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Dimun Platform of the Extra-Almoth Star System
Common Docking Bay
1729 GFST
23-09-07 GFSD
Two Days Later
She was not happy.

Samus Aran had arrived at Dimun by way of Gantil without any problems, relatively hot on the heels of her bounty. She knew his bio and tendencies by memory and had good reason to believe this was where he was. When she’d consulted her IPU’s probability analysis, it had told her there was almost a seventy-three percent chance that this was where Andrews had come. Sitting in her chair, staring through the hull of her ship into the docks before her, her HUD displaying every conceivable item of information about the platform and its denizens, Samus was sure her bounty was here. She just wasn’t sure she wanted to be.

The scene on the docks of Dimun platform was a far cry from that of Grestch or Gantil. While those had certainly been loud and chaotic as well, there had been something civil about them. They weren’t organized, per se, but each person there had acted as if they were abiding by some unwritten code of conduct they all knew but no one formally acknowledged. Dimun platform, on the other hand, appeared to have no code of conduct, unwritten or otherwise. Men, surly and intoxicated, courted women, promiscuous by occupation, while other Humans and races brawled with one another over matters perhaps not even they could recall. The quality of maintenance for Dimun was visibly inferior, as well. So many pipes were leaking and ruptured that Samus began to have doubts about the platform’s safety. She wondered when the last time any real renovations had taken place. Judging by the visible representatives of the government—Dimun’s security guards—she would have been surprised if any had occurred in the past decade. The guards for the docks just leaned lazily against the walls by the gate and talked among themselves, ignoring all of the people who passed through the entrance, no matter how questionable their appearance or possible motives. Of course they did, Samus realized; this was a liberty platform.

Everyone came in without a scan so naturally those barred access from secure fiefdoms congregated on liberty platforms, using them for shelter from the fines they were supposed to serve. The inhabitants of liberty platforms therefore expected a certain level of lawlessness… and protection from the power of the law. Samus’ IPU clarified that Dimun platform did harshly punish violent crimes with trillion Yire fines—even more than most secure platforms might—but as expected turned a blind eye to less severe ones like theft or unlicensed reproduction. And just like all liberty platforms, Dimun hated bounty hunters and all of the trouble they caused. Even if Federal law and their own open policies guaranteed that all bounty hunters would be allowed in, liberty platforms had good reason to want to keep hunters out. Bounty hunters did nothing but cause trouble and decrease profit. Fugitives didn’t want to come to a place if they knew bounty hunters would be there waiting, meaning fugitives didn’t come in and spend money. Damaged property, no matter how extensive, could be repaired fairly easily, but a tarnished reputation lingered.

Restraint was not one of Samus’ virtues, and she knew that if she got into a firefight she had the capacity to destroy several platform blocks. But that was only assuming she could find her bounty, something she was increasingly uncertain she would be able to do. Her training had not specifically covered such a situation but it had prepared her to deal with novel ones when they arrived. Supposedly. She had no idea where Andrews would go from here and her IPU admitted that it could make no accurate prediction, but she was certain that wherever he was going, he wasn’t on his way yet. She had made up for lost time and arrived at Dimun only thirty minutes later than Andrews’ ship. That meant he had time to go just about anywhere on the platform until the next ship left, but her IPU informed her that no ships were departing for another five hours. She had at least that long to track him down. There were only about a hundred and fifty thousand residents and thirty thousand travelers currently on the platform. How hard could it be?

She cursed. Yes, she had arrived thirty minutes behind Andrews but then she had spent the last ten minutes sitting in her suit, in her ship, watching the people and checking her IPU’s analysis of the likelihood of various hypothetical scenarios. There was a 32.33 (repeating of course) percent probability that Andrews was holed-up “somewhere”. Such a vague analysis didn’t help much, but it was the largest such percentage out of the given possibilities. Bah, this was maddening. Nothing was happening. All she was doing was sitting on her ass thinking, and that did no good. But, Samus reminded herself absentmindedly, it was better to move slowly with rightness than quickly in error. She cursed as she remembered the source of the words: a surrogate father who had rebuked her with it nearly every day he had been with her. Why did those stupid proverbs come to her in times like these? Her former keepers had poisoned her mind with such trite advice and despite all of her attempts to the contrary, she couldn’t free herself of their touch. Fine. If their advice would be to do nothing, she would act.



Dimun Platform of the Extra-Almoth Star System
The Soaring Weasel
2102 GFST
23-09-07 GFSD
It was a quiet day in the Soaring Weasel, and Woody Malone liked quiet days. No, not quiet in the sense that the volume was low, though that was part of it. Quiet in the sense that it was slow. Woody liked the days that didn’t feel hectic or rushed, where time could flow calmly from moment to moment, uninterrupted. Conversation could be spoken in a murmur indecipherable except to those in it, in a congenial tone no different whether the participants were friends since childhood or two strangers who had met half a minute before. Quiet days lent themselves to an intimacy that loud, busy ones just didn’t. As the bartender, Woody particularly enjoyed the slow pace that allowed him to relax and converse with some of the patrons without having to worry about taking care of anyone else.

It was a quiet day in the Soaring Weasel, and all signs pointed to the assumption that it would continue to be one.

Then he came in.

The man entered with a crash, disrupting the sluggish mood of the bar and bringing himself immediate attention. Everyone within the bar turned their eyes on the rude intruder still standing at the entrance, holding by a knob the door he’d ripped from its hinges just a moment before. But this rash display of force appeared to have been an accident because even though the intruder’s face—and in fact his entire body—was hidden from view under a large powered exoskeleton, it was obvious he was quite embarrassed. Things didn’t improve when he finally let go of the door as it struck the ground loudly with a jarring thud twice: first as the corner hit, then again as it fell flat onto the floor. Attempting to avoid the stares still locked on him, the man in the powered suit shuffled awkwardly over to the counter and sat down at a stool. After a minute or so, the private conversations returned and the bar was as it had been, the metal man all but ignored.

Woody, who had also witnessed the odd entrance, walked over to the metal man calmly with a smile on his face, concealing his annoyance and apprehension at having someone like this in his bar right now. Even though the man carried no visible weapons, he was obviously a threat. His right forearm was completely taken up by a large cannon, proving that this was a suit designed with violence on the mind and little else. He could be trouble. There were some bouncers on hand but Woody wasn’t sure if they had the equipment to handle a guy like this. If they did, they probably wouldn’t be able to get him out without tearing up half of the building first.

The man in the powered suit pulled a Fisk out of a newly-open compartment near his waist and flung it across the counter. Woody caught it and read the display unhappily. Seven thousand Yire? Pfft. Not even worth trying to haggle. Best to just try the diplomatic approach and get the guy out of here as quickly as possible.

“I’m sorry, sir,” Woody said in pleasant but consolatory tone, “all we sell is drinks downstairs and rooms upstairs. I’m afraid I can’t help you with what you’re looking for.”

“What do you mean?” the man said in a mechanical monotone, “I just want something to drink.”

“Look, I don’t want any trouble. It’s obvious you’re a bounty hunter but there’s nothing for you here. We make it a policy not to harbor any bounties in our establishment, and even if it wasn’t a policy, I wouldn’t tell you about any of them. Not for Yire like this, anyway.”

The man in the powered suit swiveled slowly in his seat and looked at some of the other customers then laughed dryly in the same artificial voice as he spun back around.

“If I wanted to or thought I could fit them all into my ship, I’m sure I could get a small fortune rounding up all of the people in here. But I don’t want to. I just want a drink,” he paused where a sigh should have been, “Shallah, it’s been a long day.”

Woody reappraised the stranger and realized that the guy did look pretty worn out. He knew he shouldn’t be so quick to judge his customers and the man probably wouldn’t cause much trouble. Might as well make the effort to serve him. Yire was Yire, no matter who the source.

“You know, part of my job’s duties is listening to people talk about their long days so if you really just want a drink, I’m obligated to ask you to tell me about it.”

“Is that so?” the man said, “I don’t have any use for idle chatter so I couldn’t care less about that part of your duties but I am thirsty. Give me a suggestion.”

“What are you looking for?”

“Something tasty with a bite to it, preferably on the cheaper side.”

“Swirling Abyss with Cherry sound all right?”

“Sounds perfect.”

“That’ll be 3,000 Yire.”

“It sounds a little less than perfect now, but go ahead.”

Woody transferred the agreed Yire from the hunter’s Fisk to one of the bar’s Fisks and tried to hand it back. The man didn’t take the card right away so Woody just left it on the countertop. He pulled the properly labeled bottle off the shelf and grabbed a clean glass. He poured some of the drink into the glass and slid it across.

He didn’t realize it, but apparently he had been staring for some time because the man said, “What are you looking at?”

“I’m just trying to figure out how you’re going to drink anything without taking something off. Do you open your visor and drink through that or what?”

The stranger didn’t answer at first and instead placed his armored hand over the top of the glass. A clear tube extended in to the glass and began to suck the liquid up into itself.

“When I have to go to a location with a hazardous environment for prolonged periods of time, it’s possible that I may need something to drink,” the stranger explained in a ruthlessly condescendingly manner, “This way, I don’t have to choose between committing suicide by exposing myself to that environment, and slowly dying of thirst.”

“Oh.” Woody could think of nothing say for a while so he stood where he was, drying off a couple of wet glasses while he tried to think of a topic starter. “So go ahead, stranger. What are your troubles?”

“Right now? A nosy bartender who doesn’t know he ought to serve me a drink and keep his mouth shut.”

Woody shrugged and started off to tidy up a few things. The bastard’s money was already spent. The asshole could drink however he liked after that.

“I… apologize,” the bounty hunter said suddenly, “I’m not accustomed to being around Humans and Human conventions, so sometimes I know I come off a little bad tempered or direct my frustrations where they oughtn’t go. My recent experiences with this society have proven… disappointing.” He paused. “Yes, I suppose I might as well tell you. As you guessed, I’m a bounty hunter. I came here in pursuit of a bounty and I don’t think I will be able to find him. And not only was I paid less for this job than I should have been, I was given less up front, as well. My stockpile of Yire is running low and if I don’t make some money, I must admit I don’t know what I’ll do.”

“So what are you doing here buying drinks if you don’t have money to spend?”

“Hmph. That’s a very good question.” Again the bounty hunter was silent. “I suppose I’ll soon be poor regardless of what I do so I might as well indulge myself while I still can. Flawed reasoning, I know, but that’s all I’ve had lately.”

“Hey, if flawed reasoning gets you to the right answer—and ordering another drink is always the right answer —that’s better than perfect reasoning that ends up wrong, I say.”

“So you do. But if one gets used to thinking the wrong way because there are beneficial results in the short term, one will find himself worse for it in the long term.”

“Well then you shouldn’t have a problem in that department. You seem to have it all figured out.”

“I wish. If I did, I would know what I’m supposed to do now.”

“I could give you advice but for that you’d have to order another drink.”

“Fine, fine. But get me something else. I taste the cherry in this plainly enough but the swirling abyss is noticeably absent. I asked for something strong; a fledgling would consider this to be mild juice.”

Woody laughed and fetched something stronger for the bounty hunter. This wasn’t such a bad guy after all. It was actually enjoyable to talk to him. Woody used the same Fisk as before, still on the counter, and subtracted twenty-five hundred then handed it and the bottle over. This time the hunter reached and took both, placing the Fisk back in its compartment and eventually taking the top off of the bottle.

“It doesn’t taste like much,” Woody informed him, “but it will peel the paint off that armor if you spill it.”

The bounty hunter didn’t respond but in his own way, the man took a sip.

“Indeed.” He took another drink, this one a gulp. “Well go ahead, good sir; start advising.”

“I’ll need some more specifics if you want me to do that. Unless, of course, you want bad advice, in which case I’d suggest you start standing on your head. Immediately.”

“I see now why this place is so busy. Where else in the Federation can you find such a sage?” the bounty hunter said in bone-dry sarcasm, “Two days ago, I received my contract. I started several days behind my bounty but I made up a great deal of time on my way to his first stop, Gantil platform. When I arrived there, I was almost seventeen hours behind him. Luckily, he traveled on a commercial ship and I used my own so I wasn’t forced to go across to the other side of the platform to leave or to wait for a departing flight to be scheduled. I then used my Federal rights and checked Gantil’s records. They logged my bounty coming to them then leaving eight hours later, however no other fiefdom had him registered coming onto theirs… I’m boring you aren’t I?”

“Not at all. I’ve had to listen to the stories of a lot of bounty hunters over the years here and at other bars but they usually talk about blowing something up or some kind of high-speed chase. After a while it gets a bit silly and as odd as this may sound, the tedious details actually get much more interesting,” Woody stopped and smiled, “That, and I’m paid to be interested in whatever you’re talking about.”

“Somehow I find the latter much more likely. But as I was saying, since Gantil registered him leaving and no one else had him registered coming to them, I knew he was either going to a liberty platform or a rural colony. Gantil is a fairly respectable fiefdom and only trades with five liberty platforms and one rural colony. Three of the liberty platforms and the rural colony have stopovers on secure fiefdoms. I knew these secure fiefdoms would register him coming onto theirs if he was passing through them and as I said, he wasn’t listed on any of them. All that left was Carnicero and Dimun platforms. This one had a higher probability so here I am. From what I understand, Carnicero Platform is a haven for murderers, rapists, and Federal fugitives so if my target went there, there wouldn’t be a bounty to collect by the time I caught up to him, anyway.

“At last I reached Dimun, but I discovered a new problem: I’d made up all but a half hour on my bounty and I knew he wouldn’t be going anywhere for at least five hours until his next flight, but I had no idea where he was. That was about three and one half hours ago and I still don’t.”

“Ah. You a green, by any chance?”

A tense silence followed as Woody realized he’d hit one of the bounty hunter’s sensitive spots.

“I’m an independent,” the hunter said in his typically neutral tone, though this time the faint traces of rising anger could be detected.

“Don’t get mad; don’t get mad, I was just asking. See, from time to time I get a wet behind the ears hunter who comes in here sounding a lot like you. Liberty platforms tend to send most bounty hunters for a loop the first time around and Dimun is no exception.”

“I’m not most bounty hunters.”

“Of course you’re not. But you do seem to be suffering from a rather common malady of your profession.”

“What is that? Bad luck?”

“I should hope not, otherwise you won’t last long at all. My diagnosis would be just the opposite, in fact: a lack of experience. A number of hunters have told me that as a bounty hunter -and probably any other occupation for that matter- you have two things and two things only: experience and luck. You start out with none of one and all of the other. The secret to success is to get all of your experience before your luck runs out. If you’re already running into bad luck now, I’m afraid you’ll never make it.”

“So what’s your advice, then? Get luckier?”

“Well -and this is just someone else’s technique I’m passing along- you might try waiting at bottlenecks to give you the best shot at running across him. Here, that would be the departing docks, I guess. Of course even then you’d have to be pretty lucky to spot him. Unless,” Woody added in a sarcastic afterthought, “you know some way to scan a few thousand people in a moving crowd in a place that makes a point to have no surveillance.”

“Hmm.”

“But outside of that -and getting lucky- your best bet would probably be talking to the platform guards and seeing if they know anything about your guy. You’ll have to grease their palms a bit, but you can usually haggle them down to a reasonable fee. You said the next flight out of here is in what, an hour now? It’s probably too late to get over there if he’s leaving on that one but if he’s leaving later, you could just make sure you’re there whenever the flights start to board and look for him yourself when they aren’t. Talk to guards to help you narrow your search and, as always, hope you get lucky. Do that and you’ll have all of the procedural knowledge a white-class hunter does.”

Woody expected the bounty hunter to be thankful for such good advice but instead the man managed to look even more dejected.

“What’s the matter?” Woody asked.

“That… advice is sound, I admit, but neither one helps me much right now.”

“What, don’t you have any money to spread around?”

“It’s not that— well, yes, that’s part of it. I…had some problems with the platform guards on my way over here.”

“Problems? If you’re on a liberty platform, they’re the best resource you have at locating a bounty. I told you that.”

“That’s what they told me, as well. But I had my doubts and they wanted too much money for their services. I told them no and they told me to leave.”

“So? It’s not like they’re going to do anything, especially not to a guy dressed up like you.”

“I realize that… now. However, at the time I was frustrated with my own failures up to that point and their attitudes toward me. They thought they could intimidate me. Take advantage of me. Push me around. I was tired of being pushed around. So I pushed back.”

“What exactly did you do?”

“I broke one of the guard’s noses by thumping him through his helmet. I misaligned several upper vertebrae in another, though I actually struck him harder than I’d intended. The other two I knocked out with a non-lethal shot from the weapon you see on my forearm.”

“I’ll say you pushed back.”

“It was a mistake and I realized that immediately after I’d done it but… I shouldn’t have done it. There’s no excuse.”

“You’re new. Everyone makes mistakes their first time out. Survive them, live with them, learn from them. Independents have a steep learning curve.”

“Unfortunately, these mistakes have cost me my bounty, this time. I can’t wait at the docks because if I did, I’m sure guards would eventually spot me and attempt to take me into custody. And, even if I should manage to capture Andrews, I couldn’t get him back to my ship without calling a great deal of attention to myself.”

“Yeah, that’s really too bad. You’ve definitely got yourself in quite a bind,” Woody said in an interested, but casual manner. He glanced at his watch. “Do you need anything else, sir? We’re understaffed so I’ve got some wake-up calls I need to make so people won’t miss their flights.”

“Don’t move,” the bounty hunter ordered.

“What?”

“I said don’t move. When I mentioned Andrews a moment ago, you reacted. Your pulse, especially. Now you suddenly need to leave. You know something about him.”

“What was his name again?”

“Andrews. Wade Andrews.”

“You know, the name sounds kind of familiar, but I really don’t-“

“You’re lying. I can see it in your face and I hear it in your voice. I don’t like it when people lie to me. You’re going to tell me the truth. Tell me now or… I’ll start breaking bones.”

Woody had already backed away from the counter and now held his hands up in a sign of surrender. Out of the corner of his eye, Woody saw two bouncers coming up behind the bounty hunter. One was wearing powered gauntlets while the other had an (illegally) modified stun rod. Woody just had to keep the bounty hunter distracted for a little while longer.

“You’re right. Wade Andrews came by here earlier today-”

Quicker than Woody could follow, the bounty hunter fired two shots. More impressive than the speed was that he fired the shots without turning around, one under his left arm and the other behind his head. And more impressive than either of these, both shots struck their targets directly in the chest, dropping the two bouncers on contact.

“Why did you stop?” the hunter asked, malevolently, “Tell me more.”

“He’s upstairs,” Woody said immediately, “The third floor, room 12-C.”

The hunter nodded and stood up.

“Please…don’t break anything,” Woody pleaded.

The bounty hunter looked back at Woody and even though his face was hidden behind the impenetrable visor, Woody knew the man was smiling.



Samus Aran bounded up the stairs quickly and eagerly. But this was just business, nothing more. There was no reason for her to get excited over a simple bounty and she made an effort to subdue her excitement. Andrews would be just the first of many in a long career of successful contracts. She reached the second floor and continued upwards. Those Yire would definitely come in handy in getting her through the rough times until she landed her next job. Most of it would probably have to be spent on fuel and maintenance but she could set aside enough in her food budget to let her eat more than Yemen Insta-Noodles. 

Samus reached the third floor and had her IPU start scanning room numbers and bodies. It soon located room 12-C and a Human matching Wade Andrews’ appearance—tall and pudgy, brown eyes and thinning hair, with eighteen of the nineteen major facial characteristics corresponding—who was placing items into a bag. His heart rate was very high. Had someone tipped him off about her arrival or was he just jumpy? She slowed down to walk down the hall, attempting to take a quiet approach. It didn’t work. Andrews’ head jerked up to look in her direction and he pulled something out of his bag. Her IPU identified the object as a Type IX concussion rifle. That was pretty heavy hardware, especially at close range. It wouldn’t kill her but her shield probably wouldn’t be able to stop all of it. It definitely wouldn’t be a good idea to just charge in. What other options did that leave? Hmm.

She knocked on the door and immediately moved far to the side.

“Mr. Andrews. If you will surrender peaceably-”

As expected, her bounty didn’t wait to hear the rest of her offer and instead fired the rifle, blowing the door and much of the surrounding wall to splinters, but missing her completely. She grinned as she took a step away from a section of the wall that was still intact then leapt through it. She caught him by surprise and Andrews couldn’t swing the rifle into place before she aimed and fired her cannon into him. It was a very weak shot, doing little more than knocking him out for a few seconds. But that was all that was required. He dropped his weapon and fell limply to floor, harmless.

She shook him roughly with her foot until he regained consciousness, then took a step back, keeping her cannon aimed at his chest. For a moment, he looked disoriented but quickly remembered the situation and began to reach for his rifle.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you Mr. Andrews,” she warned, waving her cannon to catch his attention, “not if you would like to get out of this room alive.”

He considered her words and, eyeing her warily, put his hands flat on the floor in a show of capitulation.

“So you’re not going to kill me,” the bounty said. Fear was evident in his voice, as was the effort to disguise it. Though the statement was more of a realization than a question, Samus answered it as if it were one, anyway.

“That depends on whether or not you co-operate. If you do, you and I will go back to Grestch platform, peacefully. Then I will hand you over to the Dorl-Haitian Corporation and get my pay, and you’ll get your own reward for stealing their research.”

“‘Stealing’? I didn’t steal anything. For fuck’s sake, it’s my own research, how could I steal it?” he exclaimed, suddenly quite animated.

“Don’t try to-” Samus paused and directed her IPU to analyze his answer. He was nervous, his heart was still beating rapidly and he was sweating profusely, but he wasn’t lying. He wasn’t lying? That couldn’t be right. Her IPU confirmed with secondary checks that he had told the truth. Well this…complicated things considerably. In fact, it turned the whole situation on its head. “If that’s true, Andrews, then why did Dorl-Haitian place a bounty on your head?”

“I don’t know, they wanted it for themselves I guess. They’d come by a couple of times before, demanding that I hand it over, but I wouldn’t. My team and I were in agreement on that. We didn’t work our asses off just so someone else could take our research and use it without any of our input.”

“Very noble of you. But you didn’t run from them because of that. You’ve been on the run for days. The bounty wasn’t activated until a short time after you fled Grestch meaning you provoked them.”

“No, I just took what was rightfully mine before those people could misuse it just to grow their personal wealth.”

“And the concussion rifle? You didn’t hesitate to try to kill me with it.”

“I know…I thought you’d been sent here to kill me.”

“I’m not. It isn’t part of the contract. I’m supposed to retrieve you and the disc you have hidden in your breast pocket,” she got some satisfaction out of the surprise that comment caused him, “However after I do that, what happens to you is none of my business nor is it my concern.”

“What kind of a man are you? You’re telling me you don’t have a problem with taking me back to people who are going to take my life -probably in the most painful way possible- as punishment over something they had no right to have in the first place?”

“You will be fine. You’re too valuable to them. Likely, they will just ask you to continue work on your project for them or some similar project they need your expertise on, and forgive this indiscretion. As long as you can ignore your conscience and nobility, you should be able to go back to a happy life, spending your days of leisure with your wife. If you ever have a problem with your nobility again, just think of her.”

“You bastard!” Andrews screamed, tears welling up in his eyes, “If you’re going to treat me like a possession to be fetched, go ahead; I can’t stop you. But don’t you dare make jokes at her expense.”

“What?”

“Do you get some kind of sadistic pleasure out of torturing me because I just have to lay here and listen? Is that what it is?”

“No. What? What are you talking about?”

“You’re the dog of the same people that-!” he stopped a moment to compose himself, “They killed her. All right? They tried to interrogate her to find out where I’d gone but she didn’t know anything...so they just kept going. I-I tried to protect her by keeping her out of it but… but the corporation killed her anyway trying to find out. One of my assistants found out about it and told me but eventually they grabbed him, too. I haven’t heard from any of them since I left Gantil. I don’t know what’s happening to my team once they get captured, but I know they aren’t just going to ‘put us back to work’.”

Samus had her IPU running at its highest capacity trying to detect any lies in what he was telling her but it hadn’t found any. Of course it hadn‘t found any when the negotiator for the Dorl-Haitian Corporation had talked to her, either. Maybe her suit’s designers weren’t as knowledgeable in this department as they thought. So which to trust?

For some reason, she found herself believing Wade. Just talking to him she had felt he was being truthful with her and the outburst about his wife sealed it. Something was amiss and she’d never trusted her employers since she’d taken this job. Something was definitely out of place but it wasn’t until now that she knew what it was.

“This isn’t what they told me at all,” Samus informed Andrews, “I don’t know how, but they lied to me. That makes them in breach of their contract and it means I don’t have to follow it.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying I don’t have to complete this bounty. I’m not obligated to catch you if I was employed under false terms. It automatically nullifies the contact.”

“Then you mean-”

“Yes, you’re free to go. I’m not going to have an innocent man’s blood on my hands, not for a lie and not over money. If you come with me, we can get you out of here and to safety.”

She turned and went to look out the window for an easily accessible exit. Almost as soon as she did, her IPU warned her that she was in danger. She turned back around and began to dodge to the side but it was too late. Andrews had the concussion rifle in his hands and he’d caught her completely off guard. He pulled the trigger and Samus felt someone drop a mountain on her face and chest. She blacked out for a moment—or perhaps her suit did—but immediately regained her senses. She was sitting down with her back to the only part of the wall that hadn’t been blown away; her exoskeleton and body had shielded it. Her visual display and HUD came back online shortly after. The first image she saw was Andrews sitting on the ground, holding his smoking gun, and smiling.

“Do you think I’m an idiot?” he said, panting, “Do you think that absurd act of sympathy is going to fool me into going along with you? But don’t worry, one of these days those sons of bitches paying you will join you in hell. I’ll see to it.”

She growled and increased the power on her cannon. As the end of it began to light up, Andrews’ smile dropped and he tried to fire his weapon again. Before he could, the beam struck him in the chest and knocked him over onto his back. Samus stood up and shook off the thunderous pain in her head, devoting a string of curses to her bounty as she did. First, for sucking her in with all of that ridiculous sob story, then for trying to shoot her from behind. He was lucky she hadn’t killed him for it.

Samus stepped over to him and waited impatiently for him to wake back up. She had really screwed up but she still had to get him back to her ship with the disc so that she could consider this a success and get paid. Yire would go a long way in easing the shame of her blunders. Now if the shalgot would just wake-up…

If he’d just wake up.

Wake up.

Wake up!

Her IPU scanned his vitals. His heart was still stopped and he wasn’t breathing. Damn it, this wasn’t supposed to happen. Her IPU had no suggestions. Samus’ mind raced to try to think of something. There were no health problems listed in his information that would suggest he have this kind of reaction from such low power. Of course combined with the previous blast…Her IPU hadn’t warned her about that. What was she to do? Maybe if she shot him again? Maybe it would restart his heart. Yes, that was sure to do it.

Samus fired another low power blast from her beam cannon and waited to see the effect. His pulse came back for a moment, then it was gone again. No, this had to be the way! She fired again with the same results. Again. Again. Again. Again. Again.

She picked up his limp body by the front of his shirt and held him up to her face.

“Shalgot!” she screamed, “You cannot do this to me, not after what I had to do to get here!”

She finally noticed her HUD alerting her of the presence of other people and she turned to see half a dozen people clustered outside of the room, watching her in shock. She checked her IPU and saw that they’d only arrived within the past twenty seconds. She looked back at the corpse in her hand, now smoking from all of the shots it had received, and realized what it must have looked like.

“This isn’t what you think. I didn’t mean to- He shot me and I -” Samus fell silent, realizing it would do no good. She needed to get the disc and get out of here before it was too late. She reached into his pocket and pulled it out. The people were still standing where they had been. Samus felt guilty for some reason. She didn’t even know what she guilty of…She needed to get out of here quickly.

She took a step toward the remnants of the room’s door. As one, everyone standing outside scattered in terror, fear finally overwhelming their curiosity. She was living in a society full of livestock and it became clearer and clearer every day she spent with them. What had she done? She had given up civility for stock animals. But if that’s all they were, why did it feel so wrong to have killed Andrews? He had tried to do the same to her twice, and once after she had offered to save him. He was worse than an animal. Even beasts showed gratitude for compassion. Besides, legally, he was just a bounty, a fugitive with a price on his head to be transported. She tried to tell herself that -that a bounty was just a bounty- but somehow, she found herself unconvincing.
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She was not happy.

Samus Aran had just returned to her ship from a poorly executed bounty run, but she had made it back. Either she had been able to evade security or they had been content to just ignore her so she could leave. A small victory.

Whoo hoo.

Tired and jolted by occasional stabs of pain from the events of her long day, the only thing she wished to do was to get out of the suit and go to sleep… but not yet. There was bad news that had to be delivered before she could do that, and she was the lucky one who got to be the messenger.

Her hand twirled across a control panel; the gesture commanding the machinery to lower the communication viewscreen. With the screen lowered, she was free to command it.

“Connect to stored channel number eight. Authorization code two-five-oh-six.”

The information disc the Dorl-Haitian negotiator had given her included a response channel to speak directly to him when she had completed her contract. She had wondered how they would be able to communicate with one another effectively considering the substantial lag time it took to bounce a message from Dimun to Grestch. From that distance, it would probably take a few hours just to connect. To her surprise, the connection status information stayed on the screen for just a few seconds, then the same unpleasant visage from the other day popped on to the screen to replace it.

“Samus Aran.”

“Yes.”

“If you’re talking to me, I trust you have achieved the objectives set by our contract?” If nothing else, he was to the point. He also had to be close. Waves could move through subspace without distortion much more quickly than physical matter, but there had been no delay in that exchange. She had a sizeable delay in her own response, though, so much so that he repeated his question, “Well? Did you complete the contract?”

“…No.”

“What?” He was visibly outraged and leaned forward aggressively. But this only lasted a split second, and quickly sat back and regained his composure, “Okay. What went wrong?”

“Andrews attacked me, and I was unable to defend myself without killing him.” This wasn’t the whole story, but it summed it up succinctly. The negotiator didn’t seem very upset by this, despite the terms outlined in the contract.

“That’s…unfortunate but sadly understandable considering Andrews’ recent behavior. But the disc, did you recover the disc?”

“Yes. I recovered it.”

“And?”

“Visual inspection does not look positive.” Samus displayed the disc to him. Her understatement did not go unnoticed.

“You’re right, it ‘does not look positive.’ It looks absolutely torched. What did you do, try to cook it? No, don’t answer that.” He frowned. “I’m not pleased with you.”

“You should be. Andrews refused to come back to work for you and this disc is just a liability to the security of your research. He cannot talk to anyone about what he was doing for you and he cannot sell the disc to one of your competitors. It is with me. I recovered it. As you said, ‘he made a copy and fled.’ You have the original research and I have guaranteed that no one else has a copy.”

Her logic was sound and from what they had told her, what she had said should have been a consolation. Instead, a large scowl grew across his face.

“You still violated the terms of your contact. Therefore your payment is null and void.”

She had expected this, even if she didn’t like it. It was time to play her trump card.

“No, it isn’t. You nullified our contract as soon as you presented me with the terms and background information; you lied to me.”

“About what?”

“About everything. You said the research was yours; it was Andrews’. You said he planned to sell it to one of your rivals; he was your rival. You said he stole it; his entire team was in on it. You said you wanted the research back so he couldn’t sell it to your competitors; you never had it in the first place and he had no such plans. You said you interrogated his wife; you killed her.”

“Anything else?”

“I think that’s more than enough.”

“Good. The research is ours. We paid for the project Andrews was working on and we paid his salary, along with the salaries of everyone else working on it with him. He wasn’t a rival; he was an employee. Just because he thought of himself as an independent researcher doesn’t change the fact that he was getting his Fisks from D-HC and only D-HC. The rest of the research staff was, as well. You say his entire team was part of his crime? Maybe, but his team didn’t represent the staff as a whole. In fact, Andrews killed one of the assistants who tried to stop him, smuggled a weapon into the labs the day of the theft and blew the poor guy’s torso to pieces. Sad thing is, this guy almost made it. Died just last night. I’ll bet Wade didn’t tell you about that. Apparently he did tell you that he wasn’t interested in doing anything with that disc but I have no idea why you would believe something like that, from him, no less. And even assuming that he’s telling the truth, I can’t see how we would know it. He took a disc and copied information on it potentially worth billions of Yire, took steps to destroy as much of the original as possible, then ran, making no demands. What else would we think but that he planned to sell it? Now as for his wife, she was interrogated, just as you were informed.”

“You killed her.”

“I wouldn’t know; I wasn’t there for her interrogation and I don’t know anything about it other than that I was told that she was. If she died, it’s news to me but it wouldn’t invalidate any of the information I told you personally or we gave you. As with everything else, omission of information and falsification of information aren’t the same thing. That was the majority’s decision in Vincent v. Damier LLC, anyway. We satisfied all parts of our contract. You’re the one who screwed the pooch and if you hadn’t, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation. You’re the only one to blame and because of you, no one won here; at best we cut our losses and you lost out on some easy Yire. Accept it and move on.”

“I could blackmail you.”

“Oh? With what?”

“I still have a copy of the contract. I could sell it to a news outlet-”

“And what does your contract say? It says that Dorl-Haitian Corporation contracted you to track down an unspecified fugitive for 150,000 Yire. That’s it. That’s all of the credible evidence you have, and even it could have been forged. What do you have besides that? Your word? I told you before, who’s going to believe an independent green? Go ahead, sell your story if you like. But don’t think half a dozen news outlets won’t get some nutjob coming their way the very next day, peddling their own conspiracy about the whereabouts of poor Mr. Wade Andrews and their own involvement in it. And don’t think you’ll be able to go anywhere in the Federation and be able to get a good night’s rest. Unless of course you don’t mind not waking up the next morning.

“You can’t win, son. Got it? You cannot fuck with us. You just can’t do it. Try, and we will obliterate every trace of you. It’ll be like you never existed. We will track down every member of your family—we will track down everyone you’ve ever spoken a kind word to—and murder them. Besides, what are you complaining about? You didn’t complete the contract. You didn’t do anything to earn that 35,000 Yire advance but you get to walk and keep it, no strings.

“So thank me. Go ahead and thank me. Not for the advance, but for something much more important. Thank me because every punk green with too much testosterone in his balls and not enough brains in his head gets into the bounty hunting business thinking that he’s the biggest badass in the universe and no one can do anything to stop him, just because he’s got a fancy powered suit or a big gun. Then one day he meets a bigger badass and he learns that his place in the Federal food chain is at the bottom with everyone else. Sometimes those greens don’t get the opportunity to do anything with that knowledge. You do. So today was your lucky day.”

“I swear, you’ll live to regret this.”

“I try to live my life without regrets or guilt. It makes me a much happier man. You should try it. Now shut up and go away. Don’t ever bother us again or the current mercy you’re afforded will disappear, along with your life.” He winked. “Cheers.”

The picture in the viewscreen vanished. She depressurized her helmet and pulled it off impatiently, taking a deep breath of real air… well, as real as ship-air could be. The back of her suit spread apart allowing her to step out of it. If she hadn’t been so worn out, she would have liked to break something right now. She sighed and took a moment to stare at her reflection in the viewscreen, her body already bruising to reflect the pain she felt. Her neck and shoulders were likewise injured, though nothing was broken. But that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. Every breath and every movement caused her to ache, but at least there was no permanent damage. It would be a while before she healed from this, but at least she’d survive.

She gave a hand gesture and the viewscreen ascended into the ceiling, its place replaced by the kitchenette. There were only two choices in the entire menu and neither had any advantage over the other. She tapped one of the offered icons without looking. As far as she could tell, the only difference between one flavor of Yemen Insta-Noodles and another was the name on the cups. An “Uat Flavored” cup rose from a hole in the counter and she placed it on the cooker. Better get used to this stuff, at least for a while. It was all she had and she couldn’t buy anything else until she could obtain more money. It would be difficult, especially since she was now an independent green with a failure for a record. She had to get away from Dimun and find another job, however long that took. Then she actually had to succeed at it. Next time, she would. After that it would be nothing but good food, strong drinks, and fine living for the rest of her days.

But not today. The cooker dinged and she picked up the cup and removed the lid. She was actually hungry enough that it looked pretty good. She slurped down a noodle and prepared to gag. But she didn’t. It didn’t taste good, but it didn’t taste that bad, either. Samus gulped down the rest of the cup in less than a minute, quieting her grumbling belly. She set course for another nearby platform, got out of her suit, and went to her bed to get some sleep. She knew she wouldn’t like the next few weeks, but at least she would survive.



=See You Next Mission=



There are tens of thousands of worlds in the Federation, each of them their own place, each dangerous and inhospitable in their own way. But the mind is a world unto itself, too, a terrible thing to waste and able to make a hell out of any heaven. When a man feels wronged, naturally he wants revenge. But if vengeance is the Lord’s, as he claims, what’s the price of taking it into your own hands?

Next Episode: Envy
