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Before time, there was nothing.

That nothing ate everything.

It spread far. It got fat.

Then came light.

And that nothing became something.

Hate.

-Galaxy Spanning Ancient Legend.

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

Dusty plains stretched for miles. In the distance stood a temple against a greenish-blue backdrop, surrounded by mantis-like humanoids chanting guttural sounds without translation.

Separated from the rest, one figure knelt, white hair flowing in the wind. A sudden explosion of light tore down from the sky. A pure energy beam split the air molecules and collided with the temple, which glowed and shuddered under the tremendous force.

When the light faded, the massive double doors of the temple slowly pulled open. The chanting swelled into a frenzy; wings sprouted from the beings’ backs, and they danced into the air.

The lone warrior rose. With each step forward, the buzzing grew louder.

The light from the doors engulfed them.

And in an instant, they were gone.


 

 

 

 

 

ISSUE ONE

Tar-Colored Rabbit

 

A young girl and her friend played in purple and green fields. The grass reached the child’s chest, and large rods slapped against it needlessly. Beneath her, the grass shifted and writhed. Her friend, smaller than her, traveled like a mite growling under a carpet.

A few feet ahead, the grass gave way to a lonely tree silhouetted against an orange and gray sky. Black leaves barely clung to its emaciated limbs as they swayed in the mild wind. The gangly pink-skinned child emerged from the tall grass, dusting pollen from her overalls and brushing leaves from her purple hair. Her friend was close behind.

“You seem troubled, Azonne,” it said. The voice belonged to a black blob that shifted and twisted at whim, its slick skin gleaming under the setting sun like oil. It morphed into a tar-colored rabbit and nuzzled against her.

The young girl pressed her back to the tree trunk and huffed.

“Everyone was mean today,” she lamented. Her skin deepened from pink to mauve.

“Poor Azonne…” The creature shifted again. Fifty little eyes opened across its surface, warbling up and down its body.

“POOR AZONNE.”

And teeth.

So many teeth.

”pOOR AZONNE!”

“POOR—”

Saucer-shaped eyes flew open. The little girl awoke as a grown woman—forehead slick with sweat, body shuddering. The dream, again. The worst part was how real it felt—almost like a memory, yet foreign all the same.

The warm body behind her shifted, sensing her need, and pressed closer. Azonne intertwined her long fingers with theirs and stared at the golden ring on her knuckle. Alongside its twin, they were the most powerful weapons in the universe.

Azonne released the hand and slowly sat up. She ran a palm through her thick, short hair, slicking it back with sweat and grease. The living quarters were small, just a rental aboard the massive artificial planetoid Viz-M. The half-completed horror against nature was the last stop inside the Bubble, and the gateway to non-human space.

Last stop before her homeworld, Ganlomb. Her mind filled with sandy beaches, tropical lushtrees—and a tar-colored rabbit. Azonne shut her eyes, frustrated.

“Leaving already?”

Azonne locked up her emotion and turned to face her companion. They had translucent skin, with visible veins and nerve endings. Azonne’s body shuddered, remembering how alive her skin had felt upon contact. At least this pit stop was good for something.

“Yeah, it is time I made my way.”

“I’m glad you visited—figured you got too big-time for the likes of me.”

Azonne winced. In a flash of light, orange and black armor built itself across her body, atom by atom. She inspected her gauntlets and scratched at the tattoo around her right eye. It had taken less than a second, but the waft of ozone lingered, and she felt very “big-time” indeed.

“Listen—I just…” She fumbled for words, mouth dry as cotton. “Not so big-time, just… I have been busy. Things have not been easy, okay? There has been a lot of death, and I keep telling myself I am doing good… I am, right? Doing good?”

She studied the companion. They already seemed over it, eyes locked on a portable holographic display of a nude dancer. Azonne felt exposed just standing there, armor and all.

“Rental is good for another tick,” she said with pursed lips, then exited the pod.

Outside, the hall was packed shoulder to shoulder with pedestrians, all moving toward jobs or meager homes. All sorts called this place home, and it would have been interesting to observe—had she the time.

”AZONNE…”

Or the headspace.

The crowd ahead blurred. Deep within those masses, Azonne saw a tar-colored rabbit perched atop a stack of boxes. It waved. She squeezed her eyes shut. She knew what she was seeing wasn’t possible. Stress—it had to be. With hesitation, she slid one eye open. The rabbit was gone.

AI-powered robots mingled with the stone-faced Vaad, reptilian Zillari, and squishy humanoids like her. All was normal. Azonne hugged her arms close and let the tide take her. The tension pressed again at the edges of her forehead—the same as it had since being chosen to wield those golden rings.

“Taking you off private mode,” she whispered to herself. A HUD erupted at the edges of her peripheral vision, and a voice spoke only to her:

Greetings, Azonne! I trust you’ve slept well?

The voice was mechanical and male-coded, like ancient text-to-speech software. Within her HUD, it took the form of a humanoid icon with flaming hair.

“It was fine,” she said aloud, turning away from the migration down a less dense hallway. Signposts painted on the walls pointed toward the Emergency Exit.

The voice in her head belonged to The First—part AI companion, part power source. It had guided her and all her predecessors to date. They were co-workers, essentially, though that relationship had been strained of late. From the very start, if she was being honest.

“It is getting worse,” she said plainly while approaching a suite of emergency escape hatches. Though she could respond silently, she preferred phonetic speech.

As the Balance goes, Azonne! The Path will be made clear in time.

“Something is wrong,” she pressed. “Do you not see it too?”

Again—we MUST trust in the Balance! I’ve plotted a route to Ganlomb for whenever you’re ready.

“On and on we go,” she whispered, unsatisfied but tired. She wondered if she was the problem as she pushed one of the hatches open and tumbled into the void. She must be.


Behind her, the hatch sealed itself. The grand expanse of Viz-M’s outer shell dwarfed her as hard-light yellow energy crystallized around her. With a thought, she propelled herself away from the planetoid and into interstellar space.





 

The planet Ganlomb was a lush tropical world on the edge of the known galaxy. Scant seconds away, a physical hole ripped in space-time and widened into a circle, revealing the Bleed—a hypermembrane that kept parallel universes apart. Azonne emerged from the Bleed-Gate and took in the glow of her homeworld. Ganlomb was primarily a female society, and with her mid-sized canted ears, Azonne was barely considered a young adult. 

She wasn’t looking forward to hearing from her elders. And she would hear from them—of that she was sure. It had been only six orbital turns since being chosen, but with all the death, it felt like a lifetime. She hadn’t thought service would be like this—her predecessor had never intimated it would. Regardless, her return so soon was certain to grab their attention.

Before her, Ganlomb hung like a colossal green marble, wispy white clouds crawling imperceptibly across its thin blue atmosphere. She floated light-seconds from the planet and sighed. With a thought, she propelled herself forward in a slight burst of energy. Moments later she pierced the atmosphere, white-hot flames trying and failing to cling to her aura, dissipating like water off hot asphalt.

Lush greenery eventually gave way to glittering towers. It was the capital city, Sorynne. Built on an island, it was a sprawling metropolis of impossible towers, each spire stretching like a needle toward the swirling sun above. Skyscrapers clustered together like blades of obsidian glass, glimmering in the strange daylight. At the coastline’s edge, a forest of black monoliths and curved domes rose like the bones of a long-dead titan.

The side of her head buzzed.

Incoming hail from the Protectorate!

Azonne’s heart went numb. Her hands shook. She braced for a call from Ganlomb’s ruling elite. Their signal was strong—it replaced reality.

Before her appeared a massive looming dais, and atop it sat a triumvirate of female Lomboids: the Protectorate. Clad in ceremonial cloth, they differed in hairstyles and markings, but all shared the same drooping ear length that marked their status.

They wasted no time:

“Greetings, Lightbringer.” Whichever one spoke didn’t matter—their mouths did not move. The voice spoke for all of them. “It has only been six turns; is something wrong?”

They hated her. She knew it. They weren’t proud of her—why would they be? For all the pomp and circumstance of her accepting the Mantle of C’hiad, they had always looked at her with lowered eyes and whispered suspicion. Never mind that bloody hands were anathema, even if those hands wore the most powerful weapons in the universe.

And if they knew why she was really here. Imagine how they’d feel then.

“I am here to see my grandmother,” Azonne said meekly, almost as an aside. It was only half true. “I have missed her.”

Silence. Azonne wondered if they saw through her. A bead of sweat formed on her temple as she ran through all the things they could possibly think about her. Just before the ruminations could cut deeper:

“We wish you had reached out,” they said. “Your arrival has caused quite a stir.”

Her heart kept racing, but at least her hands stopped shaking. The bead of sweat slid down her cheek before soaking into one of the wisps of hair that framed her face. Silence again. Azonne took the moment to steady herself. This was good. They believed she had just happened to return.

“It is First Day for the younglings—we could have prepared something more…fitting the arrival of our Lightbringer.”

“I apologize; I had forgotten,” Azonne said coolly, avoiding their gaze. She knew exactly what day it was. “No need for anything extravagant on my account.”

“Indeed.”

Her shoulders sagged, whether they noticed or not. If they did, they gave no sign. Instead, they pressed on, as casually as they had thrown the insult:

“Still, you are here. 

“Perhaps you could speak to the inaugural class. 

“And start a new tradition.”

Azonne bowed. It was exactly what she had been hoping to hear. It would make her task easier.

“It would be my honor,” she said as she rose. “I will touch base at first light.”

Without another word, the construct dissipated and reality unwarbled. Azonne was alone again, hovering above Sorynne. She looked down at the glittering skyline and let its beauty wash over her.

Maybe this time will go different, she thought.

Azonne lowered her altitude deeper into the city. Some of her fellow Lomboids stopped what they were doing to gawk and point. Ganlomb’s great city was split in two: the Upper City, home to the Protectorate and the military caste, and the Lower City, where the people lived and worked beneath the machinery of their world. A massive elevator shaft cut through it all, ferrying citizens back and forth in endless rhythm.

As she dropped, the skyscrapers fell away, broken up by the thick steel platform that served as support. She descended in silence. An elevator car passed on its way up, and she offered a small wave. When the platform opened onto the Lower City, her light burst outward and filled the cavernous expanse.

The ceiling glowed white under her radiance, the false lamps of the district fading like candles at dawn. Down here, too, the people stopped to stare—but reverence replaced suspicion, awe replaced judgment, and the memory of how the Protectorate had spoken to her felt like another world entirely.

Her hard-light aura shone as far as a mile away. Below, a vast flood of Lomboids had begun to gather. Azonne dimmed her aura and pressed deeper into the city. The Lower City was all smoke and sweat, water dripping down corroded walls. Yet ahead lay its only patch of living green: a shaft of sunlight cutting down from the Upper City to nurture a garden of grass reserved for Lower City residents of note. It was here her grandmother’s headstone stood.

“Hello, grandmother.” Azonne knelt. “I expected they would not make mention of your passing—and they did not disappoint. Doubt they cared enough to know, really.”

She had learned the truth in the middle of her duty—death upon death upon death—and she couldn’t even respond. The message itself had been plain, almost so matter-of-fact it struck Azonne as comical when she finally had the chance to read it. To come home and finally face it…the wound was raw, and it started to itch. Tears came slowly.

“I am sorry I was not there.” Azonne’s hands sank into the grass, pulling at the blades, feeling the living softness between her fingers. She remembered her grandmother cleaning her face when she was small. Then the memory jumped—both of them older now, Azonne accepting the Mantle, her grandmother beaming with pride. And then she realized something was missing. She reached for more memories, more feelings, but they hovered just out of reach—like a word on the tip of her tongue.

Curling beside the stone, she pressed her cheek to the grass. It gave her comfort, though the memories it stirred remained half-formed, elusive, slipping away. She closed her eyes, and sleep found her. She was so, so tired. The Mantle took its toll, and it demanded rest.

When her eyes opened again, the grass had grown tall, brushing her shoulders as she sat up. Three feet high, thick and wild, bending in an unseen breeze. Suddenly she was no longer herself. She was a child again, alone in fields of pink and green—young Azonne with her tar-colored friend. Purple stalks swayed against the wind as she pressed herself against a tree and huffed.

“Everyone was mean today,” she lamented. The words came easily, and it all felt so simple, so comfortable. Her pink-colored skin deepened further with the utterance. The creature shifted; fifty little eyes opened across its body and warbled up and down.

“Oh no, again? Poor Azonne!” it replied. This time, her flesh did not crawl. Instead, it felt nice. The thing shapeshifted, briefly taking the form of a tar-colored rabbit before resuming a formless shape. She nodded slowly, mesmerized by the way its whole body moved. The blob lingered shapeless until, finally, it said:

“You should kill them.”

The girl blushed, her cheeks darkened, stark even against her naturally pink skin. She smiled and looked away.

“You are funny, mister,” she said. “Do you want to play?”

“Always,” the creature said, morphing again—somehow jagged and sharper-edged than before.

Azonne woke in a cold sweat. She sat up suddenly beside her grandmother’s headstone. The dream, again. It was getting old. She craved feeling something—anything—other than this constant dread. Instead, she only felt hollow, wanting.

Azonne, I recommend you continue to rest; sunrise is still an hour away!

“I am already awake,” she sighed, drawing her legs in front of her and easing into stretches. Sleeping on the grass beside a grave did no wonders for the joints. Still, she was grateful for the rest, such as it was.

“What is wrong with me?” she asked as she pressed the soles of her feet together and leaned forward.

I do not agree that something is wrong with you, Azonne!

“You see them too, though?” She rose, arms lifted, high on her toes. It felt good to stretch. “Do you not?”

Silence—like always. Never more than surface answers whenever she pressed. It was a pattern, and one that worked too well. The vagueness guaranteed she would stop pushing, which Azonne figured was exactly what The First wanted. If answers weren’t forthcoming, then they had to be found within—and Azonne hated what she saw anytime she looked inward. The First, she suspected, hated it too.

You’re the problem.

Frustrated, she turned back to her grandmother’s headstone, hoping to put a pause on the self-recrimination. It wasn’t wholly successful, but the mention of the sunrise earlier gave her an idea. She opened a video window in her HUD: a feed of the Upper City skyline, broadcast for Lower City residents.


At least this way she could catch the sunrise with her grandmother one last time.





 

“Before there was anything—before there was even time—there was a great darkness.”

Azonne sat surrounded by twelve younglings in an Upper City classroom. Every eye was fixed on her as she spoke.

“It fed and spread and had no equal. Then, suddenly—an explosion! Suddenly—there was light! The light spread and gave birth to our universe. And that darkness…?” She glanced around the room.

“…it was not happy.”

The pause hung in the air. Wide eyes stared back at her. Azonne studied each face in turn, searching for something that had not yet revealed itself.

“I heard this story too, when I was your age,” she continued. “But I’ve discovered that almost every civilization has a similar story. Dark, light, roles to play—the same story retold a thousand ways.” She laughed lightly. The children glanced at one another, oblivious. How could they not be? To them, she was what her elders were to her.

“Guess I’m getting ahead of myself,” she coughed. “Now—with the light came chains. The darkness, conscripted into a role it had to play, became known as the Nameless.”

The hairs on the back of her neck stood straight. Just thinking of the creature chilled her. The feeling wasn’t unlike those moments she glimpsed the tar-colored rabbit in her dreams. The thought made her pause.

Azonne shook it loose. Ridiculous. She had only ever dealt with its influence. Confrontations with the monster itself existed only as inherited memories.

She swallowed hard and pressed on.

“As the light spread throughout the universe, a fraction of that energy coalesced and became sentient. Neither living nor dead, it simply was. This being became known as the First. Tasked with battling the conscripted monster for all time, it began what is known as the Balance. The two fought for billions of years until both were mortally wounded. That was the first time the Balance broke—but not the last.”

A small voice piped up: “What happened then?”

Azonne smiled at the little face, grateful for the distraction.

“Their power,” she replied. “Their very essence, their life—it was placed into these.” She held up her left fist, showing one of the golden rings. Ancient markings caught the classroom light and captured every imagination in the room. “Which created the Mantle of C’hiad.”

The rings shimmered bright gold.

“These bands, forged by a society lost to time, represent one of the first civilizations. The only trace of their existence remains here.” She tapped her temple.

“The rings were first given to a warrior of their tribe—a woman. Since then, they’ve been passed from species to species, bearer to bearer—always to the female of her kind, though in some worlds ‘female’ may mean something different. Across all forms, the Mantle has chosen those who embody the spirit of kindness, selflessness, bravery, and creativity, and its voice has always spoken through them—until, at last, it came to me.”

“How did you get chosen?!” another child blurted.

“I don’t know,” Azonne laughed. She remembered asking her predecessor, D’Grav, the same thing. “None of us know until the moment it happens. But each bearer serves even after they’re gone. Their skills, their memories, their lives—everything lives on inside me.

“Whatever I learn will be passed to the next, and so it will go.”

Her eye twitched. Something changed in the electromagnetic spectrum, imperceptible but real. The little hairs on her neck rose. A hand shot up, taller than the rest, sudden as a beanstalk. Azonne locked eyes with the child and composed herself.

“What is this darkness?” the little one asked.

She thought for a moment. The words flowed out of her, but not from her:

“It is pain. It is hate. It is terror. It is everything that scares you, given form. When darkness touches a world, it spreads corruption. Left unchecked, those worlds become husks.”

The air went still.

“That is where I and my predecessors come in. It is our purpose.”

“And what is that?”

The same child again. A thick black globule oozed from its nose, then dropped free and splattered on the floor. Azonne’s heart broke. She had hoped they were wrong. She looked at all those young faces, and the dread doubled down.

“We preserve the Balance.”

The explosion was sudden yet silent. Only the raw force against her skin told her it had happened. Beings within a radius around the dark child disintegrated, leaving behind black, bubbling pools. The child jerked unnaturally as oily tendrils burst from its pores.

The room filled with a screeching buzz as the murky form grew in mass, rising higher. Azonne closed her eyes and raised a fist. The ring sparked, and a lance of plasma roared outward, engulfing the mass in blinding light. Screeching escalated. She raised her other fist and doubled the beam’s intensity.

Azonne swallowed hard. Same as every time. Every civilization. Every time.

The child’s skin bubbled under the heat. She shut her eyes. It was always a child. Always the same. She concentrated, amplifying the burn.

Please just let this be over.

With a final shriek, the darkness disintegrated into dust and gas, which swirled into smoke once her beam faded. The classroom was half a crater. Azonne dropped to her knees, exhausted.

She had killed so many.

A distant explosion snapped her from the trance. She staggered to her feet and moved to the hole blasted in the wall. From high above, she saw it—black smoke rising over the Upper City.

Riots are erupting across the planet!

Azonne ignored the voice and launched herself upward. Banking low, she hurtled toward the smoke. She streaked past glass towers toward the Lower City entrance, now vomiting black crud. An energy beam cleared her path through the bubbling mass.

I am picking up multiple manifestation points across Ganlomb!

“At once?!” she shouted, diving through the breach as it sealed behind her. Screams filled her ears. Black ooze seeped from cracks and walls. Hundreds of Lomboids fought each other, shrieking at nothing at all.

Yes. This is alarming. It should not be able to do this unless—

“Unless the Balance is broken.”

Her throat tightened at the carnage. Stories told of such things, and her lineage let her remember them—but so few had ever seen a break this strong. Fear churned.

Chaos swallowed the city. Lomboids stomped lifeless bodies. Others hurled themselves from balconies. Black hands clawed from pools across the streets. Azonne’s panic rose as her inherited memories failed her. She thought of only one place—her grandmother’s headstone.

Shadow beings swarmed her as she landed. Their two-dimensional forms made her skin crawl. They struck uselessly at her aura until she expanded it, pushing them back. She approached the grass field—

—and it exploded.

The blast knocked her back, debris scattering. A pulse of energy cleared the air, but black tendrils erupted from the gaping maw that had swallowed the field. One slammed into her shoulder, piercing through her aura, curling like a hook to lift her from the ground.

The pain was white-hot. Ooze poured from the wound, trying to engulf her. Rage surged, and light detonated from within. The vine and half the field turned to ash. Azonne collapsed to one knee, gasping.

That was when it crawled out of the grave.

Her grandmother’s four-foot frame rose from the pit, dripping black slime, ears trailing, every step leaving filth in its wake. Webbing strands clung to it like melted tar.

“AzonneAzonneAzonne, atatat lastlastlast…”

The voice echoed in prisms, a chorus of thousands funneled into one.

Azonne squinted against the weight pressing on her shoulders, the stress muddling her thoughts. Black pus erupted from its mouth. The grandmother-thing twisted and grew, its body jerking in impossible ways. Around her, the Lomboids froze, faces blank, shadows by the hundred.

“I’veI’veI’ve missedmissedmissed youyouyou sososo much…”

It sputtered, black discharge bubbling like molten lava. Azonne raised a fist, but her thoughts lagged as The First flashed possible strategies into her mind.

The thing loomed.

“Dododo youyouyou lovelovelove mememe, AzonneAzonneAzonne?”

The oil-mass collapsed over her. Azonne dashed back, firing a hard-light beam that tore chunks free. She swung wide, searing corrupted Ganlomb that swarmed closer. Rising twenty feet, she unleashed a concentrated beam that split the mass in two. It shrieked horribly.

“III lovelovelove youyouyou…”

She turned toward the Upper City entrance—sealed with black goop as though she’d never passed through. She crouched low, drawing energy inward.

A memory tickled at the edge of her mind: her predecessor once met a Bun man, a legend heralded as the Greatest Hero in the Verse. Exaggerated perhaps, but his feats were known even here on Ganlomb.

Azonne rocketed upward. Energy exploded from her chest, white-hot. She struck the black seal and burst through as it hissed and shrieked, voices clawing at her ears. She forced them out.

The corruption was everywhere. Voices multiplied with each second.

But the memory had surfaced for a reason.

She needed help.

She needed to get off-world.

Azonne erupted into the Upper City, climbing higher still. She rose above the glittering towers, ignoring the horror below. Emergency calls swamped her HUD. Children screamed for their mothers. The wealthy cried for their handlers.

So much screaming.

She cleared the atmosphere, tears pooling at the corners of her eyes. Her aura caught fire as she opened a gate into the Bleed.

To Izanami, in the Brachium system.

Where the legendary hero Colossal Steel called home.

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

ISSUE TWO

Behold, The Long Morning

 

Civilization, amid massive upheaval and social unrest, discovered The Bleed. In lay terms, The Bleed was connective tissue, a membrane, between all the universes that ostensibly kept them apart. This discovery led to two breakthroughs for Buns: The creation of Bleed-Engines, which allowed for fast space travel, and awareness of the Bleednet, a pre-existing info super highway introducing Buns to the greater galactic community. In time, Bunkind fled Old Earth toward Izanami on the backs of its successful colonization by The First 100. (Click here for a brief rundown of Izanami’s history).

-Excerpt from Bunkind Among The Stars by Ellroy Asher, released in 3125 (Solstan).

 

 

It was the Long Morning in Saint Century City, capital of Izanami and jewel of Bunkind for the last millennium. Before that, Old Earth had been their cradle—a place spoken of with an almost artificial nostalgia. Saint Century sprawled over nearly half the planet’s lone continent, a metropolis of towers and tunnels, glass and steel, neon and shadow. And somewhere in the middle of it all, improbably, absurdly, sat the Anachronistic Bank—an institution that wasn’t a bank at all but a museum dressed up as one. Its vaults preserved Old Earth currencies, complete with clumsy docu-dramas of ancient cash exchanges.

“Ye, that’ll be five hundred smackers!” blared a wall-mounted screen. A young Bun girl (adolescent, ears twitching with exaggerated irritation) craned her neck at it with a mix of bored disdain and perverse curiosity.

“What’s a smacker?!” she asked no one in particular.

A museum guide materialized at her elbow—one moment absent, the next hovering, chirpy as a holo-pop ad. “Why, that was slang for money over two thousand years ago!”

The girl rolled her eyes so hard it looked painful. “That’s sooooo sesh.”

Yes, Saint Century had a Bank Museum, and yes, people actually visited it. Hundreds daily—attendance rivaled only by the Colossal Steel Museum, though that was another story. The Bank leaned into kitsch. Visitors could fill out dry-erase “deposit slips,” line up at simulated teller windows, even roleplay commerce “as it used to be.” If you weren’t enthusiastic, you didn’t last—the “actors” at the booths either played their parts with gusto or got replaced.

One such actor—Amber, according to her badge—beamed at the next “customer.” Across the counter, a Bun woman in a long brown coat, purple hair jutting in spiked waves, neon-pink shades perched on her snout, stepped forward with exaggerated cheer.

“Am…ber?” she drawled. Then her grin sharpened. “How about you give me everything, huh?”

Amber faltered. “Ex…excuse me?”

“All the money, sweetbun.”

Amber blinked. “…nobody keeps money here, it’s a museum—”

“Foo, obviously I know that—I just don’t care!” The coat hit the floor. Beneath it: a monstrous gauntlet strapped from shoulder to wrist, bolted to a spinal rig. Circular housings whined, glowing with restrained energy.

“Hands in the sky and give me all your money!” the woman shouted. “Or Hook Dropwave is gonna hafta get loud!”

Gasps rippled. One teller muttered, “Are you seriously trying to rob us? In Saint Century? In broad daylight?!”

Hook sneered, raising her gauntlet. “Oh, should I be worried? Afraid of Lady Steel?” Her grin widened. “I’M COUNTING ON IT!”

The gauntlet screamed. A concussive wave burst outward, shattering rafters, collapsing teller booths, bringing plaster and steel down in choking clouds. The noise was teeth-rattling, ear-splitting, impossibly loud.

Amber clutched her head. Hook laughed.

“LIKE IT?! I BUILT IT MYSELF!”

“WHAT?!”

“WHAT?! IT DISRUPTS MOLECULAR RESONANCE! IT’LL SHUT DOWN LADY STEEL’S QUANTUM FIELD!”

“LADY STEEL’S WONTON SEAL?!”

And with that mangled mishearing, a rumor was born. The Bleednet would have a field day.

But Hook’s victory lap ended quick. A wall exploded—not into rubble, but into light—and Lady Steel strode through. Corina Kyle, the Galaxy’s Mightiest Bun: amazonian, broad-shouldered, her shock-pink hair blazing against olive-green fur. A canvas-gray coat swept behind her, cinched with a heavy belt clasped by her emblem—a bold “L” fused to a lightning bolt and an “S.” She looked unstoppable, because she was.

In one motion she seized Hook, spun her like a doll, and dropped her to the ground.

“Say,” Lady Steel quipped, slapping her down with a gentleness that still rattled the floor, “Haven’t we met?”

Hook bared her teeth, slammed her gauntlet into the ground, and detonated another pulse. This time, the entire museum groaned, every wall threatening collapse. Lady Steel acted without hesitation. Civilians vanished from danger—popped outside in blinking clusters, safe on the sidewalks. By the time the roof caved, Lady Steel reappeared amid the dust, Hook disarmed and her device destroyed, though the harness still clung cruelly to her spine.

Recognition flashed. Lady Steel frowned. “Plasma cutters. That was you. You really shouldn’t believe everything you read on the net.”

Reporters surged. Cambots zoomed. And before anyone else could get a word in, two children launched themselves into her arms.

“Aunt Corina, that was awesome!”

“You kicked!”

Twins, clinging to her shoulders like living badges of honor. Lady Steel laughed, hugging them close. “MJ and Athena—my brother’s kids. Bring-your-family-to-work day. Don’t make it a thing.”

Of course the crowd made it a thing. Autographs flew, questions pinged, lights flared. Lady Steel signed, smiled, deflected. All the while, her PR feed hummed in her ear.

Your 2300 canceled.

She smirked privately. Then the next update came.

Reports of King Robo. Junktown border.

Her expression cooled. Duty again. She signed one last autograph, shifted her niece and nephew more securely onto her shoulders, and asked, “Wanna come?”

“YEAH!!” they shouted in unison.

And with that, Lady Steel soared into the sky—the Galaxy’s Mightiest carrying two squealing kids into another fight.



 

Tiny fingers slid deftly across a mechanical lapboard. The clack of each keypress was comforting to the petite redhead Bun sunk deep into an oversized beanbag. The sound drowned out the anxious pattering that usually haunted her sleepless nights. Which was most nights.

The holo-screen glowed mere inches from her face, code scrolling in waves across hazel eyes. She squinted at them because her eyesight was poor and the large black-rimmed glasses dangling on the bridge of her snout were purely for show. The light painted her caramel fur in pale blue and danced across the lenses.

The room lights blinked on and off in thirty-second intervals. She groaned. Time to “wake up.” It was 07:30 in the Long Morning; if she didn’t speak soon, the alarm would go off.

“I’m awake,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. The lights steadied, and the screen winked out. She tossed the lapboard aside in a mock tantrum, then lay still for a few seconds before swinging her legs over the edge.

Her room was sparse—just how she liked it. Decorations and knick-knacks meant nothing to her. Her one indulgence was the lights, which shifted to a warm red hue as soon as she stood—exactly as she’d programmed.

She pressed her palm to a wall plate. With a soft hiss, her unused bed lifted and slid into a recess in the floor. Holding the plate down a moment longer triggered the next sequence: a sink, cabinet, and mirror rose from the wall.

“Roxanne?” Her grandmother’s voice floated in on Bleedspace audio.

“I’m getting ready!” Roxanne winced at her own tone.

“Just checking, dear.”

Roxanne stuck out her tongue at the mirror. The bags under her eyes told the story of all-night show binges and other poor choices. Placement tests loomed on the horizon like a hanging blade, but the will to study never lasted.

She toyed with her long red hair, brushing at strands that fell to the small of her back. The caramel fur of her face caught the light, and her ears lazily canted to the same side as the swoop that hung stubbornly over her right eye. She hated it, pushing it aside—only for it to fall right back again. Resigned, she tapped a spot on the sink. A cylinder popped up, loaded with oblong white capsules.

She plucked one out, examined it, and popped it into her mouth. Biting down released the nano brushbots, saliva activating them instantly. Foam fizzed at the corners of her lips as she tapped her foot, waiting.

Info boxes flickered onto the mirror: weather, news of the day. One headline caught her eye.

Lady Steel smashes terrorist plot!

Her favorite subject. Roxanne tapped to enlarge. A talking head filled the screen:

“Lady Steel, also known as Corina Kyle, was honored today by officials in Saint Century City for her role in ending a plot aimed squarely at the city’s elite.”

Footage rolled: Lady Steel on talk shows, meeting fans, larger than life. Roxanne’s heart soared. Total fangirl. One of her burner accounts, LSFiend31, existed purely to Heart and ReQuote anything related to the Galaxy’s Mightiest Bun.

“Gresh, she’s so hot,” Roxanne mumbled through a foamy mouth. She tried to braid the ends of her hair like Lady Steel’s, gave up halfway, and spat a frustrated sigh.

The reporter droned on:

“King Robo, the self-proclaimed Mechanoterrorist, allegedly infected millions of personal AUGs across the city in an attempt to, quote, ‘free them from their oppressors,’ un-quote. You may recall it was just a year ago when it disseminated its so-called Robot Bill of Rights…”

Roxanne shook her head and swiped the screen away. Machine rights made her feel ick—then she felt ick about that ick. She knew her brain would obsess about it all day. She gave her reflection a finger-gun with a smirk, then rolled her eyes at herself.

Another alert popped up. Old Earth. The surface temperature had risen another degree. She hovered her finger over it, hesitating. According to her grandparents, ideally, her parents were still alive there.

Ideally. Hopefully.

She sighed, pressed the window hard with her fingertip, then swiped it away. Maybe this quick contact was better than nothing. But every year, nothing loomed larger.

The foam in her mouth tingled out and faded. She leaned over the sink and spat with a loud splat. Water flushed the mess away instantly. She tapped the side of the sink, releasing a small red comb, and worked it through the stubborn knots in her mane.

Her grandparents’ story replayed in her head: how she came to live with them. Sixteen Solstan years ago they’d come into a windfall—some settlement payout, or her grandfather had hit it big on stocks. She could never remember which. Travel from Old Earth was prohibitively expensive, by design. They didn’t just allow anyone to migrate, Gramps always said. But with money, he could retire on Izanami. He wanted to take everyone, including his adult children.

Gramma’s voice: “Izanami is the place to be for newborns.” Little Roxanne, still a bean, was their ticket.

Babies had free passage by law. Four adults—two considered “old”—cost more than they could ever afford. So her parents gave her up. Gramps and Grams swore they had offered the passage, but her parents declined. Her father supposedly vowed to make his own fortune and follow later.

Doubt lingered. Cynicism whispered. Roxanne hated cynicism, especially when it rose inside her. It made her cringe.

“Ow!” she hissed, yanking the comb free from a knot.

Her grandparents had built a decent life. Most of the money went to relocation, permits, and their home. The rest sat in a bank somewhere. Roxanne never asked.

She gave her hair a final glance in the mirror. “Straight-ish? Eh, good enough.” She slid the comb back into its holder, which snapped shut inside the sink.

“Closet,” she commanded.

The sink and mirror folded into the wall. To her right, a large cylinder rose with a hiss, its polished shell doubling as a full-length mirror. The doors slid open to reveal her clothes.
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