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It was an ordinary day as any other when disaster struck, or so Cydni would begin her tale if asked. She had just finished breaking down the last box months after she’d moved into her new place, having returned to her home country of Mountainlandia after ten years working as an independent bounty hunter around the world.

“Whew,” she wiped her forehead and surveyed her living room, which she could finally appreciate now that it was all clear.

Apart from the glass display case along one wall, the furniture was thankfully quite simple, just a coffee-colored sofa set, beige table, and a simple TV atop a small beige entertainment center. Her mother had given her the condo fully furnished, and had to be talked down from splashing it with her vibrant style and instead keep it suited to Cydni’s more utilitarian preferences. As for the glass case, it sat empty but for a few books taking up half a shelf. Perhaps the chatty older lady had left it there to entice her daughter to fill it with trinkets from her travels.

Cydni sat down on the sofa and turned on the TV, beer in hand. The fan was on full blast, blowing around her dark shoulder-length hair. Dressed down in light cotton pajamas, she fully intended to enjoy the day with just her new home, her beer, and her main reason for moving back: her precious daughter, Bonnie.

“Oh,” she checked the clock and stood up. It was time to feed her.

Down the short hallway to one side of her apartment, the smallest bedroom had been converted to a large walk-in closet, lined wall-to-wall with racks of the many clothes Cydni enjoyed accumulating. The second functioned as a gym, and the largest one, furthest back, was the most important room. Her bed had been shoved all the way to one wall, and on the opposite side, next to the window with the perfect amount of light streaming in, sat a large table with a pot on it. A thick vine ran up the pole in the middle of the pot, and a number of plant “heads” jutted out.

“Hungry for a snack, baby girl?” Cydni pulled on a pair of latex gloves and opened a small refrigerator next to the table.

A glint of something iridescent was beginning to seep from a few of Bonnie’s heads. The spiky little teeth parted slightly, as they did whenever she was hungry and sensed the presence of bio-matter nearby. It always amazed Cydni to watch her “smell” like that.

As she held out a few dead bugs for Bonnie to snap up and munch on, her phone — a little old flip phone she'd settled for after overspending on her top-of-the-line tablet — rang out from the living room. When she ignored it, the tablet on her bed began vibrating.

“Ugh,” Cydni groaned, but by now, she had finished feeding Bonnie, so she took off her gloves and answered the video call. “This better be important.”

“It is,” her brother, Stefan, a couple of years younger, snapped. “You’re supposed to be at the office today, hello?”

“Huh? Why?”

He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know, Miss CEO, certainly not because you haven’t even been here once since you took over. You know Mom’s already out of the country, right?”

“I thought CEOs got to do whatever they wanted,” grumbled Cydni. “Don’t I make the rules now? Or do I have to send an official company email announcing it? Anyway, you’re just a regular employee. You work in uhhh intel, right? Yeah you’re in the spy department or whatever and you’re not even a manager. What’s a bottom runger doing demanding the CEO show up at work?”

“Bartholomew is busy,” Stefan snapped.

“Uh, who’s that?” Cydni cocked an eyebrow. She racked her brain for all the people she’d met ten years ago.

“Huh? How come you don’t-” Stefan paused. “Oh, wow, it really has been a long time, huh? Bartholomew Havenfordshire. He’s been here for seven years already, and he’s the one who makes the magic happen. The one who keeps this ship afloat. The true star of the show. Even when Mom was here, she depended on him to manage every department. He's quite incredible, really.”

Cydni clicked her tongue. Why did he sound so gushy? “So is that what you’re into these days? He sounds ancient.”

“He isn’t,” Stefan protested, then sighed. “Just come. You’re the one that agreed to this.”

“Fiiiiiine, but who’s gonna look after Bonnie while I’m gone?” Cydni turned to check on her sweet child, who looked on as unchanging and plantlike as ever.

“Bonnie? Ohh your uh, your murder plant.”

“Watch it,” Cydni snapped. “Bonnie is delightful and not at all dangerous. I won’t have my own brother perpetuating myths about carnivorous plants. All of this is just ‘cuz some scientists lost their fingers. Of course that poor thing got nippy when it’d been starving. These types, Drosera Gloiten, they eat a lot, yanno, and they need a lot of sunlight. They’re high maintenance plants. You can’t just put them in a lab and call it a day. Their grip only gets stronger the hungrier they get. If I stuck my hand in one of Bonnie’s heads she wouldn’t even close up on it. And besides-”

“So what you’re saying is,” Stefan interrupted. “If I come take care of her for a bit and feed her every whatever minutes or hours, you’ll come to the office?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Cydni waved a hand in a vague gesture of agreement. “I’m gonna set up an auto-feeding system soon, so it’s just for today. It’s not like I planned to stay at home all the time.”

“By the way, aren’t those plants illegal to own? Or were they one of the ones you can now own if you’re licensed?” Stefan’s voice echoed from the tablet as Cydni started to get ready to leave.

“You need a license, but I can’t afford the fee right now, so keep this between you and me for now, yeah?” She changed into a deep forest green pantsuit with a black turtleneck. It’d be a bit too warm for a day like this, but if she was going to go to a corporate office as their newly sworn-in boss, there was no way she’d show up looking like a schmuck. The finishing touch was a silver locket with a picture inside of her most important partner: her throwing ax. “I’ve already got debt right now since it was real expensive to buy her. But I already passed the exams, all three of ‘em. Anyway, talk later.”
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“So you have decided to step into the office today.”

The so-called incredible manager was a good deal younger than Cydni had expected – definitely younger than her thirty-five. Skinny as a pole and about as tall as one too, Bartholomew towered over Cydni despite the latter being a good five foot eleven herself. He adjusted his stiff tie and offered her the slightest of bows as indication to follow him. Cydni observed him while they walked. His complexion was impossibly pale, like he hadn’t seen the sun in years. The way he walked and spoke was polite, but even she could detect the undercurrent of disapproval in his tone and the ever-so-slight forcefulness of his steps.

The decor down the hallways and out on main floor exactly reflected her mother’s taste: resembling a cross between an elementary school and an art museum, with walls covered in colorful paper crafts, paintings from around the world, and motivational messages. Her parents had founded Stone’s Throw together, and although the company had become quite prestigious by now, it was still quite small by scale. Cydni wondered if the workers on the floor were the bounty hunters or intel gatherers. She assumed only those two departments existed in this place that specialized in offering bounty hunter services, but as someone who’d gone independent as soon as she could, she’d never come in close contact with the inner workings.

The company's tagline, “Where Justice is Just a Stone’s Throw Away”, greeted her around every corner and next to the elevator as the dainty man in front of her pressed the button calling it. Cydni snorted. It was such a corny line, but one she knew the Stone matriarch stood by. Although Cydni had her own set of morals, she was hardly as strict as her mother in the bounties she accepted.

On the second floor and down the right, an inconspicuous door greeted them.

“This is your office,” Bartholomew opened the door to a room far more spacious than its exterior would suggest.

Cydni stepped in and looked around. The large window across from the door let in plenty of sunlight. There were a couple of large pots on the floor in two of the corners of the room, occupied by tall fake plants. On the wall to Cydni’s right hung two generic landscape paintings in gentle autumnal tones, and on the left were family portraits with their names under. All of this, along with the walnut brown desk and matching leather office chair gave the whole room an appropriately corporate feel, unlike any other space in the building.

Cydni wandered up to the portraits. Seeing all of their names near each other reminded her of how ridiculous they sounded. She couldn’t tell if her parents, Cindy and Charlie Stone, merely lacked in creativity or had done it on purpose. After all, Stefan’s full legal name was Sydney Stefan Stone. It was no wonder he went by his middle name now, but throughout their childhood he’d tried to go by Syd. Her own full name, Cydni Charlene Stone, was one she rarely ever used.

“Bet I’m the first CEO to actually use this room, huh?” she snorted and turned to Bartholomew.

“Although your father never held the official position of CEO, he did use this office when he was alive,” Bartholomew responded without looking up from the binder he was flipping through. “I hope you will use this opportunity to familiarize yourself with the company’s daily operations, high profile contracts, how bounties are chosen, and everything else detailed in this binder.”

“I’ll just take that with me,” Cydni took the binder from him. “I’d rather do the reading at home.”

“As you wish.” Bartholomew nodded ever-so-slightly. “This information is generic enough to be allowed to leave the building. But I request you meet the employees before you leave. It is important you develop a good rapport with them, especially the hunters, who put their lives on the line for us.”

Cydni clicked her tongue. She couldn’t argue with that. Bartholomew led her back out and downstairs. Upper management such as him had their offices on the same floor as she did. The first floor, bustling with activity, was divided in two large sections.

Lower level managers were busy organizing information, assigning bounties to hunters, and other such tasks. They hardly noticed Cydni when she stepped into their area; in fact, an easy way to differentiate between managers and intel workers was that the latter actually reacted to her presence, whether that was by offering her a polite nod or a curious stare.

“Great day today, huh?” Cydni offered them a cheery wave. “Take care of yerselves now, yeah? Work’s important, but so’s rest. Say, we have a coffee machine in here?” She turned to Bartholomew.

“We do, yes.” He leaned closer to her and whispered, “However, before continuing, I suggest you introduce yourself. None of them know who you are.”

“Oh right, I’m your new CEO,” she hastily launched into an introduction. “You can call me Cydni. None of that Miss Cydni or whatever, just my name is fine.”

Although they still seemed a bit unsure, a few stiff shoulders began to relax and even some of the managers looked up and nodded at her.

“We should get a lemonade dispenser in here too,” Cydni mused. “What say, Bart?”

He cleared his throat awkwardly. “There are vending machines. I’m quite sure bottled lemonade is an option in at least one of them.”

“Whaaaaat? We can’t make them pay for it.” Cydni looked around indignantly, hoping for signs of agreement. Instead, she was met with a couple of stifled giggles.

“Employees merely scan their ID and choose what they wish,” Bartholomew clarified. “Only visitors pay.”

“...Oh.”

The other side looked far more like a recreation center than an office. Hunters dressed in t-shirts and cargo shorts hung out, ate snacks, and napped on sofas. Unlike the serious atmosphere among the managers, the hunters laughed and chatted loudly.

One of the younger managers seemed to notice Cydni glancing in the hunters’ direction and spoke up, “We usually aren’t this somber, but there’s some risky situations in some of the bounties we’re pursuing. It’s a big responsibility to send other people into danger.”

“Guess that makes sense.” Cydni scratched her head. She’d always worked solo. “I should go introduce myself to them too.”

The hunters buzzed with excitement as Cydni approached them, as if they had sensed her as one of their own. Despite her formal attire and the air of importance lent to her by having the top manager follow her, they greeted her like a friend, offering her a rough handshake or even a clap on the shoulder.

“Welcome, we’ve heard of you,” a young man chirped. “Mrs. Stone used to tell us all sorts of stories about your exploits.”

“Remember me?” a gruff older hunter chimed in. “It’s okay if ya don’t ‘cus how long’s it been, eight, nine, ten years? I’m the only one left from before ya left Mountainlandia.”

Cydni recalled meeting Stone’s Throw’s hunters during her college days. Although she couldn’t remember any specific face or name, she had learned a few cool things from them. “Good to see all of you. You like it here?”

“Uh huh,” a third hunter spoke around a mouthful of slider. “It’s a lot safer than going indie, and a lot more reliable. We get a solid cut, a gym,” she paused to swallow and gesture at the door behind her. “Good food, comfy sofas, and a place to hang out.”

Although there were people to manage these facilities on a day-to-day basis, it’d be good for Cydni to be familiar with them too, so she nodded along attentively.

“Thanks for the info,” she saluted the hunters during a momentary lull. “If there’s anything you want me to consider, just let me know. You can tell Bart- Bartholomew and he’ll pass it on to me.”
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Cydni reclined on her sofa, back after her initiation as CEO. On her tablet now existed the means to access and vet all the bounty requests Stone’s Throw received, as well as platforms where commissions were posted publicly. It seemed her mother frequently scoured such places to form new connections and gain new loyal clients. She scrolled through the list of petty criminals, scammers, evil scientists, and aspiring world-dominators, mixed in with arbitrary bounty requests such as for graffiti artists or the president's personal request to bring forth the one his daughter ran away with.

Although her official responsibility was merely to pass chosen commissions onto Bartholomew, and focus her attention on networking and maintaining relations, it didn’t sit right with her to not to use her primary strength as a hunter. If she took on the most dangerous commissions so no one else had to, it’d be just fine, right?

Admittedly, she had an ulterior motive. Dangerous commissions tended to pay more, and she needed all she could get to pay off her debt and afford the license fee for Bonnie. After scrolling through multiple such sites, one request stuck out at her. It appeared on multiple boards by several different people, but the amounts were all larger than anyone else by at least five times.

“Midnight Moonshiner?” Cydni cocked an eyebrow. “What a stupid name.” Which loser named themselves after their addiction? Or was she into homebrewing as a hobby and made it her entire personality?

From her description, she sounded like nothing more than a middle aged woman wreaking havoc at public events. Despite the amounts being offered, she didn’t seem to engage in violent crime or associate with dangerous people. The only reason so many people were so keen on capturing her seemed to be that she annoyed some very powerful people in very powerful places.

There weren’t any photos of her but for a couple of extremely blurry night shots of what was most likely a pale-haired person dressed all in black. If Cydni could pull off a capture, she could offer her up to the highest bidder. There had to be a catch though, so she’d save that for a rainy day and feel the scene out with some more straightforwardly dangerous bounties.

Sudden pounding on her door startled her mid-search. “Uh, who?”

A look through the peephole revealed several people in hazmat suits. Confused, Cydni opened the door just a crack. “Can I help you with anything?”

“Miss Cydni Stone, we have been notified of the presence of dangerous material in your possession,” the person closest to the door announced.

“Wait, what?” Cydni held on tightly as they tried to force their way in. “You can’t just barge in like that.”

“We have a warrant.”

She pushed against the door defiantly, and it took all five people pushing back to force it open. Just as they overpowered her, two more showed up, and all seven stormed in.

“If you resist,” the only one who’d spoken so far, continued. “We will be forced to arrest you.”

Three of the hazmat-suited intruders held her arms behind her back. She thrashed and wriggled until a fourth pinned her shoulders to the wall. The rest searched her apartment. Eventually, they emerged from the bedroom carrying Bonnie.

“Where are you taking her?” roared Cydni. “Leave my baby alone!”

“The National Botany Association,” finally, a different voice answered her, the one holding her shoulders back. “Don’t worry, Miss. They know how to handle it- uh, her? She’ll be taken care of until you can pay the license fee.”

“And the fine, there’s a fine,” the one pinning her right arm piped up. “Just pay those things and she’s yours to take.”

“As long as you don’t sell her or her offspring,” the one on her left added.

“Well aren’t you all getting talkative all of a sudden,” she growled, still struggling.

The group cleared out swiftly as soon as Bonnie was out the door. Cydni ran after them out of the building and down the sidewalk, yelling as they ignored her and drove away in a van.

Panting and huffing, Cydni stared after them, and only when they’d turned the corner did she notice the murmurs of onlookers from their balconies and across the street.

“What’re you lookin’ at?” she yelled up at those in their balconies, startling some into ducking back inside.

With nothing left to do but trudge back home, Cydni dragged her feet until she’d shut her front door. A cheery Ding from her tablet greeted her. She picked it up, expecting a notification from the government.

“I’VE BEEN FINED HOW MUCH?” She threw the tablet across her living room, where it landed with a dull thud on the carpeted floor. With a click of her tongue, she retrieved it. “Keep it together, girl. You can’t afford another one if this thing croaks.”

Luckily, the super-strength super-flexible shock-proof waterproof cover she’d splurged on had shielded it perfectly. Good thing it wasn’t a scam.

The grainy images of Midnight Moonshiner lit up when Cydni picked up the tablet. There was no other choice left.

“You,” she pointed at the ambiguous person-shaped blob. “You’re mine.”
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“It’s impossible.”

“Excuse me?” Cydni looked up from the folder in which she’d compiled every scrap of information she could find. She was standing at the head of the table in an otherwise empty conference room, with Bartholomew sitting at the table with a laptop in front of him.

“I take it you haven’t heard of her before.” Bartholomew didn’t look up from his typing. “Understandable, since although Midnight Moonshiner has been around for decades, she didn’t shoot to national fame until the incident with the current president. That is, after she was instrumental in aiding his daughter and her partner’s elopement, one that he was vehemently against.”

Cydni drummed her fingers on the table impatiently. “So what are you saying?”

“Simply put,” the expressionless manager continued. “Despite our prestige, ours is but a small agency. Hunting down one of the world’s most notoriously slippery criminals is beyond our scope. You must have seen the available photos attached with every commission. Despite her decades of activity, none have managed to even capture a clear photo. Take a look at this.” He projected his screen and scrolled through additional photos. “Even in our database, one can’t find anything beyond shot after shot of blurry movements and middle fingers. Long pale hair and an unknown age. The clearest photo we have is this one.” A photo of a speck of a person on a rooftop showed her drinking something from a can.

“Wow, so she really is a drunk, huh.” Cydni shook her head. “She’s drinking on the job.”

Bartholomew glanced at the beer in Cydni’s hand.

“What?” she took a swig. “Can’t a woman drink her stress away every now and then? My child is in danger!”

“I didn’t say a word, Ma’am.”

Bartholomew hadn’t been given any details about what had happened or the existence of Bonnie, but was prudent enough not to ask, even though everyone knew Cydni didn’t have any actual children to look after.

“Anyway, let me get this straight.” Cydni folded her arms. “I’m the boss, yeah?”

“Although your mother is still the owner, you are taking her place here as acting CEO, so in a manner of speaking, yes,” Bartholomew conceded.

“Good.” She set her can down on the table with an authoritative clunk. “Then we’ll mobilize the forces, work out a plan, and make it happen. Got it? Boss’ orders. You can’t go against it. You think these piddly little piss poor bounties,” she paused to scroll. “Look at this, hundred thousand. How useless. You think these small fry will ever cut it? We need the real deal.”

“If you insist, I will assign an intelligence agent to find and compile as much information about her as possible,” Bartholomew responded monotonously. “However, we cannot dedicate the full force to any one mission. Our regular operations need to continue."

Cydni looked the man over. "Did you always want to be a manager, or did you ever dream of being a hunter? Maybe an indie?"

Bartholomew tapped away on his laptop. "I have never aimed to be a hunter, Ma'am."

"Good, 'cuz it doesn't look like those pretty hands of yours could hold a weapon," Cydni observed. "You wouldn't stand a chance against me, that's for sure."

"I'm certain that is true, Ma'am," Bartholomew answered blandly. "Rest assured, although not all of them have your prowess, our actual hunters do have muscle."

"Yanno," Cydni continued, swirling the beer in her can. "I've achieved a lot over the years."

"Yes, you are indeed quite experienced."

"Got my first gig at twenty-five." She drained the rest of her beer with a nostalgic smile. Those were the days.

"I'm aware, Ma'am." Bartholomew glanced at the empty can that sat carelessly on the table. He shut the laptop. "If that will be all, I will have the person I've assigned to the task contact you directly. In the meantime, there is still a backlog of paperwork I would like you to address. Oh, and if you could throw the can away on your way out, it would be much appreciated."

"Paperwork?" Cydni groaned. "Fine. I get it. Just make sure you they contact me soon. We don't have time to waste."

"Yes, Ma'am."

***
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"Hey, Cydni." Stefan appeared on her tablet. "I've been asked to help you gather information on Midnight Moonshiner. Boy, gotta say, you're only just back and you're already going all out."

"You heard of her before?" Cydni took a massive bite of her deluxe meatball sub. She looked around and adjusted her earbuds. There were only a couple of patrons inside the cafe, and no one outside. She was having quite an early lunch, so most people were still at work. Since those sitting around were more likely to eavesdrop than anyone hurriedly passing by outside, Cydni made sure to sit at an outdoor table.

"Of course I have. Who hasn't?" Stefan cocked an eyebrow. "Don't you know who was responsible for [ABSURDCRIME] in [YEAR]?"

"That was her?!" Cydni almost choked on a bite. Over the years, she'd loosely followed Mountainlandian news. This one had stuck with her because of just how absurd it was.

"Yep." Stefan sipped his coffee. "And [ABSURDCRIME2] in [YEAR2]. Plus the whole thing with President Redael’s daughter. You gotta know that, at least? The whole thing about helping her run away? Anyway, that's barely scratching the surface of all the incidents she's confirmed or suspected to be responsible for."

"What's her game? What's she after?" Cydni wondered.

Stefan shrugged. "No one really knows. It seems to be up to her whims. We don't even know what she looks like, let alone what she's thinking. I kind of get it, though. If I could get away with half the things she could, I might be tempted to test fate too. See how far I can get."

"Hm, guess that makes sense," Cydni murmured, wiping her face clean with a paper napkin.

"The only person we know for sure knows her personally is President Redael's daughter," Stefan pointed out. "And she's someone whose face, full legal name, birthday, and other details are completely known to the public. I wonder if it's possible to track her down."  After a pause, he added absentmindedly, "You think I could seduce her into giving me information?"

"Didn't she run away with the love of her life or some bullshit?" Cydni waved her hand in a vague motion indicating said "bullshit".

"I've seduced taken people before. Easy peasy."

"Man, how can you talk so easily about that kinda thing?" Cydni shuddered. "Plus, back in our college days I was pretty sure you only went for men."

"Job's a job," he stated in a matter-of-fact way. "If you're going to get something done, you have to commit, even if it's a bit uncomfortable. Not that seduction's the only way, but sometimes it's the most efficient way of getting information. Plus, people of all genders cave to my charms with a little sweet talk and even sweeter action."

"Gross. You'll make my lunch come back up." Cydni dusted her hands and picked up her lemonade to take on the go. "Speaking of job, did you have nothing else to do? From what you've told me before, I kinda thought you were in demand."

"But of course I am." Stefan assumed a smug grin on his face. "On the contrary, I'm the only one Bartholomew trusts to handle this along with my regular workload."

"Oh, really? Well, whatever. Send me everything you find out about her. We have to make this happen, you got it?"

"Got it." Stefan saluted her and clicked off the call.

Cydni sighed and murmured, hands clasped in prayer. "Please be safe, my sweet angel. I'll come for you soon."

It didn't sit right with her to leave everything to Stefan. She wracked her brain for ideas. From what she'd heard, Midnight Moonshiner had been around for decades. This meant her earliest crimes were from before the internet. These were ones when she would've been younger and perhaps more careless. Therefore, the public records and old newspapers at the library were worth checking out. Cydni could start with the oldest library in the state of Richmond. It was not too far from where she lived, and had one of the most robust archives in the country, second only to the historic Grand Library in the capital city of Peter.

Surely, if anything had been missed, it would be from some old article that was never digitized, from a time before people knew what a big deal Midnight Moonshiner would become.

"What a genius idea, Cydni." She patted herself on the back. "I’ve always said I'm not just a brawler. I got brains too, I do."

***
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Cydni folded her arms, a vast archive towering over her. Although she maintained that she did have brains, she could reluctantly admit to herself she hadn't foreseen how daunting the task would be.

After narrowing down to every possible pre-internet decade that Midnight Moonshiner could possibly be active, Cydni combed through files of newspaper clippings, court records, and police cases.

"Seriously?" Cydni groaned, now exhausted after multiple hours of thorough searching. "Is there really nothing even from the old days?"

Although there were a few mentions of her in various articles, they were surprisingly few and far between, and from not as long ago as she expected. Her crimes back then weren't as elaborate, probably because she wasn't
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