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      As always, to my Goddess for always being by my side.

      And to Alisha, who tells me it’s wonderful even if I can't see it.
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      This job should’ve been easy. Get in and grab the asshole, then go. Being stuck facing down the barrels of several dozen guns was not on the itinerary. There might’ve been a few blades being brandished, too, for all that I could see. The only person not armed was the red-eyed woman standing beside me, and I was damned sure that if she wanted to hurt me, she wouldn’t need a weapon to do it.

      Oh Evangeline, what have you gotten yourself into now?

      The plan had been simple. I walked in like I owned the place, letting the faux-wooden doors swing closed behind me as I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dim light—a change from the glaring sunlamps of the promenade. The bartender gave me a sharp glance. I grinned.

      “I’m looking for someone,” I said, holding out a chit to him. Credits could loosen lips, and I had a small allowance for bribes.

      He shook his head, glaring at me. “Can’t help ya, sorry.” His hand worked a dirty rag around the inside of a clean mug. It was clear like glass but must’ve been a composite of some sort. Materials like glass and genuine wood were rare and expensive, far too expensive for a dive like this to risk damaging. Then his eyes darted over my shoulder and I turned to follow his gaze.

      A woman was wandering through the tables, blood-red hair flowing down her back and a brilliant smile on ruby lips. She moved from patron to patron, patting a shoulder here and leaning down to speak softly there. She acted like she knew everyone in every seat, and not a single one showed any form of disrespect. Maybe I’d been wrong about the owner of this place.

      I shook my head, turning back to the bar and the man behind it. The chit still sat on the fake wood, though he’d set the mug back in its place and taken a few steps closer.

      I unleashed my award-winning, professional smile in his direction. “Are you sure?” I pushed the chit closer to him. “I’m looking for a Solaeth, goes by the name of Garnt.”

      His hand snapped away from the chit. I collected my money, his reaction telling me everything I needed. I pushed away from the bar but froze as something cold and heavy wrapped around my upper arm.

      “Well, hello darling.” I wrenched my neck and found the red-haired woman standing well within my personal space. I caught sight of blood-red irises and felt like I was teetering on the edge of an abyss. “You certainly are a welcome new vision in this den of debauchery.”

      My smile faltered as those nails caressed my arm, sending shivers down my spine. My voice wavered as I replied. “Is that the name of this place?”

      She laughed, the sound husky and deep and full of amusement. “If I’d been the one to name it, certainly.” Her smile promised things that most wouldn’t speak of in the light of day, making me squirm under the full brunt of it. “However, I merely manage the place. The owner is not as creatively minded as I am. Nor is he a fan of being called out in his place of business.”

      The words held a hint of warning that drifted past my addled brain. I couldn’t think through whatever… this thing was between us. It made thinking hard, talking even harder. I pulled my arm away, her hand releasing and making me feel emptier for it.

      What the hell was going on with me? I’m a fraggin’ bad-ass bounty hunter, not some wet behind the ears Dominion Trash Scout. I did not get hung up on dames in the middle of a job!

      “Well,” I said as I managed a smile. “it ain’t every day a dame feels welcomed in an establishment like this one.” I reached up, running a hand through my shoulder-length pink hair, trying to get my brain back in business. “But I ain’t here for pleasure, darlin’.”

      She raised a dainty eyebrow. “Hmm, that is a pity.” Her eyes moved past me and I followed the look back to the bartender, whose eyes had caught something on the second-floor balcony above us. In a flash, her arm snaked around my shoulders and she pulled me close, lips to my ear. “You must leave, girl. Go, now. Before⁠—”

      Her words were cut off by the sound of a revolver cocking. The woman pushed me away and I spun until I saw the human behind me, a single gun pointed straight at my face.

      He didn’t get a chance to pull the trigger.

      Bringing my arm up under his, the gun flew out of his weak grip and into the air. A second punch hit his jaw and put him down. I heard movement behind and drew my own pistol, pointing it at the bartender as a shotgun appeared in his hands. I cocked the hammer back, staring at him.

      A flash of pain accompanied a haze of red over my vision and I flinched. My empty hand moved as if it had a mind of its own, reaching up and grabbing the falling weapon and leveling it at the stunned crowd. I took a deep breath, knowing how lucky I was. My curse, that haze and the pain, didn’t always work out in my favor.

      The woman beside me only stared but her smile sharpened into something almost feral.

      “I’m here to see Garnt!” I called out into the saloon. “Ain’t no one else needs to get hurt today if ya’ll stay out of my way!”

      Movement above drew my eye and in that moment the rest of the patrons had drawn their weapons, surrounding me in a wall of guns and knives and I lamented ever thinking this might be an easy job.

      What the hell kind of trouble was I in now?

      I made a mental note not to give Kit the details of this particular job and kept both weapons trained on anyone who seemed more eager than the others to pull the trigger.

      “Gorram!” A gruff voice boomed from the balcony. “There a frag-ton ‘o noise come from down there.” The words were coming from a simian-like humanoid, his face and bare upper body covered in dark, coarse hair. He spoke in broken Terran, the most common language used in the Dominion. “Who come in my place and make trouble?”

      I opened my mouth to speak when Ms. Red-eyed Hottie cut me off with a glance. Instead, she uttered something in a series of grunts and odd undulations of her voice back at the Solaeth. He responded in kind and I lamented not spending the money on a universal translator. It was expensive tech if you weren’t military or high echelon in the Terran Dominion, and the surgery was even more expensive. I had a ship to keep in shape and a business to run, no way I could drop that many credits at once.

      I eyed the rest of the room as the conversation between the two continued. My arms were shaking with the effort of keeping the pistols up, my neck hurting from twisting between crowd and bartender. If anyone decided to take a shot before me, I was going home in a polycarbonate box etched and painted to look like real wood, just like most of the furniture in this place.

      “Garnt,” I twitched when the woman switched back to Terran suddenly. “You requested that I run this establishment and I told you I would accomplish it without the violence. Let me do that.”

      “Then kill gurn you-self, potourath!”

      Frag this. The pistol aiming at the crowd I raised, aiming for the balcony. The gun was loud, my aim sharp, but a second too late as Garnt grabbed one of the human women beside him and pulled her in front. My bullet took her in the chest and I growled.

      Then all hell broke loose.

      Before he had the chance to fire, I put a bullet in the bartender then swung both guns back to the crowd. A hand landed on my shoulder and pushed, flinging me over the bar and behind the counter as a storm of bullets smashed into the polycarbonate. Chips of plastic flew all over as the bottles on the wall shattered, pouring varying qualities of alcohol down on me. A second later the red-eyed woman was crouched next to me, her feral smile pointed at me.

      “So… this didn’t go as planned,” I muttered, raising a pistol to take a shot. The curse came again, the red haze flashing in front of my vision and I pulled my hand back before a bullet flew through that space.

      I swore inwardly at whatever I’d done to earn the pain and frustration of my curse. It came when it felt like it, usually when I was busy trying to keep myself alive. It wasn’t always terrible, but on more than one occasion it hadn’t worked to my benefit. Problem was, I’d never heard of anyone else who had an affliction like it. Then again, I didn’t ask anyone either. How was I supposed to explain it and not get laughed out of the medical office?

      The woman beside me was looking at me strangely, questions in those deep blood red pools. “Are you going to help me?” I asked gruffly, “or keep staring?”

      “Perhaps I was merely awaiting you to ask politely.”

      I reached up and let out another shot, earning a cry of pain in response and another volley of enemy fire. “Any time now would be just peachy, thanks.”

      In an instant she’d pried the shotgun from the bartender’s stiff fingers, gave me a wink, and said: “Cover me?”

      I grinned at her. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      I waited for a lull in the oncoming fire, then stood and fired both guns into the crowd. A handful of patrons fell, wounded or dead, before my red-eyed savior rose, the shotgun against her shoulder. She fired, pumped, and fired again at the crowd, making them duck for cover. Her aim moved towards the balcony, firing at the spot Garnt was watching the insanity from. The Solaeth was too quick, though, and backed away from the buckshot.

      She fired until the weapon clicked empty. My pistols did the same and together we ducked back behind the bar.

      “Got any other ideas?” I asked.

      “Only one, but you will need to trust me.”

      I stared at her. Under most circumstances, someone asking me to trust them was a sure-fire way to make me not. But this woman seemed different. Whatever was inside of me that was my curse, it told me this woman was okay. It also told me she was far more dangerous than anyone else in this saloon.

      But that’s what made it so much fun.

      I nodded. She wrapped her arms around me, one tight around my waist, the other around my neck. Her hand spread at the back of my neck, bracing it as she spoke. “Take a deep breath and hold on tight.” I did as she asked, nestling my face into the gap between her neck and shoulder like it was made solely for me.

      Then the world blurred and disappeared.
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      It was over in a handful of seconds. Air whipped around us, pulling at my long skirt and loose sleeves, running through my hair as the world darkened and lightened in blurry lines. Then it all stopped. I had to shut my eyes to make sure I didn’t lose what little I’d eaten earlier. I was not ready to throw up deep space rations at the feet of this remarkable woman.

      Taking massive gulps of air, I kept myself nestled into those powerful arms as I tried to get my brain to catch up to us. “What in the nine hells was that?” I murmured.

      “Open your eyes.”

      I did as she asked and stared blankly. We weren’t in the saloon anymore. We weren’t even on the same deck. “Are we… are we at the port?”

      She nodded and I craned my head to look around. The ports were on the middle deck of the station, a good hour’s walk away from where we were on the lower decks.

      “How… how is this…” I stepped out of her grip, expecting her to hold on but she released without a fuss. I wanted her to put up a fuss. “How is this even…”

      I stared at her, taking in the hair, the eyes, and amazingly pale body. Like really pale—never having lived in the sunlight pale.

      “What did he call you?”

      She raised an eyebrow, “what do you mean?”

      “Garnt. He called you something.” I searched my memory for the word. “potourath, or something. Is that Solaen?”

      She nodded. “It is. The best translation into Terran would be something like predator, or more particularly apex predator.”

      My mouth dropped open. There was only one species that was normally called a predator by everyone else who existed within the Terran Dominion. One where they lived on a planet that only had six hours of daylight every thirty-six-hour cycle. The planet no other species visited because they rarely came back from it. The planet covered mostly in a red liquid known as Red Water and was sustenance for the predators.

      “You’re an Udunth.”

      She bowed her head, her eyes not leaving mine. “Guilty as charged.” She unclipped a small flask from her belt and held it to her lips, eyes still lingering as her throat moved tantalizingly. “Fear not, human. I have no wish to feed from you, or anyone else.”

      It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. The Udunth needed the Red Water to get the nutrients they’re enhanced bodies needed. The only other way for them to survive was drinking the blood of living things, which could also sustain them. They gave new meaning to the old Terran folklore of vampires, and some Udunth had taken up the mantle gladly.

      “I ain’t ever met one of your kind,” I said softly, “that wasn’t… raving mad.”

      She grimaced. “Yes, well, being unable to sustain oneself will lead to that eventuality, unfortunately.”

      I shook my head. Getting off topic here. “Okay,” I said slowly, drawing the word out, “well, Udunth or not, I might just owe you my life.” I held out my hand. “Evangeline Kaine, bounty hunter and all-round scoundrel.”

      Her eyes held something I couldn’t put into words, but she took my hand, giving it a soft shake. “You may call me Rose.”

      I scrunched up my nose. “Rose? Really?” She smiled and nodded. “Well, alright then Rose, who are you and why did you help me?”

      She shrugged, “I admit to becoming bored of running a slop-palace like the Wormwood.” She gave me a long look, up and down, “and truthfully, you are too appealing an individual to have allowed to die in such a place.”

      Her words made me shiver but I steeled my spine against it. Now wasn’t the time. “You did know you worked for a veritable slumlord then? One who has a hundred-thousand credit bounty out on him?”

      “You were far from the first hunter to come to the Wormwood to take him down.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “But the bounty was only posted a couple days ago. Others got here before me?”

      “I suppose so. They did not survive as long as you did either. Most of the patrons of the saloon are employed by Garnt in one way or another.”

      I hesitated before asking the next question. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. “Did you know about what he did?”

      A flash of anger crossed her face, “yes.” The word was almost spit out like acid. “I am well aware that he killed all of those people.” She glanced away for a second. “I was unable to stop him.”

      Two weeks ago, on the lower decks of the station, an entire sector had been sealed off. No one knew why, or what had caused the sector to suddenly vent the atmosphere into space. Almost two hundred people died, and the official report that was sent to the Dominion government said there had been a malfunction. They paid the bare minimum in were guild to the families of the dead, and everything was swept under the rug.

      But someone else started digging and discovered far more information. It wasn’t a hundred percent clear, but all signs pointed to the fact that Garnt had somehow messed with the station’s systems and cause the catastrophe as a warning to the rest of the lower decks. That was the story that went with the bounty, anyway. The bounty was part Dominion credits, part credits given by the families of the dead. Either way, it was a big payday, and I intended to be the one who collected it.

      “So it was him?”

      She shrugged, “if it was not, it was someone who works with him. I am unaware of how he managed it, however.”

      I shook my head. “Damn, I wish you were my contact here. You’ve given me more to work with than my other friends in half the time.” I gave her a smile that was reciprocated.

      “I cannot be of that much help to you. I am new to the station myself.” She glanced around the port, eyeing people who walked by with an interest that made me squirm. “I do so love watching newcomers arrive. They come hoping they’ll make it rich in the mines, and yet no one ever succeeds.”

      I shrugged. “Stations like these are all the same.” Built into the side of a large asteroid on the edge of a massive belt, ION-42 had once been state-of-the-art—two hundred years ago when it was constructed. Since then they nearly depleted the mine of the valuable ore villanite, a mineral when refined into villanium that served as fuel for the Faster-Than-Light drives that allowed us to travel across the galaxy. With the mine drying up, trade slowed down, and the station was no longer the glowing jewel it once was, though those on the upper decks were certainly quick to insist that the station was still in its glory days. They ignored the fact that the lower decks had become slums, and the middle decks where those slightly better off lived were quickly on their way to becoming the same.

      It was a tale as old as time: The ones who controlled the money controlled the narrative, and the lives of so many others. It wasn’t fair, but it wasn’t my fight either. I’d had my share of unfairness in my life, and now I had a ship to take myself far away from it all. That is, when I actually got paid for my bounties.

      I sighed. “Back to the drawing board, I guess.”

      Rose glanced back at me. “You are not giving up?”

      “Dear Goddess, no. I need the payday, and he’s an asshole who tried to kill me. I have all the reason to frag the bastard I need.”

      She laughed. “Well, good luck to you then.”

      “What about you? Jumping ship?”

      “I’m afraid my interests lie… elsewhere.”

      I had no idea what the hell she meant but if she weren’t around, it would be easier to function. I didn’t know what kind of spell she had over me, but it had to end. I held out my hand again.

      “Well, thanks for your help. It was definitely appreciated.”

      She smiled, taking my hand and raising it to her lips. “It has been an experience, Evangeline Kaine.” Something sharp scraped against the back of my hand and I had to work not to pull out of the grip. “May we meet again.”

      With a smile and a wave she disappeared, leaving me standing in the middle of the port, scratching my head.

      Well damn. Things got even more interesting than I’d expected.
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      People were starting to give me funny looks, standing in the middle of the concourse. Far to the left was the processing station for arrivals. Mostly youngsters looking to strike it rich or marry someone who has a chance to. The far right was the area for departures, currently empty with only a bored-looking steward sitting behind the counter, watching the concourse for entertainment. It was hard to get together enough credits to buy a way off a rock like this. Worse still from the lower decks. One whiff of the slums and most ships and transports were quick to say no.

      I knew what that was like. I knew how it felt to be trapped on a barren piece of shit planet on the frontier, busting ass to find a way off. I got lucky. Most other didn’t. Now I had a ship of my own, small but in good shape, and I never felt trapped again. I’d taken on passengers a handful of times when credits were needed, but usually it was only me and Kit, my engineer, roaming through the galaxy.

      Speaking of… I pulled out my communicator, noting a handful of missed comms and a fervent message from my favorite Taktis. I called her, keeping the device to my ear in a private call.

      “Kit, what’s up? You know I keep my comm on silent when I’m on the job.”

      “Sure,” the furry alien snapped over the line, “’hey Kit, make sure you let me know if anything happens to the ship, okay?’” her voice did a passible impression of my own… one I did not approve of. “’Sure boss, no problem, just make sure you answer this time.’ ‘Oh Kit, of course I’ll answer. I always answer.’”

      I ground my teeth as this one-sided conversation continued, literally reliving the last conversation we’d had before I left the ship. My ship. The Raptor—an old transport ship that still had plenty of years left on her and a good handful of surprises.

      “All right, all right,” I interrupted her tirade after her ‘Eva’ voice started getting on my nerves, “I get it, I’m a bitch, okay?”

      A small laugh came from the comm, “you said it, not me.”

      “What’s going on Kit? What’s happened to the Raptor?”

      There was silence for long enough I thought the connection dropped, but then she replied. “I’m… not entirely sure. I had the lady ready and waiting for a quick getaway, like you asked, when suddenly she just powered down. Then someone jimmied the loading door and a handful of port security trooped in.”

      “What the hell?” I muttered. Port security? I’d paid everything I needed to for the landing area and the short stay I’d been intending. They had no reason to search the ship, especially without her captain present. “Where are you? Are you still on the ship?”

      “Don’t worry boss, they didn’t see me,” the feline-like Taktis said with a chuckle. “Hell, they wouldn’t find their assholes without navigational charts.”

      “So what did they find?”

      “Nothing they could pry up. They were real interested in your weapons wall, but they couldn’t get into it. Then they got pissy and left.”

      “No power… and a surprise visit from port security,” I mused, “wait, how are you calling me?”

      “I jury-rigged a few systems together to get a comm signal out. It’s not much, but it’s the best I could do. I’ve got access to the CivNet, and I’m working on getting into the local StatNet and PriNet.”

      The different networks would be useful for finding out what was going on around here, but that was a future problem. Right now, we needed to focus on what happened to the ship. “So, the ship’s not completely dead, right?”

      “No, there’s a little power, but it’s like something hunts down and drains large power surges in the systems whenever one comes up. That means no engines, no weapons, etc.”

      “And the loading ramp? Are they going to be able to come in again?”

      She laughed again. “Not a chance. I… may have manually overridden their access. They won’t be back anytime soon.”

      I wandered the concourse, my feet moving back and forth like they had a mind of their own while I considered all the options. Did Garnt have enough influence that they’d done something to the ship? How would they even know it was mine? Or done it so fast? I checked the time log for the missed comms—before I’d even gotten into the firefight. Someone knew who I was and why I was here. Or this had nothing to do with Garnt and someone had an issue with me.

      “Oh, frag this shit,” I muttered.

      “What?”

      I shook my head and remembered that she couldn’t see me. “Can you get into the port security cameras? Particularly any pointed at the Raptor?”

      “Gimme five minutes.”

      I did, falling silent as annoyance and frustration welled up inside. First there was the bullshit at the saloon, and now the fear that someone had done something to my ship. Mix that all up with the fleeting meeting with the Udunth and it was enough to make me want to take my ship and get the hell out of here. Except that wasn’t an option anymore.

      “Okay, boss, I got it. What am I looking… fragging hell.” She went silent for several seconds. “Well shit in a turbine, why the hell didn’t I think of that?”

      I didn’t even need her to tell me what she was looking at. “A grav-boot. That son of a bitch impounded my ship!”

      “How did you know? And who? The bounty?”

      I was reeling and didn’t answer. That fragging little asshole. I save his life and he’s still pissed about a little scar. It gives character, I’d told him. Just because he’s rich and owns half this station is no reason to frag with…

      “Boss?”

      I snapped out of my reverie. “What?”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      I took a deep breath, then a second, and a third before trying to reply. “I was here a few years ago on a job,” I said softly, “maybe seven or eight solar months before I picked you up.”

      “And this is an old friend of yours playing games with us?”

      “No, this is an old prick being an asshole because he can afford to.” I muttered darkly for a moment before heading towards the departures desk. “Stay put Kit, I’m going to figure out what the hell is going on and get us out of here, okay? Make sure⁠—”

      “Make sure they don’t find me, yes mom.”

      She didn’t even say bye as the comm cut off. I worried about her, probably more than I should. I’d found her drifting in a derelict ship, the rest of her crew dead, herself half-starved and delirious. I’d taken her in, but she was so scared it took months to assure her I meant no harm. The Taktis were a species made up mostly of females, with males being born only one in ten thousand births. This made them valuable, and the Taktis as a whole tried to ensure their males stayed on the planet. Kit was female, but her body was born male. I knew about the bounty on male Taktis found off planet, but I wasn’t about to subject her to that kind of life. If someone else found out the truth about her, they probably wouldn’t be as nice. And besides, there was no one that could talk to the Raptor like she could. That alone was reason enough to keep her around, despite however much they were offering these days. I hadn’t any reason to check.

      And besides, I hadn’t had a friend like her before. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to her.

      There must have been something on my face because the young man—barely old enough for a job outside the mines—took one look at me and backed a few feet from the counter.

      “Hi,” I said, trying to make my voice as disarming as possible—it only seemed to make his anxiety worse as he started to shake. “I’m here about a problem with my ship.”

      “U-u-umm… your n-n-name?”

      “Evangeline Kaine.”

      He took his time, his fingers slipping and hitting the wrong prompts on his holo-interface. When something interesting finally flashed across the screen, he peered at it with narrowed eyes for a few seconds before sweat started pouring down his forehead.

      “W-w-well it says here…” he said, refusing to look me in the eye, “it says here your ship has been impounded…”

      I slammed a hand on the counter and he jumped a foot in the air. “Why? I landed three hours ago. What the hell did I do?”

      “I-I-I-I think I—I think I should get someone⁠—”

      “Yes!” I snapped. “Get someone who can tell me what the hell is going on.”

      He disappeared and I felt the briefest bit of guilt. Still, he was part of the whole crooked system, and if he wasn’t going to help me fix it, I was damned well going to make someone else do it. No one impounds my ship and gets away with it.

      No one.

      When I saw the human who appeared at the desk, neck thick and arms as big around as tree trunks, I amended my previous thought. Okay, maybe him.

      “Evangeline Kaine.” His voice was a basso mountain I wasn’t interested in climbing and his eyes bored into me like they could kill. Maybe he could.

      “Why the hell is my ship impounded?”

      He grinned, a toothy smile that promised trouble if I continued to be belligerent. Lucky for him, belligerent happened to be my one and only setting.

      “I’m Sergeant Rathburn with Station Security. If you don’t want more fines added to what you already owe, I’d start watching my mouth, girl.”

      “Feel free to watch your own damned mouth then. Give me my ship back!”

      His grin only widened. “We’d be more than happy to, provided you pay the fines you owe.”

      “What fines?”

      He tapped a few keys on the holo-display and a number appeared. Below it was a list of words in small print, barely readable. “Fines from three years ago,” he growled, “assaulting a citizen of the station, illegal parking of a starship, illegal parking of a tram—that’s one I’ve never seen before,” Oh yeah, I remembered that one. I grinned at him but he didn’t share the amusement, “breaking the noise compliance, destroying station property, and—” his eyes held a bit of gleam in them, “—and assaulting a number of station security officers.”

      It was about that time I glanced around, noticing a distinct lack of people around. Instead, staying a good thirty to fifty meters away was a circle of more station security, their stun batons already in hand like they were expecting trouble.

      “So, this is how it’s going to be?” I asked softly. My hand itched to reach for my revolver, but I hesitated.

      Rathburn gave a firm nod. “He wants to see you. We’d appreciate if you came quietly.”

      I didn’t need to ask who ‘he’ was. I shrugged, leaving the weapon holstered. “Fine, take me to him.”

      He nodded again and the guards converged, none of them getting within range to use their weapon though. Strange, though probably a good idea. If one of them got antsy, things could devolve into violence. If I remembered anything about Norman, it was that he abhorred violence. Hopefully, that hadn’t changed in three years.

      Still, as they led me through the hallways of the security station towards a private lift, I couldn’t help but feel uneasy. My curse hadn’t hit yet, but there was always time for that later. Right now, all I could do was comply.
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      Compliance was something I never did well. But when there was a circle of armed guards around me, I tried my best to toe the line. If my experiences had taught me anything in ten years of being a bounty hunter, things would get interesting soon enough. This wasn’t exactly new to me.

      The lift brought us to the upper levels, into the security headquarters for this sector of the station. Things were a hell of a lot nicer up here, but few citizens and even fewer convicts ever got to see it. Even I’d only glimpsed the faux sky up here last time before things went to hell. But the difference between here and the lower decks was pretty much night and day. Where the lower decks were decked out in fabricated plastics and fake everything, the buildings and décor here were made of genuine wood, actual glass, and real metal that had come from off-station, and bought for a premium, I was sure.

      The haves and the have-nots. A true story no matter where you are in time. Most of the population of the upper decks were human too, again not much of a surprise in the Terran Dominion. As much as they integrated other species into the mix, the majority would always be human. Xenophobia continued to rear its ugly head.

      Rathburn stepped in front of me as we stopped, that smirk on his face as he looked me up and down. “Weapons.” It wasn’t a question.

      I considered my options quickly, but knew I was stuck. I handed him the pistol I’d confiscated from the saloon. He tucked the weapon away but didn’t move. Dammit. I drew my revolver, unloaded the weapon, then held it out to him butt-first. His eyes widened.

      “Is that a Rorschach Starlink Type-A?”

      I looked longingly at my revolver, small in his giant hands as he turned it over and around, taking it in. The weapon was expensive and unique, an eight-cylinder revolver that could fire multiple types of ammunition without having reduced range or accuracy. It was the pride of my collection, and the weapon that stayed with me at all times. Until now.

      “I’m going to get that back,” I promised. Rathburn only grunted and we continued.

      The room they brought me to was dark, bare, and smelled of old blood. A single metal chair sat in the middle of the room, the only light shining down from directly above. The moment I walked in the door was shut and I was left alone in this room that probably never had its stories told. It was the kind of place where security got whatever they wanted, eventually.

      I’d been in worse places than this.

      Eschewing the chair, I took a seat in the darkness at the far corner, leaning against the icy wall and watching the door as I waited.

      I tried to clear my mind, to meditate and rest for whatever was going to come next. My mind had other plans, sending thoughts and memories at me in a barrage. My breath came faster and faster as I struggled against the surge, trying to quell the torrent.

      The memories were jumbled, as they always were. A childhood lost, abandoned on a dead planet home only to those on the run. The fear, the rage, the need for someone to find us. To find me. I started to shake in my dark corner, short breaths threatening to steal my consciousness. I tried to battle the thoughts with reason. Someone had found me, taken me in. She taught me how to hunt, how to survive. She taught me how to be a person, not just a shadow of a thing. The darkness did not scare me. Not anymore.

      My heart calmed, my breathing slowed, and my eyes opened to see a single person standing in the doorway. He wasn’t wearing a security uniform, but a nice double-breasted peacoat and long breeches. There was no weapon on his hip, but he moved with air of superiority that said he owned the place.

      And he did.

      “Ms. Kaine.” The voice was the same as it had been three years earlier. “I told you never to come back here.”

      I shrugged. “Seemed like a good idea at the time. A hundred thousand credit bounty will make someone do stupid things sometimes.” I gave him the nastiest smile I could manage from my corner, “you know all about stupid things, don’t you Norman?”

      “I never took you for the greedy type. After all, you didn’t take my offer last time.”

      “Trust me, the offer wasn’t nearly high enough for me to let that bounty go. Not after what he’d done.”

      He sighed. “There’s the moralistic bullshit I was expecting from you.”

      Norman Davenport was the most important person on this station—at least in his mind. He owned the entire thing, handpicking people for the important jobs like Captain and such. He was responsible for keeping a tight rein on who was and wasn’t allowed to live on the upper decks. According to rumors, he was the reason the lower decks were no better than slums. His lies and manipulations kept money coming from the companies sponsoring the station and mine, but it all went into his own pockets instead of into the station for maintenance and upkeep or even trying to dig deeper into the asteroid.

      Three years ago, a bounty was put out on his son, Roman. The spoiled piece of shit had… well… he’d done bad things. Very bad things. He thought he was untouchable. I proved he wasn’t. I glanced at the scar that ran down the side of Norman’s face, from eyebrow to chin. My knife’s handiwork after I refused his offer.

      Then I made the grave mistake of saving Norman’s life.

      “To be fair, your son was a dick.”

      The last time I insulted his child, he charged me with a sword of all things. Not this time. His eyes narrowed, body tensing but the attack never came.

      “He was… a liability,” Norman said slowly, “it took time to understand that myself. Still, I would have liked to work to rehabilitate him myself, not have him handed over for a bounty!”

      “Too little, too late. Maybe you should have stopped him after the first rape and murder, instead of letting him hit the double digits.”

      He held up his hand. “We are getting off topic here. We could continue to go back and forth on this all day, but instead there’s the issue that you came back to my station when I told you not to.”

      “I’m only here for a couple hours.” I knew I was grasping at straws, but I had to try something. “Let me go, take that stupid grav-boot off my ship, and let me do my job and I’ll give you ten percent.”

      His eyebrows went up. “That’s a surprising offer from you. Why would you offer to pay me to let you hunt?”

      “Because I don’t want to be here as much as you don’t want me here. I couldn’t refuse the money. But if you let me go, I can get this over with and be out of your hair.”

      His face was unreadable, his eyes focused not on me, but on the wall above. Was he actually considering it? The man loved money more than anything else. Then he smiled and I realized I’d walked right into his trap.

      “You got that, right?” He called out, not speaking to me.

      “Roger that, sir.”

      He turned back to me. “Thank you, Ms. Kaine. I can now have you arrested and arraigned for trying to bribe the Chancellor of the Station Council.”

      “You son of a bitch!” I snarled, leaping to my feet. He laughed in my face and I charged at him, but the door swung open and guards poured in, getting between us. “I’m going to rip your fragging throat out!”

      He only smiled more. “I couldn’t put anything on you that was more than a fine. You covered your ass too much. But bribery? Now I get to throw you down in the mines to rot, your ship becomes mine, and you will never see the light of a real star again.”

      “No!” I screeched, trying to reach the smug asshole, but the odds weren’t with me. The red haze flashed in my sight, pain flaring through my stomach and I doubled over. “what the frag?” I snapped as I tried to leap for him again but the curse hit me a second time, sending me back to the ground. No one else seemed to notice. They were too busy making sure Mr. Davenport didn’t get hurt.

      It didn’t take long for my arms to be
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