over to Cartrite with the majestic dark red and bronze
Balarian chest.




The captain smiled wildly at the new turn of
events and said, “Ah, it seems someone here has some sense.”




“What is wrong with him?” said Dodge under
his breath, but loud enough so Jak could hear.




“He’s an idiot.”




Jak watched as Murdock gleefully shook
Captain Cartrite’s hand and then put the chest of tablets into his
waiting arms. As the old man opened the chest to verify its
contents, Jak’s body itched to grab the remote and detonate the
explosive filled crate in Cartrite’s face. It still didn’t feel
like the right time. Besides, he had decided on making one more
foolish attempt at both escape and the tablets, before blowing them
into dust.




After a round of unheard conversation and
motioning back toward the group, Murdock had the nerve to turn
around and come right back. It was clear from his foolish
expression that he was convinced he had done a positive thing.




“You see, Jak. A simple solution for a simple
problem.” Murdock was extremely happy with himself.




There was a disturbing air of stillness
surrounding them before Jak saw Zelus raise his weapon. It was the
confirmation — as if Jak hadn’t known it all along — that Captain
Cartrite was not going to so easily permit them to stroll off into
the sunset.




Jak could not explain why his reflexes had
sprung to life when he was subjected to the immediate situation of
the defence of Murdock, the man he loathed. Jak whipped his gun out
of the holster and fired a shot, while Zelus took an extra
split-second to aim his weapon at his defenceless, but admittedly
deserving, target. For Jak, the scene played out in slow
motion.




The blast didn’t hit Zelus, but came close
enough to cause him to flinch as he fired. The searing laser from
Zelus’ powerful weapon ripped through the back of Murdock’s
shoulder. While it didn’t kill him, it caused him enough pain to
drain his energy and leave him semiconscious in a pile on the
deck.




The Brigatine continued its slow course
toward its demise on the Catalyst’s powerful wall of invisible
shielding.




Captain Cartrite had the tablets.




Zelus was furious.




The first and second shots had been
fired.




The third, fourth and fifth came soon
after.





Chapter Twenty-Five




All or Nothing




Through the sudden flurry of gunfire, Dodge
swiftly led the way through some low-lying stacks of shipping
containers toward the wall nearest to them. While the position
essentially trapped them again, a stack of metallic storage cubes
gave them a temporary shelter against enemy lasers.




Even though he already had the tablets,
Cartrite was waving his hands in a desperate attempt to stop the
shooting. Beside the fact that there could have been any number of
volatile compounds housed in the shipping crates lining the cargo
bay, walls and sensitive equipment protecting you from space
generally did not respond well to high heat laser blasts. He didn’t
want the firepower of a thousand overly-eager soldiers to destroy
his ship, over five unimportant little problematic people. One of
those problems was still sprawled out on the floor, out of view of
the others as they crouched down behind the pile of cargo.




“What the hell do we do now?” asked Cyan. She
popped up over the crates long enough to put down a few more
soldiers.




“Why don’t we throw Baxter to them and hope
for the best?” Dodge was not impressed with the failure of Baxter’s
crucial adjustments.




Baxter took it in stride. “We’ve got to get
to the bay door,” he said, as if they were proceeding in the wrong
direction.




“What are you talking about? He just erased
all of your work. His systems are back online.”




“Do you guys seriously think I’m that dumb?”
asked Baxter. He wasn’t upset. He seemed to enjoy being
underestimated.




The sounds of the laser blasts stopped and
were replaced with slowly paced footsteps.




“Throw your weapons out here. I have had
enough of these games,” said Captain Cartrite, from behind the
crates.




Realizing they had nowhere to go, the four
companions slowly got to their feet and faced the captain one more
time. His eyes were watering with anger. Zelus stood beside him
with his rifle aimed upon them. A group of soldiers stood behind
them.




Mixed amongst them were several of the same
type of soldier who Jak and Cyan had originally encountered on
Murdock’s ship. They wore the same matching backpacks and belts.
Jak figured that hardware must have been what enabled them to
materialize in different places, which was the way they had
originally been brought on board. Jak wished he had stayed on the
Tempest and never made the mistake of going over to Murdock’s ship.
For that matter, he wished he’d never even bothered to visit
Scoparia to roll around in the sand looking for those tablets to
begin with.




Jak dropped his rifle on the waste height
container in front of him and the others followed suit.




“Just kill us,” said Jak. They easily could
have. There were a thousand enemies and only four of them. “What
are you waiting for?”




Two soldiers moved in beside the four and
targeted their guns on Jak and Dodge, who were standing on the
outside edges of the group.




“Quite frankly, I would love to. But I am
afraid you have lost that opportunity. You no longer have the
option for that luxury. I will ensure you suffer for this. Take
those two first.” He pointed toward Baxter and Cyan.




Zelus moved in and grabbed Cyan. She resisted
but was overthrown by Zelus’ strength. With one of his hands, he
clenched both her wrists behind her back and led her toward his
captain.




A group of the soldiers wearing the shifter
belts surrounded Baxter and shoved him toward Cartrite. Jak and
Dodge stood still for the moment, watching the guns pointed at
their heads with their hands in a neutral position. Jak wondered
who would make the first futile move. Himself or Dodge? Out of
principle, one of them would have to do something to make a stand
for their friends, even if it meant certain death to all of
them.




“Have Professor Voth bring his squadron over
here and deactivate the girl’s brain functions. Then testing can
begin. Have this corpulent fool tortured in front of his
associates.”




“Wait a second,” said Baxter. “I’d like to
make a deal.”




It was the opposite of what Jak had expected
to hear. He knew Baxter had always been a coward, but he never
thought he’d give up so easily in the heat of the moment. After the
immense courage Baxter had shown in coming aboard the Catalyst, Jak
had envisioned much more from him. Was it his failure in hacking
the Catalyst’s defence systems that had caused him to give up this
way?




Cartrite responded as if he was disgusted
that Baxter had elected to speak to him. “Silence. The opportunity
for negotiations has long passed.”




“But I was going to help you fix your
shields.”




Cartrite’s face showed that he had considered
not replying at all, but instead said, “No thank you. The shields
are fine.”




Jak tensed up his body. Something was
happening here that he couldn’t yet identify. Dodge’s ship was
still progressing and was nearly up against the invisible shielding
outside. He got the feeling he had to be ready.




“Oh, okay. Are you absolutely sure about
that?”




Cartrite’s eyes shot through Baxter. “Yes,”
he snapped, “everything is...” His focus drifted to the hangar
opening, where he had expected to soon see the destruction of an
insignificant spacecraft. Now his senses told him something was
amiss.




When Captain Cartrite turned and saw Dodge’s
beaten space ship just meters from the passable force-field
covering the hangar bay opening, he realized his information had
been faulty. The craft had failed to vaporize on the external
shields and was now on an imminent course toward them.




Cartrite didn’t have a chance to make a
rebuttal or the opportunity for any form of proactive
behaviour.




He could only watch and listen to the sharp
hum as Dodge’s ship penetrated the atmospheric barrier. The
force-field flickered and outlined the incoming ship with a dark
yellow band as the energy wrapped close to its hull, preventing air
and pressure loss from inside the hangar.




No one had a chance to consider their
defensive actions as the space craft emerged fully into the docking
bay and scraped across the floor with the harsh and shrill sound of
metal on metal. The Brigatine made its last flight through a sea of
the captain’s men; their reflexes not nearly fast enough to allow
them to move out of the way of the speeding craft in time. Within a
second after entry, the ship had torn through hundreds of soldiers,
including the group with Professor Voth. Jak felt no sympathy as he
watched Captain Cartrite observe the cold corpse of Voth flattened
by the mass of sparking metal.




In what could very well have been a
celebratory fireworks display, the spacecraft began to fire off the
remainder of its weaponry. Sharp laser blasts cut through soldiers,
cargo and walls as the ship carried forward, carving an ugly path
through the hardened floor of the cargo bay, randomly inflicting
damage upon anything it could. It ploughed through three fighters
before coming to rest in a collision with the far wall, crumpling
the nose of the ship while making rubble of the rear support
structure.




“Come on,” shouted Dodge over the noise of
the destruction. “We’ve gotta go.”




With Captain Cartrite and his soldiers
abandoning their positions in the pursuit of protection from the
carnage, Baxter easily slipped away and joined Dodge as he started
to make his way toward the opening of the hangar. They both picked
up their previously discarded rifles just in time to face-off
against a small group of determined followers.




Before Jak could question Dodge’s reasoning,
he saw what his motivation was. It was a sight that gave Jak the
energy to move on. The Tempest slipped cleanly in through the
glowing force-field and entered the cargo bay. Unlike the
uncontrolled entry of Dodge’s ship, The Tempest was clearly being
piloted by someone. It slowed down and gracefully landed in the
mouth of the hanger, staying close to its exit. It was so simple
now. Just get to the ship.




Even Zelus was awestruck as the Tempest
continued to cut down Captain Cartrite’s army with its one heavy
cannon. Jak lunged in and used the distraction as an opportunity to
get at Cyan.




When he tugged on her arm to pull her away,
it did nothing except inflict the pain of being stretched upon her.
Even with Zelus’ attention distant, his grip was secure. The tug
was enough to snap his concentration back into focus.




Zelus swung his fist at Jak and missed as Jak
dropped downward. Cyan found enough leeway to slip one of her
wrists out of his clamp-like grip, and reached up to give Zelus the
hardest hit in his face that she could muster in her awkward hold.
She viciously kneed him in the groin, which was enough to convince
him to let go of her.




Dodge called out for Jak from his position a
dozen meters away. “My ship is set to blow in under four minutes.
We have to go. Now.”




Jak had no intention of sticking around any
longer than he needed to, but he had a couple of issues to take
care of first.




“Get to the ship. We’ll been there soon.”




Dodge nodded before he and Baxter darted to
the next stack of crates, creeping closer toward the Tempest while
eliminating a few more soldiers who had the remaining will power to
continue fighting. Many of Cartrite’s men were now tending to the
various fires and electrical surges which had broken out throughout
the hangar.




Jak was hit from behind by Zelus, causing him
to fall forward. The lucky fall put him face to face with a
discarded weapon. He snatched the gun and leaped to his feet.




As quickly as the weapon had arrived, it was
long gone. Zelus ripped the weapon out of his hands and threw it
twenty feet away before he lunged at Jak and grabbed him by his
throat. He stood there with his teeth grating, determined to wring
the life out of Jak.




“Put him down,” said Cyan. She stood behind
Zelus with her small gun pressed up against his spine. “Let us go
and I won’t shoot you.”




Zelus’ face lightened and so did his grip
around Jak’s neck, until he had let go completely. As Jak stumbled
out of the way in his light-headedness, Zelus spun as quickly as
his bulk allowed him to, in a fierce attempt at Cyan.




She was far too fast for him. By the time he
made the complete turn, she was in a completely different place
with her gun locked on him again. They smelled the odour of burnt
cloth and flesh before Zelus reacted to the dark spot on his chest.
Within a few seconds had collapsed to the deck, where his eyes met
Cyan’s one last time.




Jak quickly urged Cyan forward and toward the
Tempest, pulling her away from the cold sight of Zelus’ body.




“What about the tablets?”




“I’m sorry. They’re lost. We have to go.” Jak
was firm.




Cyan took a look around the bay for Cartrite
who was still nowhere to be seen. He must have retreated deeper
into the ship with his precious tablets.




Jak wasn’t sure what to do when he came upon
Murdock’s disgraceful carcass, dragging itself slowly across the
floor toward the Tempest. He hated himself for stopping.




“Keep going,” said Jak. “I’ll be right
there.”




She didn’t argue because she knew that Jak
knew what he needed to do and that no amount of arguing would
change his mind.




Jak bent down one more time to help the man
who had so carelessly put them in the horrible situation.




Murdock panted the word, “Thanks,” as Jak
dragged him along.




“Whatever,” was his only reply.




Dodge called out for Jak again. “You have one
minute. Get your asses over here.” He and Baxter had just reached
the ramp of the ship and were waiting at the top.




Cyan arrived first, not having the burden of
an extra person slumped on her shoulder. She leaped up onto ramp of
the Tempest as the ship began to lift. Jak could hear the sound of
the thrusters powering up. The ship’s landing gear were retracting
and the ship was starting to hover a few feet off the deck. They
were ready to go.




By the time Jak reached the ramp it was at
knee height. Cyan and Dodge came to the end of the platform and
grabbed onto Murdock’s hands as Jak unloaded him. Murdock was
conscious; he just either had no strength left, or was in no hurry.
With some effort, Murdock was dragged up the ramp.




Jak didn’t know why he fell to the ground as
he lifted his leg onto the ramp, until he felt the stinging
sensation in his thigh. He reached down and singed his finger on a
smouldering piece of clothing.




Cyan darted to the end of the shaky ramp and
shouted, “Come on!”




Dodge turned and yelled, “Wait,” to the crew
inside the Tempest.




Cyan nearly fell back to the hangar floor as
she ducked to avoid a laser blast. Jak was quickly surrounded as he
lay on the ash covered floor. Several of the soldiers turned their
firepower on the targets in the open hatchway of Jak’s ship.




“You have to go,” yelled Jak. “Get out of
here. Don’t worry about me.”




His eyes met Cyan’s through the space between
two soldiers and she understood. He was sure he saw a sparkle of
light off a tear on her cheek. That was enough for him. If this was
it, that was fine. The others shouldn’t suffer needlessly.




Dodge stopped Baxter from running down the
ramp and pounded the docking button, making the ramp hiss its way
back up into the ship. It didn’t please Dodge to do it, but he knew
what he had to do. If Jak was dead, then the least he could do was
save the others out of respect.




“Dock with Murdock’s ship,” was the last
thing Jak heard Dodge shout before the ramp snapped shut and the
ship slipped back through the force-field. Jak watched as his last
chance of hope faded away when the ship moved off out of view.




“I’m glad you have decided to stay,” boomed
Cartrite’s voice. “You will not enjoy yourself. You may think you
have inflicted severe damage upon my ship and crew, but it is
merely an insignificant scratch on the surface.”




Jak knew where Cartrite was now. He looked up
to the control room and saw Captain Cartrite standing in front of
the floor length windows, observing the scene below in safety.
Safety for the next few seconds at least. The Brigatine would be
self-destructing any moment now. How much explosive power would it
yield? Not enough to annihilate the Catalyst, he guessed, but
enough to put Cartrite’s plans on permanent hiatus.




As he lay in agony amongst the circle of
Cartrite’s drones, he took a look at his surroundings. Many parts
of the hangar were still ablaze. The dead lay everywhere. The
soldiers around him were a mix of several types they had
encountered during their time aboard. Behind him were two of the
drone soldiers who had brought him and Cyan aboard. Judging by the
lit control pads on the shifter belts, they were still active.




Jak laughed aloud through the pain of his
wound as he saw something else. Near Cartrite, on the floor of the
control room was the chest of tablets. The old man had his precious
little treasure close at hand. Jak had nearly forgotten about his
two wild cards.




One of the soldiers saw Jak’s grin and
smacked his face with the butt of his rifle. He just shook the pain
away. Over the intercom, the captain continued to go on about
something meant to break Jak’s spirits. This was the end of the
line for Jak. And, it was also the end of the line for Captain
Cornelius Cartrite. Jak reached into his jacket pocket and pulled
out the remote.




The two seconds that passed after he flicked
the switch was enough time to cause Jak to doubt that it had
worked. He was reassured when Cartrite’s speech was replaced by a
low heart pounding thump. Up above in the glass shelled control
room, the strengthened windows immediately spider-webbed, but did
not fully shatter. Through their distorted image they displayed a
ghastly combination of fire, smoke, dust, shrapnel and other
various by-products of such a contained explosion.




The soldiers were caught off guard and lost
interest in Jak. They barely heard the amplifying whine and
swelling hum coming from the engines of Dodge’s ship.




Jak fought against the shooting pain in his
leg and threw all his weight against the drone soldier behind him,
knocking him to the ground. Jak wrapped his arms around the soldier
and reached for the control on the shifter belt and the soldier
tried to swat him away. The coordinates displayed on the pad rang a
bell in Jak’s head but he couldn’t be sure. The last place these
soldiers had visited had been Murdock’s ship. If the ship had been
moved, Jak would end up floating somewhere in space.




As the escalating sounds of the Brigatine
reached their peak, Jak realized floating in space would be better
than being torched in the late Captain Cartrite’s hangar.




At the same time the broken spacecraft
detonated, Jak hit the actuator on the belt.




It was an odd feeling. For a moment Jak
thought he may have been dead. He swore he could see fire in front
of his eyes for a split second, but then realized he was lying on
top of the soldier in the cargo hold of Murdock’s brightly lit
ship, surrounded by the dead enemies from his first encounter.




Jak almost forgot about the drone he had
brought with him, until its hard fist smacked him and made his
already fierce headache worse. Jak didn’t have a lot left in him,
but he did have enough to eliminate this one last pest.




Jak used a long rifle as a makeshift crutch
to help take the weight off his injured leg on his way up to the
cockpit. Something inside drove him to suffer through the throbbing
of his leg, just so he could see the result of their work.




As he stumbled along, he could hear the
clanging and bumping as the Tempest once again made the connection
to one of the dock ports on Murdock’s ship. His friends were on
their way.




Unable to stand any longer, he dropped into
the most forward facing chair when he reached the cockpit and spun
it around to face the window, and the rewarding sight before
him.




The Catalyst was a floating corpse with the
coldness of space quickly descending upon it. Physically, the ship
was still there. People always seemed to think that when you blew
something up in space, it just turned into sparks and disappeared.
Something that big would just lie there dead and eventually be
scavenged by a brave traveler.




The center of the Catalyst, where the hangar
had been, was crookedly split open and shattered outward. One half
of the giant ship was dark, while the other still had visible
lighting. The explosion likely severed the power going to one half
of the vessel. It wouldn’t be long before the second half faded
out. A cloud of garbage and debris was rapidly spreading out from
the floating city.




Jak squinted as the occasional flash from the
unstable ship flickered off the cockpit window. Good riddance to a
bad nightmare.




Jak heard his friends coming through the air
lock. They were speaking in hushed tones and mumbles. He
desperately wanted to get up before they reached the cockpit, but
his leg would no longer allow it. Until he had some medical
attention, he was done.




He swivelled the chair to face the hallway
leading up to the cockpit and wiped a smear of blood off the side
of his cheek.




Cyan’s face was unreadable when she first saw
him. She started toward him at a slow pace which turned into a full
run that only stopped when she collided into him with open arms.
She said nothing as she embraced him. Despite what they had been
through, she still smelled amazing.




“Careful,” said Jak, “you’re gonna break
it.”




Cyan backed off quickly and smiled through
her welled up eyes. “Sorry, it’s just that—” She didn’t understand
what he meant.




Jak reached back into his inside jacket
pocket and clenched the object, feeling around to make sure it
wasn’t broken before he pulled it out.




Jak withdrew the one salvaged Balarian tablet
from his jacket and held it out carefully in front of him. The fine
lines still glowed with a faint bluish hue.




“I figured you’d want this.”




“You are unbelievable,” said Dodge from
behind Cyan. His wide-toothed grin betrayed his feelings. He called
out for Baxter to come over and see the miracle who sat in
Murdock’s pilot chair.




It was several seconds before Cyan reached
out for the tablet. Even then, her hands slowly moved toward it as
if it were a mirage that would escape her if she moved too harshly.
When her hands clenched it firmly enough, Jak let go of the
cherished artifact, letting her bring it toward her chest.




She looked at Jak with a look of awe and
said, “I can’t believe this.” Her eyes jumped back and forth
between the one last tablet and Jak’s unkempt face, before she
moved in and kissed him. It wasn’t a long kiss, but it was on the
lips and that was all that mattered to Jak.




If not for the throbbing pain in his leg
which seemed to be spreading further throughout his body, he was
sure he would have pursued her a little further and tried to build
on that one simple kiss. Right now, he just didn’t have the energy
left in him to try. Besides, after all they had been through, that
little display of affection was prize enough for him.




As she slowly backed away, her eyes were red,
but her smile was wide and untameable. Jak was desperately trying
to think of something witty to say, but he had nothing. Just when
he thought he was going to have to deal with an uncomfortable
silence, Baxter saved the day again. He barged up from behind and
sandwiched Cyan between he and Jak as he gave them an unrestrained
brotherly hug.




“Thanks, buddy,” was all Jak said, patting
him on the back around Cyan.




While aboard the Catalyst, the feeling of
happiness seemed like it would never come again. But now, it felt
like it would never go away. Even Dodge Stonewall was laughing,
watching the display of affection from the three blubbering
friends.




“You’ll be even happier to know that Murdock
is gone,” said Dodge. Baxter let go of the two of them and
straightened himself out. “At least I know I’m happy about it.”




“Did you kill him?” asked Jak sincerely.




“Unfortunately no. The little whiner crawled
into one of your escape pods on the way over here in the Tempest.
Took off. Guess he wasn’t man enough to face the fact that he
bungled up this whole affair.”




Jak laughed and caused himself some more
pain. Then he remembered how expensive replacement escape pods
were.




“I don’t mean to cut the conversation short,
but is there any way one of you guys could help me out with this
hole in my leg? Hurts a bit.”




“Sure.”




“And I need some food. I can’t remember the
last time we ate.”





Chapter Twenty-Six




A New Season




Larian was a mess of a planet, at least from
what Jak saw. The people were kind, welcoming, and of course
sincerely thankful for the return of their ancient planetary
device, but the atmosphere of the world just seemed dead and
sterile.




It was for the most part true, in that Larian
had been labelled by their very own scientists as an unbalanced
world headed toward its ultimate doom. When they stepped off the
ship onto Cyan’s home world, Jak nearly choked to death from the
arid atmosphere. The first thing he thought was, ‘not another sand
planet.’




Jak had been to many desert worlds, but this
one was on a whole different level of barrenness. Some planets
seemed to be covered in sand and be proud of it; flaunting their
dust storms and sand dunes and scorching suns as if to say, ‘So
it’s hot here; what’s it to you?’ Something in the air made it feel
like the life was being sucked out of Larian and it was crying out
in torment.




The strangest thing was that for all the heat
and dryness, it wasn’t even sunny. The sky was a pale
semi-translucent grey coloured haze which barely provided any
contrast from the ground. It was a depressing sight and Jak would
have found himself bored rather quickly, if not for his
company.




“Come with me,” said Cyan. “I want to show
you something.”




Cyan grabbed on to Jak’s hand for the third
time that day and led him down a dusty street populated with a
multitude of citizens attending the local market. For all the
hardships the people had faced, they remained remarkably positive
in their social behaviour. It seemed like Cyan had lightened up as
well. When Jak had first met her, she was incredibly high strung
and was ready to tear your head off at any moment. Now, she was so
happy that each time she touched Jak’s hand, she seemed to spread
her good energy to him, making his heart beat fast and his spirit
high.




Aside from a couple of hand-holds, Jak had
not seen any affection like the kiss he had received in the flight
deck of Murdock’s ship. He had been too timid himself, to be the
aggressor and was patiently waiting to see if the kiss would be a
singular event, born in the wake of disaster.




After they left the scene of destruction and
the remains of Captain Cartrite’s once feared ship, their first
stop had been Rusty’s space station. It didn’t surprise Jak that
Rusty had not been totally in the dark regarding Cyan and her
plight. In turn, Rusty was not surprised that he wasn’t going to be
getting a share of any proceeds. The good thing was that Murdock
had been utterly shut down, and would be out of their hair for
quite a while, if he even survived after he foolishly jumped into
an escape pod and threw away a free ride home.




The one thing they had gained was Murdock’s
previously owned space craft. It really wasn’t a gain at all, since
they had lost one ship in the effort of inheriting one. It was a
good little ship and there was no question or discussion of it
going to anyone but Dodge. He had used his own ship as a bomb in
the effort to save his friends and in the very least he deserved a
replacement.




They had, of course, all received as much
food and drink as they could possibly consume while in the company
of the old jolly soul. Although Rusty insisted they were square,
Jak knew deep down that he’d have to find a way to pay him back one
day in the future, for all he had done for them.




When they had completed enough repairs on the
Tempest to make it somewhat safer and more comfortable to fly, it
came time to shove off toward Larian to deliver the last tablet to
its rightful owners. Baxter had chosen to stay back on Rusty’s
station for a while to help Dodge on his refurbishment of Murdock’s
old ship. While it had been damaged heavily by Jak’s assault and
needed serious work to get it up to Dodge’s demanding standards,
the real reason Baxter had explained to Jak was that he didn’t want
to be a third wheel.




Baxter knew how Jak felt about Cyan, and was
an eyewitness to the kiss she gave him after she’d found Jak alive.
He didn’t want to get in the way with whatever might occur between
a man and a woman on a long space journey. Despite this, Baxter had
left explicit instructions on the equal distribution of any prizes,
riches or thank you gifts Jak might encounter on his trip out to
Larian.




Since Jak and Cyan were forced to sleep and
pilot the Tempest in alternating shifts, they actually hadn’t seen
much of each other. There hadn’t been an opportunity for much more
than some light conversation and Jak had started to worry that
things were becoming awkward between them instead of progressing
forward.




“This used to be a fountain that people would
come from everywhere to see,” said Cyan. “My family would come here
on holidays because there was always great music and dancing. Those
really were wonderful days...” She trailed off as she touched the
ledge of the old fountain. She had led Jak to a massive multi
tiered rock structure in the center of an intersection of several
of the main streets in the town. “What do you think?”




“It’s beautiful,” said Jak. He didn’t know if
it was or it wasn’t. It was full of dust and dried vegetation and
didn’t look like water had touched this ‘fountain’ in years, so he
just assumed that it was supposed to be beautiful.




Cyan caught Jak avoiding eye contact as he
lied and smiled.




“No it isn’t,” she said, laughing.




“No really, it is.” Jak mimed the appearance
of liquid spilling over the stone levels. “It just needs some
water. And, maybe, someone to clean up some of those
tumbleweeds.”




Cyan delivered a playful slap on his arm to
tell him she thought he was being funny, but to refrain from going
any further. “You know, you’re very charming,” she said. Jak knew
he was, but realized she was being sarcastic.




When they had first arrived on the planet,
Cyan rushed them to an old temple, which was decorated with the
same carved patterns the tablets bore. The ancient building had
been maintained and used by what seemed like their government
officials. Jak had expected more fanfare, but the whole procedure
had been rather uneventful. After he was hugged and thanked by
every person in the building and offered an official passport to
the planet, they were led to a small earthen room with an artful
monument of carved stone in the center. Sun shone into the stale
room from a point high up in the peak and illuminated an area which
was just big enough for the tablet to rest.




Cyan handed the Balarian tablet over to an
elder, who, while handling it like an egg, placed the fragile
object into the socket for which it was designed. Jak wasn’t
surprised when nothing happened.




The little device continued to glow
internally but did not do much else. The old authorities didn’t
appear to expect anything either, as they quickly turned, led them
out of the room and resumed their regular business soon after. Even
if it was nothing more than a symbol, Jak hoped it would be of some
assistance to her people and perhaps push them into finding a way
to rebuild their fading world.




“I have to ask you something,” said Jak.




“Sure.”




As Jak walked with a slight limp through the
old town trying to keep his full weight off his recovering leg, he
couldn’t help but notice something surprising about the citizens of
Larian. They had normal hair. He had expected to see a race of blue
haired folk, but instead had only observed numerous heads of blond,
grey and brown hair. The people were attractive — he had to give
them that — but they portrayed a fairly basic style.




“Do you dye your hair?”




Since he’d known her, Cyan had never
displayed any type of vanity. Up until now, he had never imagined
her doing anything for herself. She seemed too focused and task
oriented.




“What do you think?”




“Dye job.”




She laughed. “You’ll find I’m a very
complicated person.” Jak already was well aware of that. “And,
unfortunately, that’s a secret I’ll never tell you.”




He immediately felt more comfortable around
her when he realized she had the ability to kick back and do
something for herself. This also meant she knew she was sexy, which
in a way made her even more so.




“Alright. I can see how hair can be a touchy
subject.”




“Do you ever stop?”




“Never.”




Her grip on his hand had tightened and Jak
knew what was coming as she positioned herself in front of him and
brought herself in close. Jak’s heart was pounding as her eyes met
his and she reached in for a kiss. She kept her lips locked on to
his for longer than their first kiss and Jak struggled to keep
himself under control. She still smelled like fruit and her perfect
figure pushed up against the front of his body in all the right
places. Apparently, Balarians didn’t have any problems with public
displays of affection.




Jak embraced her and continued the kiss until
he felt her back off and take a half step back so she could focus
on his face.




“I just want you to know that you did a
really great thing,” said Cyan. “For me and for everyone here.”




Before Jak had a chance to answer she was
kissing him again, which was great for Jak, since he had totally
run out of things to say at this point. His heart was pounding and
his body was experiencing such a rush from having this amazing girl
in his arms.




Off to the side, Jak was sure he could hear
some light commotion from the townspeople, but he didn’t dare break
contact with her to investigate. She did it for him, looking to the
surprised people and then to the distance behind Jak.




Cyan gently touched the side of Jak’s
unshaven face and smiled uncontrollably before reaching behind his
neck and pulling herself close to him again. As she kissed him
passionately Jak could feel tiny cool drops of liquid combining
with the sweat on his forehead.




Cyan backed her face away ever so slightly
and said, “It’s raining.”




Jak looked around. It might have been. It was
difficult to tell in the hazy atmosphere. “I’d say it’s more of a
drizzle.”




“It hasn’t rained here in over twenty
years.”




Jak watched as the other townsfolk went about
their celebratory embraces and considered for the first time that
he may have actually helped someone out. Was it possible these
tablets actually did have powers which couldn’t be explained?




Any other time, he wouldn’t allow people to
hold him responsible for odd changes in weather patterns. But as he
stood there kissing the most beautiful girl he’d ever met while
their hair started to drip in the growing mist, he wasn’t going to
argue.
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