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        With a stolen experimental starship and a pair of advanced synthetic limbs, Hunter isn't an average bounty hunter.

      

        

      
        “A gunslinger adventure with good, clean fun!”

      

        

      
        When he accepted the job on a backwater planet, Hunter thought it would be easy. He and his partner just had to track down a missing researcher. But when they find her, she’s fled a quarter of the way around the massive ring of twenty-seven gates and Hunter realizes all is not as he was told.

      

        

      
        That simple realization, and Hunter’s drive for retribution, kick off a series of adventures leading to the most important discovery since the fall of the Gate Age—and put him in direct confrontation with the corp he’s been running from for the past ten revolutions.

      

        

      
        Set in a far distant future, The 28th Gate is a series of tales that will appeal of fans who like space marines, space fleets, and military hard science fiction. The series consists of eight volumes spread across four seasons telling the story of Hunter’s struggles against the AAA corporation that created him. Each volume contains six episodic novelettes each with the action, character, and plotting of a complete story all crammed into an espresso-like package, while each season chronicles a different arc in the overall epic.

      

        

      
        Join the adventure now in Volume 1!
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      Do you like free books? I know I do. I remember when I used to agonize over whether to start a new series, trying to decide between books and money for the next meal.

      These days I still fret over even the smallest of purchases, mainly because I have two exuberant boys to put through school.

      But I still want to share free books. I want to see a world where artists are empowered to work their craft for the betterment of humanity - and a world where readers can freely enjoy those epic creations.

      I can't afford to give away all my books yet (see aforementioned boys and tuition costs). But I do give away each new release to everyone on my email list because I want to share stories of perseverance and hope. And if you want to support me and my stories, you are welcome to join the crew. Then, when you're able, you can pay it forward: leave a review or tell a friend, helping these and other hopeful tales to spread.

      Together we can build a brighter future, one story at a time.
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      You’ve never seen a warlock, but it’s a gun you’d remember if you had. I’ve heard them compared to starship-grade particle cannons rather than typical firearms, despite the fact you can carry one with a single hand. Of course, that’s because the tech inside a ’lock dates from the Gate Age, the height of civilization before we lost it all.

      Now, I know this seems like a strange place to start, but I’m sick of being asked to start at the beginning. That’s all I’ve been asked since I arrived here. You don’t really care about the beginning. You want to know how I got here.

      But that doesn’t matter to me. Going back to help Katherine does.

      So, if I’m gonna go through another round of telling this story, I’m giving you enough detail to make sure this is the last time. And that’s why this story starts with a gun.

      Course, given how many of my jobs were as a freelance bodyguard or contract bounty hunter, you could say all my stories start with a gun. But those other guns were nothing like my warlock.

      Imagine a quick flash, intense and accurate, but it passes so quickly you don’t have time to recognize it. Then, after the flash has faded, the real blast flares to life like the expansion of a dying star, following the trail of that initial flash in a blossoming fire trail. A moment later, the sound hits you. Compressed air from the shot creates a shockwave that makes your ears feel as if they’re going to burst. And then there’s the heat. I swear that’s the scariest part. It’s not like the fire of a flame or the heat of an engine. This is a burn you’ve never felt before and, frankly, I haven’t the words to describe it. All I can say is it’s a harsh cold heat, if that makes any sense, and it gives me chills every time. Finally, there’s the taste it leaves lingering in the air—a sharp acrid bite on the back of the tongue. Well, that’s what a number 6 silver feels like from my side of the barrel. You don’t want to experience it from the other side.

      The thing that makes a ’lock so devastating is it can chamber nine grades of silvers, offering potent versatility. Of course, since silvers were made during the Gate Age, they’re now expensive and hard to find. That’s why I prefer the 1s and 2s. Those you can find more readily—sometimes scavengers don’t even know what they have. I managed to pick up a number 5 silver like that once. It was tossed in a box of unlabeled garbage ’cause the lousy perg dweller had no idea what it was. Course, seeing as he’d called me a few choice names when I walked into his store, I didn’t feel like enlightening him. So, I took the silver off his hands for substantially less than it was worth.

      Anyways, as you’ve probably already figured, I carried a warlock, back before I arrived here. Beauty of a thing she was, and she wore her age well. I kept her tucked in a holster at my right thigh, with a few 1s and 2s in a bandoleer just above the sheath. The more expensive silvers I kept in a pouch at my left hip. One of the tricks to using a standard ’lock is you can only load one silver. But then again, if you pick the right silver, you only need one shot. I left a couple where they were handy, and so people who knew the sight of a ’lock could see I had the silvers to match it. But it’s better not to broadcast that you have anything more expensive than a 3, lest you make yourself a target. Or you get noticed, at the very least. Which is what started all of this.

      I was spending time in the tertiary city of Oumgea, on Tegra III. It’s like any other out-gate world—rough and dirty. For most people, the only thing that made it worth visiting was a small corporate presence. The corp was only a C-class, of course, focused on scavenging operations in the Gate Age ruins near Chumpalla and supplemented by some work in the asteroid field around the small moon orbiting Tegra III. I was there because… well, I was trying to avoid certain kinds of large corp attention. Let’s just say Maunhouser, one of the mega corps, wanted to find me, and I wasn’t keen on that happening. Tegra III seemed as good a place as any for laying low, and my partner and I had been paid to haul a load out there in the first place.

      I’d never been one to have an office or any other regular place of business—they weren’t necessary for the kinds of jobs I ran. Instead, I’d watch the comm traffic for any contracts. If I found myself on a planet for a time, I’d put out word that a new freelancer was looking for work, and then I’d wait for an offer. That way my reputation—or word of the guy carrying a warlock—preceded me, and I’d receive direct requests.

      That was how I received my first offer in Oumgea.

      I noticed the three men as soon as they came through the door of the little bar. The one in charge was obvious, thanks to an expensive—if ugly—tailored suit. The other two were high-level security, judging from the systematic way they scanned the room as they moved and the long, baggy coats they wore over ill-fitting suits. Baggy coats can be good for concealing a variety of firearms. I wore one myself, long and dark.

      And then there was their hardware. The thinner of the two bore the not-so-subtle scars of cranial implants. I’d know. I have plenty, though mine didn’t leave my head looking like a rogue neuromancer’s practice job. It was also clear he had a serious ocular implant to go with the cranial ones, and neither had been given to him by someone with any finesse. The larger guy had a shoulder that bulged under his coat, and his rolling gait under its weight suggested a heavy-duty synthetic arm. I’m not always pleased with my own synth arm, but at least it didn’t look like that. The grey color of its synskin identifies mine as synthetic, but that too could be hidden with the right coat. Anyways, from the visible enhancements on those two, I could tell they were in the employ of a corp, though probably the small local one. The larger corps tend to be subtler with their upgrades. So, when the little man in the ugly suit addressed me as if he already owned me, it merely confirmed my assumptions.

      At first, he sat and stared at me, almost expectantly, without even saying a word. I just stared back.

      “Are you the freelancer with the warlock?” he finally asked.

      I didn’t bother answering. My ’lock was holstered on my right thigh and I sat with my coat pulled back, leaving it visible to anyone in the room. So, either he already knew the answer, or he had no idea what a warlock looked like. Neither option impressed me.

      Regardless, he leaned in closer without waiting for my reply. “I hear you are looking for a job.”

      I nodded.

      He grinned. “I am here as a representative of Arrasteel, the local corporate power,” he explained with self-satisfaction. Lots of the smaller corps get exaggerated visions of their importance on the backwater worlds they control. “I’m here because we have an employee who has been causing… difficulties,” he continued. “We asked them to stop, and now they’ve run away with proprietary company information. We need them found, which I understand is a skill of yours. Once they are found…” the man spread his hands a little, and his grin grew wider even as his eyes turned to the ’lock at my hip. “Perhaps they get lost again? We’ll be happy to pay for any incidental expenses you incur during your unsuccessful search. After that, we won’t have any employee troubles, and you’ll be a bit richer.”

      I narrowed my eyes. It wasn’t the first time I’d received a poorly coded request to kill someone, though most managed the innuendo with more grace.

      To be fair, a man with my skill set probably shouldn’t have been surprised when others assumed he accepted such contracts, particularly with a warlock at his hip. And, in all honesty, I had been paid to find people before and I am quite good at shooting people. I just refused to accept jobs where one was required immediately after the other. Maybe that moral distinction seems silly to you, but finding lines like that has been one of the few things that kept me feeling human. So, while it’s true I won’t blink to shoot someone if they put me—or anyone who is paying me—in mortal danger, I will never accept money to hunt someone with the purpose of pulling the trigger.

      “I think you’re confused,” I growled. Sure, I could have explained my intricate morality to the man, but I didn’t feel like entertaining any further conversation.

      I started to stand when the little man grabbed my arm from across the table. “Do not walk away from me, contract hunter!” he snapped. “Just tell me what it will cost.”

      I already disliked the man. His sudden insistence only intensified the feeling. When the managers of a corp world thought they had the right to treat anyone who walked on it as corporate property just because they were the largest outfit on a planet, that annoyed me… almost as much as when someone grabbed me.

      My arm spun faster than he could respond, and then I was holding his wrist with my left hand—my synth hand. Before he could react, I squeezed just enough to make his eyes bulge.

      “I said,” I reiterated, allowing the pressure of my grip to provide the emphasis, “you are confused. I am no assassin. And I don’t take kindly to red flag operations or those who use them. Now leave me be.”

      As I was about to let the man go, I realized I had been too slow. His bodyguards were already moving my way. I pushed the man in the ugly suit toward the closest—the one with the giant shoulder—and leapt at the other who was already reaching into his coat for a weapon. I reached him just before a small pistol cleared the holster under his arm. A quick jab to his elbow reholstered the gun, and I brought my left fist around to the side of his head. He slumped to the floor, momentarily stunned, and I figured I knocked the alignment off his ocular implant, which meant he’d need an external recalibration before it’d range right again.

      By then the guy with the shoulder had untangled himself from his boss and was advancing with an expression somewhere between a scowl and a harsh grin. Judging from his massive arm, he was an adept brawler, and that wasn’t something I wanted to deal with.

      So, I reached for my warlock. The guy froze.

      I wasn’t yet ready to draw it—not with the small crowd still in the bar—but I didn’t feel like continuing the conversation either. Instead, I began backing toward the door. The man took a single step to follow, then stopped, eyeing something behind me. A glance over my shoulder confirmed there was a silver-haired figure standing in the doorway—my partner, Gloria. She stood with her sidearm unholstered, held low in a casual stance promising imminent violence upon anyone who might pursue me.

      “Found a new client already, I see,” she said. I assumed from her typically wry comment she’d seen the whole thing. Besides, at twice my age, she’d been in the fringe far longer than I had. She knew the signs of corporate security.

      “We won’t be working for Arrasteel,” I growled as I moved past her out the doorway.

      She just nodded as she backed through the door herself. She didn’t like overbearing corps any more than I did, so the fact she’d had to draw her gun was probably reason enough for her.
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        * * *

      

      The second job offer that subrev came in a few rotas later—standard rotations, of course. I could never keep track of the local light-dark cycles. I mean, standard revolutions don’t match any planet’s orbital cycle, so why would anyone need their rotas to match?

      Anyways, the guy wasn’t hard to spot. He was a little elderly man, less short than scrawny. He paused in the doorway and looked around with an air of confusion. When he locked eyes with me, he hurried across the room to where Gloria and I sat.

      “May—may I join you?” he asked with hesitant agitation.

      I gestured to the chair across from us.

      He sat with his hands wrapped together nervously on the table in front of him. “I…” He stared at his hands for a moment. “I need your help.”

      “With?” I prompted.

      “My… my niece is missing, and I’m worried about her,” he replied. “I think she’s in trouble.”

      “And what are you hoping we’ll be able to do about it?” Gloria asked. We’d found that it was best to be clear from the beginning about what a potential client’s expectations were.

      “I hear you’re good at finding people…” he answered.

      “Sometimes,” I answered. Finding people can be a tricky thing. How I became known for it on Tegra III is beyond me, but that’s left of the point.

      “It depends on a few factors,” Gloria explained. “When exactly was she last seen?”

      “A few rotations?” he replied with a shrug. “No more than a subrevolution, I’m sure.”

      Well, we’d worked with less.

      “Alright,” I answered. “And you know our fees?”

      The man nodded, his eyes shining hopefully. That was the part of client work I disliked the most. Bounties were easy. This much money if you found the person and brought them back. This much less if they were dead when you brought them back. Gloria and I could just decide which ones were worth our time. But looking someone desperate in the eye and telling them how much their hope would cost, that never sat well with me. Actually, now that I think about it, I wonder why I didn’t have Gloria handle that part more often.

      “Good,” I replied, eager to move on. “Start with why you think she’s in trouble.”

      “Then tell us about the last time you spoke with her,” Gloria added. “And what you know about her friends and acquaintances, and anywhere that she might have gone.”

      The man started quickly, providing us all the information I expected.

      He said his niece, Miss Marshere, had gotten herself into debt with types who weren’t forgiving of delinquent payments. She didn’t have many friends, and none he knew who would be willing to talk with us. The acquaintances he mentioned all worked for the local corp, where she’d been a low-level technician of some sort. He said he didn’t know the details, so I assumed something generic. On a planet like Tegra III, the local corp employs most of the population in the corporate city and is usually the largest employer on the planet.

      So, while I searched Miss Marshere’s small apartment, Gloria managed to sweet-talk her way into flight manifests. Since Tegra III isn’t one of those planets with a corp running indentured workers—don’t even get me started on those—we figured that if Miss Marshere had left, she’d have done so legally. And before I’d even returned from the apartment, Gloria had a listing for a flight for Tegra II. We prepared to follow, figuring it’d be a pretty easy case.
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        * * *

      

      More than a subrev later, Gloria and I were still earning our pay.

      “I don’t like it,” I muttered to Gloria as we started prepping for another jump—our third since we’d left the Tegra system, and we were still behind.

      “You just dislike having to chase people down,” Gloria countered. Which was true. “I’m just glad we don’t have a split hunt yet,” she added.

      But that was only because we hadn’t hit any of the two-gate systems. I’m sure you know more about the gates than I do, but for us, they’re monstrous stations built in the ages of old that serve as one-way portals. Fly into the entry of the Tegra Gate, and you’ll arrive at the gate in Allego. If you keep going, through all twenty-seven gates, you’ll eventually find yourself back in Tegra. In so many essential ways, the gate network defines our existence, and they certainly define how people move from system to system. Most solar systems only have a single gate, so the world that gate orbits is the most prosperous, while the out-gate worlds are less populated. Only a few systems—like Montega, for instance—have two gates.

      I shot Gloria an annoyed glance. “You know what I mean. Why so many jumps?”

      Our typical chase didn’t take long once we had a good lead. A few rotas, sometimes a subrev or two if we had to track someone through a couple of gates. That’s because most people don’t run far. They up and move, maybe jump a gate or two around the ring, then settle down again. Of course, those who know they’re being followed—or worse, know about the bounty floating along behind them—well, they tend to be more difficult to catch.

      And that was what bothered me. “Why is she still running?”

      Gloria shrugged. “She shouldn’t have needed to go more than a planet or two to get away from street thugs. If she were just trying to start again in another system, working for another corp, she should have done so already.”

      Large corps—A-class through the infamous AAAs—occupy most of the gate worlds, with smaller corps scattered across the out-gate worlds. But any corporation, large or small, would be happy to pick up a new employee with tech-related skills. And most don’t care where someone came from if they could do the job. Plenty actively poach employees trained by other corps.

      “Besides,” Gloria added. “You said everything you saw in her apartment supported what the uncle told us: she’s shy, reclusive, and spent most of her time at work. She’s not going to be happy on the run, so she should settle down quickly.”

      “That was three jumps ago,” I growled. “But she’s not slowing down. It doesn’t fit.”

      Our jump confirmation came through, but it was a busy rota. We had another chron or more before our turn. So, Gloria and I took the time to reconsider what we knew about Miss Marshere, ignoring what we’d been told by her uncle this time.

      Up to that point, she’d been jumping quickly, getting as far away from Tegra III as she could. Of course, that wasn’t difficult. Plenty of ships traveling through the gates are happy to take on passengers for the right price. Fortunately, most of those ship captains are also happy to offer what they know when you provide some incentive. Everything we’d been told by the shipmasters confirmed what I’d already suspected. Miss Marshere was smart, determined, and—apparently—very scared. We also had the clues I’d gathered from her apartment indicating she wouldn’t be happy on the run, and that it would take something serious to make her flee in the first place—much more serious than a local street gang. Which suggested the uncle hadn’t known the full story.

      “She’s going to keep running,” I concluded. “We need to get ahead of her before she hits Arpega.” Arpega was the closest two-gate system, and it was only a couple of jumps away. If we missed her there, we’d be facing a split hunt. And I hated split hunts.

      “And if she settles down before Arpega?” Gloria asked, easily falling into her role as my counterpoint.

      I shrugged. “We’ll lose time, but we swing back around the ring for another shot. If we miss her at Arpega, we’ll have a whole separate set of issues.”

      Of course, Gloria didn’t like split hunts any better than I did. We’d been down that long and frustrating route before. So, it didn’t take much to convince her.
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        * * *

      

      After we arrived at the gate in orbit of Arpega II, Gloria began to strike up conversations with every ship that passed our way—for some reason people were more likely to talk with her than they were with me.

      A couple rotas later, Gloria had a chat with a nice shipmaster who confirmed having dropped a young woman matching Marshere’s description at the previous gate early the rota before.

      Based on the timing, I assumed that meant she had already jumped through and landed on Arpega II, so I pulled up the log of all the captains who had refused Gloria’s pleasantries. Four of them were headed out-system toward a couple of the less habitable rocks, while all but three of the others landed at the largest port planet side. Since we already knew Marshere was good at avoiding the major surveillance associated with the larger ports, those last three ships attracted my attention—particularly the most recent, which had landed in a small port on the opposite side of the planet. The port looked small enough to avoid the major surveillance, while still being large enough to have a steady flow of ships headed outbound.

      I left Gloria in orbit, monitoring the active camouflage of our ship—the Essta, but that’s another story—and I flew the Endurance down to, hopefully, earn our pay.

      I assumed Marshere would be waiting for another ship outbound through the gate, but a few quick questions confirmed there wouldn’t be another until the next evening. I also learned there was a ship prepping to head toward the second gate in the system, and I knew that would be a long, dark route—just the sort of thing someone who is scared and on the run might be looking for. Fortunately, that ship wouldn’t be leaving for another rota.

      Confident in that helpful bit of knowledge, but still aware of the pressing time, I used the rest of the sunlight to look around on the ground. Eventually, I tracked Marshere to some of the more modern ruins on the outskirts of the port. The area didn’t have much traffic, which would make it appealing to someone looking to hide. What she didn’t realize was that the low volume of people moving through also made it easy to find someone who had just arrived.

      The area seemed to be the remains of a larger city that once held reign over the region. It was probably a corp town developed to support a tech-prospecting venture in the area, and if it was like any of the others, it had been profitable until the quality of what they could dig out of the ground from the remains of the Gate Age city began to fall. Then, after revs of barely maintaining profit margins on what they could salvage from the rubble, they abandoned it. Some revs later, a third city developed in the shadow of the second, living off what had been left behind of the first.

      I picked my way down the mostly abandoned streets, taking in the state of decay. There wasn’t much overgrowth. That part of Arpega appeared to be having climatic troubles, probably because the corp running the main port couldn’t be concerned with maintaining the rest of the world to appropriate standards. It didn’t help that Arpega II wasn’t the main capital for any of the large corps. It was a contested satellite operation and had been facing rough competition from the other gate world in the system. Even so, I was surprised to note just how little of a corporate presence there was.

      The buildings around me were half-standing, half-decayed shapes that rose out of the rubble of their fallen comrades. Most no longer possessed more than a few stories, though in their time I’m sure they had been much taller. Their insides had been picked clean, I assumed. A place like that, so close to even a small city, is usually only useful for the raw materials. But it appeared this one was also still in use as an outer slum of sorts.

      I passed a few other people in the streets, each warily eying me with that particular expression in the dying light, suggesting they were trying to balance whether I was a threat and if I had anything worth stealing.

      After I located the half building in which Marshere had taken temporary refuge, I loitered outside for a while. Usually, when I tracked someone down the last bit was the easiest. The specific details depended on who I was hunting, of course, but it often involved busting down doors or ambushes outside of frequented bars. One favorite angle was just shooting the target with a stun round before they even realized I was there.

      But back on the Essta as I’d been prepping for this excursion, Gloria had given me an unsettling look when I’d reached for the stun pistol.

      “Why would you need that?” she had asked with a pointed glare. “Do you plan on breaking down a door and just shooting her?”

      I just shrugged, implying it was something of a habit and allowed my hand to fall away without the stun rounds.

      “This woman is scared and running,” Gloria had continued. “I’d wager that when you show up and tell her that her uncle sent you to help, she’ll be thrilled.”

      Once I faced the dilapidated building Marshere was hiding in, I wasn’t quite convinced Gloria was right, but I did recognize the situation called for something other than my usual style. This woman was running from people she was convinced were chasing her, so I didn’t want to add to whatever fear she was already experiencing.

      Granted, Gloria and I had just been hired to find Marshere, which I had. But we figured there was a subtext to the request, which is why Gloria and I felt obliged to see to her safe return—or at least assist her in reaching her final destination. You see why we tried to be as clear as possible in what our clients wanted?

      Anyways, there was still that feeling I didn’t have all the requisite info, and my lingering concern about why she’d run so far if she were only dodging street hacks.

      “I found her,” I whispered to Gloria, using the communication chip associated with one of my cranial scars.

      “Good,” Gloria replied. “Have you made contact?”

      “Not yet.” I still hadn’t decided the best method of approach, but I didn’t feel like telling Gloria that.

      Eventually, I settled on what was—for me—somewhat unconventional. I knocked.

      The door cracked opened, and a woman’s face peeked out hesitantly. Light brown hair pulled back from a round face with wide, suspicious eyes. I tried to give her a smile.

      “Miss Marshere?” I asked. As soon as I saw her face, the link between my synth eye and one of my neural implants confirmed her identity, of course, but it seemed like an easy way of opening the conversation. “Your uncle sent me to find you. He’s worried about you.” The look in her eyes should have warned me then, but I was too busy trying to appear friendly. Instead, my first warning was when something jammed into my right leg and set off a series of electrical pulses. This lasted for an instant and then she turned and ran.

      From the sound of it and the vague shape I’d seen in her hand, it was probably a personal defense device, maybe one of the Routger models. They put out enough electricity to leave a man seizing on the ground. Fortunately for me, my right leg is both synthetic and electrically shielded. So, I just received the sharp buzz of synth pain rather than the debilitating arc of the real thing.

      I groaned as I tried to stomp the tingle out of my leg.

      “What happened?” Gloria asked.

      “She hit me with a PDD,” I growled as I threw my shoulder against the door. “I should have just shot her,” I muttered as I moved into the dark space beyond and set off after the woman.

      In my ear, Gloria made some comment about my benefiting from the exercise, but I ignored her as I leapt forward off my synth leg and pushed into a sprint after Marshere. Unfortunately, she knew the layout of the building better than I did. I fumbled after her, bouncing off a couple of walls, and nearly missed her when
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