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	Chapter 1

	────────────────────────

	 

	Jarret Spragg leaned against the wall in the metal lined corridor of the Satellite Five Mining Station. Drumming his fingers, he spent his whole life waiting. First, in the Terran Armed Forces, then for a girl and finally, as a bounty hunter, for his next mark. He’d rather wait for a woman, except none existed in his world. Today it was for a target if he got lucky enough to see him. 

	He leaned against a dirty wall, ignoring any carbon soot plastered against the bulkhead. Jarret wasn’t one to care about dirt or grime. His long years of experience in the United Terran Federation’s Army forced any aversion to filth from his mentality. 

	Underneath his jacket, strapped to his underarm holster, hung his Type 19 automatic pistol. It hurled a small 10 mm needle from a 25-round magazine. Though he wasn’t supposed to use it in the station unless they shot at him first. 

	Jarret asked the security officer, the definition of being fired upon. The projectile had to come close enough to feel the chunk of tungsten-carbide whistle past his ear. Otherwise, they wouldn’t consider it near him, and he would face arrest. 

	Jarret wished he had worn his body armor, but he had forgotten it in his quarters, an oversight when he departed his ship. Not every station in the Sol System let him wear the item—Satellite Five was one that would’ve permitted it. If the bounty were to ambush him, the error could spell his end.

	He stared down the corridor, which was filled with Satellite Five residents. They were miners covered in dirt jumpsuits, engineers with their tool belts, as well as merchants headed home from their stalls. The seven thousand inhabitants led to the construction of a sprawling maze of tunnels and caverns with no official plan. Prospectors built up the station as they dug into the asteroid. 

	Most people ignored Jarret, despite his appearance noticeably separating him from the rest of the pedestrians. He wore his favorite suit and tie, with a long blue jacket matching the rest of his attire. Most settlers of the belt didn’t wear suits, but Jarret felt as it made him look more professional. It would be obvious to anyone with two brain cells to rub together that he did not belong on Satellite Five. It amazed Jarret that his prey had not noticed him first. 

	Further along the corridor wandered Daly DeWitte—his target. Like Jarret, the mark dressed as an outsider, a tourist. He wore a ruffled shirt, tight pants, and a pleather jacket. Daly walked up the passage toward him as if he were on vacation and hadn’t earned a price for his arrest.

	Jarret was one half of a bounty hunter team. He wasn’t certain where his partner was, though he hoped she was where she was supposed to be. He only had to enact his part of the plan, not accomplish both. 

	He stepped from the wall with his hands in his pockets. Jarret slid in front of Daly. Pulling his identification out, he flashed it toward the target. 

	“Daly DeWitte. You have a bounty on your head and I’m taking you in,” Jarret said. 

	DeWitte pulled a tiny zip-gun from his pocket, jabbing the barrel into the center of Jarret’s chest. Jarret grabbed the weapon, yanking it up. The pistol buzzed, shooting a needle into the ceiling of the corridor. It stuck on a girder, splintering apart from the impact. 

	Unlike Jarret’s Type 19 with its massive magazine, the firearm held five rounds of 8 mm projectiles. It fit in the palm of Daly’s hand as it sported a minuscule barrel with no range or accuracy. The weapon was dangerous at close quarters and became limited further away.

	Small chunks of metal bounced along the walls—threatening pedestrians. Screams echoed across the corridor as shrapnel sliced into various limbs. The residents scattered from the scene, giving Jarret room.

	“Fucking bastard,” Jarret said, pressing the mag release button. 

	This better count as being shot at.

	The zip-gun’s magazine clattered onto the metal decking. Jarret kicked it from the bounty, sending it into the corner. This action removed most of the needles from the weapon, except the round in the chamber. DeWitte’s semi-automatic pistol chambered a needle upon being fired.

	Daly struggled with him, his hands on the still-loaded gun. The barrel swung wild through the air. The stray projectile could kill a single person or the entire station. Not everything or everyone in the void reacted well to needles. If the round punctured the hull, the settlement would explode from the sudden release of pressure. He had seen the result of an exploded ship in the belt.

	Jarret grabbed the weapon’s slide and pulled it back. The needle tumbled from the weapon to clink against the metal deck plating. The 8 mm wide projectile resembled a toothpick or cigarette. 

	“Jupiter’s kiss, stop struggling already. You’re caught.”

	“Fuck you.” Daly head-butted Jarret.

	Recovering from the blow, Jarret punched the mark in the jaw with his free hand. Daly stumbled, reeling from the impact, pulling the weapon from Jarret’s grip. The man raced down the empty corridor. 

	“Wanker,” Jarret said, running after him. 

	The hair on the back of his neck prickled like a peach. Jarret expected the bounty to turn and shoot him with the zip-gun. Daly could possess a spare magazine or three. Fear tended to overwhelm Jarret’s prey, causing them to react in unusual ways. 

	“Out of the way,” Jarret yelled, moving past a gaggle of workers. 

	They gathered around the fallen, who had taken a chunk of shrapnel to his hip, knocking him to the decking. Another had a first aid kit out with supplies piled on the deck plating. 

	“Watch it, cowboy,” the miner replied. 

	“Earthlings think they own the place,” another said, using a derogatory term for Terrans.

	“Every time one shows up, we get hurt.”

	“Didn’t they lose the war?” a third said, almost inaudible over the hum of the station.

	Ignoring the miner’s curses, Jarret sprinted down a straight stretch in the corridor. Daly was ten meters ahead of him and gaining by the meter. The man was taller than Jarret’s 1.8 meters, with longer legs, allowing him to run faster. Not to mention Jarret’s wrecked knee shot pain up his spine—a souvenir of military service though not job related. At least according to the Veteran Medical Services, or the VMS. They provide healthcare to veterans.

	Daly slammed a fresh magazine into the weapon, aiming it wildly at Jarret. It hissed and blasted its needle into the air. The round soared above his head to smash into a bulkhead. More screams chased him down the corridor. 

	Jarret sprinted along the metal plating, moving past people disheveled by Daly as he passed. The pedestrians screamed at him as they yelled at the bounty. The words “Earthling,” and “Cowboy” followed him. They didn’t like him any more than they did Daly. 

	Jarret grabbed a coffee mug from one engineer. Looking shocked, the man began cursing him. He ignored it, as he had to stop Daly, but couldn’t use his own needler. The station guards wouldn’t consider the chase as an excuse to employ his pistol. His bounty hadn’t managed a shot anywhere close to him. Not that he desired Daly to, as a target near enough to him would either kill him or a pedestrian.

	Daly aimed his piece at Jarret with his finger on the trigger. 

	Jarret took a deep breath as the weapon fired. The needle soared wide, bouncing along the metal ceiling. More screams in the corridor as he hurled the stolen mug at Daly. The ceramic coffee holder smacked DeWitte in the hand, knocking the zip-gun to the deck. 

	“Fuck you, cowboy,” Daly yelled, running down the passage away from his fallen weapon.

	“Stop,” Jarret shouted, sprinting past the firearm. “You’re making things worse for yourself.”

	“You’ve got the wrong man. I didn’t do it,” Daly replied.

	“Come in quietly. Let the police sort matters out.”

	“The cops are as corrupt as you.”

	“I’m not the one who earned myself a bounty,” Jarret yelled.

	“Fuck you, cowboy. You don’t know me.”

	DeWitte ran into an alley leading from the grand market. Despite the pain in his knee, Jarret sprinted to catch up, sliding around the corner. Piles of boxes and crates lined the side, which Daly had pulled them down as he passed.

	Sabrina. Where in the system are you? 

	Jarret jumped over the plastic containers threatening to trip him up. As with many Terran cities, debris filled the asteroid belt stations. It was a classic case of out of sight and mind.

	Daly raced ahead of him as if he were on fire. The alley spilled out into a larger chamber, with the bright lights blinding him. He disappeared around the corner. 

	Lagging, Jarret entered the Satellite Five Grand Market. Dozens of stalls packed with goods filled the space. 

	Daly ran down the aisle of tables. People scrambled to move from his passage as he bowled an older lady over. 

	“Make a hole. Out of my way,” Jarret shouted.

	A merchant clambered away from him. “Watch it, asshole.”

	Jarret forced his way through the crowd as he attempted to catch up. His prey was still faster. He burst down a side aisle, forcing Jarret to take a parallel path. 

	“Smell you later,” Daly yelled over the masses.

	Daly stepped into another alley when a baton smacked him in the face. He tumbled down onto the metal deck with blood pouring from his nose. 

	“I’m bleeding,” Daly spat.

	Sabrina Farro emerged from the lane, standing on top of him. She was shorter than Jarret, with long blond hair in a braid. Dressed in short pants and a shirt with a leather jacket, she used her figure to her own benefit when she could. She employed force multipliers like batons when she couldn’t—Daly was an example.

	“Stop squirming, you’re caught,” Sabrina said.

	She was the second half of his two-person partnership. They were a bounty hunter team hoping to make it rich, capturing criminals in the asteroid belt’s unlawful areas. Technically a Terran citizen, she lived most of her life on board a merchant vessel before settling down for college. She abandoned Terra and found herself on Phobos. There, they met and partnered up. A decision they made under the influence of rum, and the fact she captured the mark he pursued. She refused to inform Jarret about the circumstances of her escape from the blue planet. He figured it wasn’t his business. 

	Jarret ran in with a stitch spreading across his side. He pressed his hand into the pain as his chest heaved. He felt out of shape, though he was in the best condition he had been in since his time in uniform. 

	“You going to live?” Sabrina asked. “Or should I fetch you a cane?” 

	“I’m not that old or slow.”

	The bounty rolled to his feet, moving to flee. Sabrina kicked him in the gut, rolling him onto his back.

	“Go ahead. Just kill me,” Daly said, holding his hand to his bloody nose. 

	Jarret pulled a set of metal cuffs, dropping them upon Daly’s chest. “We only get paid if you’re alive. Either you walk or we drag you unconscious. Up to you.”

	Daly leaned against the metal decking, slipping the restraints onto his wrists. He lay on the ground with a tear dripping down his face. 

	“Remind me, can we claim the reward from station security?” Sabrina asked.

	“Not this one. Bounty is from the Jovian Marshals. We’ll have to escort them to them,” Jarret replied. 

	“How far away is that?”

	“There’s a precinct in this station cluster. Take

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
