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​Close, But Not Close Enough
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It would have been easy to go after the familiar faces, those who had a price set to their heads. But it was their lucky day. Today, Jax wasn’t there for them. He was here for one specific man. One with a reputation of being elusive. A reputation Jax planned on bringing to an end.

Chase Holden, smuggler extraordinaire, had already slipped past his fingers twice, making him into the laughing stock of the bounty hunter world—never mind that none of the other hunters had caught him either.

But Jax was determined to make this the last time that bastard escaped his grip.

He pushed past the crowd, his steps hasty but controlled. The clanking machines and whirring engines of the spaceport drowned the thudding of his heavy boots against the metal floor. Slit pupils continued to scan the throng of outlaws and dockworkers as he made his way past them, searching. Always searching.

As he passed by a refueling ship, the smell of Ionite hit his nose like a rogue asteroid. Like all hellholes, people here stank of sweat and desperation. He hated places like this, it always felt like the grime of it clung to his skin for weeks after. But in his line of work, avoiding them wasn’t an option.

Jax slowed down as he spotted the large, bright sign that indicated he’d arrived at the right place: Dock 6. And of course, the Blackstar was not there. It would have been too much to expect for his prey to still be there waiting for him. He approached the dockmaster, a rugged old man, his hair graying, his belly full. He’d clearly known how to make his money in this line of work. More than likely, not all by legal means.

“What’s the Blackstar’s heading?”

He had no time to be playing games, but the dockmaster turned unimpressed eyes towards him, chewing lazily on something. When he spoke, his breath reeked of some sort of acrid plant–likely some type of tobacco.

“Sure you know better than that.” The man said. “Information don’t come free.”

“And I told you I would pay,” Jax said.

“Payment first, hunter,” he said, and held out a bulky Control Pad towards him.

Jax hissed lightly under his breath, annoyed at the waste of time. He couldn’t help it, it was an Aethrion trait. With a swift move, he removed one of his black gloves, gave the matte black ring on his finger a quick spin, and tapped it against the screen.

“There. Now what’s his heading?”

As if to purposefully delay him further, the dockmaster looked down at his pad to confirm the transaction had gone through, and that the amount was the promised one. He gave a brief nod. 

“Overheard him say he was chartin’ course towards Horsha-5.” The man hooked the Control Pad to his belt with practiced ease. “Not much out there, ‘cept asteroids and folks who wanna stay off the Coalition’s radar.”

Jax had bribed enough people like him to know they were as unreliable as they came: they were capable of selling you out as much as they could sell you a lie. Whatever got them their pay at the end of the day. 

“You better be right.” 

It was an empty warning. He had no intention of returning for this small fish. He turned sharply to return to his own ship.

––––––––
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If what the dockmaster had said was true, this time, Holden couldn’t be that far ahead. Jax pushed his ship to reach Horsha-5, but the closer he got to the planetoid, the more his gut told him something was wrong. He had never trusted a lead that came too easily, but a lead was a lead, and this one had been far too tempting to ignore.

Unfortunately, his gut had been right—as it always was. He slowed his ship as the planetoid came into view, gaze narrowing. The Blackstar was not there. Had the dockmaster lied after all?

“Come on.” Jax hissed. His fingers moved swiftly to activate the radar, scanning every inch of his surroundings, as far as his sensor array would allow. “I know you’re there.”

He had to be. He refused to believe he’d been sold a lie, that he would have to continue chasing this smuggler through yet another system.

It felt like an eternity before the radar beeped softly. There. There it was. A small blip hiding behind Horsha-5. The same transponder code he had been chasing for months now. But... something still felt wrong. This had been too easy.

His brows furrowed as he brought his ship around the planetoid, but the Blackstar did not come into view as he expected. Instead, nothing came into view at first. Nothing, until he reached closer to the small, floating metal sphere, a small red light blinking.

A beacon?

“Damn him!” 

He slammed a fist over the controls, then quickly re-scanned the area, trying different frequencies and signal types. His scans must have triggered something, as suddenly, the beacon hailed him. Beacons were unable to hail on their own. Holden must have been using it as a proxy, which meant... he couldn’t be that far away, after all...

Jax’s lips curved into a small smirk, and he accepted the hail.

Holden’s deep voice came through his speakers. If Jax hadn’t been so annoyed at the way he sounded so cocky, he might have even found it pleasant. At his tone, though, Jax could easily picture a stupid grin on that asshole’s face.

“Close, but not close enough. Didn’t think it was gonna be that easy, did you?” Holden said.

“Don’t know. I hear you’re kind of an idiot.” Jax said, trying to track the communications signal as well.

Holden merely chuckled. “Come on, admit it. You enjoy the chase.”

“No. I enjoy the catch.” He said, hoping to keep him talking so he could pick up any of the signals he was scanning for. “So why don’t you stop hiding?”

“Who says I’m hiding?” Holden asked, amusement in his tone. “I just enjoy having you chase me, darling.”

“Not your darling,” Jax’s smirk turned into a predatory smile as his sensors finally picked up on something: residual radiation. The type only an engine could leave behind. He wasted no time to reactivate his engines and set the new course to follow that faint trace. “I’ll find you sooner or later. I always get my bounty.”

“Sorry, as much as I’d like to meet you, it’d have to be another time. Maybe over a drink?”

“In my nightmares.” Jax snorted. “You know what your problem is, smuggler?”

“What?” Holden asked, curiosity seeping through the speakers.

“You like watching.”

As he said that, Jax made a small hyperspace jump that followed the trail of radiation to its final location. There, as he came out of the jump, the cigar-shape of the Blackstar cargo ship appeared right before him, silhouetted against a sea of stars, its worn and rusty hull greeting him.

“I’ve got you now, smuggler.” There was a slight pause in the communications, and Jax used it to aim his weapons at the Blackstar, setting them to disable the ship. “Are you going to come nicely or do I have to make you?”

“Maybe next time, darling.”

Jax knew better than to wait. He fired, but his blasters hit empty space, as Holden’s ship suddenly jumped into Hyperspace. He cursed under his breath, but lost no time to give chase. A Hyperspace chase was no easy task, requiring complex recalculations on the fly not to end up flattened against an asteroid, but Jax was used to maneuvering through complex space. His fingers flew over the consoles, adjusting the navigation as needed, trying not to lose his prey. 

He hadn’t expected Holden to be this good at hyperspace chases. Nor had he expected such a big ship to be so damn fast. The smuggler was keeping a steady distance from his ship. It was almost an insult that he would have a ship that could match his Razorwing’s speed. He made a mental note to improve his engines next time, and focused on the task at hand.

He hailed the smuggler. “Give up, Holden!”

“Hmm, like it when you order me around. But this time, I’ll pass.”

It was impossible to hit anything while in hyperspace, so Jax did not even try to shoot again. Instead, he tried to track where Holden might be headed to. He frowned as the results appeared to the side of his screen. Holden certainly knew how to raise the stakes. The man’s course was leading them straight to an unstable wormhole. 

“The wormhole you’re heading to is going to crush you. You’ll be better off if I catch you.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” Holden said, and communication was cut as Holden’s ship crossed the wormhole.

Jax’s ship came out of hyperspace short of entering it—and just as well he had. The chaotic vortex of spiraling energy before him seemed to crackle, light bending and refracting in weird ways, distorting everything until, suddenly, it collapsed in on itself, closing fully. It seemed the Blackstar going through was too much for the unstable wormhole. If he’d followed, he might have been crushed by it himself.

“Crazy bastard...” 

Jax hissed, glaring at the empty space that had just before been a storm of swirling energy. Damn it. That slippery smuggler had done it again. He’d escaped his grip once more, left him eating stardust. No way of tracking him now, he would have to start from zero once more. But this time, Jax wasn’t going to let that smuggler get away. He set a new course, determined to finish this chase on their next encounter.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​The Calm before the Storm
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The Blackstar came out of the jump in... 

Holden looked out the cockpit’s windows, then at his star charts. Well, he wasn’t too sure where he was, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. As long as he wasn’t in one of his many enemies’ territory, he was in the clear. Surely, the bounty hunter wouldn’t have been crazy enough to follow him into the wormhole? 

“Wakey-wakey, DOTA.”

A soft female voice, slightly robotic, responded, a hint of amusement in her tone. “Dynamic Operations and Tactical Assistance is always awake, Captain.”

Holden snorted. “Must you always use your full name? I’ve told you a million times to just call yourself DOTA.”

“Dynamic Operations and Tactical Assistance—DOTA, is always awake and at your service, Captain.”

Holden rolled his eyes. Blackstar’s AI was too cocky for her own good sometimes. He leaned back on the pilot seat and sighed. He brought his arms behind his head, giving himself an extra bit of cushioning.

“Run a wide-range scan. Did someone follow me out of the wormhole?”

“Would this be the same unstable wormhole you told me to shut up about, Captain?” the ship’s AI asked, a tinge of innocence in the robotic voice.

Holden had to hold back another roll of his eyes. “Yes, DOTA, that same one.”

“The wormhole collapsed as soon as the Blackstar went through.”

Damn, the hunter had been close with his call, this could have definitely ended badly for him. 

“Did it crush that hunter?” He asked with a frown. He might have not wanted to get caught, but he also didn’t want to kill anyone.

“It does not appear as if the bounty hunter followed, Captain.”

“Good!” Holden smiled. “Well, figure out where we are for me, would you, love? And while you’re at it, run a system check for damage, and some scans to make sure we’re really alone in this corner of the galaxy.”

Pleasantly, she said, “Of course, Captain.”

A nearby console flickered from star chart to star chart as DOTA began exploring them for their current location, another bringing up his own ship as it was scanned for damage. His radar blinked each time his sensors let out a new pulse, prodding every inch of space they could reach for signatures belonging to any stations, ports, or ships.

“Do you know who that hunter was?” Holden asked. “He sounded kind of cute.”

Before him, the hologram of a ship appeared, slowly spinning for Holden to examine. It was a small, bird-like ship, the same one that had been chasing him moments earlier.

“The Razorwing,” DOTA introduced the figure, which was soon replaced by a simple hologram of an ID card, as all bounty hunters had to be registered with the Hunter’s Center. She read the name that was on it for him. “Belonging to Jax Boaz. Level 10 Bounty Hunter.”

Holden looked at the plain colored hologram. The bounty hunter was kind of handsome. All dark eyes and soft angles. His hair was shaved down to the skin, giving him a curiously hardened look. His gaze went from the picture of that handsome man, back to the name and level by it. He whistled. 

“Ain’t 10 the highest?”

“Yes, Captain. He is a top-tier level Bounty Hunter.”

“Wait. Isn’t this the same guy that’s been following me for—how long now? Months?”

“Yes, Captain,” she confirmed again. “This is the same hunter from the last three encounters.”

“Really? Well, I’ll be damned.” Holden frowned, straightening. “He sure is determined.”

“He is not level 10 for nothing, Captain.” She said pleasantly.

Holden snorted and tapped his fingers impatiently against the control panel. “Don’t get cocky with me. I just lost your lovely level 10 hunter. Doesn’t that make me an 11?”

DOTA seemed to ignore his joke. “I have our current location. It’s the Delta 9 system. There is a Coalition patrol ship approaching.”

“Shit, Coalition space? Better get us out of here,” he grumbled, reaching for the controls again. “Make sure we keep well out of their way, DOTA.”

“Understood, Captain.”

“And keep those sensors going. I want to make sure neither the Coalition nor ‘Jax’ are following us.”

“Consider it done, Captain.”

Though he had asked DOTA to keep checking and notify him of anyone following him, Holden could not help but run his own scans now and again. His gaze kept going to the radar screen, and he kept fiddling with the sensor type in between navigating his ship. 

“Captain.”

Holden tensed, expecting her to notify him there was someone after them. Someone he had missed.

“Yes?”

“Please stop changing the radar’s sensor type. I am already running the scans for you.”

He grimaced. “Right. Sorry, you’re right.” He sighed, letting go of the controls to stand up. “I need a break. Keep us on course to the nearest safe system.”

“Yes, Captain.”

He got up and headed out of the cockpit, the door sliding closed after him. His boots echoed on the metal flooring as he headed for his room, kicking off rugged boots as soon as he crossed the door. His room was as messy as always, a few pieces of clothes strewn about, small trinkets he had acquired on his trips decorating the place. Atop a dresser was a magnetic tray with a couple glasses and a tall bottle of Khorrian Whiskey, half gone. He poured himself a glass, as he always did after a tense day. He took a couple sips before he spoke up.

“DOTA. Show me Jax’s picture again.”

“If you insist, Captain.”

The large screen across his bed lit up with Jax’s picture. Holden went to sit at the foot of his bed, slowly swirling his drink as he observed the image. 

“If he weren’t trying to turn me in for a profit, I’d be tempted to get caught.”

***
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Relief had not set in until the second day of constant scanning resulted clear. Holden had finally instructed DOTA to stop the constant long-range scans and just keep to the regular ones. She had promptly agreed. Four hours and a hyperspace jump after, they were docking at Fortuna Station, a large, rugged space station just off Coalition space, the heart of both regulated and unregulated trade. If there was a need for something—anything at all—this was the place to go check on first. And Dolan was the person to ask for the type of information he sought.

Holden found Dolan sitting at a grungy corridor table, having a bite to eat outside a well-known restaurant. He wrinkled his nose at the assault of smells that permeated the air. This area of the station was dedicated purely to restaurants, and cuisine from all corners of the galaxy was prepared here. It might have been a pleasant scent, if all the different smells had not been mixing with one another until you couldn’t distinguish one from the next.

Dolan did not seem to mind, however. The blond man was bringing greasy hands up to his mouth, ripping meat off bones mercilessly. It was a gross sight to behold, but one Holden was used to.

The smuggler pulled a chair over, turning it around and sitting astraddle across from the man. 

“What’s up, Dolan?” 

Holden offered his best charming smile, but it was met with an annoyed look. 

“I’m eatin’.” The man said between bites.

“I can see that. Won’t take much of your time.” He reassured. “I was passing by, you see, and wondered if you had a new job for me.”

Dolan glared mildly at him, but seemed to consider his words with a thoughtful ‘hm.’

“Maybe.” He took another bite of the meat.

“Maybe?” Holden leaned in a bit, still smiling.

“Might-a taken some cargo that’s right up your trade routes.”

“Do tell more.”

Dolan finally put the bones down on his plate, the forgotten silverware clanking as it was pushed out of the way. He leaned in too. “Some medical stuff.”

Holden’s interest was immediately piqued.

“Medical? And who would this be going to?”

Dolan waved a hand dismissively, leaning back again. “Some colony in, where was it? Ah yes, Rebus.”

“Medicine for Rebus, hm?” Holden considered. Rebus was quite the isolated planet, far beyond the Coalition reach. But as bad as the Coalition was, being away from them was no guarantee you’d be safe. The poor colonies there had been struggling with attacks from both random pirates and The Protectorate, a faction much like The Coalition, but who liked to pretend they did things for good while screwing everyone over in their attempt to seize power. Yes, Dolan was right, this job was up his trade route, both figuratively and literally. If there was a job Holden couldn’t deny, it was one that would be of actual help to real people—while getting him a bit of money for his troubles, of course.

“Pay’s decent if you wanna make the stop.” Dolan shrugged.

“I wanna make the stop,” Holden decided.

Dolan waved a hand at him again. “Well then, go tell my assistant to give you the Rebus cargo and stop botherin’ me.”

Holden smirked and got up, happy to leave the mix of scents behind. “Thank you, Dolan. You always come through.”

“Yeah, yeah,” the man said as Holden retired.

Fortuna station was rather large, but Holden knew his way around. Two elevator rides and back towards the bustling docks he headed, to Dolan’s freight office. His assistant knew him well, and he had no qualms showing him the five small crates that would make his new cargo. The crates were unmarked, as expected, and as Holden picked one up to place it on the hover-dolly, he was surprised at finding it relatively light. Well, if it was medicine, it was likely foam packed so it would not break. It wasn’t the first time and it wouldn’t be the last.

Holden brought all crates to his ship and locked the cargo doors. Heading to the far end, his fingers slid through the nooks and crannies of the wall with familiarity, until they found the button that would release the lock.To his right, a wall panel slid with a quiet hiss. He used a Holo Pad on his wrist to guide the dolly into the hidden cargo area and unloaded the boxes. As he was securing them with the magnet clamps, he heard a soft clank. He frowned and looked around.

“Huh?” 

Had he dropped something? There was nothing on the floor. Maybe the clamps were malfunctioning? He undid the magnet clamp, checked it, and re-locked it, but the sound did not repeat. Weird. He looked around the crates, but nothing was there.

“DOTA, do you know what that sound just now was?”

“I did not detect anything amiss, Captain.”

Holden sighed. Must have been a fluke. Still, he was a little uneasy now. He was familiar with every sound on his ship- the creaking of metal as it heated and cooled, the humming of lights, even the sound of a system malfunctioning. There was not a sound he didn’t recognize, and he didn’t like not knowing what that sound had been. He pursed his lips, fists coming to his hips as he looked around.

“Can you run a scan for me for anything strange?”

“At once, Captain.” DOTA took only a short moment to scan the cargo areas. “I have found nothing amiss, Captain.”

“Are you sure?” He insisted, frowning.

“I’ll be hurt if you doubt me, Captain.”

Holden rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t quite hold back a little chuckle. “Fine, if you say it’s alright, I’ll trust you.”

He ran a hand through his short brown hair, then eyed the back of the cargo area. Larger metal crates were locked in place there, awaiting delivery. Thanks to the hunter being on his ass, he was just a little late with that delivery. His buyer had not sounded happy to learn his engine parts would be late, but there was nothing that could be done. 

Well, he would have to wait a little longer now. Rebus was on the way to that delivery, he would just drop the medicine off quickly, and then get rid of this cargo too. It’d be a nice payday, with two jobs in one day. Smiling to himself at the idea, he started whistling a happy tune, leaving the smuggling cargo hold and making sure to seal it behind him.

“DOTA, are we done refueling?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Tell the control operators we’ll be on our way, and optimize a route to Rebus.” He called, making his way to the cargo elevator that would take him to the main level of his ship.

“Consider it done, Captain.”

By the time he crossed the main level’s cargo hold and into the cockpit, everything was ready for him to begin his trip. 

***
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The steady hum of the engines was almost relaxing. Holden was leaning back in the pilot seat, feet up on the console, head tilted back and eyes closed as he let DOTA take them safely to their destination. They were just entering orbit for Rebus when DOTA spoke up.

“Captain, I’m detecting a signal from within the Blackstar.”

“Shit.”

Holden straightened at once, his feet coming off the console. He reached across and pressed a few buttons to bring up his ship schematics.

“Where? Give it to me straight, babe. How fucked are we?”

“Very fucked, Captain.”

A line began moving over the schematics as DOTA tried to pinpoint the origin of the signal. The screen zoomed and zoomed as she dialed in the location, until it stopped over the secret cargo bay.

“Shit.” Holden said again, jumping out of his seat. He ran, not waiting for the elevator this time and instead opening the door by it to an access ladder. He grabbed onto it, placed his feet on the sides, and slid down the ladder with practiced ease. He hopped off on the second level’s cargo bay, and ran to the panel he had unlocked earlier to open it once again. He lifted his arm to turn on the wrist-mounted Holo Pad and tried to track the exact source. He followed the signal to the medicine crates.

“Damn it! DOTA, how did we not notice this before?!” He demanded, unlocking the crate from which the signal originated.

“It seems the beacon was dormant, Captain.”

Holden stared at the interior of the crate. The box was empty, save for two items, and neither of them were medicine. 

One was a small black device with a blinking red light—the beacon. The other was a similarly sized device he had never seen before. He reached for the beacon first, getting a brief discharge of energy at the touch. With a gasp, he bounced it from one hand to the other, then tossed it on the ground, stomping on it until it stopped transmitting. He shook his stung fingers and sighed in relief as the signal disappeared from his Holo Pad.

“Are there any other signals?”

“No, Captain.”

“Are you sure?”

“Certain, Captain.”

Holden glared at the crate. “You were certain there was nothing last time.”

“There was nothing last time, Captain. I can not find a signal if it is not on.”

Holden sighed. How long before the owner tracked him down?

“Forget Rebus, DOTA, start the engines and take us away, any direction, I don’t care.”

“At once.” She confirmed.

He eyed the box again and the second item inside it. It was shaped like a Holo Pad—rectangular, but bulkier. A slick matter black. Against his better judgment, he reached in to pick it up, finding it had some weight to it—the light weight he had felt when lifting the crates. As soon as he touched the device, though, a small light lit up.

Holden groaned in dismay, frowning. “Tell me it’s not transmitting anything!”

“It’s not, Captain.”

A hologram popped up from that light—Jax’s face appearing before him.

“For a so-called master smuggler, you’re not very hard to predict.” The hologram said, a small smirk playing on those lips. “You keep walking right into my traps. Are you starting to like the attention? Keep running if it makes you feel better, Holden. The chase won’t last much longer.”

The hologram turned off, as did, apparently, the recording device.

“I’ll be—son of a bitch.” He snorted, dropping the recording back in the box and closing it. “You have to admire his tenacity.”

He loaded all five boxes back into the dolly, and this time brought them out to the main cargo hold. Going to the confined control cabin, he closed the door to it, and opened the cargo doors, letting the ‘medicine’ crates be sucked out into space. He wasn’t going to risk another hidden beacon.

“DOTA, run ship-wide checks for other signals,” he ordered, starting to manually check the cargo bay for anything he might have missed. But neither DOTA nor his own search turned up further signals. 

Yet, Holden knew better. Jax was relentless. The hunter wouldn’t leave him alone—and he knew exactly where Holden had been. He couldn’t rest. Not now. Not with the Jax still after him.

“DOTA,” he called again, jaw set with tension. “Optimize a jump to our next destination.”
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​The One That Got Away
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Jax hissed, slanted eyes narrowing and slit pupils contracting. His hand tightened around the glass of water he’d been nursing. Jax rarely drank when he was on the job, preferring to keep his senses sharp. It didn’t matter that he was at a bar or that everyone else was drinking alcohol. It wasn’t his drink they were laughing at, today.

He turned his gaze, locking onto the bounty hunters sitting at a table nearby, their dark clothes blending into the dim atmosphere of the bar. It was fairly empty at this time of the day, yet here these three fools were making enough noise to fill the whole space, dulling their senses with their drinks, and running their mouths like they were paid for it.

“Don’t call me that.”

Despite the nearly empty bar, they weren’t the only ones being obnoxious. The atmospheric music mixed in with the sounds of a vision-screen, droning on about heightened Coalition patrols.

“What’s wrong, Bo?” One of the men chuckled. “We’re just having some fun.”

“Can’t you take a joke?” Another said.

Jax’s jaw clenched. He hated being called that. He hated this place. It was a typical bounty hunter hangout, dimly lit and barely maintained. He wouldn’t be caught dead there, if it hadn’t happen to be so close to Rebus. 

“You’re slippin’, Bo.” It was clear they were now calling him that on purpose. “Heard that smuggler slipped right through your fingers again. Some one-shot you are.”

“I don’t see you catching him either.” Jax said, as calmly as he could muster. There was no point in letting them see how much the reminder bothered him.

“Well, we ain’t the ones with a rep on the line.” The first man sneered, the others laughing. “That Holden’s making big bad one-shot Boaz look like a rookie.”

“Yeah, no more ‘one shot, one kill’, eh?”

They laughed again, loud. 

Jax took a slow breath, forcing the next hiss back. “Speaks more about you than me if I’m still closer to catching him.”

The lead hunter leaned forward, grinning like a predator who thought he had his prey cornered. “You sure ‘bout that? Seems like you’re the one getting chased now.”

Jax turned his attention back to his wrist-mounted Holo Pad, not dignifying the last comment with a response. They weren’t worth it. He had more important things to do today. Like mapping that asshole’s routes once more. He wasn’t going to let Holden get away again. 

How had they heard about it anyway? His failure shamed him. No one had ever gotten away from him before. He was one of the best bounty hunters this side of the Obsidian Belt—every mark he’d put his sight on, Jax had caught in record time. All of them. Except Holden. Now his reputation was marred thanks to that smuggler. His lips pressed into a thin line, but he kept his gaze firmly on the trade routes his Holo Pad was calculating for him. 

As if it wasn’t enough Holden had gotten away from him, it seemed now everyone in this sector knew about it. 

How could that smuggler have given him the slip so many times? More times than he wanted to admit—wrecking his perfect capture record, wasting his time, and worse, costing him his pay. Was he... really slipping? No—no, he wasn’t slipping. This was a fluke. He had just underestimated his target. Because he wasn’t used to second chances. One job, one try—that was how it went. And when Holden broke that the first time, he’d acted rashly. But no more. The chase would end the next time they met, that he vowed to himself. 

This was no longer about the nice prize attached to that head. He would catch that smuggler, and he would deliver him to the authorities. He’d get his pay—and his reputation—back.

He closed his eyes and downed his drink in one go. It tasted like dirt, same as everything the bar served. He slammed the empty glass down on the counter and tried to calm his emotions. Showing anger served only to show weakness, and weakness served no one. He ignored a new jab from his bounty hunter companions, not bothering to turn back to them. As the tracking ran on his Holo Pad, he turned his gaze to the vision-screen.

“And security measures at checkpoints have been increased as well.” The woman on the screen informed. “Make sure all your files are in order when traveling across systems.”

He sighed, and motioned the bartender for a refill on his water.

“Haven’t you drank enough, Jax?” One of the other hunters snickered.

Jax again ignored them. His mind kept reeling with thoughts of that smuggler, replaying each time the man had escaped over and over. Like when he’d had him chasing an empty shuttle with a cloned transponder. Oh, he could still recall the shame he felt when he stepped into that shuttle to find it empty. He’d ripped it apart finding that cloned transponder—as if Holden would have been able to be hiding anywhere in those small quarters. He could still feel the searing heat of anger build up in the pit of his stomach at the mere thought.

He brought a hand up to his neck, rubbing his OBAI—a black collar that served to aid him in breathing in atmospheres other than his home planet. His fingers ran over barely noticeable controls, and tapped over one twice. It blinked red briefly to indicate the change, and soon enough, the air he was breathing had a hint of Ylang. The soft scent eased his senses, slowly bringing his mind back to calm as he took three deep, measured breaths. 

At least, until his Holo Pad beeped.

He turned back to the screen of his computer, the words on the screen blinking brightly in his native tongue:

‘Signal received.’

His lips curved into a little smirk. 

His plan had worked. The smuggler had fallen into his trap. His mood turned around completely. His research had indicated Holden liked taking jobs that implied helping people, so Jax had set out a fake job—the smuggling of medicine to people in need. It had only been a matter of time for the smuggler to hear about it and take the job. His patience had paid off, and now he knew exactly where Holden was. He would be his now. 

He tapped his ring on the counter scanner to pay for his drinks, and grabbed the jacket at the back of his seat, ignoring the mocking words that followed after him as he left.

Let them think they had won, he would have the last laugh when he caught that bastard. 

Jax hurried outside and down the dusty streets of the moon, rushing all the way to the docks, where his ship was making berth. It was a compact, modern ship; a one-person craft equipped only with the latest technologies and the kind of light weaponry that would blow a ship thrice his size to shards—if given enough time—and damage anything bigger. He’d rarely needed to use his weapons to destroy—he usually much preferred to disable ships than destroy them, so he could later salvage the parts. But it was always good to have options.

He took flight as soon as the dock operators gave him the all clear, and once out of the moon’s orbit, jumped to light speed toward Rebus.

When he dropped out of light speed, he did so in empty space. No ship awaited him, but this was to be expected. He knew the moment the signal reached him, Holden would have found it already. But he still had the radiation markers of his engine. 

His fingers slid on the smooth surface of the control screen. A quick scan of the area picked on the radiation easily, and before long, he was following the trace the smuggler had left behind. 

It led him straight to his prey.

A signal bounced back on his long-reach sensors. Another ship was in the area, one whose engines matched the radiation signature, and the transponder corresponded to the Blackstar. 

“Got you.”
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​Close Enough, for Now
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Despite being well on his way, Holden could not fully relax. He had been keeping a close eye on his controls for any blinking lights that might indicate another beacon being turned on, or the proximity of another ship appearing on his radar. His vigilance proved to not only be paranoia.

“Captain,” Dota started.

“I see it,” Holden said, spotting quickly enough the blinking dot in his radar that indicated an approaching ship. He flipped the switches that would allow him to jump into hyperspace, not about to stay and find out who the uninvited guest was. He had a good idea already. He reached for the final switch and flicked it. The engines whirred to life, but lights flickered and the engine sputtered, dying back down.

“Huh?” Holden frowned, flipped the switch off and back on. This time, the lights flickered, but the engine did not come on. The entire cockpit went dark, save for blinking lights of the auxiliary systems on his consoles. Red emergency lights came on, submerging the entire cabin in an eerie atmosphere that sent chills down his spine. It wasn’t often he was left with just emergency power. 

“DOTA?” Holden’s heart raced. His radar was off-line. He tapped the screen as if it would fix it. “The hell just happened?” He flicked all the engine switches and pressed every button that might help, but nothing worked. He didn’t expect it to work, of course, he was just hoping against hope. “Give me a system scan, what’s offline?”

“Propulsion system is off-line. Long range sensors are off-line. Main power is off-line—”

“What isn’t off-line?” He called in desperation, frowning.

“Life support, communications, short-range sensors, auxiliary systems remain operational.”

“Where was the failure?”

“Cannot locate the source of the failure under current circumstances.”

“Shit.” Holden stood up. He had to find the source of the failure and fix it. That hunter was too close, he had to act fast or it would all be over. He had to—he turned sharply to the door, but stopped just as abruptly, his eyes widening. This... this was no fluke. Slowly, heavily, he sat back down on the pilot seat. 
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