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	Chapter 1

	────────────────────────

	 

	Jarret Spragg sat in the Hellcat's cockpit, drumming his fingers while glaring at his terminal’s screen. The plethora of names, faces, locations, and crimes making up each listing drifted by. He used his spare time to search for another job. He ran the calculations out of habit more than hope. Most bounties weren’t worth the combustant. Others, not the trouble they caused. A commodity that he collected. 

	Being self-employed meant he was ever hunting for work, no matter how big the latest payday. Every assignment came down to three numbers: payout, distance, and fuel cost. If the other factors were optimal, even the lowest job wasn’t worth it. Too far away with scant bounty ate into his profit. The price of propellant was the biggest bite out of his earnings. The fourth number, odds of getting spaced, was harder to track. 

	Finding the contract was the hardest and longest portion of the trade, a task which he hated. For every hour spent hunting on a dilapidated station, he invested another ten in front of the terminal scrounging for someone to hunt. Discovering new jobs closer to his location proved difficult. With the Contract Exchange’s data banks being the singular legitimate venue permitted, it limited his selection depending on his position.

	“Good payout. Though I don’t pursue down drug addicts,” Jarret said to the cockpit’s silence. 

	Having grown up on the Terra Mega-City of Austin, Jarret was used to a level of background noise like the wind whistling through a crack in the window, or the rumble of a passing vehicle. In the void of space, everything was silent, with the lone source of a racket being himself and his craft. He attempted to have something on as it filled the hole in his surroundings. One of Jarret’s favorites was an echocast named “Amnesia Drive,” by a Venusian called C. Salviati.

	“Funny thing. Remember the time the mayor of New Chicago’s daughter disappeared? Yeah? Not this cycle. Feels like yesterday, or maybe a parallel Thursday. The headlines declared she was the symbol of the future, all dimples and dynasty. And then, poof,” the host yammered in his own self importance.

	Those on the fringe of society employed an echocast to transmit free speech and thoughts. It served as the only secure and untraceable transmission option available. Whether they were independent news agencies or small-time techno-musicians, they sent the limited broadcasts out into the Sol System hoping to change someone’s day. Jarret used it to keep on top of the strange. His bounties would show up in some broadcast, giving him the edge he needed. 

	“Onto shinier things,” Salviati said, rambling on. “The Star of Luna, cut like a queen’s bosom, brighter than a Jovian divorce. Gone. Lowlife Romano Goldring found dead in a warehouse on Eros Five. This was before bounty hunters Jarret Spragg and Sabrina Forro could haul him in. Official story? Suicide. My opinion? Take a guess. However, the Jovian marshals have cleared Spragg and Forro of any wrongdoing. The report shows the gem was absent from the premises. So, unless he swallowed it, beamed it, or turned it into regret juice, someone else has it now.” 

	“Bastard, vinehead,” Jarret cursed, using a derogatory term for a Venusian.

	“Meanwhile, Luna’s government bumped the ransom for the gem’s return from ten grand to a cozy hundred-fifty thousand credits. Open market value sits north of twenty million, for those buyers who wears gloves made of other people’s taxes. If you seek fortune, fame, or a suspiciously well-lit death, this is your target.”

	He glared at the dashboard and clenched his fist. The temptation to hit something rose in his gullet, like an instant burrito trying to leave up the wrong tube. 

	“That womb-burning bastard,” Sabrina screamed from her quarters. 

	The compartment door swooshed open a moment later. Sabrina Forro, his business partner, and friend, floated into the cockpit. She let her feet touch the decking as the limited gravity took hold.

	“That …”

	“I take it you listened to Amnesia Drive.”

	“What the hell happened to rule three?” Sabrina yelled. 

	Rule three started as a joke. When he served in the Terran Armed Forces, his sergeants would tell him not to make the newspapers. 

	“We went after a massive bounty and made a splash. Bound to happen.”

	“How are we supposed to do our jobs if everyone knows who we are?” Sabrina plopped herself into the copilot’s chair.

	“It’s a tiny echocast. I doubt many people listen to it. Plus, it’s audio-only. No pics.”

	Before Sabrina could respond, a thud echoed across his modified Bishop-class light freighter from outside the hull. He glanced at the craft’s sensors. A piece of trash bounced off the Hellcat’s upper keel plating with no damage reported. 

	“What was that?” Sabrina asked. 

	“Space debris. They fought a massive battle near here. We’re fine.” Jarret made a note to get the dents filled and patched. 

	The Hellcat was more compact than other crafts in its weight classification without a vast cargo hold. Designed to transport passengers, spacefarers and light freight across the asteroid belt, many Bishops earned their wealth by shipping medicine, electronics, wealthy aristocrats, or high-priced technology.

	The craft was in no shape to attract any moneyed clientele. Jarret used it as a mobile base of operations to hunt bounties for the Jovian Republic. It was the only home he understood, and he had no other address. Its loss would devastate him more than he knew. 

	Being a cowboy wasn’t where he thought he’d be when he was sixteen, but it’s where he found himself. He had fought through worse life experiences and would discover himself amongst them in due time. It was the unmistakable nature of things. 

	The craft operated on autopilot as they coasted along the belt between station clusters. Using the Hellcat’s built-up inertia, Jarret wouldn’t have to burn again unless he needed to make a course correction, or to decelerate. Little existed for him to reduce velocity in the void of space. 

	Station clusters orbited with hundreds of thousands of kilometers between, making it difficult to travel. Voyages spent weeks and months moving from a lone desolate cluster of settlements to another. He felt his life was one long wait. Some travelers invested in their hobbies, while others devoted cycles to accomplish maintenance tasks. He never asked Sabrina how she killed her time, as it had never been his obligation. 

	The moment they got paid from the latest bounty, she filled the galley with provisions, showered, and then ate an enormous meal. They had the funds to splurge on edibles, and not ramen noodles.

	She joked about buying herself a new set of clothes but decided against it. Instead, she wore her collection of tactical shorts, a tight sleeveless shirt, and a leather jacket. She had a limited desire to experience the discomfort of breaking in fresh clothing, as she put it.

	“I thought I asked you not to move through the non-gravity areas of the craft with wet hair,” Jarret said, noticing the water dripping from her forehead. 

	“I dried it. Just because I have some, unlike you, doesn’t mean I can’t look after it.”

	Jarret gave her a sour glare. They discussed at length liquid’s detrimental impact on electronics in zero-gravity settings.

	“Let’s snag another bounty. Got anything good?” Sabrina asked, cleaning out her ear with her finger. 

	“We could go after the Star of fucking Luna.”

	Sabrina glared at him as he pressed a button, and the image of a heavyset woman appeared. It was from the station’s security camera, judging from the angle. The name Christie Burgunder hovered along the bottom.

	“Somebody call engineering,” Sabrina chuckled. “We’ve got structural stress walking upright.”

	“That’s rude.”

	“Why? Weight like that? It’s a Jovian import, no doubt. Too much food and low shipping costs.”

	Jarret stared at her name once more, rubbing his chin. He narrowed his eyes, attempting to remember where he had seen it before.

	“Station calling Spragg. Were you going to inform me about this, Christie? Or is this twenty questions?” Sabrina asked. 

	“Right. Apologies. I thought I recognized the last name, though it must be one of those common names. Anyway. Reported by the New Brussel’s Mining Company, she’s wanted for smuggling Vermilion Powder, among other things. She’s known as Marshal May or Red Face Christie.”

	The drug was a byproduct of pyroclastic ash mining from the surface of Venus. Industry applied the reddish molecule during electronic manufacturing and was harmless in that form. When refined further, it produced a neuro-reactive particle. This increased reaction times, focus, and endurance at the cost of a severe neurological degradation. It was highly illegal and used by sailors the system over to replace rest. Terran spacers injected it to gain an edge over the Martians in the last war. It tempted Jarret, though he refused to use it because it was addictive.

	“How much is her bounty?” Sabrina asked.

	“Twelve thousand credits.”

	“Pennies.” 

	Jarret shook his head and laughed. “That’s the downside of earning six figures. It changes our perception. Makes us greedy.”

	Sabrina glanced at Christie’s hands, which glowed red. “Perhaps. Maybe we should take a vacation.”

	“A what?” 

	“You’ve never taken a day off in your adult life. It doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. We earned a massive paycheck. We should stretch out and enjoy our existence.”

	Jarret rubbed his forehead. She was correct about his habit of not taking time off. He worked too much. It drowned out his thoughts about his previous career choices. 

	“This is a hypothetical. Where would we go? We’re orbiting the butt end of the asteroid belt. Everything worth seeing is too far away.”

	Sabrina grinned, hitting a button. A local map appeared on the screen. Close to their path was the Hygiea Station Cluster. They built it around the rock of the same name, and the settlement grew as they towed smaller rocks into orbit. Once, the station cluster was a vibrant community, but now inhabitants have nearly abandoned it, with more outlaws than legitimate settlers. Listed in the group of stations was a unique one: the Grand Halo Casino and Hotel.

	“Sabrina. I’m not going to a casino.”

	“That’s only a single section of it.”

	“Not that casino.”

	“Why not?”

	“They built it as a tourist attraction for billionaires, politicians, and aristocrats. It’s way too rich for our blood.”

	“They cater to the lower class as well.”

	“Not that low.”

	“They have a water park, a theater, a mall, among other things.”

	“Sabrina.” Jarret couldn’t finish his sentence. 

	The Hellcat shut down and went dark. One moment it hummed like normal. The little tick on the life support let him know it functioned. The next it died. Even the emergency lights were off. It was as if someone flipped a switch. Even the gravity, scant as it was, ceased functioning. 

	There were a few ways bandits could’ve shut them down, however, there was nothing on his scope. Their solitude held both promise and peril.

	“Sabrina.”

	“It wasn’t me. I swear.”

	Jarret grabbed the comm-devices, slipping one into his ear before tossing the other at her. “See if you can force this fucker to function from this end. I’m headed to engineering.”

	“Understood.” Sabrina flipped switches, yet nothing worked. 

	He flew from his chair, floating from the cockpit into the ship’s corridor. He slid into the bay using his extensive knowledge of the craft and the muscle memory of his hands. Pulling out a headlamp to see by, he started troubleshooting. He went through multiple modules, but not a thing functioned. He hit a button, and the lights activated.

	“Did that work? Is that fixed?” Sabrina asked.

	“Negative,” Jarret replied. “Donn suits. We’ve zero life support and gravity. The fuckers will have to keep us alive until port. I’ve enough power to alter course and to slow down.”

	“So, no to that bounty?” 

	“I need to understand where to fly. We’re dead in the void up here.”

	Silence filled the Hellcat for so long Jarret thought their comms had died. He tapped the unit a few times, and it buzzed. 

	“I just did the math. We can get to the Hygiea Station Cluster,” Sabrina said, referring to the Grand Halo Casino and Hotel.

	“Any others?” Jarret asked.

	“Jarret. Really?”

	“Belter’s prayer. Set the course.”

	 

	✯ ✰ ✯ ✰ ✯ ✰ ✯

	 

	The Hellcat arrived at Satellite Seventeen with mere hours left on Sabrina’s oxygen tanks. After living on Terra, she despised the threat of a sudden decompression or a failed life support. Even when she was a kid. The uncomfortable trip was worse than she expected as she breathed ancient, stale air. This made it difficult to eat or to use the toilet. 

	Upon arriving at the port and limping the Hellcat into the drydock for repairs, time appeared to slow. Sabrina watched Jarret negotiate with the technicians over the details. She devoted her youth to listening to her father talk to a MechTech over some broken part. The mechanic always demanded two or three times the amount her dad desired to spend, even if it was a reasonable price.

	For Sabrina, weeks drifted by, during which she achieved nothing around the dump of a

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	