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Trading Outpost,

	Earth’s Moon,

	Terran Space,

	2039 Hours, Year 2342:

	 

	How would she handle it, Travis Archer pondered. Predictable was one thing she was not.

	It could only go one of two ways: rough or gentle. He’d washed her; he’d oiled her up; he finally got around to using the vacuum cleaner on her; he’d taken a mallet to her nose. She was still mostly clean, smooth-jointed, and dent-free. Surely she’d be content with that? As much as he adored her quirks, he wasn’t fond of the times the aged Firebird fighter decided to thump down on a landing pad and knock him off his feet.

	The autopilot gently set the Phoenix on the pad. Archer let out a sigh of relief as he headed back to the exit. With a hiss, the airlock tube sealed itself onto the other side and the door slid up to let in the outpost’s musty, recirculated air.

	He headed off along the dimly lit tube towards the outpost’s hub, stretching his limbs and muscles. Finger-combing his sandy hair resulted in a greasy film on his hand. Did the place have showers? He couldn’t remember.

	Towards the end of the tube, his nose was bombarded by a nauseating mix of scents: diverse spices and foods, smoke, gas, sweat, alien fabrics, and a hundred others indiscernible to him. His nostrils weren’t the only victims; the cacophony produced here pressed almost painfully into his eardrums. From the varied cries and calls of animals and merchants to the drone of thousands of linguistic variations of ‘I simply must have one of those!’ and ‘you promised you weren’t going to spend so much!’ The closest utterance of the latter emanated from a bag-mountain with feet, trailing behind an agonisingly slow-moving Female Shopper.

	Hundreds of thousands of stalls, tents, drapes and rugs stretched out ahead of him, reminiscent of the marketplaces pictured in his ancient-Earth history books at school. Just about anything could be bought here, legal or otherwise – though the otherwise required some lengthier searching. The occasional silver sphere floated above the throngs, scanning and reporting any disturbances to the outpost’s central security station.

	Every now and then, he found himself struck by the amazing fact of alien life. Faced with a sea of people, this was one of those times. They were so…human. The majority of alien species in the galaxy were not so different from ‘Terrans’, as humanity was more widely known.

	Physiologically, only a handful of races were not humanoid. Some aliens could even eat many of the same foods, and some could easily pass for human. Archer didn’t fully comprehend why that was so special, but to say that scientists had been astonished upon first contact would be a severe understatement.

	Archer pushed, shoved and elbowed his way through the multicoloured sea of people until he reached a tent he determined to be dodgy-looking and likely to contain some form of ne’er-do-well. He ducked inside. Sure enough, jam-packed with strong smelling herbs and spices in little baskets and bags, the customer-deficient tent catered for an addiction he was particularly interested in today.

	An ancient grey Inkraet fumbled about behind a wooden stand. Archer coughed and stepped up to the makeshift counter. The merchant pointedly ignored him and continued to fumble, occasionally rising to wave his long, bony fingers in the air as though playing an invisible piano, without which gesture he perhaps could not make the tough decision of whether the blue herb bag should be displayed at the front, or the purple.

	While he waited, Archer peered up through a large square opening in the top of the tent, there for the escape of the almost tangible scents of the merchant’s wares. Outside the massive transparent bubble over the outpost, his eyes were rewarded with Earth, in all its blue, grey, and white majesty. Okay, there was nothing particularly majestic about the grey, but the big sphere was something to behold.

	One hundred and three years since Earth’s evacuation, he counted. Nature was back in control and starting again. It was only the beginning of a process that would undoubtedly take thousands, if not millions of years, he predicted, drawing on a knowledge base matched only by the vacuum of space.

	The deplorable mess humans had made of Earth was a lesson hard learned. The same mistakes would not be made on their new home, Orion.

	Struck suddenly by the realisation that he didn’t actually know that this was true, he brought his gaze back down. Straight into a pair of watery pink eyes – the only signs this man was not, in fact, a corpse. Although the walking about was another hint. The man’s long, grey face looked not dissimilar to a half melted zombie. Traditionally humanoid, Inkraets had a natural hunchback that caused them to gaze up nearly sideways at most people in a mildly disturbing manner.

	‘Can I help you?’ the Inkraet rasped in his native tongue. Archer understood perfectly – a feat which sounded impressive until the conversation went beyond that or ‘What a lovely neck you have’.

	From the inside pocket of his flight jacket, Archer produced a datapad displaying the image of an Izarian male with a long thin scar across his purple, reptilian forehead.

	‘I’m looking for Draak,’ he said in Basic, pointing to the picture and trying not to breathe in so soon after the man’s mouth had been open. He couldn’t help speaking slowly and patronisingly, as though teaching, ‘“A” is for…“apple”.’

	‘Pish off.’

	Archer felt confident those weren’t Inkraet words. Inkraets usually sounded like someone burping the alphabet backwards, but otherwise had no trouble communicating in Basic. Perhaps the absence of several teeth and partial rotting of the others was affecting his ability to swear.

	‘I know he came in here,’ Archer lied. Perhaps too afraid of Draak to help, the Inkraet turned his back on the human annoyance.

	So, they were playing that game.

	Archer was prepared. He brought to bear…the cigarette. He didn’t smoke. It was a disgusting habit that made one smell and taste like a soggy bonfire. He did, however, keep a single cigarette and a lighter on his person, as he had learned how useful these simple items could be. The click of the flint and hiss of the gas seemed to cause the grey-skinned alien some concern. He slowly turned as Archer lit the cigarette, hoping the glow would glitter menacingly in his eyes. And that he wouldn’t cough and splutter like an idiot.

	Exhaling a small acrid cloud, he rested his hand on the side of a basket, lighter still aflame in his grasp. The merchant’s watery eyes anxiously followed the move. The sight of the flame dancing inches above his highly flammable herbs alarmed him considerably.

	‘This is the stuff Draak likes, isn’t it?’ Archer asked, as though the lighter wasn’t even there. He gestured to the basket, bringing the flame even closer for a moment and giving rise to a small whimper from the Inkraet.

	‘I don’t know your friend.’

	An unwise response.

	Archer’s eyes snapped up to those wide, pink orbs. Lying was a pet peeve, particularly when the liar knew the lie-ee knew the liar was lying. Twenty-six years of glowering at people and misplacing his sunglasses had given him permanent glare lines and the useful ability to severely harden his eyes. Reminiscent of a badass space cowboy, he liked to think. Eat your heart out, Mal, he thought, oblivious as always to the fact that no one else understood his ancient pop culture references.

	Any minute now, the cowboy hero and his hardened criminal challenger would—

	‘He’s in the bar on avenue six,’ the Inkraet surrendered.

	Oh.

	The duel was won, but they hadn’t even got to the eye narrowing that always came right before the draw. That was where he liked them to give up.

	Archer snapped the lighter shut. ‘Thank you.’ He narrowed his eyes at the dismayed merchant for good measure and then left the tent.

	A quick search in the outpost guide he’d downloaded to his datapad told him the bar was roughly halfway to the centre of the market. He allowed the flow of people to carry him towards it. Although it was always a good bet that Draak would be in a bar, he hadn’t been particularly inclined to search each of the dozens, or perhaps hundreds, of bars dotted about the who-knew how many kilometres of market. Besides, experience had taught him it was unwise to try reciting a heroic and witty one-liner to his bounty without first testing his vocal chords were capable of producing recognisable sound after so many hours of disuse. Five stars to the Inkraet.

	Draak was an Izarian pirate. Dangerous and unpleasant, but nothing special. Archer had been after Draak, on and off, for two of his three-and-a-bit years as a freelancer. The pirate was the only bounty ever to elude him, which perhaps said more about his own overconfidence than the pirate’s ability. The last time they crossed paths had almost been Archer’s end. It was mainly pride keeping the chase going now. The money wasn’t even that great.

	The Crestyff Massacre – Draak’s flagship, which probably survived monthly replacement only because of its ominous name – sat in orbit around the moon, which meant he’d come down in a shuttle or fighter. That and the security in the outpost told Archer he would have few men with him.

	Nothing would stop him this time. Probably. Hopefully. No power in the ‘ver—

	He’d had nearly reached the bar, bruised by miscellaneous joints and limbs, when screams and shouts startled him. The crowd’s course changed, now flowing rapidly away from the bar. Archer pulled his pistol from his thigh holster, knowing the security drones would identify him as a threat and unwittingly send aid, and fought his way through the confused and frightened aliens. When he finally reached the bar doors, the surrounding area was deserted, the empty space quickly expanding.

	He approached the doors from the side. They slid open for him to reveal a chaotic scene. Few tables and chairs still stood and broken glass glittered across the floor. Plasma and laser burns dotted the walls, the floor, and even the ceiling. What the hell were they trying to shoot?

	In the centre of an expanding pool of blood lay three dead Izarian males. With a sinking sensation in his stomach, he recognised one of them as Draak. Had a rival bounty hunter beaten him to it? Three more pirates stood back-to-back nearby, glancing wildly around them. The one in the centre, teeth clenched and hands shaking, was Draak’s first officer, Synn.

	He was clearly terrified. What the hell was going on?

	Silently and with eyes peeled, Archer crept into cover behind the nearest overturned table.

	With no apparent provocation, one of the pirates opened fire into the second-storey balcony that circled the bar. Startled by the sudden shots, the others opened fire too.

	Archer could pick out nothing up there in the shadows. He hadn’t heard anything before the shooting restarted. Had Draak forced too much herb into these men? Were they hallucinating? Perhaps they killed their fellow crewmembers themselves. He could still claim the bounty if so.

	Eventually, they ceased fire and stood listening for some time, their eyes still wide with fear. All Archer could hear now was a dull ringing after so much gunfire.

	After a minute, the men began to relax. They gradually lowered their weapons and relieved smiles formed on their lips. Clearly, they thought they’d killed their attackers. Archer watched enough holofilms – too many, he’d been told, repeatedly – to know this was inevitably the point at which their enemy would strike.

	Sure enough, as they turned to their fallen leader, two elegant black knives flew out of the shadows and plunged into two necks. As those pirates slumped to the floor and the other two leapt instinctively away, Archer crept forward again, towards the next overturned table, where he hoped to get a better view of the balcony. Thanks to his curiosity, he neglected to watch his footing, and before he’d gone more than a couple of steps, a shot glass burst under his boot.

	Crap!

	Synn spun around, roaring in terror and defiance, and opened fire towards him. Archer made a dive for the cover of the thick metal bar, barely making it before the hissing impacts of Synn’s shots homed in on him. The mirror on the wall exploded, followed by bottle after bottle, showering him in alcohol and glass, some solid and some molten.

	To the relief of Archer’s eardrums, Synn had already depleted much of his weapon’s power cell. As soon as he heard the click of the empty weapon, he raised himself just enough to put his arm across the bar top and fire a single bullet into Synn’s forehead. The Izarian fell limply to the ground as blood started to trickle down his face.

	Archer avoided eye contact. The nature of his career path had brought him to the stark realisation that sometimes there was simply no way out of a bad situation except to end it in a most permanent and violent way. But that didn’t mean he was used to or comfortable with the fact.

	It would be unwise to assume the invisible assailants would be friendly towards him. ‘The enemy of my enemy’ was a phrase that got many a fool killed. Unwilling to give them any breathing space, he vaulted over the bar like a magnificent but tubby gazelle, reaching to his new utility belt as he went. As his boots hit the floor again, he hurled a small, jelly-coated sphere at the ceiling. The orb thumped against the plastic ceiling tile and the shock activated the device. The jelly became adhesive, gluing it to the tile, and the centre of the sphere came alive to radiate searing light into every shadow in the bar.

	Nothing.

	In the ten seconds of light, Archer scrutinised every inch of the balcony, where a band usually played for patrons. There was no sign of any living creature in the bar. 

	The device flickered and died and dropped to the floor. Darkness poured eagerly back into every recess.

	The bar remained silent, almost calm. Around the balcony, the remnants of the wooden banister smouldered.

	Now what? He’d had put himself in the open, certain his clever trick would reveal his rival and give him the advantage. Now, he was simply in the open.

	‘Okay,’ he muttered. ‘Whoever you are, you have no quarrel with me…I hope. So I’ll just saunter over and unashamedly claim your kill, and be on my way…’

	Behind the bar, a flight of steps led up to the balcony. Archer kept his gun trained on the shadowy steps as he walked backwards towards Draak’s body. He was damned if he was going to just hide until the attacker came for him, or worse, took his bounty away!

	‘Why the hell are you doing this?’ he whispered to himself. ‘Pride? Ego? You don’t even remember anymore how much you’ll get for him. I’m sure it isn’t worth getting a knife in the neck. This is really stupid. Really, really stupid. More stupid than talking to yourself.’

	A ghost of a sound made him spin around, but there was nothing aside from dead bodies and a thin blanket of smoke. Nervous imagination? He turned back to the stairs.

	‘You need to stop watching late night television. Films in general… Too much time on your hands.’

	A firm but squishy obstacle underfoot told him he’d reached the bodies and, taking one last look around the balcony, he turned to Draak. Only then did it occur to him that he needed to get the dead pirate out of the bar, through the throngs in the marketplace, and to his ship before security arrived. They were surely only moments away and, he felt, would probably notice a lone Terran struggling to drag a dead Izarian through the market.

	On reflex, he spun at what he could swear was a faint whisper behind him. There was no one there.

	Then it hit him: This was the murder scene!

	A light breeze on his neck made him spin back again. He knew it was a mistake, but it was as instinctive as the universal walked-into-a-cobweb dance.

	The moment he turned, a gun barrel jabbed into his back.

	‘Drop it, freelancer.’ The husky voice was female and spoke in Basic, with an intriguing accent. She sounded almost bored.

	Archer hung his head in shame and felt irony curl up the corners of his lips. How stupid he must have looked. He flicked the safety catch on, so as not to shoot himself in the foot and increase his imbecilic image, and dropped his pistol. Raised his hands for good measure.

	It was times like this that he marvelled at how he was still alive. The smart thing would have been to wait for the outpost’s security. But smart was never his way in these situations, was it?

	‘This Izarian is worth five hundred thousand credits to me.’ The way she rolled her ‘R’s was rather alluring. ‘I can’t just let you steal him.’

	He felt the gun leave his back, and he slowly turned around.

	And he went numb.

	The woman was heart-grippingly, throat-punchingly beautiful. The only clue that she wasn’t human was the crest tattoo – two light blue markings above her right eye. A Krathan. That explained the terrifying skill. She was slightly smaller than his 5’10’ – and a bit, when he stretched, which he did then – and looked to be in her mid-twenties. Her delicate nose and mouth emphasised the large and striking blue-green eyes, all framed by hair that was long and black as blindness.

	Archer realised his jaw had literally dropped when he saw her. He knew there was no return from the idiotic image he’d created of himself. He closed his mouth and tried anyway to think of something smart to say. Nothing came to him. Probably just as well, as it was unlikely to be as smart as he thought. He sighed. Perhaps she would think him a simpleton and let him live.

	The lithe Krathan crouched beside Draak’s body. The usually vulnerable position conveyed no reduction in her power. Even without the gun, she’d kill him in an instant if he tried anything. She reached into a pocket on her sleeve and produced a small square device. She placed it on Draak’s eerily still chest and stood. The pirate’s body dematerialised. A matter teleporter. Though not proven safe enough for living creatures, it was a good way to deal with a dead bounty. Archer tried to ensure that he never needed such a thing.

	‘Do not try to follow me,’ she warned, backing now towards the workers’ entrance with her gun still trained on Archer. ‘Or I will destroy your ship. I saw you fly in. An old Firebird is no match for my Piranha.’

	The main doors slid open and Archer turned to see the outpost security finally storm into the bar. When he turned back, the Krathan was gone. He couldn’t help another smile forming on his lips.

	Wait. Did she think him a simpleton, then?

	

US Air Force GHQ,

	New Washington,

	Planet Orion,

	1456 Hours:

	 

	Muffled voices seeped under the polished wooden door as Captain Alan Lambert hurried down the corridor towards the conference room.

	It had happened so suddenly. And so close! He’d always wondered if the damned thing was nothing but a myth. A convenient scapegoat. The Russians and the British had both started quiet investigations and come up empty. But all those ships…

	Lambert rapped on the door and slipped in without waiting for an answer. The room was dark, necessitating a short wait just inside the door for his eyes to adjust.

	‘Captain,’ a voice greeted. ‘They’re about to move in.’

	As the dark, grey haze gradually became a table, chairs, and people, Lambert stepped closer. The voice had come from Douglas Harrolson, Commander-General of the Terran Alliance: the man responsible for the combined military forces of humanity.

	Lambert declined the offered chair, preferring to stand.

	‘Seeker-One, Control. Proceed with caution.’ This new voice, speckled with static, emanated from the speakers of the large monitor on the wall.

	‘It hasn’t attacked yet?’ Lambert enquired.

	‘You said yourself,’ Harrolson said. ‘She probably plays dead first to lure in her prey.’

	Even in this dark, Harrolson’s piercing grey eyes glittered with anticipation. This, finally, would be the first time anyone had acquired visual evidence of its existence: the Star Wraith. A trite but fitting moniker of which no one knew the origin.

	The Seeker-One call sign applied to a team of three bounty hunters. The hunters had tracked down an Air Force criminal, unsolicited, and were still in negotiations – or extortion talks – with USAF over their price, when they had found their path block by a capital class starship. The vessel was powered down and no life-signs had been detected.

	It was flimsy evidence, but in the vastness of space, the chances of finding someone sitting on your flight path were miniscule. The USAF contact had decided it matched the Star Wraith’s MO and contacted Lambert. One minute the captain was filling out paperwork, and the next he was interrupting the commander-general’s meeting with the bounty hunters’ communications feed.

	‘Still no signs of life,’ the leader reported. The video feed came from the crafts’ internal sensor array, and showed only the bounty hunters themselves, with no view of what they were looking at. They would have to get closer and make a deep and detailed scan of the ship for the Alliance to know what they were dealing with.

	Seeker-One-Two appeared to be in awe of what she was seeing. She wiped condensation off her canopy, trying to get a better look.

	‘Seeker-One, please take coordinated positions around the target,’ said the USAF controller. ‘That should cut the scanning time.’

	‘Roger, control. Seeker-One-Two, take the starb— Stand by, Control.’

	‘Seeker-One-Actual, what is your sitrep?’

	‘Stand by,’ the bounty hunter repeated.

	Lambert’s heart rate increased. The bounty hunters weren’t seeing a physical change, but they were checking and double-checking their instruments.

	‘Seeker-One-Actual, Control,’ the controller said after a short silence. ‘Report’

	‘Uh, Control…’ the bounty hunter seemed suddenly unsure of himself. ‘The vessel appears to be powering up weapons and shields. Still no life-signs. Blondie, are you—’

	‘Same, Cap,’ Seeker-One-Two replied, voice strong and confident, but her face betraying her angst.

	‘Seeker-One, proceed with caut—’ the controller said.

	‘Cap, I think we should turn back,’ Blondie interrupted. ‘Something’s not right.’

	‘Seeker-One-Actual, proceed with mission,’ the controller ordered.

	The bounty hunters didn’t know what they were dealing with, but they were right to be so anxious. Lambert’s throat tightened. He didn’t like the idea of the controller making them continue, but this was their best chance.

	‘Cap…’ Suddenly, the woman shoved her face as close to the canopy as she could, misting up her camera. ‘What the hell?’

	‘Seeker-One, Cont—’

	‘Shut the hell up, you moron!’ Blondie shouted. ‘Cap, it’s turning towards us!’

	‘Seeker-One, pull back,’ the controller ordered at long last.

	But Lambert knew it was too late.

	‘Power up shields and let’s turn around,’ Seeker-One-Actual said, as calmly as he could. ‘Whoever this is clearly doesn’t like us invading their priv—’

	Harrolson jerked forward in his chair as one of the three video feeds turned to snow.

	‘Cap!’ Blondie screamed, her hand instinctively reaching out to her leader and knocking her camera offline.

	‘Shit! Blondie, we have to get—’ Seeker-One-Three’s feed went static, too.

	‘Seeker-One-Two, get out of there!’ the controller shouted, her voice wavering.

	All that could be heard was breathless sobbing. Lambert guessed that ‘Cap’ had been more than her leader. Words couldn’t reach her now.

	A moment later, they had only static on the screen and from the speakers.

	‘Seeker-One, Control… Are you there?’ The controller barely contained her own emotion now. She wasn’t a combat controller. She was just the unfortunate one who answered the bounty hunters’ call. She wouldn’t get over that any time soon.

	The heart-wrenching sobs still echoed in Lambert’s ears as the controller confirmed the bounty hunters were all dead.

	Harrolson gravely picked up the remote and switched off the monitor – all the reverence a man in his position could allow himself. The lights gradually brightened, illuminating three other officers sitting at the other end of the table. Lambert had forgotten they were there.

	‘How many does this make?’ the Russian general, Efremko, asked after what he determined to be a respectful pause.

	‘God knows,’ came the reply. Without looking, Lambert knew it was Admiral Portland. The effortlessly refined English accent usually reminded the captain of his childhood in England. Not today. ‘We just don’t know how many have been lost to this…ghost ship.’ The choice of words met with unappreciative grumbles.

	‘As far as we know, no one has ever survived an encounter with the Star Wraith,’ Harrolson said. ‘Twenty-eight Alliance ships and God knows how many civilian ones. The attacks are becoming more frequent and now,’ he gestured to the monitor, ‘closer to home than ever before.’

	Lambert thought people had probably survived it before. They just didn’t know it had been the Star Wraith. There was a lot of bad in the galaxy, so why should they assume they’d encountered the mythical kind of bad?

	General Lǚ Qiū piped up after another silence. ‘I think it is time we found out more about this Star Wraith. We cannot continue to ignore it, and no one else seems to be willing to investigate.’

	‘I’ll remind you, my friend, we have no way of finding the ship,’ Portland pointed out. ‘Whenever our patrols reach the vicinity of an attack, all they ever find is faint particle weapon traces. Nothing more. Nothing to follow, nothing to analyse.’

	‘Not forgetting that those patrols don’t always return,’ Efremko added.

	‘Nevertheless,’ Harrolson said, standing. ‘We will investigate again, with a change of tactics. With a more…expendable team,’ he added to Lambert. ‘As General Lǚ said, we’ve been foolish to tolerate it as long as we have. Now it’s coming our way.’

	None of the men doubted that the vessel had been the Star Wraith. Yes, there was a lot of bad in the galaxy, but Lambert could find no trace of doubt in his mind either. It just felt like the Wraith.

	He nodded. ‘I already have a man in mind, sir.’

	

Planet Kristin,

	Talrath Space,

	0245 Hours:

	 

	Travis Archer sat in silence at the helm, rubbing his aching, burning eyes, unwilling to move but too uncomfortable to stay after the long flight. At last, he made his way stiffly to open the hatch.

	Warm, humid air washed his face; it didn’t help his weariness, but at least it was fresh and moving.

	He stood in the doorway and surveyed the horizon. The windswept land of Archer’s home was infertile and pockmarked by meteor showers long since passed. The only land to speak of was divided into four small continents and two islands. The rest was vast blue ocean, teeming with marine life. He’d been lucky to make his home here.

	An exploratory flight one day had seen him accidentally and blunderingly foil an abduction attempt on the planet’s namesake and ruler of its only other settlement – an exiled Zarr-Ki princess named Kristina. In recognition of his heroism, he’d been offered some kind of knighthood; instead, he’d settled for the eleven-kilometre island upon which he now resided. It just went to show that, sometimes, smiling and nodding and not letting on you had no idea what was happening got you a long way. In his case, it had got him Travania.

	Or Archerland?

	Groaning and stretching, he headed for his high-tech, single-storey home, installed with a top-of-the-line, impenetrable, entirely unnecessary security system. Not neglecting the habitual glance back at his beloved fighter. His eyes followed the fixed wings as they curved seductively down and forward from the roof, allowing the Phoenix to both fly in an atmosphere and steal the steel hearts of other spacecraft.

	The Phoenix had been one of the few fighters assigned to protect the Arks that evacuated Earth, so at one hundred and five years, she was an antique. But still perfectly space-worthy, and she could even outrun and outmanoeuvre many modern, compact fighters thanks to many adjustments and modifications.

	A familiar humming tickled his ears as the landing platform lowered into the underground maintenance bay. Despite Archer’s mild phobia of being underground, he found the maintenance bay a useful addition to his home.

	He plodded wearily inside and straight to his computer terminal. This was almost exclusively where he got information on bounties, kept in touch with important contacts and il…and completely legally downloaded films. He slouched at the terminal and reflected. On what, precisely, he was too tired to know.

	Itching though he was to get to his soft bed, he kept replaying the few minutes he was in that bar. Toyed with by an alluring Krathan.

	It bugged him that he hadn’t been able to locate her. He should have. He could have if he’d allowed himself. Instead, he was sitting there in good health only thanks to luck. One of those knives could have found his neck too. The reality of that might set in tomorrow.

	She must have been particularly good to take out Draak and five of his men so easily. They knew what they were doing when it came to combat, yet when he entered the bar, they’d been frozen to the spot like frightened children. She wasn’t even out of breath when she’d spoken to him.

	Three years, and this woman had just come along and killed Draak with ease. He’d learnt to deal with disappointment and frustration over the years, but this was different. All that time wasted, all the money which should have been his, gone in an instant.

	Who did she think she was? She couldn’t have missed the icon on the hunter forum; she had to have known someone was already after Draak.

	Exhaling his frustration in the manner of a bored child, he switched on the display. He used a severely dated keyboard, having opted out of those holographic interfaces most technology utilised these days. Convenient it may be, but it just felt weird typing on something that was, essentially, not there.

	After a moment’s consideration, he hacked into the Alliance’s bounty hunter database, where they kept track of known hunters. He had learnt how to do this, and procured the software to do so, during his short time in Alliance Intelligence seven or eight years earlier. AlliInt was the only Terran Military Alliance body not separated between military branches or nations, and so was devoid of bias or favouritism. They spied on everyone equally.

	There was no real reason to find out who the woman was. Perhaps it was just curiosity, or maybe then he’d have a name to curse. Was he still angry? Or was he hungry? He would have to get some sleep before he could decide that. It could be both – a potent combination.

	Two types of bounty hunter prowled the galaxy. Some were more like mercenaries or assassins, and worked for one specific company, organisation, or individual. These ‘private’ bounty hunters mainly collected debts and killed anybody their employers wanted dead, and sometimes anybody who slowed them down or got in their path along the way. Private bounty hunters were generally disliked, justifiably.

	Others were freelancers, who looked for the highest bounty (usually the most dangerous) from anywhere. Most freelancers, like Archer, only hunted law breakers – common criminals, murderers, pirates, smugglers, and the like. Most tried to capture the target alive if possible.

	Freelancers were viewed by many in a romantic shade of rose: virtuous and noble, helping keep galactic peace and removing dangerous criminals. Those people needed to get out more. Mostly, freelancers were in the game because it offered more freedom and money than any police force.

	Archer ran a search for female Krathans. One hundred and sixty-eight. It wasn’t surprising there were so few; the Krathans were a race of assassins. It was a large part of their culture, try though their government might to move away from it. It was rare to find them hunting bounties. Rarer still to also find them on a database, but AlliInt was good.

	What else could narrow the search? The Krathan called him ‘freelancer’, and used a very expensive matter teleporter, so she was probably a private hunter. He refined the search criteria. Seventy-four.

	The woman’s description brought back twelve. He allowed a satisfied smile to pass across his lips as he selected the first. Ten of the files had pictures, but she wasn’t there. Of the files without pictures, one stated the woman was currently on life-support and the other noted a missing ear.

	Maybe she, like Archer, was mildly paranoid and liked to remain unlisted in databases. Every few months, he would hack in and find his file had been added. It was an easy job to delete his entry, but he wondered how many times he could do so before AlliInt caught on.

	Maybe he would try again another time. Out of sheer habit, he logged onto the bounty hunters’ forum. The forum was just that: an ethernet forum (or extranet, ultranet, and a hundred other alien terms), set up so bounty hunters could chat about anything from their latest escapades to their favourite films. Among many others, there was a section for team recruiting, and even one for lonely freelancers searching for love.

	Odd though much of it was, the forum had become every freelancer’s go-to place on the ethernet thanks to its solid and transparent bounty system. Anyone could post a bounty and know that it would at least be read and, thanks to the rules concerning posting, Archer always knew the reason the person was wanted.

	Thirteen new bounties had been posted in the three days he’d been away – his many filters ensured he only saw the kind of bounty he was interested in. Scrolling down absently, one caught his eye: Terran male – Miller, James.

	Jay? Could it be coincidence? That wasn’t something Archer believed in.

	Five or six years ago, Miller had been part of Archer’s Special Task Force – ‘special’ because it comprised idiots the Alliance could not justifiably discharge. The Alliance brass claimed Archer and Miller were there as a shining example to those under their command. Their sincerity was questionable.

	Although their relationship was comparable to pouring alcohol over a scorpion, he was still an ex-teammate. Beside the name, a small symbol showed that someone had marked the target as theirs – a measure that didn’t always work, as Archer had discovered on Luna. The bounty was new and had only been accepted in the past few hours.

	Archer next logged onto the US Navy database with the borrowed login information of an officer who never bothered to change passwords.

	Archer quickly showered and changed his clothes while the terminal’s VI searched for Miller and any recent news regarding him. Then to the gun cabinet’s magnificent collection, mostly untouched since their liberation from various bounties. He selected a ballistic pistol with a built in suppressor, a gift from his uncle in the SAS, and a sniper rifle taken from an Ordassi assassin. Any half-decent bounty hunter would discover that Miller was ex-special forces and take a team. Depending on the size of that team, Archer might need to quietly take them out one-by-one, if it came to it. Also, being so tired was bad in an all-out firefight.

	The VI told him that Miller lived on Montaan, a barren planet otherwise inhabited only by the miners who worked on its moon, Montana. Arguably even more isolated than Archer.

	As the elevator at the back of his house descended, Archer tried not to think about how much ground was about to be between him and the surface. At the bottom, he ran along the wide, brightly lit tunnel in as much of a hurry to get back above ground as he was to get to Miller. More so, actually.

	Three of his maintenance mechs scuttled quickly back to their little alcoves as he burst into the circular bay and jumped through the open hatch in the side of the fighter. At the touch of a few buttons, the ship’s systems came online with a whine and the doors above rumbled open.

	The platform on which the Phoenix was resting jerked and began to rise. Near the surface, Archer thumbed the drive core starter and the engines sputtered like an old woman awoken from a post-dinner nap.

	‘Oh, come on, you moody girl. We have an old…friend to rescue.’ The Phoenix snorted indignantly and stopped trying to ignite her engines. ‘Not that kind of friend,’ he gave the side wall a reassuring pat. ‘You remember Jay…’ He knew he talked to his ship a little too much. He once considered switching the craft’s VI for an AI so she could talk back but decided against it. After all, she’d talk back.

	The top of the Phoenix emerged into the sun and he tried the starter again. This time, the engines thundered to life and roared defiantly at the sky.

	‘Good girl.’

	The fighter shot up through the atmosphere and into space.

	With the autopilot taking him to Miller’s coordinates, Archer moved to the terminal in the passenger section to learn more about the bounty on the man. It was for ten thousand credits, dead or alive. Respectable. If no extra credits were being offered for a live target, it meant the former was generally expected but nobody could be accused of assassination.

	Apparently, Miller had been in a fistfight with an Inkraet trader in a bar. Finding himself losing, the trader tried to shoot him, but the former special operator had been too fast and killed him. Such was the harsh way of some parts of the galaxy.

	The trader’s shipment was of arms and ammunition bound for a prison orbiting one of Izaria’s many moons. The Izarian Planetary Security Force wanted Miller dead for the loss. It was a small thing to kill someone over, but no one ever accused the Izarians of being too forgiving.

	

Planet Montaan,

	Talrath Space,

	0335 Hours:

	 

	Half-devoured by his squashy couch, James Miller balanced a glass of sour wine on his knee and fought to keep his eyes open. The following day, he was to give a speech at his former commander’s retirement party. He had no idea why; the man had been responsible for Miller’s own forced retirement. Did the commander think they were still on good terms? And why had he even agreed to give the speech?

	Scribbling out a remark that came across more bitter than amusing, he started to read it through again. Who was he kidding? It was almost morning, he hadn’t been to bed, and it was taking him over a minute to get through a single sentence. He let the paper drift onto the glass coffee table and drained the last few drops of wine, then padded into the kitchen, sharp jabs in the soles of his feet reminding him he hadn’t vacuumed for a month.

	He found a space for his glass in the sink, careful not to upset the delicate balance or damage the little green colony spreading throughout the lower levels.

	The lights went dead.

	Accompanying the abrupt darkness was a thud outside. His mildly intoxicated brain took a moment to catch up with proceedings. Had his power generator blown?

	He crossed to his gun case, listening intently and pondering whether he’d had too much to drink or not enough. It was probably nothing, he thought, taking out a weighty plasma pistol anyway. A bird, perhaps. There were birds on Montaan, right?

	He looked at his computer’s blank screen. Now how was he going to tell the Navy that he’d be late tomorrow? His ship had been damaged in a meteor storm a few days ago. He had to leave it where it half-crashed and walk about fifty kilometres home. The risk of going from here to Orion without functioning weapons wasn’t one he was willing to take, with the growing number of pirates in the galaxy.

	Wait a second. Birds didn’t switch off power generators! Someone was out there.

	With this belated realisation, Miller became aware of a different kind of silence outside: the silence of someone trying not to be detected. Then a barely audible, but urgent, whisper. A stumble over a rock. A creak on the front steps. A light tap on the door.

	They were at the door!

	He grabbed a timed plasma grenade from the cabinet. He didn’t have time to wonder who was out there or why. His new rule was, if they snuck up in the middle of the night and cut the power to your home, chances are they’re not friendly and not alone. He set the timer for twenty seconds and tossed the sphere into the living room. Just as well the cabin had been cheap.

	No sooner had he turned than the front door blew across the room, landing on the couch. The explosion left a dull ringing in Miller’s ears, but he’d experienced such detonations so many times he was able to keep his wits and dive into the kitchen as the room was sprayed with bullets. As he landed, he yanked the refrigerator door open to shield himself. He hoped it had enough metal to stop the bullets but suspected his lack of new holes was more to do with the wide dispersal of shots. It appeared to be amateur hour, luckily.

	The onslaught paused. Miller jumped to his feet and ran, firing through the front door, into the bedroom. There, the plasma made short work of the window frame and he leapt through it just as his grenade exploded.

	

Planet Montaan,

	Talrath Space,

	0330 Hours:

	 

	The Navy database stated only that Miller lived in the northern hemisphere of Montaan, but upon arrival, the Phoenix detected recent ion trails. Three trails, three ships. Wrong time for miners. Archer followed them down. The trails were erratic, as though frustrated pilots were flying about randomly, hoping to come across his home. But eventually, come across it they had.

	A storm was rolling in from the west and, judging by the speed of the clouds, would be on top of him soon. If the storm broke over Miller’s house, that would help him remain undetected. He made a conscious effort to try to switch out of his bounty hunter mindset and back into that of a soldier.

	‘Ship detected,’ the Phoenix told him. A dark shape materialised on the horizon. Closer, Archer recognised it as Miller’s Piranha. ‘Damage detected.’ His heart fluttered momentarily, but scans revealed the fighter to be empty. What was it doing abandoned in the middle of nowhere? 

	The promise of dawn danced on the horizon as the ion trails finally brought him to an isolated cabin, nine kilometres from the Piranha. The bounty hunters had landed a little way from the cabin, where they wouldn’t have been heard. One fighter and two shuttles.

	Was he too late?

	So as to remain equally undetected, Archer set the Phoenix down behind a small hill just over a kilometre from the cabin. Grabbing the sniper rifle as he went, he jumped out, ran to the peak and dropped to the ground. In the murkiness around the cabin, his rifle scope picked out seven dark figures. Six were at the front, making their way slowly towards the door.

	Not too late.

	At the rear of the cabin, the seventh hunter was kneeling in front of something, blocking it from view. Archer zoomed in on this one. As he did so, the figure made a small movement and the lights in Miller’s cabin went out.

	Hoping this person wasn’t a certified electrician, Archer squeezed the trigger. A moment later, the figure fell to the ground. The sound of the suppressed shot wouldn’t be heard from the vicinity of the cabin.

	He would consider feeling bad later. Normally, he’d be hesitant to shoot the bounty hunters without any kind of warning or chance to surrender. But he knew they weren’t there to take Miller alive. His ‘crime’ was nothing more than self-defence and no court would ever convict. The hunters had made their choice when they knowingly took such a bounty. Like the worst kind of bloodthirsty bounty hunters, they were little more than murderers. He felt justified.

	Turning the rifle, he saw one of the hunters place something on the door while the others took cover. A bright flash lit the front of the cabin and blinded Archer for a few seconds. Moments later the short, sharp clap of the homemade breaching charge reached his ears.

	The three figures opened fire through the cloud of smoke. Archer hoped Miller wasn’t in that room; no soldier should be taken down in that way, and by such amateurs.

	The men ran out of ammunition, and through the fading black blur on his retinas, Archer was relieved to see several plasma bolts burst through the doorway and hit one of the men in the chest. As he fell to the ground, the other two rushed inside.

	Archer only had time to register that he should have acted already before the cabin exploded.

	The force burst burnt planks off the walls, and the remaining men dropped to the ground, hands shielding their heads.

	Archer zoomed in on them. He saw in the glow of the fire that they were all Turisians. Dressed similarly. Probably a mercenary outfit rather than bounty hunters. Even worse.

	As the dazed men stumbled back to their feet, an off-road vehicle crashed through the door of a concrete construction at the side of what remained of the cabin. It skidded around the Turisians, plastering them in dust, and accelerated rapidly away from the giant bonfire. As the vehicle sped off, Archer glimpsed a middle finger held high through the open top.

	Eyes full of dust and still dazed from the explosion, the mercs’ shots were way off target, but they soon ran for their ships. Miller wouldn’t stand a chance against that fighter.

	Again, Archer regretted not doing something sooner, but it was hard to coordinate with someone who didn’t know he was there. He could have messed up Miller’s own plans. And he was curious to see how Miller handled the situation. Personally, he would have shot the remaining assailants and be done with it, but there could be another dozen waiting in the transport ships for all he knew. He also wouldn’t have blown up his own home.

	The men were almost at their ships when he finally acted. He squeezed his trigger a few times, and the men performed a graceful dance, trying to avoid the bullets pelting the ground around them. One collapsed, clutching his leg, and the others managed to dive to cover. It would do.

	He leapt back into the Phoenix to chase after Miller.

	As he passed overhead, he let loose a volley of shots. The Predator fighter’s shields were online and protected it, but the plasma ripped through the shuttles’ hulls as though they were made of tin foil, and they exploded in bright blue and green flames.

	The cloud of dust thrown up by Miller’s vehicle was clear in the dawn’s warm glow, and Archer quickly caught up. To show Miller he wasn’t a threat, he circled once around the vehicle before flying on to hover a kilometre ahead.

	The sun sat just below the horizon now, and in the bright blue glow, the Predator rose up behind Miller. Miller’s vehicle faded away into something resembling a blob of water. The cloak only functioned on the vehicle’s bodywork, and Archer could still see Miller’s head through the windscreen. It wouldn’t fool the merc.

	Archer flew back towards him, firing at the Predator. The fighter returned a few shots before arcing upwards to be swallowed by the blue-tinted storm clouds also chasing Miller.

	Now behind the cloaked vehicle, Archer turned the Phoenix to fly sideways, its open hatch facing Miller. They couldn’t risk stopping for him to get in, as the merc wouldn’t miss such an opportunity.

	Miller climbed as far towards the back of the vehicle as possible whilst keeping his tippy toes on the accelerator. For breathing room, he gave the vehicle a boost of acceleration and then clambered all the way back. As the vehicle lost speed, and the Phoenix raced up on it, Miller leapt into the air.

	The jump was aimed perfectly, and he flew through the hatch and slammed into the wall. Archer swung the Phoenix to face forward and accelerated into a vertical climb. Pinned to the back now, Miller managed to fight gravity off long enough to reach for the button to close the hatch.

	A couple of rough jolts announced the Predator’s return. A missile exploded, throwing them off course, and the Phoenix ended up flying parallel to the ground again. Miller made his way unsteadily to the front and sat beside the pilot before he could be knocked off his feet again.

	‘Travis!’ Archer was unsure if this was a statement or a question, but he was clearly the last person Miller expected to see sitting at the controls.

	‘Good morning, Jay. Are you well?’

	‘I’m… Your wall nearly dislocated my shoulder, but… How are… What are you doing here?’

	‘Hold on.’

	Archer pulled back on both sticks. In time-honoured fashion, the Phoenix dumped speed and jumped up five metres. The fast-moving Predator rocketed underneath. Like they always did. Archer accelerated after it. The merc tried valiantly to outmanoeuvre him, but Archer kept close behind – not a particularly difficult feat within an atmosphere.

	‘Target the Predator’s shield generator,’ Archer told the VI.

	‘How?’ Miller cried, casting his eyes about the nearby controls.

	‘Targeting.’

	‘Not you!’ Archer shouted at Miller.

	‘Oh.’

	‘Mistake logged; deselecting target.’

	‘Not you!’ Miller shouted at the VI.

	‘Computer, target the Predator’s shield generator!’ Archer forced himself not to begin their reunion with name calling.

	As soon as the sub-target locked, he fired the 20mm rotary cannon, which he installed himself in case of such a situation.

	In space, the cannon was close to useless, but in an atmosphere, the bullets could pass straight through the shields of another spacecraft, which were geared towards laser and plasma, and tear through the hull itself in many cases. The cannon had a supply of only five hundred rounds – enough for five seconds of sustained fire – but it was plenty.

	‘Target shields destroyed,’ the VI told him. ‘Multiple hull breaches on target.’

	Archer pulled up again to pass through the atmosphere and out into space. In the screen above his head, they saw the mercenary foolishly try to follow them. With multiple hull breaches in the back, and no shields, the Predator broke apart under the rapid change in pressure.

	Miller watched the ship’s wreckage falling back to the surface and shook his head. ‘Idiot.’

	

Romulus Space Station,

	Talrath Space,

	0455 Hours:

	 

	‘Two Ordassi wines,’ Miller told the barman. ‘And something for him,’ he added, jerking his thumb at Archer.

	As the barman turned to fetch the drinks, Archer surveyed the familiar little dive. There were only seven tables and little space to stand. The only other patrons were two humans talking quietly at one of the tables, and an Izarian slouched over the other end of the bar. It was the least frequented bar on the station and, for that reason, Archer’s favourite.

	The blue and orange lighting turned the barman’s face an unpleasant greenish colour as he placed the three shot glasses of slightly luminous blue wine on the bar top.

	‘So what were you doing on Montaan?’ Miller asked after taking a sip of the wine. ‘Just happened to be passing?’

	They had barely spoken during the flight here, both in need of a drink before they could endure conversing.

	‘I’m a freelancer now,’ Archer told him. ‘I saw your name on the mainframe. The fight with the Inkraet trader? The Izarians aren’t happy about losing tens of thousands of credits worth of weapons to the smugglers and pirates on that station.’

	‘So you came to collect and arrived too late?’ Miller asked, already slipping into his familiar, nerve-testing ways.

	Archer’s eye twitched – a symptom of mild Jay-Miller-exposure. ‘I had nothing better to do.’ If he stayed light hearted, Miller may be less inclined to be aggravating. Failing that, he would feel justified in gagging him and delivering him to the Izarians.

	They relocated to a booth and moved on to as much small talk and reminiscing as they could stand.

	Jay had stayed on in the Navy for two more years after their team was broken up and then tried his hand at trading consumer goods for a year. He was bad at it. Lastly, he’d been a security consultant for a Turisian money disposal company up until three weeks ago when, for the first time in the company’s history, one of their convoys was ambushed. Five million credits vanished. So these days he was a man of leisure, relaxing and modifying his Patriot dune buggy. Until this morning.

	‘Wouldn’t want life to get too comfortable,’ Miller remarked, with more than a hint of bitterness.

	He drained his glass and wandered off to browse the station’s stores. Archer rested his head against the faded, ripped padding and closed his eyes. Immediately, the encounter with the Krathan bounty hunter started replaying in his head. He felt certain this woman wasn’t yet out of his life. The thought tightened a knot in his stomach and pushed the corner of his mouth upwards at the same time.

	Time passed. The bar doors slid open with a pleasant ‘psssshhh’ and closed again with a horrifying ‘iiiirrrchh’. This bar needed money spent on it, Archer thought lazily, as two sets of footsteps moved in the direction of the bar. His heart gave a small jump as he heard his name mentioned, and his hand moved slowly to rest on the grip of his pistol.

	The footsteps approached his booth. Stopped in front of it. A German-accented voice enquired in Basic, ‘Travis Archer?’

	Archer opened one eye. The two men wore civilian clothes and olive-green flight jackets. One consulted a picture of Archer, probably from his service days, judging by the look of uncertainty. The other held up an ID card.

	‘Alliance Intelligence,’ he said. ‘We’d like to speak with you.’

	Archer examined the ID closely before he removed his hand from his gun. He drained his glass and pushed it across the table. ‘Well, I don’t talk to spooks without alcohol to hand.’

	 

	*

	 

	Miller strolled along the station’s quiet corridors, sticking his head into all the shops. He’d just bought some supplies from the equipment dealer and had them transported to the Phoenix, but there seemed to be nothing else of interest on this level of the station, and he didn’t have the energy to go to the other levels.

	A slave merchant had accosted him, trying to persuade him to buy a Korellian woman. It took Miller a full five minutes to persuade the merchant he didn’t want or need a slave, and in the end he’d given the man fifty credits just to leave him alone.

	How were slavers allowed to operate on the station? As far as he knew, slavery had never been legal under Talrath law, and yet they could be found on some stations within Talrath space. Perhaps the slavers paid off the stations’ overseers and news of their presence never reached the law. Whatever the case, the sickening people were tricky to deal with without putting someone in danger.

	The station was almost deserted as Miller navigated his way back towards the bar, bracing himself for more Archer. God, that man was annoying. So annoying and sarcastic and annoying. Of all the people who could have ‘rescued’ him… And the idiot really did think he’d come to the rescue!

	He took a deep breath and focused on something else. This time would be different. They were older and wiser and could surely get along at least civilly.

	Other than station staff, he’d only come across a dozen or so people. The equipment dealer mentioned something about an attack on another station. It had been found damaged and deserted, and now people were wary of boarding a space station before the attackers were caught. The way his luck was going recently, Romulus would be the next target.

	As he rounded a corner and finally laid eyes on the bar doors, a chillingly familiar voice called after him. ‘Sir! How would you like to do no work around the home?’

	Miller let out a dismayed whimper as he turned to see the slave merchant rushing towards him, dragging the unfortunate Korellian behind him. He felt terrible for the woman and wished he could do something to help her. Shooting the merchant and telling her to use his ship to escape was more than tempting, but it would do no good. Slaves were implanted with a device that would turn their brains to soup at the flick of a switch. The merchant’s colleagues would kill the woman within hours, at best, if Miller helped her escape. This simple measure was an effective deterrent to anyone trying to free slaves.

	Afraid he’d end up parting with another fifty credits or even get the woman killed, Miller turned and ran towards the bar doors. Forbidden from entering the bar, and seeing Miller take flight, the slave merchant hitched up his robes and sprinted after him.

	Miller dived through the bar doors just as the surprisingly speedy merchant caught up with him. As the doors ground closed, he heard the man cursing. He hoped the poor woman wouldn’t bear the brunt of the merchant’s frustration.

	Archer was talking to two other men. Human. Government.

	‘AlliInt,’ Travis said as Miller hesitantly approached, ‘would like me to look for…wait for it… the Star Wraith. Find out if it’s even real.’ He sounded slightly amused at the proposition. The men looked unamused that their quiet conversation was being shared with a stranger.

	‘The Star Wraith?’ Miller had heard of the ship before. Heard that nobody ever lived through a confrontation with it. Sounded like a children’s story.

	One of the men leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘For the past twelve years,’ he started, barely loud enough for them to hear, ‘we have been getting reports of ships encountering a seemingly stranded capital class vessel. No life-signs, and engines, weapons, shields, and even life-support systems are all offline. They move closer. The vessel powers up. That’s the last we ever hear of our ship.

	‘By the time a patrol reaches the location, there is no trace of either vessel, except for faint particle weapon readings. There’s not even any wreckage. No indication anything was ever there. Hence the ship’s name, I suppose.

	‘Of course, it’s not just human ships that are lost. We’ve heard the same story from many allied alien races. In all, we estimate that around two thousand civilian and military vessels may have been destroyed by the Star Wraith.’

	Miller looked at the man, aware that his mouth was somewhat agape in disbelief. After a moment, he cleared his throat. ‘And you would like us to find the ship and ask it to behave?’

	‘Nobody said anything about you, Mr…?’ replied the second man who, up until now, had remained silent. 

	‘Lieutenant Jay Miller.’ They knew damn well who he was, or such information wouldn’t have been shared in his presence. ‘And if Lieutenant-Commander Archer here is taking the mission, then so am I.’

	‘And is Major Archer accepting the mission?’ asked the German. Major. Miller was vaguely aware that he’d had that rank at some point before they’d met – despite his age – but he’d never heard anyone use it before.

	A frown had remained set on Archer’s face from the start of the story. ‘Twelve years. Why has nothing been done before now?’

	‘Exactly one thousand two hundred and thirty-nine of those ships have been lost in the past few months.’ Neither Miller nor Archer could hide their shock. ‘From roughly sixty attacks every year – something some pirates achieve – to over a thousand in three months. Clearly something is happening, even if it’s as simple as the bastards becoming more bloodthirsty.’

	‘So again I ask,’ the German said. ‘Will you accept this mission? For humanity!’

	Miller saw Archer try not to cringe at that bit of patriotism. ‘I suppose that depends on how much you’re going to pay me,’ he said. ‘It is a very dangerous mission,’ he added. ‘I’m guessing you’re asking me because you don’t want to lose any more of your own people and— What exactly are you wanting us to do if we find it?’ he added, realising they hadn’t mentioned that.

	‘That’s it,’ said the quiet man. ‘We simply want hard, undeniable proof that it exists, and isn’t some roving band of pirates or just twelve years of coincidence. That and as much information as you can gather…for now.’

	‘Oh, so you just want it to pose for a photo?’ Miller cut in.

	‘We’ll decide then what to do about it,’ the man continued, ignoring him. ‘Of course, that means the mission is not all that dangerous, assuming you keep your distance, so we will pay you five thousand credits on delivery.’

	Miller snorted indignantly.

	He knew Archer could push the price up, but by how much? At what price would AlliInt decide it was worth looking for someone else? And what price made hunting down the Star Wraith worth it? It took considerable willpower, but he forced himself to keep out of it.

	‘Five thousand now,’ Archer said, ‘fifteen thousand when we find it. And one thousand for every shot fired at us along the way.’

	The two men glanced at each other, obviously unsure.

	‘Twenty thousand?’

	‘It’s only ten each,’ Archer reasoned.

	They exchanged another meaningful look before faint smiles formed on their thin lips. Archer probably thought he was a master negotiator, but Miller could see they thought they’d got away lightly. Although he had to admit the thousand per shot bit was good. Agreeing so readily to that suggested they genuinely didn’t expect there to be too much danger. Or they didn’t expect Archer to return to collect.

	‘Very well,’ the quiet one agreed, turning his smile off again. They stood. ‘I’ll transfer the advance to your accounts now,’ the German told them. ‘When we get back to our ship, we’ll send you the coordinates of the Star Wraith’s last attack. I suggest you don’t waste time; this thing is getting ever closer to human space. Consider this mission active as of now. Good luck.’

	 

	*

	 

	As Archer powered up the engines, a bleep told him the coordinates had been received. The navigation screen showed their destination, deep inside Rieken space – an area designated ‘Sector 12’ by the Alliance.

	‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ Miller grumbled. ‘Shouldn’t have taken this mission. Ten thousand credits to go searching for our deaths?’

	‘They never asked you to be a part of it,’ Archer pointed out. ‘You don’t have to come.’

	‘Well…I have no ship to get home. And no home to go to, for that matter. I blew it up.’

	Archer knew it was more than that. For all his considerable faults, Miller was as honourable as the rest of their old squad of misfits. He was coming along as repayment for his rescue. He just would never say it.

	‘Don’t worry, we shouldn’t have any problems. We only have to find the ship, look at the ship, and then leave. Even we couldn’t make a mess of it.’

	

Talrath-Rieken Border,

	Neutral Space,

	0636 Hours:

	 

	Archer tossed and turned on the foldout bed while the Phoenix carried them towards their destination. Try as he might, he couldn’t get to sleep. He heard light snores coming from the front of the ship and rolled over to face the wall.

	Strange images kept invading his mind. A tall, white-clad figure in battle with another tall figure in black – the usual clichés for good and evil. Soon, the dark figure struck the other down and Archer knew he was dead. For reasons he was long past thinking about, these images worried him.

	The abrupt wailing of the fighter’s warning alarm pierced the restless calm. The Phoenix jerked to the side, and Archer was thrown off the bed, dashing his head against the floor.

	‘You did that on purpose!’

	Miller woke with a start, leaping to his feet. He was immediately knocked back down as the fighter swerved to the other side. The alarm went quiet, but the lights illuminated the interior a ghostly blue, showing that the danger had not passed.

	Archer scrambled to his feet and hurried to the helm, rubbing the small graze on his forehead. He saw a vapour trail dissipate as they rocketed through it.

	Miller turned to the scanners. ‘I’m reading six fighter craft. I think they’re pirates.’

	‘Where are they?’

	‘One’s directly above us, the rest are behind. The leader’s hailing us.’

	‘Open a channel.’

	Miller scanned the unfamiliar controls

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	