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  Trigger Warnings


While I had a lot of fun writing this story and hope you will enjoy reading it, be warned that this is a dark ride. With that in mind, here’s a list of some trigger warnings. 

	Alcohol Consumption and Abuse

	Confined Spaces

	Death of a Child (Mentioned)

	Death of a Spouse (Mentioned)

	Decapitation

	Dismemberment

	Near Drowning

	Gore

	Swarms of Insects

	Knife and Sword Violence

	Murder



I’ve tried to include everything I could think of, so if I’ve missed anything, please feel free to contact me via my social media and let me know. I’ll update this list, as needed.






  
  Author's Note


The story you’re about to read is set between Part II and Part III of my novel  West of Apocalypse. You won’t need to have read the book to understand what’s going on in this story. The Bounty is written as a standalone adventure with my book’s protagonist Ayleen Torr. This is akin to a side quest in a video game, but like any good side quest, it adds something to the larger narrative.






  
  The Bounty

A West of Apocalypse Tale


1. 
Revenge don’t come cheap, and it travels a long road.
Ayleen stared into the yellow sphere of light at the base of the cave on Lagoon VII. She wore a sword and dagger on her right hip and a near-empty purse on the left. The solution to the coins she needed waited on the other side of that glowing orb. Her mother had called these spheres Dark Energy Tunnels, but her father preferred the more romantic term: keyholes. She pulled the front of her wide-brimmed hat low over her blue hair and then stepped into the light.
The gravity of the keyhole pulled her inside, flung her essence across the galaxy, and deposited her onto the next world with a gentle shove to keep on walking. Her crystal sword whispered into her thoughts, eager for blood. The living blade had shared a space in Ayleen’s mind ever since her forging ceremony.
That she’d arrived in another cave wasn’t a surprise. She’d only once ever seen a keyhole exist above ground. Compared to Lagoon VII, the cave here was wider and judging from the smooth walls, was carved out instead of a natural formation. The keyhole provided plenty of light, but as Ayleen ascended the tunnel leading up, long slender lamps lighted the rest of the way.
The air smelled dry, and the sky was bright lavender as Ayleen emerged from the cavern. A metal, chain link fence surrounded her. Beyond the fence, hundreds of people milled around the town. The place had all the usual mercantile, including a saloon.
The gate hummed and was adorned with a red sign that displayed a lightning bolt and a person standing at attention with their hair pointing up like the spikes on a mace. The snap hiss from a moth landing on the fence and exploding into dust drove home the warning.
“Hold on.” A woman on the other side of the gate put on a tan, wide-brimmed hat as she emerged from a small guard shack. She wore a blue vest over a long-sleeve shirt that matched the color of her hat. A star on her hip had words in the local dialect identifying her as a deputy.
She walked up to the fence and rested a hand on the pommel of her sword. The casual way she stood with the weapon suggested she was used to the weight of it on her left hip and perhaps not as practiced at pulling it out of its scabbard. Her eyes narrowed on Ayleen in a fashion she’d grown used to.
“Welcome to Anteres III.” The deputy’s greeting lacked any heart behind it. People knew a predator when they saw one, and all the smiles in the world couldn’t hide that Ayleen had spilled far more than her share of blood. “What’s your reason for the visit?”
“Business.”
The deputy grunted in that way that made it clear she suspected what Ayleen’s business was about.
“You planning to use that sword for any of that business?”
“Here for a bounty.” Ayleen reached into the breast pocket of her purple shirt and pulled out a yellowed sheet of paper. Unfolding it, she held it up for the deputy. The image of a woman rested beneath text written in two languages stating she was charged with murder and that her name was Karla Okalf. The bottom part of the poster was ripped off. Ayleen didn’t need to advertise the reward was up to a thousand silvers.
“Can’t say I’m familiar with her.” The deputy shrugged. “Can’t say I’d tell you if I was.”
Ayleen folded up the page and slid it back into her pocket. “Fine by me, as long as you let me pass.”
The deputy reached over to a large switch on a wooden block that Ayleen assumed controlled the electricity racing through the fence. “Understand me well. Just because that woman is wanted elsewhere don’t make her wanted here. Stir up trouble with that sword on your hip here in Aminition, and you’ll be the one swinging from a noose on this world.”
Ayleen nodded her understanding. The deputy flipped the switch, opened the gate, and let Ayleen formally enter Anteres III.
 The saloon called to her with the promise of decent sleep. Wasn’t about a bed. She’d wandered enough worlds to make her peace with sleeping on the ground. What she needed was a stiff drink. The flask she carried in her pack had been dry too long and her mind too damn sober to forget her worst memories. Sadly, she lacked the required coin to change that.
She pushed past the saloon and headed for the train station. Given “Deputy Welcome Wagon,” Ayleen was grateful she wasn’t hunting for her bounty in this town.
“When’s the next train for Estitution?” Ayleen asked the gent at the ticket booth.
The old man studied her through the haze of a cigarette dangling from his lips. The smell of it was sweet and tangy, reminding her of the captain who’d trained her academy. Captain Tratella had worn a weathered look, but she’d never appeared as beaten as this man hunched over his desk. Lots of folks had that look about them these days. The Galaxy had lost its Way, and the ones who wouldn’t admit it often still wore the truth in their flesh and down into their bones.
“Next passenger train for Estitution won’t leave for another three days. You want to buy your ticket now?”
“Three days won’t do me. Need it sooner.”
He pointed to a train with a bright yellow engine covered in blue dirt sitting three tracks over. The engine was hooked to twelve cars. Most of them were bucket cars, all empty by the looks of them.
“No room up here,” the woman in the engine told her. “Boxcars are full, too. My hopper cars are empty, though. Estitution is as far as I can get you. Gonna be full up with ore by the time I leave there for Calasta.”
“I appreciate the kindness.”
The engineer held up her hand to stave off Ayleen’s gratitude. “You best be good with that sword. The Dust Lands ain’t without its hazards. Lots of predators. You hear me right?”
Ayleen noticed a row of machetes hanging from hooks on the back wall of the engineer’s cabin. One of the blades was broken in half.
“I hear you.”
“It’s midday now. Gonna be pushing ol’ Helvus here as hard as I can, but it’ll be well past sunset when we reach Estitution. Train’s leaving in five minutes, so get settled.”
2.
Ayleen took the first grey hopper car on the train and climbed inside. Red dust from previous loads of ore covered the walls, giving the car a bloodlike stench in the heat.
The blue sun baked her good. She pulled off her black leather jacket and vest and folded them with a practiced precision to rest next to her. She kept her brown wide-brimmed hat pulled low to protect her face and neck from sunburn.
The clacking of the tracks and sway of the train car threatened to put Ayleen to sleep a few hours into the trip. She’d entered the keyhole on Lagoon VII in the early evening. Would be nice if keyholes matched up with the time of day on each side, but the Galaxy didn’t trade in kindness.
She was about to doze off when a loud bang rattled the train car. She leaped to her feet with her sword drawn. The sunlight passed through the crystal blade and painted blue lines onto the grey metal wall.
Just as she was about to assume the train had hit some debris on the tracks, another thud shook the car. She stumbled and fell towards the metal wall to her left. Loud, angry chittering sounds trailed away as the train steadied itself. Two more bangs followed. Only this time, a claw-like hand covered in light grey fur grabbed onto the car’s rim. Long, pointed nails scraped off flakes of the red ore, drawing grey lines in the dust. Deep chitters suggested whatever had a grip on the train wasn’t happy about its predicament. Rapid scrapes shrieked across the metal walls, the beast struggling to get a foothold to climb.
Ayleen sliced off the fingers of the beast. Its scream fell away as it lost its grip. Two of the long fingers landed on the floor by Ayleen’s feet and twitched as if they could still pull in the rest of their body. Dark yellow blood oozed out in a line going towards her jacket and vest. She snatched up her clothes and flung them towards the front of the train car.
Two more bangs shook the train. This time, a pair of claws grabbed onto the rim. The beast leaped inside before Ayleen could attack.
The creature reminded Ayleen of a giant rabbit. It hissed as it flashed its maw of razor-sharp buckteeth. Its left eye dangled out of its ruined socket, still attached by its optic nerve. Patches of blue dirt covered its grey fur. Not counting its tall ears, the beast only came up to the middle of her chest, but its mass was more than twice hers.
The beast leaped towards her. The narrow space of the train car made dodging it impossible. She speared the creature in the chest with her sword. The creature shrieked, but that didn’t stop its momentum. Ayleen slammed back into the train car’s metal wall. Yellow blood spilled down the blade and onto the leather wrapping of her hilt. The giant rabbit struggled to pull itself off the sword. Ayleen held the hilt of the sword with her left hand and swatted at the rabbit’s forelegs with her right arm. The rabbit’s claws cut through her right sleeve and drew blood. She jerked her sword up, carving a line up its torso. The rabbit screamed and then leaped out of the train car.
During the struggle with the one she wounded, two more had hopped into the train car. She charged at the closer one and slashed at it with her sword. The rabbit reared back and stumbled into its companion behind it.
Ayleen ripped open the closer rabbit’s
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