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The hot blast of wind whipped the gritty sand across his eyes.  With few tears left to moisten them, he wrapped the musty maroon cloth tighter across his leathery face, scratching against the three-day-old stubble.  The cloth smelled like an old sock worn for a month and tasted like stagnant pond water.

The tracks ahead of him were still visible, but with this wind he didn’t know how much longer they would last.  He had to keep moving, tracking.  This was his only chance at redeeming his reputation.

Then, if that happened, Zelda may decide to take him back.

He trudged across the sandy landscape, the soft sound of his shuffling feet barely audible against the howling wind.  The titanium staff in his right hand cast a thin shadow across his path.  He judged from the short angle that he had a good two hours before the sun hit its zenith.

And once there, the temperatures would be near fatal unless he found the gift of shade.

Through the dense cloud of blowing sand ahead of him, he spotted a faint, dark outline approximately one-point-five klicks away on the horizon.  It was rectangular, its base thin while the rest reached up toward the sky.  If that was Intrepid, rumored to have been crashed and abandoned here decades ago, he could use any spare parts to repair his own ship.

He hurried his pace, stabbing the ground before him with his staff.  His mouth was so parched, his throat tasted like paper.  An emptiness in his stomach was well beyond the point of hunger.  He had to move onward.  Not much farther now.

A red LED ignited just above the handle on the staff.  He froze.

A digital sketch from his intraocular implant indicated a foreign object six-point-zero meters in front of him.

“Detonation device detected,” a mechanical voice, higher pitched like Zelda’s, spoke through the cochlear implant.

Clever bastard.  He knew he was being tracked.

“Range of detection,” he whispered.

“Zero-point-six meters diameter.”

“Display range.”

The foreign object was displayed.  It was cone-shaped.  A digital sketch showed him the detection range.

“Analysis of detonation device.”

A moment later, the voice indicated a deadly explosive that would’ve obliterated not only him but everything within a fifty-meter radius.  The bastard certainly wasn’t playing around.  He went so far around the detection radius that he almost lost track of the original path.  He kept a more cautious pace now.  Knowing there was one detonation device in the area meant that the likelihood of more was considerably high.

At the point-nine-klick mark, he lost the trail completely due to the high winds, but it kept moving directly toward Intrepid.

Then again, if the shoe was on the other foot, that would be a tactic he would use too.  The only way to be certain was to activate the heat signature ping.  But doing so would also give away his own position.

For now, he trudged on ahead, confident that his mark’s destination had to be Intrepid, for he would need to be in shelter during the sun’s zenith.  If it wasn’t, he still had time to ponder another way to find his mark and collect the bounty.

He staggered the final two-hundred meters to the shelter.  His mouth was so dry that all he could taste was sand.  The scorching heat would’ve made his titanium staff too hot to touch if it wasn’t for the internal temperature regulators.  It worked for extreme frigid temperatures too.  His last bounty crashed on an ice planet.  That was a grueling twelve-day run.  Why couldn’t his marks try to hide in a tropical paradise, with plenty of sustenance and warm climates?

Then again, if he was being hunted by one of the most successful bounty hunters in the galaxy, he would also hide out on similar planets where the elements could be as effective as the most advanced weaponry.

The main hatchway was open.

Activating the intraocular implant, he analyzed the opening.  It was too easy.  There had to be another way in.  This way looked like a trap.

Discovering traces of fine spider webs across the hatchway and the lack of disturbance of sand along the floor, he circled the abandoned ship, starting with the port side.  He soon discovered remnants of a recently worn path through the sand.  He was on the right track.  As he neared the starboard side, the docking bay doors were slightly ajar.  Using as many handholds as he could, he climbed inside.

The air was stale, but the shade kept the interior at least twenty degrees cooler.

An intense urge to activate the heat signature ping overcame him.

Not yet.  Patience.  He didn’t become the best of the best by giving in to his primitive animalistic urges.  He became the best of the best by his cunning wit, his skill at tracking across any environment, and his calming spirit.

Yet, despite all of his success, it still wasn’t enough for Zelda.

Zelda was the only woman in the galaxy that he truly loved.  Even more than all of his advanced implants, she was the one who owned his heart, soul, and mind.  He would give it all up to be with her.

But that wasn’t what she desired.  Hence the reason for finding this high-profile bounty.  Once this bounty was captured and he collected his reward, he would be accepted into one of the most prestigious law enforcement agencies in the galaxy.  He would still be traveling across the galaxy, looking for the worst of the worst criminals, but this time with a badge and honor to prove it.

The interior lights were on, but only in the limited conservative setting.  Small one- and two-person ships lined the bay.  He admired the ships’ beauty, for these models were from a bygone era well before his youth.  An era when his father was young, ambitious, and held a constant jetsetting mindset before meeting the woman that would eventually become his wife and the mother to one of the most brilliant minds the galaxy could offer.

Instead of drooling over the metallic beauties before him, he focused on the mission at hand.

With his back to the wall, just to the left of the bay doors, he took out a small canister from his belt along the small of his back.  He took a small sip and was instantly reenergized by the invigorating liquid.  It had no taste, but its crisp coolness ignited his senses.  His mouth was no longer parched.  His eyes could water, if needed.  Even his skin no longer had the texture of sandpaper.

He clicked a button on the bottom of the canister and a thin wafer, one-point-five centimeters in diameter, shot out into the palm of his hand.  He placed it on his tongue, dissolving and absorbing.  His stomach immediately lost its sense of vast hunger.  He could go on, but still longed for sitting down to a decently cooked meal.  Not something that was chemically-enhanced and dehydrated to the extreme.  He wanted to savor the fine cuts of meat, steaming pile of seasoned potatoes, and ripe, crisp corn still on the cob.  He was never one for alcohol, but would indulge himself with a small celebratory glass of red wine two or three times a year.

Of all the passageways leading out of the docking bay, only two were open.  Even though one had blown sand across the entryway, he knew that was where his bounty went.  He put the canister back, gripped the titanium staff in both hands, and slipped silently down the passageway.

He turned left, right, and following a long, straight corridor, he came upon a bank of elevators.  He eased into the maintenance tunnel next to it, peering up into the inky darkness.  Strapping the staff along his back, he climbed up toward the bridge.

The bastard was a fool for thinking he could launch the Intrepid.

“Input, schematics on Intrepid,” he whispered.

A neon green 3D image of the starship Intrepid appeared in his intraocular implant.  He turned it this way and that, then zoomed in on the bridge.  There was only one way in and out.  The bastard was trapped, if he went in there.  The bridge was unable to detach from the ship like the more modern ships were capable of doing.

Unless he had no plans to leave.

As the maintenance tunnel moved parallel to the elevator shafts, he discovered two more detonation devices along the way.  The devices were self-contained within a four-point-five meter radius, set for a directional blast to maximize damage to the elevators only.

He soon reached the top.  He then opened the door, stepped over a tripwire across his path, and stood before the closed bridge door.

He activated the button to his right.  The door slid open with a harsh whoosh, as if it hadn’t been opened since the day the ship crashed.

Dust floated in the air like mites.  The interior was well-lit from the blast of sunlight as it reached its zenith.  There was no sign of life.  Or was he hiding?

Hiding where?

He circled the room.  There was a thin layer of dust across all of the instrument panels and seats where the command crew sat.  The bridge was hotter than the rest of the ship.  Chances were high, based on the spider web cracks on the viewing ports, that there was a small hole somewhere that allowed dust and heat from the outside to penetrate.

If that was the case, until it was repaired, the ship would implode as soon as it lifted off into the depths of space.

“Input, repeat ship schematics.  Also add in detonation locations.”

As he examined the schematics again, a voice in his cochlear implant said, “Further analysis of the detonation devices indicate they are on a timer.”

He froze.

“Analyze timer.”

“Timers are set for eleven seconds once trigger is activated.”

“So, they have not been tripped?  Analyze devices for trigger mechanisms.”

Moments later, the error in his judgement became apparent.  The blast area of the detonation devices weren’t meant to take out the elevator shafts.  They were meant to sever the structure of the ship, taking out the bridge and anyone inside it.  Triggering the devices could be anything from proximity and movement of the elevators to activation of the heat signature ping mechanism.

He opened the maintenance tunnel again, then pressed the down button next to the elevators.  Once the elevators started moving downward, he quickly slipped back into the tunnel and slid all the way down the metal ladder, using the maroon cloth as a friction to slow his descent.

Back at the main level, he met the elevator door opening.  He went in, pressed the button for the bridge, and quickly got out before the doors closed on him.  He watched the numbers climb higher and higher until he reached beyond the area of the detonation devices.  When no explosion commenced after several seconds, he knew the trigger mechanism had to be from something else.

He stood in the middle of the docking bay, surveying all of the one- and two-person ships.  He slowly counted off the seconds, using as much of his peripheral vision to capture any sign of movement.

When he spotted none, and now left with no choice, he activated the
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