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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.”
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