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  Reviewers Comments
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Daniel P. Douglas’s Neural Bounty  is the perfect pick for lovers of gripping space operas fused with noir, sci-fi, and Western themes. Weaving an intriguing plot, Douglas whisked me away from reality and dropped me in the middle of a world of magnificent imagination. The subtle tone of the storyline hooked me, keeping me on the edge of my seat. I never knew where the story was heading. Every time I thought I had it figured out, I was treated to a plot twist. The cinematic depictions brought the scenes to life on the pages. It felt like I was watching a thriller movie. Fans of The Mandalorian or Blade Runner will love this. I was swept up in a dark, gritty world of high-stakes and hard-boiled action, a lawless cosmos, futuristic tech, betrayal, secrets, bounty hunters, outlaws, antiheroes, gambling dens, and more. The hard-edged and character-driven conversations gave insight into the conflicts, intricate emotions, and complex traits of the dynamic cast.
—Reviewed by Keith Mbuya for Readers' Favorite
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I absolutely loved Neural Bounty by Daniel P. Douglas. I was immediately pulled into the action by Kassidy’s sassy narration and the skillful direct dialogue. “You want to know what’ll keep you breathing out here? Shut up and pay attention.” She’s a no-holds barred, gun-toting space cowgirl with attitude and unpredictability in her genes. There’s the sense that anything can happen, and the reader is along for the ride. Short, punchy sentences amplify the urgency and increase the tension. I enjoyed the phenomenal worldbuilding, which reaches as deep as the defined currencies of geld and coffee beans, alongside the wealth of technical know-how, which makes the plot and the science infinitely believable. Throughout the intelligent and carefully constructed plot, there’s a parallel between Kassidy’s life and the Duryak Scrapyard, both seeking to craft something from remnants. I very much enjoyed Douglas’s dry wit and couldn’t put this novel down.
—Reviewed by K T Bowes for Readers' Favorite








  
  





To Spike, Jet, and especially, Faye, thanks space cowboys!
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  “I am Kassidy Reyez. I was Subject A-Seven. I was Liesel Klein. I am all of them and none of them and something worse for those who made me. I can walk into your forsaken nightmares and DESECRATE them. I carry my mother’s prayers and her killer’s blood and I’m coming for everyone who thinks consciousness is commodity. I am the bright star that burns retinas. I am the hunter who remembers she has teeth. I am what happens when experiments develop their own hypothesis.” 

— IMAGERY FILE #A7-231 /// Found carved into a wall, Alpine Seven Facility, eight years after its abandonment and decommission /// Archive of Andrasian Resistance Cells, Galactic Federation Intelligence







  
  Prologue - Salvage

The Awakening: Galactic Federation Frontier 2388 (ESD)


THEY FOUND ME clutching a dead woman’s prayer. 
Light stabbed through my eyelids. My body wouldn’t move. Not paralyzed, but strapped down like cargo that might bite. The synthetic restraints dug trenches in my wrists, and when I tried to scream, my throat produced dust.
“She’s conscious,” a woman said. Clinical voice. A voice that sorted people into specimen jars.
A shadow blocked the assault of light. White coat. The stench of antiseptic mixed with the recycled air that kept us all breathing each other’s fear. Standard Federation medical uniform, standard Federation medical detachment. He might as well have been a machine checking my oil.
“Can you hear me?” His breath smelled like coffee and lies.
I tried to speak, but my tongue felt too big for my mouth. I managed a grunt.
“Good. Follow my finger.”
I tracked it because what else was there? Left. Right. Up. Down. Playing trained animal while my brain screamed questions I couldn’t form.
“Pupil response normal. No visible neurological damage.”
The straps loosened. Bad idea. My hands shot up and grabbed his coat, yanking him down until our faces almost touched. He yelped and tried to pull away.
“Security!” The woman’s voice cracked.
They slammed me back down. Professional hands. Hands that knew pressure points and compliance holds. I fought anyway, teeth bared, a growl building in my chest that belonged to something feral. But my muscles had gone soft. How long had I been their specimen?
“Sedate her,” someone said from the doorway.
“No!” The word ripped out, raw and wrong. My voice, but not. Like hearing a recording of yourself drunk. “Where am I?”
White Coat hesitated, syringe poised like a question mark. “Federation medical transport Mercy. We found you drifting in an escape pod near the outer system boundary. Do you remember your name?”
I dove into my mind and found a bombed-out city. Rubble where identity used to live. My heart tried to punch through my ribs.
“I don’t—”
White walls. Metal pressing my temples. Voices dissecting me. “Subject shows optimal response patterns.” Pain that rewrote the rules of what hurt meant.
Then nothing. Just the echo of trauma my brain refused to file.
“It’s okay.” The woman switched to her sympathetic voice. Probably had an entire collection. “Temporary amnesia is common after trauma. The pod’s emergency systems kept you in stasis for several days before we found you.”
I let go of White Coat. My hand found my chest, touched metal that burned with importance. A pendant. Silver bird with spread wings, etched with symbols that looked like rebellion spelled in a dead language. My fingers knew its weight, its edges, the way it caught light.
“You clutched that when we found you,” she said. “Wouldn’t let go even while unconscious.”
The pendant was a thread back to someone I’d been. Or someone I was supposed to become. I closed my eyes, tried to squeeze memories from stone. Nothing emerged but skull-splitting pain and a single command burned into my bones: Run!
“Your pod’s ID system was damaged,” White Coat said, checking monitors above my head. “We need to list you in our records. Can you remember anything? A name? Home colony?”
I ransacked the empty warehouse of my mind. Dust and shadows. But these people needed to catalog me. File me. Make me fit their forms.
“Kassidy,” I said. The name surfaced from nowhere. Tasted right. Felt like armor.
The woman’s eyebrow climbed. “Last name?”
I answered before thought. “Reyez.”
It sat wrong on my tongue. Like a passcode that worked but shouldn’t.
The woman typed while something cold walked up my spine. Where had that come from? The same place that knew to run. The same place that clutched this pendant like salvation.
But I couldn’t reach it. Just the echo of something that mattered.
“Well, Ms. Reyez, you’ve had quite an ordeal.” White Coat looked pleased to have me categorized. “We’ll run more tests, but you appear physically stable despite the trauma.”
“What trauma?”
They shared a look that asked how much truth this patient could handle.
“You don’t remember?” the woman asked.
I shook my head.
White Coat sighed like I’d inconvenienced his lunch break. “Someone removed a neural implant from the base of your skull. Recently, and without proper medical equipment. There’s significant scarring.”
My fingers found the ridges. Rough tissue that told a story I couldn’t read. Someone had carved me open. Someone, maybe me, had torn out whatever was planted in my brain.
“We’ll help you recover your memories.” The woman lied with a smile.
I nodded because that’s what broken people did. But deep in my gut, certainty crystallized. Whatever lived in those blank spaces had teeth. Whatever made me, or someone else, rip hardware from my skull and flee in an escape pod was a truth that killed and should remain buried.
The pendant bit into my palm. Sharp edges drawing focus. Actual pain. Better than whatever the fuck this was.
“Rest now.” White Coat adjusted my IV, adding something that made my veins heavy. “You’re safe.”
Safe.
The word triggered another flash. Pine needles under bare feet. Lungs burning. A woman’s voice cutting through darkness. “Follow the bright star. Find the resistance…”
Gone again. Just an echo with amnesia, rattling around an empty skull.
I let the drugs pull me under. When that implant came out, I died. She’d bled out in an escape pod while something new crawled from her corpse.
Kassidy Reyez.
Drugged and drifting, I was just another broken thing the universe had spit out. Another salvage job for the Federation to process, file, and forget.
They had no idea what they’d pulled from that pod. Neither did I. But we’d all learn. The hard way. The only way that mattered. Because some things, once awakened, refused to sleep again.






  
  Chapter 1

Capture Gone Wrong


MY PEACEKEEPER CLEARED leather like an old friend joining a bar fight, eager and ready. The weapon hummed to life, a Kessler & Holt pulse pistol, special edition, custom grip carved from Europan driftwood that had molded to my hand through seven years of similar hunts. I sped up, turning a corner to find my target twenty meters ahead. 
Korbin Crux. Praxis Gang enforcer. Three murders on his sheet, sixty thousand Geld on his head, and platinum skull implants that made him easy to track and stupid to run. Those pretty metal plates caught Mars Cluster’s artificial red light like mirrors, broadcasting his location to anyone who gave a damn. Tonight, that was me.
The crowd between us made everything worse. Factory workers trudging home, night-shift miners heading out. Every innocent body another shield Crux could use, another person I’d have to protect while hunting him.
He hadn’t made me. The implants that marked him as gang royalty also fucked with his peripheral vision. Expensive modifications for killers who thought looking dangerous mattered more than staying alive.
My finger found the trigger guard, not the trigger. Not yet. Too many civilians who didn’t deserve to catch a plasma bolt meant for gang trash. But Crux moved toward the entertainment district, where crowds thinned and witnesses developed selective blindness.
Perfect.
The Peacekeeper’s weight against my palm felt like coming home. Sixty thousand Geld would keep Edgerunner flying for months. All I had to do was collect one more predator who’d forgotten what it meant to be prey.
Crux picked up his pace, and I matched him step for step. The market gave way to gambling dens and pleasure houses packed together. Temperature rose from the packed buildings with green neural-stim smoke hanging in the air.
He stopped outside a gambling hall called the Martian Sunset, its entrance marked by a holographic red planet dissolving into evening. He spoke to a guard before entering. I hung back, weighing options. The Sunset had cameras and security. Not ideal for a clean capture.
I circled to the service alley behind the building and climbed stairs to an emergency exit. Cluster regulations required all public places to have secondary exits, a rule I’d exploited often. The door had a standard electronic lock, nothing special. These places always invested in front-door security and skimped on the back.
I holstered the Peacekeeper and pressed my Ripjack against the lock. Illegal military tech that made security systems bend over and take it. The device’s neural tendrils snaked into the security system, glowing green then blue as it overwhelmed the protocols. The latch surrendered with a click. Inside, I found a dim corridor lined with storage crates. Bass from the main floor pounded through the walls. I moved past food storage and employee lockers until I reached a junction. Left would lead to the main floor. Right, if the building followed standard plans, would lead to private gaming rooms.
I went right.
The corridor spilled onto a balcony overlooking the gambling floor. A pit of desperation bathed in artificial light designed to make losers feel like winners. I spotted Crux right away, hunched over a Void Bones table where glowing dice carved probability patterns through holographic betting fields. Two stone-faced goons flanked him, their eyes making methodical sweeps of the room. My sixty thousand Geld just sprouted complications.
I needed to separate Crux from his protection. My eyes landed on an old fire alarm mounted on the wall. Sometimes the simplest plans work best.
I broke the glass with my elbow and pulled the lever. Alarms screamed throughout the building. Water sprinklers drenched the patrons below. Panic erupted as everyone rushed toward the exits. I headed for the stairwell, descending fast as patrons fled in the opposite direction.
Through the chaos, I kept my eyes on Crux. His bodyguards cleared a path through the panicked crowd toward the main entrance. I cut through service passages, emerging near the doors just as they approached.
A security guard stepped in front of me. “Hey! Staff only—”
I shoved him against the wall, kneed his groin, and kept moving. Outside, confused patrons flooded the area. Crux and his protection pushed through the crowd toward the transit hub. I followed, closing the distance as they moved away from the dense part of the crowd.
My hand brushed the Peacekeeper. Not yet. I needed fewer people around.
The bodyguards guided Crux into a maintenance tunnel, a shortcut to the transit levels. I smiled. This opportunity was just what I’d been waiting for. I sprinted the last few meters, catching the door before it closed.
The maintenance tunnel stretched ahead, a corpse’s throat in metal. Nothing but emergency strips leaking sick amber light across corroded floor panels. Overhead, fat pipes and bundles of exposed conduit formed a circulatory system pumping the Cluster’s vital fluids: recycled water, stolen power, and black-market data. Every footfall echoed off metal walls, betraying me. Then voices, two men, one with Crux’s burned-wire rasp that marked him as dock district trash, carried through the artificial canyon from somewhere ahead.
“—sure it was just a malfunction,” one bodyguard said.
“I don’t take chances,” Crux said. “Get me to the shuttle bay. I’m moving up my departure.”
I drew the Peacekeeper, activating the targeting assist with my thumb. The weapon hummed to life. I rounded the next corner. My target stood twenty meters out.
“Korbin Crux,” I shouted, my voice steady in the confined space. “I have a warrant for your arrest. Surrender now.”
The trio spun around. The bodyguards drew their sidearms, pulse guns from the look of them. Crux’s eyes widened.
“Fucking cowboy,” he spat.
“Nothing personal,” I said. “Just business.”
I dropped to one knee as the first bodyguard fired. Energy sizzled over my head and struck a pipe behind me. Steam burst from the breach, filling the tunnel with a hissing cloud. I fired twice through the vapor. My first shot caught the bodyguard in the shoulder, spinning him around. The second shot knocked his weapon away.
The second bodyguard grabbed Crux and retreated around a corner. I advanced through the steam, stepping over the first guard who’d collapsed into a fetal position. His face twisted into a silent scream, jaw locked so tight I could hear teeth cracking. The Peacekeeper had burned through synthetic armor and flesh, leaving the stench of cauterized meat. Blood spurted between his fingers. His pupils were blown wide, his eyes not tracking anything. I kicked his damaged weapon away.
“Smart decision not to go for a backup,” I said, continuing past him.
The tunnel forked ahead. I paused, listening. Footsteps echoed from the right passage, hurried, one person lighter than the other. I took that fork, moving faster now. The passage opened into a wide maintenance junction where several tunnels converged around repair equipment.
The remaining bodyguard had positioned himself well. He crouched behind a power transformer that shielded his vital organs while giving him clean sight lines to the entrance. Smart move. His sidearm, a military-grade Harrow pulse pistol judging by the blue-white corona forming at its muzzle, tracked the junction’s entrance.
He fired the instant I appeared. No hesitation, no warning. The pistol coughed twice, super-heated bolts crackling through the air where my head had been a half-second earlier. Training kicked in before conscious thought, my body already in motion, diving behind a stack of industrial air filters as the pulses carved smoking holes through the junction wall. The reek of melted circuitry burned in my lungs. That compact weapon packed high-grade capacitors. One direct hit would turn organs to ash before you even felt the pain.
“You’re outgunned, hunter!” he shouted. “Walk away while you can.”
I didn’t answer. A reflective panel on the opposite wall showed me part of the area behind the transformer. Crux wasn’t with the bodyguard anymore. A maintenance door at the far end stood open. My target fled.
I needed to end this fast. The longer Crux stayed free, the harder he’d be to find. Above the bodyguard, a pressure gauge clung to the ceiling like a metal parasite. I aimed and fired. The gauge exploded, releasing industrial-grade coolant that sprayed over the transformer in a pressurized blue mist.
The bodyguard broke cover with a strangled scream, clawing at his face where the caustic liquid had found its way into his eyes and airways. Training forgotten, survival instinct in control. My second shot caught him just above the knee. He collapsed, one leg now a useless appendage, his body contorting.
Without checking if he’d live—the Cluster’s emergency medical response was better than he deserved anyway—I sprinted toward the open door. Behind me, the wet, ragged sound of his breathing competed with the hiss of coolant still dripping from ruptured lines.
Beyond the open maintenance door, a narrow passage led to a public concourse, a central marketplace in the residential sector. The space filled with people going about their evening routines. Crux could disappear in that crowd.
I scanned the faces, searching for my quarry. There, moving toward the transit hub, head down, looking back every few steps. Panicking. Making mistakes. I followed, keeping my weapon hidden under my duster.
The marketplace sprawled in a massive concrete fishbowl. A kill zone disguised as commerce. Multiple exits lanced the perimeter, each one a potential escape route or ambush point. Above us, residential units stacked in concentric rings like a giant’s wedding cake gone to shit, connected by walkways and rattling lifts that stood one maintenance cycle away from catastrophic failure. Every balcony, every window, every alcove created perfect assassination angles. I kept my profile low and my head on a swivel while pushing through the crowd, my back tingling with the phantom sensation of crosshairs tracking my movement.
Crux reached the far side and disappeared into a narrow street leading to the lower residential blocks. I sped up, hand on my hidden weapon. The side street held fewer people, most hurrying home after work. Crux stood out now, moving too fast, too direct. He turned into an alley between residential blocks, away from witnesses.
I raised my Peacekeeper as I entered the alley. The temperature dropped in the narrow passage. Moisture seeped through cracked sealant on the walls, creating rusty stains. My boots peeled free with each step, the deck plates covered in a toxic slurry of industrial lubricant, corroded metal filings, and whatever the hell leaked from the ancient waste pipes overhead. Each footfall created a sick sucking sound that echoed through the narrow passage.
Thirty meters ahead, Crux reached the end of his escape route. A jumble of twisted scaffolding and half-assembled wall panels blocked the alley: a metal grave marker. He turned, his own weapon visible, a heavy pistol made more for show than accuracy. His back against the wall, the platinum bars on his skull caught the sickly emergency lights as reality sank in. Nowhere left to run.
“Stay back,” he warned, the pistol shaking.
I kept walking toward him, my Peacekeeper aimed at center mass. “Drop it, Crux. You’re not getting out of here.”
“I’m not going back to Ceres Station,” he said. “They’ll execute me the moment I arrive.”
“Not my problem,” I told him. “My job ends when I deliver you. What happens after isn’t my concern.”
“Cold.” Crux’s laugh died in his throat, replaced by a grimace that twisted his scarred face. “But I shouldn’t expect anything else from the girl who brought in the Sullivan twins.”
I kept my face blank. The Sullivan job? Three years back. That capture put my name on every dangerous target’s radar. If Crux mentioned it, he knew who tracked him now, and what was coming for him.
“Last chance to surrender,” I said, stepping closer. “The bounty says alive, but I get paid either way. Your choice.”
Crux’s eyes flicked past me toward the alley entrance. His fear twisted into something worse. Hope. The hairs on my neck stood up. Movement behind me. I stayed locked on Crux. Whoever stood behind me would have to wait their turn.
“He’s over here!” a woman shouted from the alley entrance. “I found him!”
Mistake. Civilians approaching a standoff. I kept my focus on Crux.
“Stay back,” I shouted. “Official business.”
Footsteps moved toward me, not away. Multiple sets. Crux grew a predatory grin. The trap snapped shut. Shit! These weren’t civilians. His gang had arrived.
I dropped low as energy bolts sizzled overhead. My body moved on pure instinct. Two quick shots at Crux. First one blasted his weapon away, second burned into his shoulder. Enough to drop him, not kill him.
He howled, clutching his smoking wound as he crashed into construction debris. I rolled behind a waste unit while blaster fire chewed the ground where I’d stood. Three Praxis Gang soldiers blocked my exit, red armbands marking them as the enemy. No way out but through.
“Kill the hunter!” one shouted. “Get Crux out of here!”
I assessed the math. Limited cover, one exit blocked, three armed hostiles between me and escape. The Peacekeeper had four charges left, enough if my aim stayed true. My breathing slowed as I steadied my hands. Ozone burned my lungs. The electrical stink of energy weapons always smelled like failure and plan B.
I burst from cover, firing. First shot punched through a thug’s chest. Down and done. Second shot tore through another’s arm, her weapon clattering to the ground. The third bastard scrambled behind construction material, knowing what was coming next.
Movement caught my eye. Crux pushed himself up, dragging his broken body toward his fallen gun. I lined up my sights and squeezed the trigger. The energy pulse blasted the heavy pistol, detonating its power cells in a fountain of blue-white sparks and skittering it out of reach.
“Stay down if you want to live,” I warned.
The remaining attacker sprayed wild plasma bolts from cover. Each blast echoed off metal walls, showering sparks and debris. I counted seconds between bursts, waiting. When his weapon fell silent, overheated, I made my move.
I launched from cover, my last shot catching him mid-reload. The pulse tore through his leg. He dropped with a howl. I closed in fast, cracking my empty weapon against his skull. His eyes rolled back, body crumpling to the floor.
The alley fell silent except for the pained breathing of the wounded. I turned back toward Crux, who sat against the construction materials, hand pressed to his bloody shoulder.
“You’ve made this much harder than it needed to be,” I said, approaching him.
“The Praxis Gang doesn’t abandon its own,” he said through gritted teeth.
“They just tried and failed.” I pulled restraints from inside my duster and secured his wrists, ignoring his groans as I moved his injured arm. “Medical attention comes with the transport package. You’ll live.”
As I hauled Crux to his feet, a scream tore through the marketplace. My muscles locked, senses firing. I dragged my prisoner toward the alley entrance, sidestepping the gang members I’d dropped.
I pressed against the wall, scanning the marketplace. The scream had sent civilians diving for cover like startled rats. A fourth Praxis thug stood by a food stall, energy rifle raised. Not at me. At the fleeing civilians.
“Let him go or I shoot!” the gunman shouted across the quieting space.
I dragged Crux into the alley shadows, taking stock of the unfolding chaos. The marketplace had half-emptied, but plenty of civilians remained trapped, cowering behind flimsy stalls or frozen in terror. The Praxis thug swung his weapon between them, using their fear as leverage, turning them into meat shields.
Crux laughed beside me. “Told you. The gang protects its own.”
My jaw clenched. The Peacekeeper sat in my shoulder holster, hidden beneath my duster. Energy cells drained. No clean shot. No leverage. No backup firearm. And civilians caught in the crossfire.
“Last chance, hunter!” the gangster called. “Release Crux now or these people die!”
A woman huddled behind a stall, clutching a kid to her chest, her face wet. An old man stood frozen in the open, shock locking his joints. This wasn’t just a bounty grab anymore. This was life and death.
I made my call. I pulled a black tranq from an inner pocket and jammed it against Crux’s neck. His body went rigid, then crumpled like a puppet with cut strings as the sedative flooded his system. I lowered him to the ground and stepped out from the alley, hands up.
“I have your man. He’s restrained, but unharmed. Lower your weapon and you can have him.”
The gunman turned his rifle toward me. “Kick your weapons away first.”
“Already depleted,” I said, opening my duster to show the holster. A steady blink emitted from the red light on the gun’s frame. “The Peacekeeper’s spent.”
The gunman’s finger twitched against the trigger guard as his eyes darted between me and Crux’s body. “Slide him out where I can see him.”
I locked eyes with the gunman, ready. The instant his focus broke, a microsecond of weakness, I pounced. At the marketplace edge, a security drone burst into view, its red and blue lights slashing through the haze.
That split-second distraction was all I needed. I dropped and ripped the obsidian razor from my boot in one movement. The blade left my fingers like it had a grudge, spinning through stale air before punching into the bastard’s shoulder. Not enough to kill him, just enough to trash his aim when he squeezed the trigger.
Energy pulses tore through the marketplace. Debris crashed down and glass burst as people scattered, their screams cutting through the chaos. The thug stumbled back, clutching his rifle, face twisting into something savage as he swung the barrel toward me.
No choice left.
A second blade dropped from my sleeve, cool against my palm. One throw. One shot. The knife sliced air, crossing the distance in a heartbeat before burying itself in his throat. His finger spasmed on the trigger, sending a last shot wide as he crumpled to the ground.
Silence descended across the marketplace, broken only by approaching security sirens. I turned back to Crux. My stomach dropped. During the chaos, one of the gunman’s wild shots had found an unintended target. A charred hole marked the center of Crux’s chest, his face drained of color. At least the sedative spared him from feeling his own death.
Instead of sixty thousand Geld, I’d now collect thirty thousand for a corpse. The difference meant limited operating funds for Edgerunner because I’d chosen innocent lives over a clean capture. Some bounties cost more than just ammo.
I hoisted Crux’s corpse over my shoulder, the dead weight a perfect match for the guilt settling in my gut. My eyes caught on a ragged stuffed animal lying in a puddle of who-knows-what by a market stall, where that woman had crouched with her kid during the shootout.
Something twisted in my chest, a brief stab I crushed before it could take root. The child walked away breathing. That was worth over sixty thousand Geld or some bullshit capture record.
As I trudged toward the transit hub, my fingers found the silver pendant beneath my scarf, an automatic gesture I’d stopped noticing years ago. The bird with spread wings held markings carved deep into its surface. No clue where I’d gotten it or what the etchings meant, but touching it centered me when jobs turned to shit.
I strained under the weight of Crux’s dead body, and the stink of charred flesh clung to my clothes. I’d need to scrub for an hour to get it off my skin. The transit hub loomed ahead, all gleaming surfaces for the corporate types who hurried past with their eyes locked forward, pretending not to see the blood on my boots. Meanwhile, security drones hovered over the lower-level entrances where people like me funneled through scanner gates.
My thoughts turned to Edgerunner. The ship’s transmission showed she’d already plotted a course to the bounty office on Ceres Station, anticipating my needs as always. Despite the reduced payment, we’d have enough fuel for our next job, whatever that would be.
“Halt where you stand!”
I stopped as an armored security officer approached, weapon drawn. Others appeared around us, checking people and arresting the surviving gang members.
“Official business,” I said, shifting Crux’s weight on my aching shoulder. “Kassidy Reyez. Licensed hunter with valid warrant. Documentation code alpha-seven-niner-tango.”
The officer scanned his wrist display, his face blank as graveyard stone. At last, he lowered his weapon. “You left quite a mess.”
“I left witnesses alive.” I stared him down. “More than your cleanup crew would’ve done.”
The last part was unneeded, but felt good as hell. Security types hated being reminded how their “tactical response teams” usually just meant higher body counts. The officer’s jaw tightened, but he stepped aside.
No further explanation needed. No apologies given. In this business, you don’t justify survival.
“Use the nearest transport bay for your… deposit,” the officer said. “The administrator wants to meet with you right away before you leave Mars. Which you should do after your meeting, with no delay.”
I started walking again, not bothering to acknowledge him. Administrators always wanted bounty hunters to go away quickly. We reminded everyone that order remained shaky even in established settlements.
I’d deliver Crux to the Federation Marshal’s office at the transit hub, endure whatever sanctimonious lecture Administrator Patel had rehearsed about protocol violations, collect my reduced payment, and find my next contract.






  
  Chapter 2

Hunting Memories


THIRTY THOUSAND GELD. The numbers glowed on Administrator Patel’s screen, mocking me. Half pay for my night’s work. I watched the transfer without blinking, keeping the disappointment buried where it belonged, with all the other shit that doesn’t help finish the job. 
“The contract specified alive,” Administrator Patel said, shaking her head from behind her desk. She drew a breath and sighed. Up here the office air tasted sterile compared to the grit and stank of the lower levels. On the administration level, environmental scrubbers worked overtime to create the illusion that humans belonged on this rust-colored planet. Light from Sol filtered through dust-streaked windows, casting Patel’s office in a corroded amber glow that matched the planet’s surface. “We can’t pay a full bounty for a corpse.”
“The corpse happened when his gang started shooting at civilians.” I tucked my transfer chip into an inner pocket of my duster. “Your report shows I made the right call.”
Patel’s eyes narrowed. “Your ‘right call’ left a trail of wounded and dead, and excessive property damage in my Cluster.”
“And no civilian deaths, Madame Administrator.” I adjusted the worn olive drab scarf around my neck. Its fabric still carried traces of the undercity’s metallic stench, a mixture of unrecycled air and industrial runoff that left a copper sharpness at the back of my throat. “The math seems pretty straightforward.”
The administrator tapped a stylus against her desk, the rhythm betraying her agitation. Her nails caught the light. Glossy, precise, expensive.
A security feed displayed behind her showed cleanup crews still working in the marketplace. Repair drones hovered around damaged stalls, their welding arms casting blue-white light across the scene. The blast marks from Praxis Gang energy weapons scarred the walls, black carbon streaks radiating outward like dark sunbursts.
“You hunters operate in gray space.” Patel leaned forward. “But Mars requires order. The Cluster can’t afford your brand of justice.”
“Justice costs.” I turned toward the door. Thirty thousand Geld would cover Edgerunner’s fuel for a couple of months, longer maybe, but not the six months I’d hoped for. Another job would need to come soon. “Send my documentation to the ship.”
Patel’s voice stopped me before I reached the exit. “Speaking of documentation, something crossed my desk you might find interesting.”
I paused, my hand pressing on the silver pendant through the fabric of my scarf. Its edges dug into my fingertips. I turned, my features composed into a careful blank slate.
“I’m listening.”
Patel swept a finger across her terminal screen, transferring a file to the display mounted on the wall. A man’s image appeared, tall, thick-shouldered, and sporting an electronic enhancement visible around his right eye. Under the harsh light, the cybernetic implant glinted. A high-grade tech unavailable to civilian markets. The scar running along his throat suggested he’d survived at least one attempt on his life. His eyes held the cold calculation of someone who measured others by their usefulness. The file labeled him Rask Voren, Lieutenant, Stygian Dusters.
The Stygian Dusters. The name ignited something dark and familiar, a memory fragment with an edge that drew blood. My hand tightened around the pendant.
“Synaptech Neurocircuitry has filed a Class One theft report,” Patel said, studying my reaction. “Experimental components, research data, proprietary tech. They’ve posted a contract.”
My shoulders tightened. “How much?”
“One hundred fifty thousand.” Patel smiled at my raised eyebrow. “For Voren, captured alive, and return of the stolen tech. Substantially less if he’s delivered dead and without the tech.”
A hundred fifty thousand Geld would keep Edgerunner fueled, repaired, and upgraded for a year or more. It would buy me breathing room and time to be selective about future contracts instead of chasing short-money bounties across the system. The ship needed maintenance beyond what I could provide. Its starboard airlock seal leaked during atmospheric re-entry, and the climate control system only cycled between freezing and sweltering.
The Dusters operated in buffer zones between empires and even into portions of the Federation and the Kingdom. Their activities ranged from extortion to human trafficking to smuggling, and everything in between, with violence as a standard operating procedure rather than last resort.
“Why offer it to me?” I asked. “Big money contracts usually go to corporate hunters with backing.”
“Synaptech requested someone with experience in independent operations.” Patel’s gaze flicked to the security feed still showing the aftermath of my last capture. “Your name came up.”
I followed her gaze to the feed. Medical drones swarmed around an injured food vendor, their diagnostic lights pulsing yellow orange as they assessed her burns. Shopkeepers cleaned up broken glass and toppled merchandise. Children gathered around a busted water pipe, marveling at the rare sight of free-flowing liquid. Cluster security officers led away a couple of Praxis Gang members in restraints. The scene recalled the moment I’d made my choice: protect civilians or preserve my bounty intact. I’d make the same decision again, if needed, despite the financial consequences.
“Word travels,” Patel said. “Your work on the Sullivan twins caught attention. Corporate security directors talk, compare notes on independent operators who deliver results.”
The Sullivan job. I suppressed a grimace. Fifty-seven days tracking the twins across three systems, ending in a confrontation that left me with three broken ribs and a knife wound that still ached during atmospheric pressure changes. But I’d brought them in alive, enhancing my reputation in criminal circles and, apparently, among corporate security departments shopping for someone they could disavow.
I approached the display, studying Voren’s face. His cybernetic eye enhancement looked built for targeting and spectrum vision. The subtle implant points around the eye socket suggested secondary systems like thermal scanning, recording capabilities, and possibly encrypted communication channels. Voren’s dossier noted previous arrests for smuggling, tech theft, and assault, lots of assaults. A professional criminal who’d graduated to the big leagues. The Stygian Dusters didn’t recruit amateurs.
“What’d he steal that’s worth so much?”
“Synaptech classified that information. You’ll receive details upon accepting the contract.” Patel turned off the display. “They want him tracked fast, before the tech changes hands.”
I weighed my options. A high-value target meant high-caliber opposition. The Dusters protected their own, like I’d witnessed with Crux and the Praxis Gang. But Dusters operated on a whole other level, organized, ruthless, with resources that spanned multiple systems. If Voren went to ground within Duster territory, extraction could develop into a suicide mission.
And yet the name pulled at me. My memory contained gaps, stretches of time before seven years ago that existed as impressions rather than clear recollections. Medical evaluations had attributed these gaps to trauma, perhaps a head injury or psychological shock. But certain triggers, like this organization’s name, hit me without context, as if my body remembered what my mind could not.
“Crux is already with the Marshal here, but I’ll need to transport his corpse to Ceres Station first,” I said, decision made. “Edgerunner also needs refueled.”
Patel nodded. “Premium-grade fuel cell top-off is authorized at Synaptech’s expense. We run supply shuttles to Ceres Station daily, so we’ll tend to Crux for you.”
Nothing says “get the fuck out of my system” quite like a corpse transport offer and prepaid fuel cell.
“Thank you, Administrator. And Voren’s location?”
“Last seen departing Europa for Enterprise Station three days ago.” Patel transferred the full dossier to my personal comm. “Synaptech’s headquartered in New Copenhagen. Their head of security will brief you.”
Europa housed multiple scientific research facilities, including Synaptech’s primary technology division. If that’s where the theft occurred, the trail would start there.
I nodded once and turned to leave.
“Reyez,” Patel said, calling after me. “Synaptech doesn’t want another Crux situation. They need Voren talking.”
I stepped through the doorway. “Tell them I prefer live bounties, too. They pay better.”
The corridor outside Administrator Patel’s office stretched long and straight, its steel-grate flooring echoing with my steady stride. Workers and minor officials moved aside, recognizing the red duster and resolute expression of a hunter on contract. Security officers passing in the opposite direction gave me a wide berth. One offered a small nod, recognition of my professional status rather than personal approval.
The Cluster’s administrative levels gave way to the transit hub, a vast open space where citizens from every social strata intersected. Corporate representatives in crisp bio-suits avoided contact with miners still dust-covered from their shifts, while automated sweeper drones pursued a hopeless battle against the accumulated grit of humanity in transit. Overhead displays presented departure schedules and bounty postings for local infractions, minor criminals compared to my usual targets.
Edgerunner waited at the docking bay, my ship’s patchwork hull bearing scars from years of frontier navigation. Originally a standard Starfall Engineering B-class retrieval ship, now an extensively modified
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