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Author’s Note


He’s relentless. He’s aggressive. His armor is scarred to hell.


Toth Krag is infamous among bounty hunters. Nobody has ever seen his face and lived to tell the tale. He doesn’t fail. He doesn’t quit. And he doesn’t take prisoners. But maybe he’s getting soft. For once, he showed mercy, and no good deed goes unpunished, so now he’s tracking the deadbeats who run Volant’s Fabulous Spectacle.

She’s casual. She’s spontaneous. She never liked Earth that much anyway.

Yara Duncan is always at the wrong place at the wrong time. That’s how she wound up as the human attraction in a space circus. Frankly, it’s the best gig she’s ever had. Aliens pay to watch her eat and do puzzles, and she gets to see the galaxy free of charge. She’s enjoying the adventure, until the scariest hunter in the universe shows up. For some reason, he thinks she’s in charge, and he’s determined to drag her back to face his employers.

Yara doesn’t run from her problems, and Krag doesn’t know what to do with a human who seems more interested in what he looks like under his armor.

This time, the hunter becomes the hunted in the wildly unpredictable game of love…


For MelissaJolly,


Without whom none ofthis

would be possible
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Toth Krag was the twelfth of his name.

Or rather, the twelfth to inherit the name and suit from the bounty hunters’ guild. The reputation came along with it, everyone his predecessors had hunted and killed, each trophy taken, and reward collected. A name like that carried weight, dragged fear in its wake like a titanic beast, and it usually meant there was no fight. Enemies heard the stories beforehand, so by the time he caught up with his quarry, they were sufficiently terrified to surrender at once. Since he donned the armor, nobody had spoken to him like a person or attempted to connect with him.

Not until the Tiralan scientist here on Vaadla Station, pleading for her lover, who then reciprocated her selflessness. Seldom had he seen such devotion between two beings. And it haunted him as he tracked the next quarry through the station. The Tiralan’s determination to reach him still resonated because so many who came before believed him to be immune to such things as kindness or mercy. And he was supposed to be. He had been drilled until all the weakness bled out of him. Hunt. Find. Kill. The punishments were immediate and grievous if he attempted to resist.

The guild was…colorful in their allocation of cruelty, alternating between starvation and physical harm. They had made him obedient through brute force, but he loathed the killing, a bad soldier who chafed at following orders. Hunting should be reverent and purposeful, necessary for his own survival. This was required only by those who sought to profit from his adroitness in tracking his quarry.

Time and again, he had sought another way, tried to imagine a different life. He could conceive of no way to escape. Until he paid for the cost of his training and equipment, he was bound to the armor and the name, indentured to the guild. They had made him pay off the amount granted to his kith first, as a good faith payment, an advance received before he could earn revenue on successful bounties.

They’d told him repeatedly that he was worthless until he completed his training and afterward? He was their creature, bound to a contract he hadn’t even understood when he signed.

Thankfully, his next target scrolled across his helmet again, reminding him why he’d deviated in the first place. New objective, delinquent borrower: VOLANT’S FABULOUS SPECTACLE. Responsible Party: YARA DUNCAN. PAYMENT DEFAULT. TO BE DELIVERED TO THE MARJAN COLLECTIVE. That was bad news for Yara Duncan. The collective generally didn’t bother with niceties and often retrieved their credits via flesh or organ trade.

Krag came up in a freight lift and checked the station level by level. While it was likely that his target would be with the rest of the troupe, he preferred to be methodical. On the lower tiers, he found maintenance droids and a few biological personnel who serviced them. None of them attempted to interfere with his mission.

He’d worked Vaadla Station before, and sentients gave him a wide berth. Only the plodding labor droids trundled at the same pace, despite laying visual receptors on him. While they might be able to scan and identify, they didn’t possess the capacity for fear. Eventually, he came to the top floor, the brightest and flashiest section full of entertainment options. Volant’s Fabulous Spectacle had rented a huge annex for their performances. The show was impressive, an entire luxury vessel devoted to curating unusual aliens and artifacts, and there were live performances as well. They seldom stayed in one place for long, so he needed to wrap this job up swiftly. Not that he’d be permitted to rest when he did. As soon as the guild registered successful completion, they’d send another task without delay.

They assured him that they would process his release as soon as he paid off his debt, but since their accountants were responsible for tracking all credits, he had a feeling that he might not be able to trust their figures. They might well be siphoning funds or not applying his payments properly, and how would he know the difference? No process would allow him to request an audit or an investigation.

I need to escape, somehow. I can’t live this way anymore.

Pausing, he scanned for his target. Nothing. Nothing but petty criminals with bounties not worth pursuing. Advertisements flashed in dizzying hues, trying to entice him to pause for leisure services while a fast-chatting sentient called out the virtues of his establishment personally. Vaadla wasn’t the seediest station he’d come across, more of a vacation spot for those who couldn’t afford better. The most terrifying place in the galaxy? That honor belonged to the Marjan hideout, which was where he’d take Yara Duncan when he located her. This wasn’t a kill contract since they wanted her body intact to use all the parts and chemicals.

A brilliant sign flashed the name VOLANT’S FABULOUS SPECTACLE on the other side of the promenade. Krag didn’t need to demand the crowd make way; bodies naturally moved out of his path as he marched forward. Outside the venue, there was a queue waiting for admission, and they scattered when he approached as well. Nobody attempted to prevent him from entering the premises, another benefit of the armored suit and visible heavy weapons. His every step resonated with the whir of hydraulics. Inside the site, it was dim with lights flashing in various colors, a show already in progress.

At once, the space erupted into chaos. Those who didn’t know who he was recognized that he posed a threat from the xerxax he carried.

They’re fleeing and screaming. Why do they always run?

Even without him saying a word, patrons started a mass exodus, nearly trampling one another to escape. Many would be wounded at this rate, and he would take the blame in the end. Krag entered Volant’s, and carnage ensued. And so the story grew. In the end, it wouldn’t matter that he hadn’t fired a shot.

Krag tapped the button to vocalize, aware that the suit made his voice deeper and much more intimidating, layered with reverb. “I have come for Yara Duncan. Immediate compliance will result in optimal results.”

Then he waited. Normally someone else dragged the target to him, whimpering, wailing, and occasionally evacuating their bio-waste systems, but delivery tended to be quick.

Rarely did he have to speak anything that resembled a threat. Yet this time, everyone blasting by seemed more concerned about saving themselves than producing his target to neutralize the threat. He waited a little longer and cursed silently.

We do this the hard way.

Heading for the private quarters attached to the public venue, he pushed through the thinning crowd. Data sticks and souvenirs had been dropped in the general confusion; once precious personal possessions crunched beneath his heavy boots. Some of the performers were hiding here because they had nowhere else to go on the station. Possibly they also lacked the resources to seek refuge elsewhere.

Not my problem.

“Yara Duncan,” he boomed as he smashed his xerxax into the door control panel. “If you have any regard for your comrades, present yourself immediately.”

The first room housed a pair of terrified Barathi, unique in their lack of head ruffs and lack of dorsal spines; their colors were odd too, but he wasn’t here to admire the unusual beings who made up Volant’s Fabulous Spectacle. Briefly he considered asking them where she was, but judging by their posture, he wouldn’t get any sensible answers from them. They seemed to be frightened beyond the capacity for speech. Once, he’d been darkly amused by such reactions, especially when he’d done so little to merit it in his tenure as the fearsome Toth Krag. Now, he was numb to such responses.

In the next room, he found a single Tiralan, and that made him think of the one he’d let go, along with the one who’d pleaded for her life and had been willing to die for her. You understand, don’t you? a hauntingly familiar voice whispered. You tried to die for me, didn’t you? But Krag had failed, and his beloved perished anyway. Sacrifice only resulted in pain and punishment. That was the lesson he’d learned.

Yet that uncomfortable sensation lingered, nettling him with the certainty that he’d been in the presence of something beautiful—that he’d found rare flora growing amid the cracks in the metal and that he’d chosen to step over it, not to crush it beneath his boots. If those two sentients spoke about what he’d done, the guild would silence them. Krag should have issued a warning to that effect before he moved on, but he’d only wanted to get away from the warmth and intimacy that reminded him of a time when he’d thought his life could be different.

“Do you know where Yara Duncan is?” he asked the Tiralan.

“She did a live scene earlier. I’m not sure where she is now. Check her room.”

“Which one?”

“Last one on the right. Please don’t kill me.” The last word broke on a quaver, and the Tiralan cowered away from him, head tendrils trembling violently.

I’m used to this response.

Not accustomed to hearing, You want to let me go.

How had Qalu, the Tiralan from earlier, known? Doubt gnawed at him because he hadn’t shown signs of weakness. But it wasn’t the time to reflect on that perplexing encounter. If he didn’t apprehend Yara Duncan now, she might escape, and the guild would deduct from his reward, resulting in less being cut from his indenture. It would take ten more cycles to earn his freedom at his current work rate, assuming he wasn’t penalized for battles damaging habitations, government structures, or personal transports.

“Do not interfere,” he warned.

“I’m staying here. There’s no way I’m getting between you and whatever issues you have with Yara.”

Part of Krag wished he had the liberty to explain that it was nothing personal. The guild registered the contracts, then the work was assigned. It truly was that simple. If he refused to hunt Yara Duncan, someone else would benefit, and this job seemed too simple to refuse. For once, he’d even been in the right place at the right time.

As Krag stepped out of the Tiralan’s room, however, a bipedal being bounded into the corridor. “I’m Yara Duncan. Why are you looking for me?”

For Yara, things had been damn weird for a while.

A few years back, she went to watch a meteor shower at her friend’s ranch, and that was her first mistake. Her second was not running when she saw the lights in the sky. At the time, she thought it was an elaborate prank on a reality show. She’d expected someone to say she was on Fear Antics, right up until the point when she got zapped along with a herd of cattle. She never did get to see the meteor shower, and she woke up in a cargo bay full of cows and aliens. The cows were valuable; humans, not so much.

She’d gotten dumped on the nearest station because they didn’t care to waste fuel bringing her back, and for a while, she lived hand to mouth, unable to communicate. That…well, it’d been shit. Eventually, she was “discovered” by the scout at Volant’s Fabulous Spectacle. First thing, they’d implanted her with a chip so she could accept their offer of employment formally, and then her life got way better.

She had no idea how long she’d been gone from Earth, but her new gig was awesome. A couple of times a day, she pretended not to know she was being watched while she did basic puzzles, ate food, or wandered around. Aliens oohed and ahhed at her, and she got paid. She also got to see the galaxy on Volant’s dime. So far, it had been fun as hell. Easy work and she liked being the center of attention anyway.

Until the robo-mech stomped in, shouting her name. What’s that famous line? I have a bad feeling about this.

For half a second, she considered running. But that might get somebody hurt, and the folks at Volant had been good to her. If possible, she’d like that to continue working here. Who the hell did I piss off anyway? As she studied the stranger, she was careful not to make any sudden moves. This dude was armed, carrying a weapon like nothing she’d ever seen before, not even science fiction movies. There were other armaments on the suit, probably laser and maybe something that would disintegrate her into dust, just like Boba Fett.

The silence had lingered too long. Did he not understand me? Just as she was about to repeat the question, the mech said, “You will surrender.”

“Are you a cop? What am I being charged with?”

Did I commit a space crime? That’s too bad, I’d prefer choosing to break the law instead of doing it accidentally.

It had been a challenge finding a proxy who was willing to receive credits for her. All her credit sticks technically belonged to Farfi the Incredible Annelid who couldn’t even hold one; there was no how-to guide for any of this. In her first days on station, she’d nearly starved before a kindly alien took pity on her and started feeding her like a pet. Yara developed new appreciation for house cats after that.

She didn’t move, and neither did the mech. There was a slurping sound, and Farfi the Incredible Annelid wobbled around the corner, joining the standoff. Then Farfi said, “You’re talking to Toth Krag.”

From the corner of her mouth, she answered, “I have no idea what that means.”

“I’m a bounty hunter,” Krag said. “You will surrender.”

“Or what?”

“I deliver your body instead.”

Okay, she could see why everyone was running and screaming now. “I don’t want anybody to get hurt.” Especially me. “But can I ask a few questions? I’m not stalling or resisting, just trying to figure things out.”

“Ask,” said the bounty hunter. “Three questions. Beyond that, I will consider you hostile and proceed accordingly.”

A shiver went through her, weird because it wasn’t entirely bad. His voice was on the scary-deep end of the spectrum, sort of Vader-ish, but it was also giving her tingly ASMR feelings, like she could listen to him order her around for a while and—okay, no. This is not the time. Get your head on right.

“What’s the bounty for?” she asked.

“Nonpayment.”

She blinked. That made no sense whatsoever. “Can you check into that please? I’ve never received any credits from an external agency. I don’t even have official status in the Coalition, so I can’t apply for a loan. They pay me under the table here…I’m an undocumented alien.” The grim humor of that almost made her break into nervous giggles.

She quelled the urge.

Toth Krag regarded her from behind the faceplate, and it was so unnerving not to have any sense of what he was thinking. Finally, he responded, “I didn’t understand all of that. Your translator chip must be malfunctioning.”

“It does that sometimes. Human idiom is confusing, apparently. But did you understand me asking you to check into the contract because I’ve never taken out a loan?”

“Affirmative. Querying the guild.”

“Thank you,” she said.

There, we can be civil. You don’t need to shoot me or dissolve my head.

Somehow, she kept from fidgeting, though she could feel the other performers watching her. A few slipped away while the bounty hunter was otherwise engaged, and soon, the rest followed. Farfi headed out at last with a mournful warble. Eventually, it was just Toth Krag and her, standing in the deserted annex.

Fuck, that bad feeling is getting worse. What’s going on here?

The entire troupe had bailed on her.

They’re probably on the ship, ready to get the hell off Vaadla. I’m on my own. Again. At least I have a credit stick on me, and they didn’t repo my translator chip.

Yara eyed the bounty hunter. It wasn’t exactly true that she was alone. She had Toth Krag, but he didn’t seem like the soft and cuddly sort. Hard to tell with all the armor.

“Full details of the contract follow…” Krag read the charges against her, including the amount she’d borrowed as proprietor of Volant’s Fabulous Spectacle.

“Wait! The what now? I’m not the owner! I just work here. They feed me and pay a little, and I get to travel, but I’m not in charge of this traveling space circus! Something’s gone completely wrong here. You need to talk to Tu-san. He—”

“Is not the debtor on record. You are.”

“Oh my God.” Her knees threatened to buckle. “I knew the show wasn’t doing great, but I never imagined they were borrowing from loan sharks. Or that they used my name to do it! Please, this is a big mistake.”

“I don’t know what a lending predator is, but the words are oddly applicable to the Marjan Collective. I have indulged your curiosity, Yara Duncan. My patience is at an end. Will you surrender, or do you prefer to escalate to violence?”

Yara steadied her nerves and reminded herself that she was an indomitable Midwestern farm girl, and she’d never liked Earth that much anyway. That had been why she didn’t even try to get back when she was first abducted and went where the galaxy carried her. Now, it seemed, the universe wanted her to go with Toth Krag.

So be it.

“I surrender,” she said. “Take me to your leader.”

“I don’t understand.”

She waved a hand dismissively. “You’ll get used to it. That’s my way of saying, let’s go, cowboy. Saddle up, show me your shiny metal spaceship.”

“Though I’m unclear on the entirety of your declaration, overall composition sounds like enthusiastic compliance.”

“Yep! That’s me, enthusiastically compliant.” She took a step toward him, then added, “Wait, can I grab stuff from my room before we go?”

“You wish to…pack?” From his tone, he wasn’t used to this level of enthusiastic compliance.

She tried to look adorably pleading, angling her eyes up. That might not work on aliens, though, especially since she had no idea what he was hiding under that dang helmet. “If there’s time. I mean, it’s everything I own.”

Yara expected him to say that she wouldn’t need personal belongings for what awaited her or something equally sinister. Instead, he advised, “Be swift.”

Maybe he’s not as scary as he seems. And maybe Des Moines is a beach town.

Quickly, she grabbed her things, including all the prizes she’d won for puzzle-solving, and rushed back to him. “All set. So do you have your own ship? What about an awesome ragtag bunch of motley rogues to assist with your adventures?”

“My…adventures?”

“You’re a bounty hunter, right? That’s so cool. One of my favorite fictional characters is a bounty hunter, but he’s also kind of morally gray and sort of an ass. I have a soft spot for redeeming bad guys. I especially love the trope where they’re soft to the one person who’s unaccountably nice to them, and it really makes them gooey on the inside.”

“You speak a great deal of gibberish,” Krag said sternly.

Yara sighed. “You’ve probably never even heard of romance novels.”

“This way. My ship is docked on level three. Stay close, or I will—”

“Consider me hostile,” she finished. “Yeah, yeah, I got it. I won’t fight you, metal man. Instead, I’ll charm and amaze you with my verbal witticisms.”

“I don’t,” Krag said abruptly.

“Don’t what?”

“Have a crew. I travel alone, apart from WU-T2.”

“Please tell me that’s a tiny, adorable droid who gets sassy with you.” She pressed a hand to her heart and beamed in Krag’s direction, though he was moving too fast to notice. Like a Chihuahua trying to keep up with a Great Dane, she raced after him.

“How do you know about WU-T2?” Krag demanded.

“Oh damn,” Yara said. “I thought this day had gone utterly to shit, but now I realize that this is the start of an awesome quest. I’m so glad you found me, hero of my dreams!”


[2]


Krag’s quarry followed obediently.

He might even say cheerfully, though he didn’t understand half of what Yara Duncan said. WU-T2 had the ship ready to travel when Krag boarded, Yara trotting behind him with her personal belongings clutched in front of her. He’d read her digital dossier; she was a rare sentient from a primitive planet, and she was remarkably defenseless. In fact, it was a miracle that she’d made it this far with no natural weapons, no survival gear. Her species must be resourceful and skilled with words. Belatedly Krag recalled the way she’d threatened to fascinate and enthrall him. Perhaps she had some subtle auditory ability that could compromise his faculties without violence? He would need to be cautious around her.

“Aren’t you going to spray me and trap me in _____?” The translator failed to offer a substitution for whatever she was asking.

Oddly, she did not at all seem like the sort of sentient who would oversee something like Volant’s Fabulous Spectacle. Rather, Yara Duncan radiated a rare sense of wonder, as if she found everything she beheld to be unexpectedly marvelous. Krag suspected it would be a long trip, even with her “enthusiastic compliance.”

“I cannot be certain of the nature of your inquiry, but I think you may be asking if I plan to restrain you. There is no need for that. The ship will respond only to me or WU-T2, so you may explore and choose a place to rest. In two sleep cycles, we will reach the Marjan Collective.”

Before she could ask anything else, WU-T2 raced forward, circled him, and then spoke using the special tech upgrade he’d installed. Normally this model communicated with lights and beeps, but Krag found that irritating over long periods. Since WU-T2 was his sole companion, the bot should be able to talk.

“Is this your target? Are we leaving now?” WU-T2 asked.

Krag answered, “Mission complete. Setting a course for the Marjan Collective.”

Yara folded to the floor and regarded the droid with what appeared to be consummate interest. Krag ignored the two of them in favor of leaving Vaadla Station before anything went wrong. It was exhausting to carry the weight of a daunting reputation everywhere he went. He headed to the controls, input the coordinates, and then turned navigation over to WU-T2. Though the bot was a free-roving unit, it was fully integrated with the ship.

“You’re adorable. You remind me of _____.” Another word that the translation matrix couldn’t process.

After scanning Yara Duncan, WU-T2 said, “You’re sixty-three percent water. Are you an aquatic lifeform? How do you breathe?”

“I breathe air with my lungs. They did something to me when I first got here, so my body adapts to atmospheric conditions. Before, I needed a lot more oxygen. The booster also keeps my bones from losing density and my muscles from atrophying. They’d probably call it gene therapy back home. And no, I’m not aquatic, though I do know how to swim. What about you?”

“I cannot function in a marine environment,” the droid said.

“No, introduce yourself!” Yara Duncan bent to touch the bot, following the pattern of lights with an inquisitive forelimb.

“I am WU-T2, companion unit to Toth Krag, twelfth—”

“Enough,” Krag cut in.

He had been correct about how dangerous Yara Duncan must be to survive the galaxy with no apparent weapons or resources. WU-T2 was programmed to be loyal, and the droid had almost given up his deepest secret in the first informational exchange. With grim necessity driving him, he loomed over her until she straightened and left the central hub. Her footfalls were light and quiet as she moved through the ship, but she seemed to be exploring, peering down each passageway more than looking for a place to hide from the threat he posed.

Doesn’t she care that I could eradicate her?

Clearly, that was not one of Yara Duncan’s concerns. In time, she deposited her personal articles in the smallest space—more of a storage unit—and rejoined him as if he had been waiting for her. Nothing about this mission had gone according to plan; sometimes, they resisted, shot at him, dropped ambushes, or bribed officials to obstruct him. And once he captured his quarry, they never sought out his company. Generally, they pleaded for their lives at first, sometimes so vociferously that WU-T2 had to sedate them. They cowered at the farthest remove possible, avoiding him like he might be prone to impulsive murder fits.

“What’s the plan?” Yara asked.

“You wait quietly. I ignore you until we reach our destination.”

“But you’re talking to me now. That means you already deviated from the plan. It would make more sense if you strayed more, and we went somewhere else, somewhere fun.”

Krag wished he could remove his armor, but he seldom received a break, and he wouldn’t be so fortunate again for a long while. He glared at her, which served no purpose, as she couldn’t discern his expression. Sheer frustration drew a snarl from him, rendered more threatening through his helmet with the added mechanical echo.

“Do you wish to be rendered inert for the remainder of the journey?” he demanded.

She didn’t react to the aggressive sound. “Not at all. But why would you do that anyway? You let me ask three questions before. If you weren’t open to talking to me, you shouldn’t have set that precedent.”

“Are all of your people so disruptive?” he asked, torn between amusement and exasperation.

More irritating, Krag couldn’t even refute her logic. Yara Duncan had warned him—yes, she had—that she would play these mind games. Yet, despite the declaration of her subversive intentions, he found her babble…charming. Just as she’d predicted. A moot point, as he wouldn’t change course, regardless of his private impressions. The guild didn’t pay him to have opinions.

“I haven’t met all of them. My home planet has billions of people, you know. But I suspect not, because my mother always said getting me to do anything I didn’t want to was like fighting an uphill battle.”

Krag wheeled around, stunned beyond all expression. And they name me a monster. “You did violence against your progenitor?”

“What? No. That’s not what I meant. Let me try again. My mother said it’s difficult to make me do anything I don’t want to.”

“Then obstinance is a personal trait.”

“I suppose it is.”

“Can I extrapolate that you wanted to leave Vaadla Station with me?” None of this made any sense to Krag. An unfamiliar feeling dawned like starlight over the rim of a darkened moon. He couldn’t predict this sentient’s behavior, and that troubled him.

“It’s not what I had planned when I woke up today, but since Volant’s left me behind…” She paused, seeming to consider her next statement. “More accurate to say, since they sacrificed me, I figured I should cooperate. Besides, I’ve always wanted to travel with a bounty hunter.”

“We are not traveling together. I’m delivering you to collect the reward.”

“That’s what you say now. Anyway, we’re on the same ship, going to the same place, so I’m technically correct. We are, in fact, traveling together, even if it’s temporary. And I have two sleep cycles to change your mind.”

“That will never happen,” he said sternly.

Yara Duncan ignored his rebuff, her unfathomable brain darting in a different direction entirely. “What do you look like under the helmet? Do you ever take it off? I bet it smells weird in there if you wear it all the time.”

Krag was speechless. No one had ever dared to pose such intrusive questions; they rarely spoke in his presence. Privately he admitted that the inside of the helmet did reek a little, redolent with scents absorbed from the prior eleven Toth Krags, not to mention his own unique head and mouth aroma. Yara Duncan didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, she whirled and followed WU-T2 when the bot rolled out of the room. He heard them moving around the ship, chatting away, and he had the awful sense that he was losing hold of the situation.

Why doesn’t she fear me?

Such a response was foolhardy and incomprehensible. Just then, WU-T2 announced, “We’re cleared for departure. Station protocols engaged.”

That meant the station would be providing codes for them to disengage from the docking facility and exit Vaadla. Since this was usually a smooth process, he didn’t strap in. After the rumble of engines, something pinged. WU-T2 should check it. The ship vibrated and swooped away from the platform, glided a low speed out of the bay, then they accelerated away from the slow-spinning discs that made up the bulk of the station.

At this stage, he would normally retreat to his quarters and leave WU-T2 to surveil the prisoner while performing basic hygiene and eating in private. But he didn’t trust Yara Duncan not to perpetrate some secret trickery. She might even hack his companion droid. Instinct suggested she might be one of the wiliest opponents he’d ever faced.

I can’t risk it.

Better to keep the vigilance high than lose this payment as well. Already, he had been cheated because the syndicate refused to pay for his services when they’d negotiated with his previous target independently. If Krag were half as ruthless and dangerous as his reputation suggested, he would have ended both those Tiralan for wasting his time and costing him credits.

But that was a secret he’d keep until the end.

Being caught by a bounty hunter should not be this boring.

Yara asked WU-T2 how long she had been aboard the ship, and the droid gave her a precise answer, as most bots did. The vessel was small and sleek, shaped like a starfish. There was a central area that included navigation—she thought—and then five passageways leading to different sections. None of the spaces were large, however. The two front compartments seemed to be habitats, but nothing that looked welcoming to a human, while the rear ones appeared to be technical, like engineering or maintenance. Admittedly, Yara might be drawing on science fiction movies for those identifications.

Everything was dark, gun-metal gray, and dinged up like more than one firefight had gone down inside this ship. The lighting was set in oblong pods that offered a milky radiance, still dim by human standards. And it was chilly. Not unbearably so, but it was hard as hell to pretend that she wasn’t scared. Hell, she couldn’t read the panels or the interfaces, so she kept asking WU-T2 what things did. Not that it helped, because when she touched a screen, nothing happened. The ship must be keyed to Krag’s biometrics.

They’d left Vaadla Station some time ago, and for a while, she watched the stars melt by through the viewscreen. It was a different sort of vantage than she got on the giant Volant ship. Never could she have imagined passing this close to a red giant. Experts would be so jealous, impressions they’d spent millions to achieve with the most powerful telescopes. And Yara Duncan, a big nobody from the wrong end of Des Moines, went to space for free.

Because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Back in her time on Earth, she’d read plenty of conspiracies about aliens abducting cattle. As it turned out, aliens thought cows were delicious, and it truly was that simple. Sometimes they sampled a few cows to make sure they were clean and not diseased; that was why ranchers occasionally found dismembered carcasses and burn patterns in their fields















































Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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