
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Synopsis

	In a universe where stars bear witness to betrayal and spaceships serve as temporary homes, Jack "Sly" Ryder and his loyal alien partner, Zyloth "Zee" Vex, are mercenaries with a reputation for success... and mayhem. When a seemingly simple job leads them to be accused of terrorism by the infamous Malvyn Drax, their world is turned upside down. To clear their names, Jack transforms into Jade Nova—a beautiful and cunning woman—while Zee uses her shapeshifting abilities to adopt a new identity.

	[image: Image]With the help of the enigmatic agent Lyra Kane and the eccentric smuggler Rax "Gearhead" Torin, the team embarks on a mission filled with action, comedy, and unexpected twists . From intergalactic galas to high-stakes space chases, Jade and her allies must unmask Drax before his plan to control galactic commerce comes to fruition. But what happens when Jade discovers that she likes her new identity far more than she expected?

	With a light hearted and humorous tone, this science-fiction story combines space adventure, romance, and an exploration of identity, taking readers on a journey that questions who we are—and who we can become. Prepare to laugh, be thrilled, and be left wanting more, because Jade Nova's universe is as vast as the possibilities it offers.


Chapter 1: For A Fistful Of Credits

	The Rusty Nebula space bar was a place where only the most desperate or the bravest dared to hang out. Located on a floating space station in the far reaches of the galaxy, the place was a haven for smugglers, mercenaries, and disreputable pilots. The air smelled of burnt oil, cheap beer, and synthetic cigarette smoke that hung in the air like a perpetual fog. Flickering lights, of a sickly yellowish hue, illuminated the faces of the customers, creating shadows that danced on the rusted metal walls. In one corner, seated at a table littered with empty glasses and crumbs of synthetic food, was Jack [image: Image]"Sly" Ryder, a smirk on his lips and a stack of freshly earned credits in his hand.

	Jack was a tall man, athletically built but not overly muscular, with a presence that attracted stares effortlessly. His dark brown hair, messy and slightly long, fell over his intense green eyes, which sparkled with a mixture of cunning and amusement. A small scar above his left eyebrow, the result of a past mission, added a touch of mystery to his face. He wore a worn pilot's jacket, with patches from previous missions sewn on in a makeshift fashion, and combat pants stained with grease and space dust. His boots, though old, seemed to stand up to whatever the universe threw at them.

	In front of him, Zyloth "Zee" Vex, his alien companion, bowed his head slightly, his large black eyes reflecting the dim light of the bar. Zee was an imposing figure, standing over six feet tall with a stocky build. His blue-gray skin had a metallic sheen under the light, and the bony ridges running along his head and neck gave him an intimidating air. Despite his appearance, Zee was calm and thoughtful, a perfect contrast to Jack's impulsive personality. He wore a tight, versatile suit, [image: Image]reinforced with armor plates underneath, designed to adapt to his changing shape, with a belt full of tools and gadgets that always seemed to save their skins at the most critical moments.

	"Not bad for a day's work, eh, Zee?" said Jack, counting the credits with satisfaction as he stacked them on the table. The metallic sound of the coins echoed in the noisy atmosphere of the bar.

	Zee frowned, his bony ridges glistening in the dim light.

	"Not bad, but that guy in the corner keeps staring at us. He makes me nervous."

	Jack followed Zee's gaze and saw a man in a dark cloak sitting at the bar, watching them from a distance. The guy was tall and thin, with a scar running across his left cheek and an expression that promised nothing good.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"Relax, buddy," said Jack, leaning back in his chair with a confident smile. "He probably just wants to hire us for another job. Remember the last time someone looked at us like that? We ended up with that mission in the Kesslar asteroid belt.

	That was a good payday!"

	Zee crossed his arms, clearly uncomfortable.

	"Yes, and we also ended up with the ship half destroyed and pursued by a fleet of bounty hunters. Don't forget that we almost got caught on that occasion."

	Jack laughed, raising his glass of synthetic beer.

	"But they didn't, did they? That's what matters. Besides, when have we ever said no to a good sum of credits?"

	Zee didn't respond, but his expression said all he needed to. He knew Jack had a soft spot for easy money, and it had gotten them into trouble more than once.

	At that moment, the man in the dark cloak stood up and approached their table. His walk was slow and calculated, as if he measured each step. As he arrived, he bowed slightly, dropping a bag full of credits on the table with a resounding clink.[image: Image]

	"Jack Ryder, right?" he asked in a deep, husky voice, as if he had smoked too many synthetic cigarettes in his life.

	"The same," Jack replied, still smiling. "How can I help you?"[image: Image]

	"l have a job for you. A well-paid one," said the man, pointing to the bag of credits with a wave of his hand.[image: Image]

	Zee frowned even more, his black eyes glinting with distrust. "We don't like jobs that come with bags of credits up front. It smells like trouble."

	Jack held up a hand to calm his friend.

	"Let me listen, Zee. We can always say no."

	The man smiled, showing perfect teeth that matched his pale skin.

	"It's simple. I just need you to pick up a package at Techara Prime and bring it back here. I'll pay double what's in that bag when you complete the job."

	"That's a lot of credit for a simple courier job. What's in the package?" Jack whistled, impressed.

	"That's none of your business," the man replied, his tone turning cold and cutting.

	"Jack, I don't like this. Techara Prime is a dangerous place, and this guy doesn't inspire confidence," Zee said, crossing his arms, clearly uncomfortable.

	Jack looked at Zee, then at the bag of credits, and finally at the man. The temptation of money was too great, and his instinct for adventure always led him to take risks.

	"l accept the job. But if this goes wrong, I assure you it won't be pretty."

	The man nodded, without another word, and walked away, disappearing into the bar crowd like a shadow. Zee sighed, resigned.

	"This is going to end badly, I know it," he said, looking at Jack with a mixture of frustration and concern.

	Jack smiled and picked up the bag of credits, feeling the weight of the metal in his hands.

	"Relax, buddy. It's just another job. Besides, when have we ever said no to a nice sum of credits?"

	Zee didn't respond, but his expression said all he needed to. He knew that, once again, they were about to get into trouble.

	"Relax, Zee," Jack said, tucking the credits into his jacket. "It's just another job. Besides, when have we ever said no to a nice sum of credits?"

	Zee frowned, his bony ridges glinting in the dim light of the bar. "This guy doesn't inspire confidence, Jack. Techara Prime isn't just any place—they've got state-of-the-art security systems."

	"l know, buddy," Jack replied, getting up from the table, "but we don't have a choice. Come on, let's get in the Coyote and get moving."

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]They exited the bar, dodging a pair of drunks who were arguing heatedly at the entrance. The space station was a maze of narrow corridors and flickering lights, with rusted metal panels creaking under their feet. The air smelled of ozone and oil, and the sound of distant engines echoed off the walls.

	"Do you remember the last time we were on a planet with such advanced security systems?" Zee asked, walking briskly behind Jack. "We almost got caught by the security drones."

	"Yeah, but we also left with a good payout. It'll be the same this time, you'll see," Jack laughed, adjusting his pilot's jacket.

	They arrived at the station hangar, where the Star Coyote awaited them. The ship was a weathered beauty—sleek in design but scarred by the marks of countless missions. Its hull, a metallic gray with blue accents, was covered with makeshift patches and graffiti from past jobs. The wings, short and streamlined, were built for quick manoeuvres, and the ion engines glowed a faint blue, ready to roar to life.

	"There she is, my girl," Jack said, patting the ship's hull as he approached. "She's never let us down."

	Zee said nothing, but his black eyes reflected a mixture of admiration and concern. He knew the Coyote was reliable, but he also knew it wasn't invincible.

	They walked up the access ramp, which sealed behind them with a hydraulic hiss. The ship's interior was organized chaos:

	holographic screens flickered along the walls, displaying navigational data and system diagnostics. The pilot and co-pilot seats were upholstered in cracked leather, and the control panel bristled with switches, throttles, and touchscreens. Memorabilia from past jobs decorated the bulkheads—a star chart yellowed with age, a faded photo of Jack and Zee after their first score, and a corporate patch peeled from some mark they'd swindled years ago.

	"Prep for launch, Zee," Jack said, sliding into the pilot's seat and donning his goggles. "Let's get the Coyote spaceborne before that creep changes his mind."

	"Navigation systems active. Engines at 100%. Ready for departure," Zee reported, his four-fingered hands dancing across the console.

	Jack grinned and grasped the flight yoke. "Then let's remind the galaxy why nobody bets against Jack Ryder."

	 


Chapter 2: Betrayal In Techara Prime

	The Star Coyote landed on Techara Prime with a soft hum, its ionized engines slowly shutting down as the ship settled onto a semi-abandoned landing pad. The planet was a spectacle of lights and technology, with glass skyscrapers soaring skyward, reflecting the glow of the holographic displays that covered every available surface. The streets were bustling with life, with beings of every imaginable species moving among market stalls and floating vehicles that plied the air in perfectly synchronized routes. The air smelled of ozone and metal, mixed with the sweet aroma of synthetic food wafting from the street stalls.

	Jack and Zee exited the ship, adjusting the goggles they had been provided to avoid the glare of the neon lights. Jack wore his worn pilot's jacket, now with an extra belt full of tools and a blaster on his hip—just in case. Zee, meanwhile, had adjusted his suit to the planet's hot, humid climate, his bony ridges glistening under the artificial light.

	"This place makes me nervous," Zee said, looking around cautiously. The crowds made him feel exposed, and the planet's advanced technology reminded him how vulnerable they could be to high-end security systems.

	"We're just here to pick up a package. In and out," Jack replied, walking confidently toward the rendezvous point. Though his tone was nonchalant, his eyes scanned the surroundings for any sign of danger. He knew Techara Prime was no place to let his guard down.

	The meeting point was an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of the city, far from the downtown bustle. The building was a dilapidated structure, its metal walls rusted and windows shattered. A faded holographic sign advertised something illegible, and the air smelled of mildew and decay. Jack and Zee exchanged glances before entering, both sensing something was off.

	"This doesn't look like the kind of place someone would leave a valuable package," Zee muttered, his black eyes scanning the warehouse interior.

	"Maybe that's part of the charm," Jack replied with a smirk, though even he couldn't ignore the tension thickening the air.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]The package was there, just as promised—a small metallic box resting on a central table, its surface gleaming under a blinking holographic seal in an unknown script. Jack approached cautiously, reaching for it—but before he could make contact, an explosion rocked the warehouse, hurling them both to the ground.

	"Zee!" Jack shouted, staggering up as debris rained around them. His ears rang, the blast's echo still vibrating through his skull.

	Suddenly, the holographic screens flared to life, flashing images of Jack and Zee beneath the word "TERRORISTS" in glaring red. An automated voice boomed through the warehouse, accusing them of attacking Techara Prime's infrastructure.

	"This is a trap!" Zee shouted, hauling Jack to his feet. His black eyes burned with fury and urgency. "We have to leave—

	At that moment, a hologram of Malvyn Drax flickered to life before them, projected from the shattered remains of the supposed package. His image was razor-sharp, those cold gray eyes locking onto them with predatory amusement.

	"Jack Ryder. Zyloth Vex," Drax purred, voice dripping with contempt. "Thank you for being so predictable. Now the entire universe will see you for the criminals you are."

	"Drax!" Jack roared, but the hologram winked out before he could lunge at it.

	"No time!" Zee yanked Jack toward the exit. "Move!"

	They bolted through the chaos—security drones buzzing overhead, guards shouting, civilians scattering as emergency [image: Image]lights strobed across the streets. Jack and Zee wove through alleys and market stalls, their breaths ragged.

	"There!" Jack pointed to the Star Coyote, still parked on the landing pad. But hope shattered as a Delta-class fighter screamed across the sky, its engines howling like a beast.

	"Kriff!" Zee spat. "We can't outgun that!"

	"Then we outrun it!" Jack vaulted into the pilot's seat. "Zee—prep for launch!"

	The Coyote's engines roared to life, thrusters flaring as Jack wrenched the controls. The ship shot upward, lasers grazing its hull.

	"They're on us!" Zee barked, watching the fighter gain through the rear display. Energy bolts lit the cockpit in violent flashes.

	"Hold on!" Jack banked hard, skimming a skyscraper so close the Coyote's shields sparked. G-forces crushed them into their seats as he threaded the needle between two towers.

	"They're closing!" Zee's claws dug into the console. "Engines can't take this!"

	"No choice!" Jack's knuckles whitened. Capture wasn't an option—not after Drax's frame job.

	The Star Coyote broke atmosphere, leaving Techara Prime's neon glow behind—only to face a fresh nightmare. Delta-class [image: Image]drones, sleek and relentless, swarmed after them.

	"Persistent little scrapheaps," Jack snarled, veering into an asteroid field. One drone clipped a rock, erupting in flames.

	The others kept coming.

	With a flick of switches, Jack punched the impulse engines. The Coyote lurched forward, streaking into the void as the drones shrank to specks behind them.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]The Delta fighters, not designed for deep-space pursuit, began to falter as the Star Coyote surged ahead, its engines humming smoothly against the star-streaked void.

	"We did it!" Zee exhaled, slumping into his seat as tension bled from his bony frame.

	Jack grinned, patting the dashboard. "Never underestimate the Coyote. Faster and smarter than any Delta scrapheap."[image: Image]

	"Agreed. But let's not test fate too often." Zee eyed the glittering expanse beyond the viewport, his voice edged with caution.

	"Where's the fun in that?" Jack's laugh was a spark of defiance as he punched in the hyperspace coordinates. "Half the thrill's not knowing what's next."

	With a shuddering leap, the Star Coyote vaulted into hyperspace, leaving Techara Prime—and its drones—swallowed by the cosmic dark. The ship had proven itself again: a loyal beast built for chaos, just like its crew. Whatever the universe hurled at them, they'd face it side by side.

	But behind them, unnoticed, a silver craft slid through space like a blade through shadows. Sleek. Silent. Hunting.


Chapter 3: Incognito

	The Star Coyote landed on a remote planet, covered in dense jungles and ancient ruins. The place was a perfect haven for those seeking to disappear from the radar of the galactic authorities. The atmosphere was humid and heavy, with the sound of unknown creatures echoing in the distance. Jack and Zee stepped out of the ship, looking around cautiously. The air smelled of rotting vegetation and rusted metal, and the ground was covered with vines that seemed to move slowly, as if alive.

	"Are you sure Gearhead is here?" Zee asked, adjusting his suit to protect himself from the damp weather. His black eyes scanned the surroundings, looking for any sign of danger.

	"Sure as space is big. I sent a coded signal and it responded—this is where it summoned us," Jack replied with a smile, although his tone was more serious than usual. He knew they were in a delicate situation, and Gearhead was their only hope. "Besides, who else could operate in a place like this?"

	They walked toward a half-ruined structure, hidden among the vegetation. The building appeared abandoned, with corroded metal walls and broken windows. However, as they approached, they noticed activity inside. A mechanical humming sound came from within, and flickering lights filtered through cracks in the walls.

	"It looks like Gearhead has been busy," Zee commented, pointing to a series of cables and devices leading out of the structure and into the jungle.

	"It always is," Jack replied, pushing the rusty door carefully. The creaking of the hinges echoed in the air, and they both entered the structure.

	Inside, the place was organized chaos. There was technology everywhere: holographic screens displaying incomprehensible[image: Image] data, machines emitting sparks, and wires snaking across the floor like metal snakes. At the centre of it all, with a mechanical arm and an eye patch, was Rax "Gearhead" Torin, the most eccentric (and talented) smuggler they knew.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]Gearhead was a stocky man of medium height, with a straggly gray beard covering most of his face. His right arm was entirely mechanical, with visible gears and flashing lights indicating its operation. A patch covered his right eye, but the left one glowed with a sly intelligence and a touch of madness. He wore engineer's overalls filled with pockets and tools, and his boots were stained with grease and oil. Despite his scruffy appearance, there was an energy about him that conveyed confidence and skill.

	"Jack Ryder!" Gearhead exclaimed, opening his arms as if they were old friends. His voice was rough but warm, and his smile showed yellowish teeth that contrasted with his untidy gray beard. "What brings you to these parts?"

	"We need your help, Rax," Jack said, wasting no time. "We were set up on Techara Prime, and now the whole universe is hunting us."

	"That sounds complicated. But, of course, I'm always willing to help... for the right price." Gearhead scratched his beard thoughtfully.

	"We don't have time to haggle," Zee interjected, crossing his arms. "We need to change our appearance and disappear."

	Gearhead smiled, showing those yellowish teeth that seemed to gleam in the dim light. "Well, that I can do. But brace yourselves, because this won't exactly be comfortable."

	Gearhead led them to a room inside the structure, where a tanning booth-like chamber occupied the centre of the space. The machine was connected to a series of wires and screens that flashed with incomprehensible data. The air smelled of ozone and hot metal, and the hum of energy flowing through the wires was constant.[image: Image]

	"This is where the magic happens," said Gearhead, rubbing his hands together enthusiastically. "Zee, you go first."

	"Your race has the ability to shapeshift, right? This alone will give it a different finish to your base form—I think it will be more than enough." Zee entered the chamber without hesitation, and Gearhead began adjusting the controls.

	A beam of light scanned Zee, and in a matter of seconds, his appearance changed completely. He now looked like a completely different alien, with softer features and a lighter skin tone. Zee examined himself in a mirror Gearhead held out to him and nodded approvingly.

	"Impressive," said Zee, touching his face curiously. "This could work."

	"Now you, Jack," said Gearhead, pointing to the chamber.

	"This isn't going to hurt, is it?" Jack hesitated for a moment, looking at the machine sceptically.

	"Just a little," Gearhead replied with a mischievous grin. "But I promise it will be worth it."

	Jack took a deep breath and entered the chamber. The door closed behind him with a soft hum, and a bluish liquid began to fill the interior. The liquid was warm and viscous but not uncomfortable. Jack felt a strange sensation run through his body, as if the liquid was being absorbed into his skin.

	"Relax," Gearhead said from the outside, watching the data on a holographic display. "The liquid is designed to restructure your cells at the molecular level. It's a fast, but intense process."[image: Image]

	Jack closed his eyes, feeling the liquid begin to take effect. First, his skin became smoother, as if years of scars and marks were disappearing. Then, his hair began to grow, becoming a little longer and silkier. The liquid glistened in the light of the chamber, and Jack could feel his body changing—his muscles tightening and his bones restructuring.

	"How are you feeling?" asked Zee, watching from outside.

	"Weird," Jack replied, his voice now softer and more melodious. "But it doesn't hurt. It's like my body is being moulded from the inside."

	At that moment, metal plates emerged from the walls of the chamber, beginning to mould his body with surgical precision. Jack felt his shoulders narrowing, his hips widening, and his torso taking on feminine curves. The process was fast but gentle, and Jack couldn't help but feel a mixture of discomfort and awe.

	"This is strange!" Jack shouted, but his voice was now softer and more feminine.

	Finally, the liquid began to drain, and the metal plates retracted. The chamber door opened with a soft hiss, and Jack staggered out. Gearhead tossed her a tight-fitting robe, which she quickly put on to cover her new body. She leaned over the chamber, but the reflection she could see in the metal surface made her jump.

	"What the hell did you do, Gearhead?" she questioned in annoyance, not quite recognizing her own voice. "Well, everyone's looking for Jack Ryder and Zyloth Vex. No one would suspect a woman," he said casually.

	"l don't know how you thought this could work," Jack replied, rubbing her eyes and sighing.

	"Take a look before you criticize my work," Gearhead retorted.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]Jack looked at herself in the holo-mirror they had placed in front of her, and was speechless. She was now a beautiful, elegant woman with silky black hair accented by blonde highlights. Her green eyes, once intense and shrewd, now had a softer, more mysterious glow. Her skin was smooth and luminous, and her figure, though still athletic, had defined curves that gave her an air of natural elegance. Jack touched her face in disbelief, feeling the smoothness of her skin and the contours of her new body.

	"This... this is amazing," Jack said, unable to tear her eyes away from her reflection, "but it's a terrible idea."

	Before they could discuss further, the sound of a craft landing near the structure alerted them.

	"Galactic Intelligence. They followed you fools here," Gearhead muttered, looking out the window before cursing under his breath.

	Jack grabbed her blaster while Zee resumed his corpulent form, both prepared for the worst. But when the door opened, a tall, elegant woman emerged from the ship. Her silver suit clung to her athletic frame, and her serious expression commanded attention. She was medium-tall with an imposing posture that radiated authority. Platinum blonde hair was pulled back in a neat bun, and piercing blue eyes scanned the area before settling on Jack. A small star-shaped birthmark on her left collarbone added a distinctive touch.

	"Jack Ryder. Zyloth Vex," Lyra said carefully. "We need to talk. I'm Agent Lyra Kane."

	"If you're here to arrest us, I'm warning you—it won't be easy," Jack declared, crossing her arms in what she hoped was a confident gesture.

	"I'm not here to arrest you. In fact, I believe you're innocent. I've been investigating Malvyn Drax for months, and I know he's behind this." Lyra's expression softened slightly as she spoke.

	"And why should we trust you?" Zee asked, raising an eyebrow sceptically.

	"Because without my help, you have no chance of clearing your names," Lyra replied, her expression firm. "No one in the agency would believe two mercenaries like you. Luckily for you, I know what happened on Techara Prime was Drax's doing

	—and I intend to stop him before it's too late."

	"Suppose we believe you," Jack said, holstering her blaster, "do you actually have a plan to fix this mess?"

	"I've got leads," Lyra smiled, "and if half of what I've heard about you is true, this mission should be easy. Though I have to admit—you look better in person than the reports suggested."

	"Thanks... I think," Jack muttered, pulling the robe tighter around her new form.

	"If we're working together, we need to move fast," Gearhead interjected. "This planet isn't safe for anyone."

	"Agreed. Let's go—my ship's waiting," Lyra nodded toward the exit.

	"Whoa, hold on!" Jack's new voice cracked with annoyance. "1'm not abandoning the Star Coyote. Don't even suggest it." "That ship's on every bounty board from here to the Core Systems," Lyra countered. "Between law enforcement and Drax's men, you wouldn't last a cycle."

	"Relax, Jack," Gearhead grinned, "I'll keep your baby safe... for the right price." "I'm really starting to regret taking that damn job," Jack groaned.

	[image: Image]"Told you so," Zee chimed in, already heading toward Lyra's ship with a smirk.

	"Gearhead, if there's so much as a scratch on her when I get back—" Jack's threat lost some impact coming from her new, softer voice.

	"Yeah, yeah," the smuggler waved her off. "She'll be prettier than when you left her."

	With a final glance back at the workshop, the group boarded Lyra's ship, leaving Gearhead amid his jungle of wires and machinery. As the engines hummed to life, Jack couldn't shake the feeling that her greatest challenges still lay ahead.


Chapter 4: Covert Operation

	As the Silver Phantom, Agent Lyra's ship, took off with the newly formed group more than twenty light-years away, on another distant planet. At the top of a glass tower on Nexus Core, in a meeting room surrounded by windows that offered a panoramic view of the illuminated city, Malvyn Drax sat at the head of a long table. The room was filled with holograms of powerful figures: corporate leaders, corrupt politicians, and influential smugglers. They were all there to hear Drax's plan —a plan that would change the course of intergalactic commerce.

	Drax, in his dark-toned high-end suit and long cape that fell gracefully over his shoulders, rose from his seat. His jet-black hair was combed back with military precision, and his scar, running from his left temple to his jaw, gave him an air of danger. His gray eyes, cold and calculating, scanned those present before he began to speak.

	"Ladies and gentlemen," Drax began in a deep, commanding voice that echoed through the room, "thank you for coming. What I am about to reveal to you today will change the future of commerce in this galaxy. For years, we have been at the mercy of outdated regulations and corrupt systems that have prevented us from reaching our true potential. But that is about to change."[image: Image]

	The holograms nodded silently, expectantly. Drax waved his hand, and a holographic display lit up behind him, showing a complex diagram of trade routes, key planets, and a network of technological devices.

	"With this technology," Drax continued, pointing to the screen, "we will be able to control every trade route, every shipment, every transaction. Nothing will move in this galaxy without our knowledge... and our approval. Those who oppose us will be eliminated, and those who cooperate will be rewarded handsomely."

	A murmur of approval went through the room. One of the holograms, a burly man with a deep voice, asked:

	"What about those who try to stop us? Not everyone will be willing to accept this new order."[image: Image]

	Drax smiled, showing an expression that combined confidence and mischief.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"The increase in terrorist attacks has caused fear on all planets. Our drones picked them up when they attacked Techara Prime, but our new trade system will offer a solution to those problems. We may soon be able to take the medal for stopping those two extremists."

	At that moment, the doors of the hall opened with a soft hiss, and an imposing figure entered. Covered in a dark cloak that concealed his face and body, the newcomer advanced with slow but firm steps. The cloak billowed slightly with each movement, and the boots echoed on the metal floor. All present were silent, sensing the figure's intimidating presence.

	Drax turned to the newcomer, smirking.

	"Ah, just in time," said Drax, extending a hand toward the figure. "Meet our... problem solver. A professional in the art of discreet elimination."

	The figure stopped in front of Drax, and for a moment, it seemed that the room grew colder. Finally, the figure spoke, in a deep, metallic voice that echoed like thunder:

	"Tell me the names."

	Drax smiled, enjoying the moment.

	"Jack Ryder and Zyloth Vex. They are mercenaries, but don't underestimate them. They've caused more trouble than they deserve. I want them gone... forever. Here's their genetic imprint—they won't be able to hide from you as long as you have this, no matter if they wear a disguise. The one they call Zee has the ability to shapeshift."

	The figure nodded slowly, and for the first time, a gloved hand emerged from under the cloak, holding a device that displayed images of Jack and Zee as the DNA information of their prey was transferred.

	"It shall be done," said the figure, with a coldness that chilled the blood of those present.

	Drax turned to the holograms with an expression of triumph.

	"As you can see, I will leave nothing to chance. This one is the best at what he does. And when Jack and Zee are eliminated, nothing will stand in our way."

	The figure turned and began walking toward the exit, his cloak billowing behind him. Just before leaving, he stopped and spoke again, without looking back:

	"l will not fail."

	 

	
With those words, the figure disappeared into the hallway, leaving those present with an uneasy feeling. Drax, however, seemed more confident than ever.

	"Ladies and gentlemen," said Drax, returning to the table, "the future is in our hands. And nothing—and no one—can stop

	The Silver Phantom had lifted off from the orbit of the remote planet where they had left Gearhead behind, bound for

	Zorvax-7, a desert world known for its black market and lawlessness. During the trip, Jack couldn't stop looking at himself in the ship's mirrors, still assimilating his new appearance. His hair shone under the artificial light, and his green eyes, now more expressive, reflected a mixture of curiosity and anxiety.

	"How are you feeling?" asked Lyra, approaching with a friendly smile. Her silver suit highlighted her athletic and elegant figure—no doubt Jack would have flirted with her, except that he was still getting used to his new shape.

	"Weird," Jack replied, laughing a little to ease the tension. "It's like I'm in someone else's body. Although... it's not so bad.

	I'm just not used to looking like this yet."

	"It suits you. You have a presence you didn't have before. More... intriguing." Lyra sat down next to him, crossing her legs naturally.

	"Thank you," Jack said, blushing slightly, surprised by the comment. "Though I still have my doubts."[image: Image]

	Lyra smiled, with a look that combined complicity and amusement.

	"Don't worry, I'll teach you how to move in this new world. Sometimes, appearance is as important as skills."[image: Image]

	The Silver Phantom landed on Zorvax-7, a desert planet where the scorching sun and sandstorms were as common as smugglers and mercenaries. The landscape was barren and desolate, with endless dunes stretching to the horizon. The air was hot and dry, and the wind carried with it particles of sand that scraped against the skin like tiny knives.[image: Image]

	Before the group stepped off the ship, Lyra handed Jack a coverall, as he was still in the robe Gearhead had given him after his change. Jack, Lyra, and Zee exited the ship, adjusting their goggles and cloaks to keep out the dust. Zee, with his ability to adapt to different climates, seemed less affected by the extreme heat. His blue-gray skin glistened in the sun, and his bony ridges seemed to absorb the heat, keeping him cool.

	"This place is hell," said Jack, spitting sand that had managed to sneak into his mouth. "Why do we always end up on the worst planets?"

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"Because the worst planets are where the best secrets are hidden," Lyra replied with a smile, adjusting her glasses. "Come on, the black market is on the other side of those dunes."

	They walked toward the market, a chaotic place filled with makeshift stalls and characters of every imaginable species. The air smelled of exotic spices, grilled meat, and hot metal. Merchants shouted their bargains, and customers haggled fervently. Jack couldn't help but feel uncomfortable in his new body, especially when some of the merchants looked at him with interest.

	"We need new clothes," said Lyra, pointing to a stall full of extravagant garments. "You can't just wear those overalls." "Really? Heels and dresses? I don't think I could walk in those." Jack looked at the options sceptically.

	"Trust me, you'll look amazing. Besides, it's not all about comfort. Sometimes, looks are our best weapon." Lyra smiled, picking up a black silk dress with silver details.

	Jack sighed but finally agreed. After trying on several options, she chose a tight, dark red dress with a V-neckline and a skirt that allowed her to move somewhat freely. Lyra helped her pick out some black heels, though Jack wasn't convinced.

	"This is torture," said Jack, walking awkwardly in her heels.

	"You'll get used to it," Lyra replied, smiling. "And if you don't, you can always use them as a weapon."[image: Image]

	"Ladies," commented the merchant, "you've already chosen something?"

	Meanwhile, Zee moved cautiously through the crowd, his black eyes scanning the surroundings for any sign of danger. He knew that, in a place like this, valuable information was not found in the main stalls, but in the dark and forgotten corners. Lyra had given him a hint before they parted ways: "Look for a Trillidian named Vexor. He's a reliable informant, but be careful. He doesn't like strangers."

	After several minutes of searching, Zee found a small stall tucked away in a narrow alley. The stall was covered by a threadbare tarp, and the man behind the counter was a greyish-skinned Trillidian with compound eyes that glowed with a dim light. Vexor.

	"Vexor," Zee said, approaching cautiously. "Lyra Kane sent me."

	The Trillidian looked at him suspiciously, his compound eyes blinking rapidly.

	"Lyra Kane, huh?" he asked in a harsh, throaty voice. "And what does Agent Kane want this time?"

	[image: Image]

	"Information," Zee replied, remaining calm. "About Malvyn Drax."

	"Drax, huh? What makes you think I know anything about him?" Vexor laughed, a dry, unpleasant sound.

	"Lyra said you're the best," Zee said, crossing his arms. "And that you always have something worthwhile."

	Vexor looked at him for a moment, as if assessing his sincerity. Finally, he nodded and leaned forward, lowering his voice.

	"All right. I have something you might be interested in. But it's not going to be cheap."[image: Image]

	"We're not here to haggle," said Zee, pulling out a bag of credits and placing it on the counter. "Tell me what you know." Vexor took the bag, quickly counting the credits before putting it away.

	"Drax is planning something big. Something that will change intergalactic trade forever. But he won't do it alone. He needs allies—but there is someone who has been warning about his true intentions. You should meet with that guy. He'll be at an event shortly."

	"Where?" asked Zee, leaning forward.

	"At Techara Prime's intergalactic gala," Vexor replied, his eyes glinting mischievously. "That's where they'll find what they're looking for. This Drax detractor is looking for someone to believe his story. Seems you both have a common interest."

	"How do you know all this?" Zee questioned as he continued to process the information.

	"That's none of your business. I just know the information is good. And if Lyra Kane is involved, then you know I'm not lying to you." Vexor smiled, showing a row of sharp teeth.

	"Thank you, Vexor. Lyra will thank you." Zee looked at him for a moment, evaluating his words. Finally, he nodded.

	"l don't doubt it," said Vexor, leaning back in his chair. "Now, if you have no further questions, I have other clients to attend to."

	Zee turned and walked out of the alley, feeling the weight of the information he had just gained. He knew they had to act fast. Drax wouldn't wait, and the intergalactic gala was their best chance to stop him.

	Returning to the main market, Zee found Jack and Lyra examining a dark red dress at a nearby stall. He approached them, lowering his voice so as not to attract attention.

	"I've got something," Zee said, looking at Lyra. "Vexor gave us a lead. Drax will be at Techara Prime's intergalactic gala."

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"That's what we needed. Well done, Zee," Lyra nodded, an expression of determination on her face.

	"And how did Lyra know this Vexor?" Jack raised an eyebrow, looking at Zee curiously.

	"Vexor and I have... history. He's a reliable informant, but he doesn't like to work for free. Did you give him the credits?"

	Lyra smiled, adjusting her platinum blonde hair.

	"Yes," Zee replied, "but it was worth it. We have a location and a target."

	"It looks like you'll have to learn to walk in heels after all," Lyra joked, and Jack grimaced.

	"Don't worry, Jack. I'll teach you everything you need to know," Lyra laughed, taking the dress and paying the merchant,

	Zee looked at her companions, feeling a mixture of relief and concern. She knew the intergalactic gala would be dangerous, but it was also her best chance to stop Drax.

	"Come on," said Zee, looking toward the horizon. "We have a gala to attend."

	Suddenly, a roar shook the market. Traders ran in all directions, and a huge man with a metal jaw appeared out of the dust.

	It was Krag "Ironjaw" Voss, the most feared bounty hunter in the universe, and Jack and Zee recognized him immediately.

	Ironjaw was an imposing figure, standing over six feet tall with a muscular build that seemed to defy the laws of physics. His skin was covered with scars, and his metal jaw gleamed in the sun, giving him a terrifying appearance. One bright red mechanical eye scanned the environment, while the other, natural and dark brown, reflected an eerie coldness. He wore heavy armor with metal plates, and his gloves had steel knuckles that seemed capable of shattering anything in their path.

	"Jack Ryder!" Ironjaw roared, pointing his gun at the group. His voice was low and metallic, as if coming from the depths of an abyss. "l knew I'd find you here."

	"What's wrong with this guy? Doesn't he have anything better to do?" Jack shouted, taking cover. "l thought he only took high-profile jobs."

	"We don't have time for this. Cover me!" Lyra drew her gun and moved to Jade's side.

	Ironjaw advanced toward them, ignoring the merchants who were trying to escape. Jack, still uncomfortable in his heels, stumbled and fell to the ground.

	"Damn heels!" he shouted, getting up quickly.

	"Wow," said Ironjaw, facing Jack, "l thought your partner was the shape-shifter, but no matter what you look like, your

	DNA is the same. You are my prey."

	Lyra fired, but Ironjaw dodged the laser beams with surprising agility for someone his size. Jack, frustrated, took off his heels and hurled them at Ironjaw, hitting him in the face.[image: Image]

	"That hurt!" Ironjaw shouted, rubbing his metal jaw.

	"Let's go!" Zee shouted, suddenly appearing. "We have to go!"

	The marketplace of Zorvax-7 was in chaos. Traders were running in all directions, stalls were flying through the air, and the air was filled with screams and the sound of shattering glass. In the midst of the pandemonium, Jack, Lyra, and Zee were running towards the Silver Phantom, closely pursued by Krag "Ironjaw" Voss, the most feared bounty hunter in the universe.

	"We can't leave him behind!" Jade shouted, looking over her shoulder as she ran. Ironjaw strode forward with long, heavy strides, his metal jaw gleaming in the scorching sun of Zorvax-7. His red mechanical eye scanned the terrain, and his deep voice echoed through the air like thunder.

	"Jack Ryder, you can't outrun me!" Ironjaw roared, raising his weapon and firing a blast of energy that hit a nearby stall, sending sparks and debris everywhere.

	[image: Image]"Cover me!" Lyra shouted, drawing her blaster and firing at Ironjaw to distract him. The laser beams hit the bounty hunter's armor, but failed to stop him.

	"Zee, prepare for take-off!" commanded Jack, running towards the access ramp of the Silver Phantom. The ship was only a few meters away, but Ironjaw was closing fast.

	Zee, who was already in the ship, activated the take-off systems. The ionized engines roared, and the ship's lights flashed as a signal that it was ready to depart.

	"Get upstairs now!" Zee shouted from inside, looking out the back window.

	Jack and Lyra ran up the ramp, but just as they were about to go up, Ironjaw reached out his giant arm, trying to grab Jack by the arm.

	"Not so fast!" he roared, his gloved fingers brushing Jade's sleeve.

	But he failed to brace himself in time; the ship took thrust and the bounty hunter fell and rolled onto the sands of

	Zorvax-7.

	"Goodbye, ugly!" cried Jack, closing the hatch.

	The ship took off, leaving Ironjaw behind, who roared in frustration as he watched them escape.

	 


Chapter 5: The Stellar Gala

	The interior of The Silver Phantom was silent, except for the soft hum of the engines and the sound of the stars gliding by the windows. Jack was sitting in a chair in front of a makeshift mirror, looking at his reflection with a mixture of curiosity and nervousness. Lyra Kane stood behind him, holding a makeup brush in one hand and a palette of shadows in the other. "I'm not sure about this," said Jack, looking at Lyra through the mirror. "I've never worn makeup, let alone heels."

	"Relax. This is not so different from preparing for a mission. Only instead of guns, we use brushes." Lyra smiled, gently applying foundation to Jack's face.

	Jack laughed, but his laughter was cut short when Lyra began applying shadow to his eyelids. "What if I fall down in the middle of the gala? Or if someone recognizes me?"

	"You won't fall," Lyra said confidently. "And as for being recognized, trust me. With this look, no one will know you're Jack

	Ryder."

	Lyra continued to apply his makeup, applying eyeliner and mascara with expert precision. When she finished, Jack looked at himself in the mirror and was speechless. His face, once scarred by the roughness of his life as a mercenary, now looked smooth and elegant, with a hint of mystery in his green eyes.[image: Image]

	"Wow," Jack murmured, gently touching his cheek. "l can't believe it's me."

	"You look amazing," said Lyra, smirking. "But we're not done yet. Now for the heels."

	"Really, I can't wear combat boots?" Jack sighed, looking at the high-heeled shoes Lyra had placed on the floor.

	"Not at an intergalactic gala," Lyra replied, laughing. "Come, I'll show you."

	Lyra took Jack's hands and helped him up. Jack wobbled a little as he stood, feeling the instability of the heels for the first time.

	"This is impossible!" he protested, grabbing Lyra's arm for balance. "How am I supposed to walk in this?"

	[image: Image]"It's a matter of practice," said Lyra, holding Jack firmly. "Imagine you're walking on a tightrope. Keep your back straight and distribute your weight."

	Jack grimaced but followed Lyra's instructions. With slow, careful steps, he began to walk around the room, clutching

	Lyra's arm.

	"Not too bad," said Jack, smiling proudly after a few steps. "Maybe I can do this."

	"l knew it," said Lyra, smiling. "You just need a little confidence."[image: Image]

	As Jack continued to practice, Lyra watched him with a warm gaze. There was something about the way Jack moved, the way he laughed at his own stumbles, that made Lyra feel closer to him. Finally, Jack stopped in front of Lyra, still holding onto her arm.

	"Thank you, Lyra," said Jade, looking into her eyes. "1 don't know what I would have done without you."

	"I will always be here to help you. No matter what," Lyra smiled, feeling a surge of excitement.

	For a moment, they stared at each other in silence, the air between them charged with a tension they hadn't felt before. Jade felt her heart beating faster, and Lyra seemed to be holding her breath. Slowly, Lyra leaned forward, as if she were about to kiss her.

	But at that moment, Zee entered the room, breaking the moment.

	"Ready for the gala?" he asked, not noticing the tension in the air.

	Jade and Lyra quickly parted, both blushing.

	"Yes, we're ready," said Lyra, regaining her composure. "Come on, Jade. It's time to save the universe."[image: Image]

	Jade nodded, feeling a mixture of nervousness and excitement. She took Lyra's hand, and together they left the room, ready to face the intergalactic gala and whatever else awaited them. Although the intimate moment had passed, they both knew something had changed between them—something they couldn't ignore.

	The Silver Phantom entered orbit around Techara Prime, the planet glowing like a jewel in the darkness of space. Jade, Lyra, and Zee were preparing for their riskiest mission yet: infiltrating the intergalactic gala, an event filled with the most powerful elites in the universe. As the ship approached the planet, Lyra reviewed the details of the plan one last time. "Remember," said Lyra, adjusting her agent's suit, "we're here to get information, not to draw attention to ourselves." Jade looked at herself in the mirror, still uncomfortable in her fancy dress and the heels Lyra had forced her to wear. The dark red dress set off her figure, but Jade couldn't help but feel like she was in disguise.

	"Easy for you to say," said Jade, adjusting her neckline uncomfortably. "You don't have to walk in these damn shoes." "Just remember, Jade, if you fall, do it in style," Zee, who had transformed into a flawless alien waiter, said with a smile.

	Lyra laughed and passed a small device to both of them.

	"This is a transmitter. If you find anything important, send me a signal."[image: Image]

	"l understand. Now, how do we get there without being discovered?" Jade nodded, stowing the device in her bag. "The last time we were here, we attracted a lot of attention."

	"Stylishly," Lyra replied, smiling. "Let's go."

	The gala was being held in an impressive glass room atop one of Techara Prime's tallest skyscrapers. With Lyra's contacts, they were able to enter undetected—Zee infiltrated as part of the staff, while Jade and Lyra entered as guests. The agent smiled and handed over the invitations.

	"Agent Lyra Kane," said the security guard as he authenticated the invitation, "please come in." The blonde entered, but not without looking over her shoulder at Jack, who was next in line.

	"Your invitation, please," said the guard cordially, but with a tone of authority.

	"Of course." Jack's heart raced as he rummaged in his bag for the card Lyra had given him when he got off the ship. He held it out and smiled nervously.

	The guard took the plastic firmly and analysed it. It was only a few seconds, but Jack felt like an eternity had passed.

	"Miss Jade Nova," said the guard, "you are welcome to the intergalactic gala."

	"Jade Nova?" he repeated under his breath as he walked. Doesn't sound bad, he thought.

	"Remember, Jade," Lyra whispered as they walked through the crowd, "act like you belong here."

	"Easy," Jade replied, trying to walk gracefully. "I'm just a beautiful and mysterious woman at a gala. Nothing out of the ordinary."

	"Don't be too smart," said the blonde.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"What's wrong with me?" he answered. "You just changed my name."

	"Yes, because although you think you're very clever with your disguise, it was useless without a good alias. Besides, it suits you—fitting for a beautiful and mysterious woman."

	Those last words were spoken too close to Jade, who flinched.

	As they mingled with the crowd, Jade couldn't help but feel overwhelmed by the opulence of the place. The bright lights, soft music, and aroma of exotic food transported him to a world completely different from his own.

	"Do you like it?" Lyra asked, noticing Jade's expression.

	"It's... impressive," Jade admitted. "Though I still prefer my pilot jacket and the sleazy bars."

	"Come on, let's dance," Lyra smiled.

	"Dancing?" Jade asked, uncomfortable. "l don't know how to dance, and weren't we supposed to be inconspicuous?"

	"I'll teach you," said Lyra, taking him by the hand, "and it'll help us blend in."

	On the dance floor, Lyra guided Jade with smooth, graceful movements. Though Jade stumbled a couple of times, he soon grew more comfortable, enjoying the music and Lyra's closeness.

	"You're not so bad," said Lyra, smiling. "For a mercenary, you've got rhythm."

	"Thank you..." Jade murmured, cheeks warm.

	Suddenly, the front door burst open, and Krag 'Ironjaw' Voss stormed into the hall, causing a stir among the guests. His presence was impossible to ignore: over two meters tall, a metal jaw gleaming under the lights, and a red mechanical eye scanning the room coldly.

	"Jack Ryder!" Ironjaw roared, pointing directly at Jade. "You can't hide from me!"

	The guests began to murmur, looking at Jade with surprise and fear.

	"This guy doesn't know when to give up," Lyra cursed under her breath.

	"Really? Here? Now?" Jade turned away from Lyra, glaring at Ironjaw with exasperation.[image: Image]

	Ironjaw advanced toward him, ignoring the guards trying to stop him.

	"Oh boy, every time I meet you, you look different—but you're my prey. You are—"

	"Jade Nova," he interrupted sharply, "and I'm sick of this."

	"I'm sorry to bother you, Miss Nova," Ironjaw sneered, "but I'm not letting you slip away again."

	"Look, buddy, I don't have time for this." Jade sighed, pulling a compact blaster from his bag and levelling it at the bounty hunter. "l don't want to see you again."

	"That's it, girl!" shouted a woman from the crowd.

	"Yes, you tell him!" another added.

	"I've dealt with my ex-boyfriends that way too," called a third.

	"But—what?" Jade blinked in confusion. "This monster has nothing to do with me!" "Hey," Ironjaw grumbled, "first you call me ugly, now this?"

	"Get over it," another woman chimed in. "She doesn't want you anymore, big guy."

	"This is beyond awkward," Jade muttered, face burning as he kept the blaster trained on Ironjaw.

	"Sir, this isn't the place for a scene," a guard interjected. "We've all been heartbroken. Please leave."

	With a growl, Ironjaw wrestled against the guards. Lyra seized Jade's arm, pulling him backward as they retreated—until a tall, slender man in an immaculate black suit waved them over. His nervous eyes darted around the room.

	"You ladies are attracting... quite the attention," the man murmured, bowing slightly. Jade and Lyra exchanged glances. Adjusting his dress, Jade forced a casual stance.

	"A minor setback," Lyra said smoothly. "How can we help you?"

	"I'm Toren Vell. An... employee of Malvyn Drax." He glanced over his shoulder. "And I need your help."

	"A Drax lackey?" Jade's eyebrow shot up. "Wait—you're the traitor we're after?"

	"Quiet," Toren hissed. "Yes, I'm the one leaking Drax's secrets. I know his plans. If we don't stop him, intergalactic trade will be his."

	"And what do you expect us to do?" Lyra looked at Jade, then back at Toren.

	Toren pulled a small device from his pocket and pressed it into Lyra's hand.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"It's all in the Nexus Core space base. Drax orchestrated the bombings, the market manipulations—everything. He wants to control every trade route, shipment, and transaction. If he succeeds, no one will stop him. The evidence is there: recordings, documents, plans. This device has the base schematics. Use it."[image: Image]

	"Why you?" Jade eyed the device sceptically. "If you have proof, why not go to the authorities?"

	"Drax owns the authorities," Toren hissed. "1'd be dead before I reached them. But you? You're already targets. You've got nothing left to lose." His fingers trembled.

	Lyra tucked the device into Jade's bag. "Understood. This could save millions."

	Toren scanned the room again. "Go. Now. If his spies see us together—"

	"Wait." Jade grabbed his arm. "Why risk your life for this?"

	Toren's voice cracked. "Because I watched him burn my planet to ash. My family with it. I won't let him do it again."[image: Image]

	Jade's grip softened. "We'll stop him."

	With a final nod, Toren vanished into the crowd.

	"Well," Jade adjusted his dress, "guess we're infiltrating a space base."

	Lyra smirked, threading her fingers through his. "First, we exit discreetly. Thank the stars your 'ex' is causing a diversion."

	"HE'S NOT My—ugh, let's go."

	"JADE NOVA!" Ironjaw bellowed, shoving past guards. "YOU CAN'T RUN FOREVER!"

	"Unbelievable," Jade muttered, thumbing the blaster's safety off— —CRASH.

	A plate of salad exploded against Ironjaw's face.

	"Whoops! Salad's extra crispy tonight!" Zee called from the buffet.

	Ironjaw roared, scraping greens from his jaw. "YOU'LL REGRET THAT, WHELP!"

	"At least someone finds me irresistible," Jade taunted, sprinting—then nearly ate marble as his heels wobbled.

	The guards, now reinforced by arriving agents, dogpiled Ironjaw. But as Jade and Lyra reached the exit, the crowd parted.

	A figure stepped forward, polished boots clicking. Cold. Calculated.

	Malvyn Drax had arrived.

	"What is this disturbance?" Drax's voice cut through the chaos, calm yet razor-edged. "Who dares disrupt my gala?"

	Ironjaw stiffened. "Drax, you know why I'm here. You're the one who—" "'Krag Voss'?" Drax arched a brow, feigning ignorance. "1 don't recall that name."

	The bounty hunter's mechanical eye flickered. 'ISO that's how you play it."

	"This man isn't just a brute—he's a liar." Drax spread his hands, the picture of wounded nobility. "Guards, arrest him. He matches the terrorist profiles perfectly."

	As guards swarmed Ironjaw, Drax leaned in, his whisper venomous. "Failure after failure. Now you're a joke. Useless."

	[image: Image]Ironjaw snarled, thrashing against his captors—until Drax's sleeve shifted, revealing a glinting device. A silent assassin's tool.

	Jade's gut twisted. Rival or not, no one deserves a back-alley execution.

	"Hey, ugly!" Jade stepped into view, blaster raised.

	Drax froze, his contemptuous gaze locking onto him. "And you are?"[image: Image]

	BANG.

	The shot struck Drax's hand, sending the weapon clattering. A glancing hit—Jade's pocket blaster lacked range—but enough. Ironjaw seized the moment, elbow-slammed a guard, and bolted.

	Across the room, Jade and Drax's eyes met. Fury burned in both, but Lyra was already dragging him backward.

	"Not here," she hissed. "Move."

	As they melted into the crowd, Jade's pulse roared. This isn't over.


Chapter 6: The Threshold Of Power

	Once safely in space, the group gathered in the Silver Phantom's control room to review the information Zee had obtained.

	The holographic display showed a complex diagram of trade routes, key planets, and a network of technological devices.

	Zee, in his usual serious tone, explained the details.

	"Drax plans to control intergalactic trade using advanced technology," said Zee, pointing to the screen. "These devices are designed to intercept and reroute any shipments passing through the main trade routes. If he succeeds in implementing them, he will have an absolute monopoly."

	"That explains why he was so interested in eliminating us. We know too much," Jade leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms.

	"We can't let that happen. If Drax controls trade, he will have power over entire planets. The galactic economy will collapse." Lyra nodded, her expression worried.

	"So, what do we do?" Jade asked, looking at Lyra and Zee.

	"We have to go to Nexus Core," Lyra replied determinedly. "It's Drax's headquarters. That's where all the information and technology he needs to carry out his plan is stored."

	Zee adjusted the screen controls, showing a detailed plan of Nexus Core.

	"The station is heavily guarded, but if we can infiltrate, we can disable the security systems and expose Drax's plans." "We have an advantage—the information Toren gave us. We could avoid the patrols if we find a blind spot," said Lyra.

	"It sounds like just another normal day for us. Let's go for it." Jade smiled, with a glint of determination in her green eyes.

	The Silver Phantom approached Nexus Core, an imposing space station orbiting a black hole. The station was a maze of metal towers and glowing panels, protected by an army of drones and guards. The group prepared for infiltration, reviewing blueprints and patrol routes for the guards.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"The plan is simple," said Lyra, adjusting her agent suit. "We split into two teams: Jade and I will enter through the main hangar, while Zee infiltrates through the ventilation ducts."

	Zee nodded, checking his tool belt.

	"Once inside, we will meet at the control core. That is where we will be able to deactivate the systems."

	Jade adjusted her pilot suit, while Lyra had tailored her pilot jacket to her new dimensions, pairing it with a plum-coloured above-the-knee skirt, a dark blouse with a modest neckline, and below-the-knee combat boots.

	"Ready when you are."

	The group infiltrated Nexus Core with relative ease, thanks to the cloaking devices. However, as they navigated the corridors, they stumbled upon a group of guards who appeared... hopelessly lost.

	"l told you we shouldn't have taken that elevator," grumbled one.

	"Look, if you're not going to help, keep quiet," snapped the officer in charge.

	Jade and Lyra froze, staring at the disoriented guards. For a moment, neither side seemed to grasp the situation.

	"Stop! What are you doing here?" barked the lead guard, levelling his weapon. He was broad-shouldered, his face scrunched in confusion.

	The women exchanged a glance. Then Jade flipped a mental coin and chose chaos.

	"Oh, thank the stars you found us!" she gasped, clasping her hands in mock distress. "We've been wandering forever!" [image: Image]"Lost?" The guards blinked at each other.

	"Yes!" Jade inched closer, widening her eyes. "We're part of the inspection team, but this place is a labyrinth. Could you possibly escort us?"

	"Nobody informed us about an inspection..." The leader lowered his gun slightly, suspicion warring with bewilderment.

	A metallic clink sounded behind them. Zee's shock device hit the floor, releasing a crackling burst of electricity. The guards crumpled.

	"Good timing, Zee!" Jade grinned. "Though a minute sooner would've spared the theatrics."

	"Ventilation shafts aren't designed for speed," Zee deadpanned, stepping over the unconscious bodies.

	Nexus Core's nerve centre was a cathedral of data. Holographic screens pulsed with real-time star charts, their glow reflecting off polished metal walls. The floor was a tangle of humming conduits, and the air carried the sharp tang of ozone. Dominating the room was the primary console, its hologram painting the galaxy's trade routes in ominous red—Drax's planned chokeholds.

	Jade, Lyra, and Zee edged inside, the gravity of the moment pressing down. Shadows slithered at the edges of the flickering light.

	"Unbelievable," Jade breathed, spinning slowly. "We're actually here."

	"Save the awe for later," Lyra muttered, checking her weapon's charge. "This intel won't leak itself."

	Zee's hands danced across the console. Within seconds, schematics of Drax's entire operation unfurled across every screen.

	"We have everything," said Zee, holding up a device that glowed with stolen data. "Now we just have to transmit it."

	"Looks like we finally beat Drax." Jade smiled, a wave of relief washing over her. [image: Image]"Not so fast," purred a cold, calculating voice that echoed through the chamber.

	"l had to open my big mouth," Jade groaned.

	Lights blazed to life, revealing Malvyn Drax and a phalanx of armed guards surrounding them. Drax's lips curled in a predatory grin, his steel-gray eyes alight with triumph.

	"Nice try," he drawled, stepping forward with lethal grace. "But you're even more predictable than I imagined."

	"Your game ends here, Drax." Jade stepped forward, her stance defiant.

	"Do you really think you can stop me?" Drax chuckled, the sound like ice cracking. "As Jack, you never stood a chance. As a woman? Even less so." His gaze sharpened. "0h yes, I know all about your little... identity swap."[image: Image]

	Jade didn't flinch. Her blaster was in her hand and firing before Drax finished speaking. The laser scorched air as he twisted aside with unnatural speed.

	Chaos erupted.

	Guards opened fire, filling the room with searing beams. Lyra and Zee moved as one—Lyra picking off targets with surgical precision while Zee hurled shock devices that sent guards spasming to the floor.

	[image: Image][image: Image]Jade closed the distance to Drax. They became a whirlwind of strikes and counters, her ferocity meeting his polished brutality. A well-placed shot grazed Drax's shoulder, sending him stumbling back.[image: Image]

	"You can't win!" Jade shouted, firing again.

	"This won't end how you imagine," Drax snarled, though his grin never wavered.

	Reinforcements stormed in. The tide was turning.

	"Transmit now!" Zee yelled, fingers flying across the console.

	"Covering you!" Lyra pivoted, her blaster singing.

	Jade took a brutal punch to the ribs. She hit the deck, gasping.

	"Jade!" Lyra's voice cut through the din.

	"I've got him right where I want him," Jade coughed, flashing a bloody thumbs-up before Drax's boot connected with her side. "Just send it!"

	Zee slammed the final command. Screens across the room flared crimson:

	TRANSMISSION IN PROGRESS

	"We did it!" Zee shouted, grinning in triumph.

	But Drax wasn't finished. With a sharp gesture, he summoned another wave of guards, their weapons humming to life. The room became a kill box.

	"We're pinned down!" Lyra yelled, squeezing off shots as the circle tightened.

	Then—the walls shook.

	A massive silhouette filled the doorway, backlit by emergency lights. Krag Voss. His metal jaw glinted like a blade.

	"Ironjaw?!" Jade gasped.

	"Not here for you," the cyborg rumbled, storming past them toward Drax's forces. "Drax betrayed me. This is personal." Drax's sneer faltered. "Voss? You incompetent wretch—"

	"I'm not YOUR DOG anymore!" Ironjaw's roar drowned the gunfire as he mowed through guards, his augmented fists crushing armor like foil.

	"Move!" Jade barked. Seizing the opening, the trio fell into formation:

	Jade and Lyra picked off stragglers with lethal precision.

	Zee hacked the lockdown protocols, his fingers a blur.

	Ironjaw was a hurricane of vengeance, tossing guards into walls.

	Drax's veneer cracked. "You can't—Nexus Core is MINE!"

	"Wrong." Jade sprinted at him, blaster raised—

	Drax flicked his wrist. A needle-thin pistol slid into his palm. The shot never came.[image: Image]

	Ironjaw wrenched Drax's arm backward, the snap of bone audible. "Game. Over." He lifted the tyrant like a ragdoll.

	"Unhand me, you—"

	"Know exactly what you are," Ironjaw growled. Then he THREW Drax—

	CRASH. The warlord ploughed through a console, sparks erupting around him.

	Jade stood over Drax, her blaster steady. "The galaxy's not yours to break."[image: Image]

	Drax groped for a weapon—

	Ironjaw's boot pinned him down. "Try it."

	Lyra and Zee stepped forward, staring down at the fallen magnate. The glow of shattered consoles painted their faces in flickering relief.

	"We've won," Lyra said, her smile sharp with vindication. "And this time... there's no backdoor."

	Drax coughed a laugh, blood smearing his teeth. "Power always finds a way, little rebels."

	"Maybe someday," Jade countered, holstering her blaster with a victorious smirk. "But today? Today belongs to us."

	As Galactic Enforcement agents swarmed the room—their arrival triggered by Zee's damning transmission—Drax was hauled upright in heavy restraints. The smirk never left his face, even as the cuffs locked.

	The team regrouped in the wreckage. Ironjaw stood apart, his armor scorched and one optic flickering, but his stance unbroken. Jade extended her hand.

	"We owe you, Voss."[image: Image]

	"Don't flatter yourself. I came for him." A beat. Then his gargantuan hand engulfed hers in a shake that nearly dislocated her shoulder. "...But you fight decent. For a human."

	Jade grinned, shaking out her fingers. Around them, the station groaned—a dying beast.

	"Let's go home," Zee said, watching Drax's silhouette vanish into a detention shuttle. The holographic trade routes behind them flickered from crimson to blue, the galaxy's arteries flowing free once more.

	 


Chapter 7: New Horizons Under The Stars

	With Malvyn Drax finally defeated and arrested, the group headed for the Galactic Intelligence Agency's base, an imposing complex located on a space station in orbit around a neutral planet. The station was a spectacle of advanced technology, with gleaming metal towers and solar panels capturing light from a nearby star. As they approached, the Silver Phantom was greeted by an escort of security ships that guided them into the main hangar.

	The hangar was huge, with high ceilings and bright lights illuminating every corner. Maintenance robots moved silently through the area, and the air smelled of clean metal and freshly applied oil. Stepping off the ship, Jade, Lyra, Zee, and Ironjaw were greeted by a group of intelligence agents, who escorted them into the base.[image: Image]

	"Welcome, I'm Jarek Thorne," said a senior agent, with a friendly smile. "You have done an invaluable service to the galaxy. Drax is now in custody, and his plans have been exposed thanks to you."

	Jade felt relieved, but also exhausted. The last few days had been a roller coaster of emotions, and now, at last, they could rest.

	"Thank you," said Jade, with a tired but genuine smile. "It was a team effort."

	"And an amazing team, by the way," Lyra nodded, placing a hand on Jade's shoulder.

	The group was taken to a conference room, where they were offered food and drink. The room was large, with windows offering a breathtaking view of outer space. The stars shone in the distance, and the planet below them looked like a blue and green jewel.

	The group sat in a conference room inside the Galactic Intelligence Agency base. The windows offered a breathtaking view of outer space, with stars shining in the distance and a blue and green planet slowly spinning below them. Jarek Thorne, the senior agent, stood in front of them, his expression serious but friendly.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"You've done a remarkable job," Thorne said, looking at Jade, Lyra, Zee, and Ironjaw. "Drax is behind bars, and his network is being dismantled thanks to the information you recovered. But the universe is a big place, and there are always new threats."

	"And what do you suggest, Agent Thorne? That we join your team?" Jade commented, crossing her arms.

	"Not exactly. I won't ask you to formally join the agency. But you could work as outside agents. Lyra would be your direct contact here, and you could continue doing what you do best." Thorne smiled slightly.

	"Outside agents? That sounds interesting. Will there be credits involved?" Zee, who had been adjusting his tool belt, raised an eyebrow.

	"Of course. We don't expect you to work for free. And you'll have access to agency resources when you need them," Thorne laughed, a rare but genuine sound.

	"Look who got greedy all of a sudden," Jade joked.

	"l am not an agent. I prefer to continue working on my own," Ironjaw grunted from the corner, arms crossed.

	"What do you think, Lyra? Ready to be our agency liaison?" Jade asked, turning to Lyra, who responded with a warm smile.

	"I've always preferred the field to the office. It'll be a pleasure to work with you... in an official capacity," Lyra replied, leaning forward with a knowing expression.

	"AII right, Thorne. We accept. But don't expect us to follow all the rules," Jade declared. The group exchanged glances, then nodded in agreement.

	"l wouldn't expect it from you. Welcome to the team," Thorne said, extending his hand to Jade.[image: Image]

	Later, after Thorne left and the others dispersed to rest, Jade and Lyra found themselves alone in a smaller room with a panoramic view of space. Jade stood by the window, gazing at the stars, while Lyra approached with two cups of space [image: Image]nectar.[image: Image]

	"It looks like this is just the beginning," Lyra said, offering Jade a drink.

	"Yeah, but I'm not complaining. Though I'll need to track down Gearhead to get the Star Coyote back. Can't keep borrowing this ship forever," Jade replied, taking a sip with a smile.

	"Don't worry. Gearhead always shows up when you least expect it. And in the meantime, you've got The Silver Phantom," Lyra chuckled, leaning against the window.

	"Speaking of which... I'm in no rush to go back to being Jack. 'Jade Nova' has a nice ring to it. Maybe she'll stick around for a while," Jade mused, meeting Lyra's gaze.

	"It suits you. And not just because of the dress and makeup. There's something about you that... shines," Lyra said softly, edging closer.[image: Image]

	"Thank you, Lyra. I don't know what I'd have done without you through all this," Jade admitted, her cheeks warming as their eyes locked.

	"Jade, there's something I've been thinking about..." Lyra hesitated, glancing down before meeting Jade's eyes again, her expression tender but resolved.

	"What is it?" Jade asked, holding her breath.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"That maybe this isn't just a professional partnership. That maybe... there's something more between us," Lyra whispered, closing the distance until their lips were barely apart.

	Jade's pulse raced, but she didn't pull away. Instead, she smiled.

	"Lyra, if you're saying what I think you're saying... I'm not going to stop you."

	Lyra's smile was the last thing Jade saw before she bridged the gap between them, kissing her with a tenderness that left them both breathless. It was brief but electric—a silent promise sealed in the starlight.

	"Well, that was... really good," Jade murmured when they parted, her lips still tingling as a surge of warmth bloomed in her chest. She couldn't suppress her smile—wide, unguarded, the kind that made her eyes crinkle at the corners.

	Lyra's answering grin was equally bright, though a flicker of playful doubt crossed her features. "Just 'good'?" she teased, brushing a thumb along Jade's knuckles.

	"Okay, stellar," Jade conceded, laughing as she leaned their foreheads together. "But don't let it go to your head."

	"Too late." Lyra's voice dropped to a whisper, her breath mingling with Jade's. "Though I'm happy to keep... calibrating your expectations."

	The stars outside the viewport seemed to pulse in time with Jade's heartbeat.


Epilogue

	Six months after the events at Nexus Core, the universe had become a slightly safer place. Malvyn Drax languished behind bars, his empire of corruption systematically dismantled. Jade Nova, Lyra Kane, and Zyloth "Zee" Vex had transitioned from fugitives to unsung heroes, operating as the Galactic Intelligence Agency's most unconventional—and effective— outside operatives.

	"Here's to another successful mission!" Jade declared, raising a glass of shimmering space nectar. The liquid caught the [image: Image]starlight, casting prismatic reflections across the Star Coyote's refurbished lounge.

	"To the team!" Zee added, clinking his glass against hers with a grin. His newly tailored suit—a far cry from his grease stained mechanic's gear—itched at the collar, but even he couldn't deny they'd earned this moment of celebration.

	Lyra swirled her drink, her boots propped on the table. "l can't believe we pulled all this off in six months." Her voice carried quiet pride, though her eyes lingered on Jade. "Then again, we do make a hell of a team."

	"Wasn't easy," Jade agreed, leaning back in her chair. Beyond the viewport, a nebula unfurled in hues of violet and gold— a sight she'd once taken for granted. Now, it felt like a promise. "But damn, was it worth it."

	"Speak for yourself," Zee muttered, tugging at his cufflinks. "Still not used to playing dress-up for these fancy de[image: Image]briefings."

	The trio burst into laughter, trading stories of botched disguises and near-misses—the Cantina Catastrophe on Rigel-7, the time Ironjaw accidentally hijacked a diplomat's hover-limo, the undercover gala where Lyra's "charming distraction" ended with three admirals in a fountain.

	As the laughter faded, Lyra stretched her legs, her boot nudging Jade's under the table. "Bright future ahead," she said softly, her smile as steady as the stars outside.

	Jade laced their fingers together, her thumb tracing Lyra's knuckles. No words were needed; the warmth between them spoke louder than any toast.

	"Always," Jade replied.

	And in the hush of the ship's hum, with Zee already scheming their next move and the cosmos stretching infinite before them, it was the truest thing she'd ever said.

	AFTERWORD

	Writing this story has been as thrilling as Jade's daring heists, as heartfelt as Lyra's quiet moments of vulnerability, and as unexpectedly rewarding as Zee's hidden depths. Through their banter, battles, and hard-won victories, I've chased a truth as old as the stars themselves: that our greatest fears—of being lost, of being unworthy, of standing still—often contain the seeds of our transformation.

	Jade's journey from fugitive to hero (however reluctantly she'd admit it), Lyra's balancing act between duty and desire, Zee's gruff exterior masking unwavering loyalty—they've all reminded me that reinvention isn't about erasing the past, but carrying it forward with new purpose.

	To you, the reader who joined this ragtag crew among the stars: thank you for sharing in their chaos and quiet triumphs. [image: Image]May their story leave you with stardust in your veins—and the certainty that even in a universe of shadows, there will always be light. Not the polished, predictable kind, but the wild glow of a supernova: messy, magnificent, and entirely its

	Until our paths cross again across the cosmos,

	Sofia Bacon.
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