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The NEXUS series so far…

 

The NEXUS series spans more than a hundred years,
and threads weave throughout, connecting stories and characters, sometimes
closely and sometimes distantly. The Fear trilogy interweaves with the Assassin
trilogy, and Fear of the Light touches on everything that has come
before…

 

Shadow of the Wraith

 

The Star Wraith is a fearsome ghost ship
terrorising the galaxy. When its path turns towards the human home world,
Orion, Alliance Intelligence hires freelance bounty hunter Travis Archer to
infiltrate the Wraith and destroy it from the inside. Archer and his team soon
discover there’s a lot more to the story and instead take control of the ship.
Labelled terrorists and on the run from the Alliance and mysterious assassins
alike, the team stumbles into a millennia-old war that could spell the end of
the galaxy. Navigating manhunts, hostile fleets, and an assassin planted on his
own team, Archer leads them to victory. And in the case of that assassin, Juni
Lien, to the start of something greater.

 

Temple of the Sixth

 

When Theak
finds himself selected as the agent of an apparent god known as the Sixth, it’s
a little more than a failed private investigator can handle. Even with the aid
of Travis Archer’s team and a handful of other agents, it’s a big ask: rescue an
abducted god so she might rejoin her people and prevent a group of malevolent
immortals, the Hierarchy, from destroying all life. As the Hierarchy takes over
the minds of half the galaxy, turning friend against friend, all seems lost.
But with the might of armies, the psionic power of the Necurian people, and the
intervention of all-powerful Ascentians, the Hierarchy is defeated and their
millennia-old cycle finally broken. But in the face of such horror, so too are
the survivors.

 

Blades of the Fallen

 

Solan Ashar – Travis Archer’s father – and his
partner Rialen are a formidable pair, if unorthodox, eager to start their
journey as inquisitors of the Necurian Vanguard. Their eagerness and innocence
are shattered when they witness the murder of their teacher at the hands of
Bane, a wild and powerful Fallen Necurian they can’t hope to stop. Bane is the
product of alien attempts to create a Necurian supersoldier and his master,
Taelan, intends to punish the Vanguard for their failure to intervene. So too
is Lyra, a tragically long-passed little girl the inquisitors know only through
the wide-eyed, awestruck recordings she has left behind. When the Fallen
uncover her existence, their fury only intensifies.

 

Ghosts of the Fallen

 

Mara and the troubled half-Necurian Tillann are
inquisitors following the thread Taelan had begun to pull. It leads to an
extensive cloning programme, control over which is held by a Necurian-hating
cult. A cult Tillann knows only too well, having been born into it. As Mara
tries desperately to save her from descending back into the darkness trained
and beaten into her by the cult, she finds herself falling in love. Elsewhere,
Bane has returned, forcing his way into Taelan’s prison to rip memories and
knowledge from him, leaving his own mind imprinted on his former master. Solan
and Rialen once again find themselves on his trail, and once again on the
tragic trail of Lyra, cloned by a desperate and lonely Bane. Powerful as Lyra
is, she sees the impending genocide of a race fresh to the galactic community:
humans. With each tick of the clock dragging her back towards the grave, Lyra
sets out to infiltrate the court of the war-thirsty Izarian emperor and save a
species. To make her existence matter.

 

Church of the Assassin

 

The assassin Alexiares spends her days killing,
tinkering with a car she never drives, and pondering whether she might be a
sociopath. But when the Church – the powerful organisation their small sect
once broke away from – initiates a purge, Alexiares must find a way to stay
alive, work out why the purge was ordered and how to stop it, and come to terms
with becoming adoptive mother to little Juni Lien. Things are complicated and
confusing, and the entrance of a rookie Alliance Intelligence officer makes things
worse. Ryan Blake sees a pattern in several deaths that no one else does, and
the simple conclusion of this pattern puts him and his mentors on a collision
course with the most dangerous killers on Orion. And with the woman those
killers fear: Alexiares.

 

Fear of the Dark 

 

Over a dark and distant planet ravaged by storms,
the medical frigate Ruby Rose launches a rescue mission. Victoria Miller and
her team of paramedics drop through the storm to answer an SOS, but the
violence with which they are met on their descent comes from more than
lightning and wind; something ancient and malevolent stirs in the darkness. A
predatory race of shapeshifters given a taste of sentience by the incursion of
the Hierarchy is the subject of studies and experiments by
a ruthless corporation. Now, with that sentience fading, the shifters – Vix –
are desperate to stave off the ‘long dark’. The Star Wraith launches its own
rescue, which seems successful. Only when the murders begin does Archer's team realise that
what they brought aboard is not Victoria and her crew. With one of his own team
wanted for murder, manipulated into thinking terrible things of Juni, and
reeling at the loss of two friends, Archer goes on the hunt alone. It’s a
frenzied and violent hunt, and when the team finally catches up, they are too
late to stop the Vix launching a bioweapon loaded with their DNA out beyond the
galaxy, into dark space. It’s as ominous as it is confusing, but there’s
nothing the team can do except launch one final rescue mission and bring home
Victoria and what’s left of her crew. With their relationship in tatters,
Archer and Juni resolve to start again.

 

Forge of the Assassin

 

Now five, Juni Lien absorbs every
lesson her mother teaches. Alexiares has succeeded so far in keeping herself
and her daughter one step ahead of the Church’s purge, but Pinky, Alexiares’
ruthless teacher, has tracked them down. Now working for the Church, he takes
Juni, seemingly killing Alexiares in front of her eyes. But the crafty old man
wants more than a new pupil. Alexiares awakes hours later in the morgue to the
realisation that Pinky wants her to go on a rampage. He’s betting on her
destroying the Church for him and setting him free. What he doesn’t bet on is
the ruthless tactics of an Alliance task force agent, her only goal to find and
kill both him and Alexiares. Try as she might, Juni can’t find a way out of
Pinky’s Forge and, bit by bit, he wins her over. She begins to trust him, to
truly believe her mother is dead, and with the horrifying deaths of other
‘pupils’ around her, she has no choice but to go all-in on her training.
Alexiares brutally cuts through the Church, makes new alliances, leverages old
contacts, and manipulates the task force into an implosion, but none of it is
enough to get Juni back in time. Little girl becomes assassin, and even though
Alexiares takes her back, the damage is done.


   

 

 

‘And death shall have no dominion.’

Dylan Thomas


Prologue

 

Hope was an insidious, creeping thing as sure to kill as any blade. But not before it drove its prey mad. To keep it at bay, the prisoner had learned to repeat one simple truth to himself every day: Hope is a lie.

Tension pressed down on the chamber, despite
the stillness. Perhaps because of the stillness. It emphasised better than any
mumbling or gesturing towards the defendant just how wrong everyone gathered
felt this to be.

The mindless sheep. The frauds and self-deluding
pretenders. A hundred of them stood outside, as though their presence would
intimidate the prisoner. All they succeeded at was reminding him how right he
had always been about them. But that didn’t matter now. Time changed all
things, and time was running short. He had to suffer through this farce and get
to work. He quickly stifled the glimmer of hope that accompanied the thought.

His supposed judge looked at him with the usual
disdain. He didn’t want to make this ruling any more than the gathered crowd
wanted him to, but there was only so long even these people could keep up the
pretence of justice. Their time had already run out. Their hand was forced.

‘I’m almost afraid to ask,’ the self-righteous old
man began.

Old man. Was he old, too? It had been so long. He
supposed he must be.

‘Are we boring you?’

‘What?’

‘I asked what you intend to do with your freedom.’

‘Freedom,’ the prisoner muttered, suppressing the
flash of anger. What freedom? ‘Make up for lost time. Keep promises.’

His mind wandered, and he struggled as much to
rein it back in as he did to identify where it was trying to wander to. The
same place as always, he supposed.

‘This would go faster if you’d focus.’

‘Like a laser.’

‘Excuse me?’

He took a deep breath and stared into the old,
twinkling eyes more familiar after all these years than his own. ‘I am
laser-focused, my old…friend.’

Friend? Was there less sarcasm in that than he’d
anticipated? No. Not friend. That wasn’t possible. Never friend.

‘Let’s get this over with, shall we?’ the old man
said.

‘Oh, of course. You wouldn’t want to keep me.’

The eyes twinkled.

He felt a curious pang. Would he miss those little
digs and sarcastic nothings at each other? He’d enjoyed them. No. No, no. Not
enjoyment. Familiarity.

Someone stepped up and removed his handcuffs. His
arms had never felt lighter.

He glared at his jailor and judge. He was finally
one sham ruling away from returning to the galaxy. From starting his search.
From finally fulfilling the old promise he had made on the day they unlawfully
incarcerated him. ‘Say the words.’

The old man’s jaw clenched. He took a deep breath.
He licked his lips and cleared his throat. And he said the words.


   

 

 

The Lovers


Romulus Space Station,

Talrath Space

 

The Balcony was just that: a quiet, isolated
balcony outside the station’s only fancy(ish) restaurant, overlooking nothing
but stars. And occasionally ejected effluent. The Balcony sat outside the
station’s hull, only a bubble of glass separating gazers from those stars.

Travis Archer – freelance bounty hunter,
accidental warship captain, hopeless romantic – stared at the tiny diamonds
shining from impossibly far away. How many of them were already dead, their
light blazing through the dark eons after they’d burned themselves out?

He rubbed his temple as though it would ease the
pinprick somewhere in the middle of his brain. Retreated somewhat for now,
because he’d stopped using the psionics that came with being half-human
and half-Necurian, but waiting for its moment to make a final push to put him
down.

The door behind slid open and the absence of
footsteps told him it was his own shining diamond. That made no sense, and he
mentally flagged it under ‘maybe romantic but definitely stupid’, which was the
mental folder into which he filed most of what he thought, never to be repeated
to her.

‘Humans do weird things with food,’ she said.

The husky voice instantly made him feel energised,
home, present, important, secure, afraid, warm, found, full, and a host of
other bizarre feelings that reared their heads whenever he considered the
insane fact that this complicated, extraordinary woman made the choice every
day to stay with him.

Juni Lien stepped to the railing, and he turned to
her. She held a plate bearing a slice of gooey chocolate cake with a little
candle burning in it. The pointy bit of the slice was missing, leaving crumbs
and what looked suspiciously like the passage of a fork.

‘I’m pretty sure Krathans have birthday cakes
too.’

‘I wouldn’t know.’

‘Are you testing my food to make sure no one
poisons me on my birthday? That’s sweet.’

Her astonishing blue-green eyes dropped to the
cake. ‘I think the chef baked it that way.’

‘Oh.’ He lowered his gaze to her pristine lips.
‘That chocolate smudge must be from something else.’

She licked her lips. ‘Must be. Legend says if you
snuff the flame and wish, all known laws of physics will step aside and it will
magically come true.’

The same blood-red dress she wore to most of their
dinner dates clung spectacularly to her every curve. She said she didn’t
understand the point of having an unending supply of dresses – a garment she
could barely tolerate anyway – like other women seemed to and, as he
appreciatively gazed down at the tantalising side split revealing the silky
bronze skin beneath, Archer had to agree. He looked back up before he found
himself pulled in to her lips as though to a gravity well. He looked instead
into those equally magnetic eyes that pierced straight through to his soul and
half-whispered, ‘I already made a wish.’

As always, her eyes gave away nothing. Her head
bowed, eyes still locked with his, and she blew out the candle.

‘You’ve never told me when your birthday is.’

Juni balanced the plate on the flat railing. ‘I
don’t know.’

‘You don’t know your own birthday?’

‘I forgot it a long time ago and kept it that
way.’

‘Is this another I-shouldn’t-ask-why thing?’

Archer thought he saw the tiniest twitch of her
jaw. He was never sure what she genuinely didn’t remember about her childhood
and what she didn’t want to share. He was pretty sure she felt guilty about the
latter.

‘I don’t remember why, either. I think that was
the point.’

Archer turned back to the railing, making sure the
movement put his shoulder up against hers, in what he hoped was more supportive
than personal-space-invading. He over-thought things. She was warm.

As they stood together and watched the stars like
they might do something, he couldn’t help the but smile. There were moments,
now and then, when everything felt right. Looking out at the infinite space
into which Juni could disappear if she so chose, with her standing still and
sure beside him, was one of them. He was unsure what they were waiting for.
Since deciding to start again a year ago, they’d been dating successfully, but
they weren’t quite…together. It was like they were waiting for something to pop
up and tell them ‘dating complete’ and then they’d be a couple. But they were
here. Together. In a comfortable limbo.

‘I don’t like space,’ Juni said. She’d been making
a concerted effort to become better at talking. ‘But it’s better than being stuck
down there with nowhere to go.’ Archer assumed she was looking at one dot that
wasn’t a star. ‘No way of getting into the sky and flying away.’ She looked
distant for a few seconds before forcing herself back from somewhere. ‘What
would you do, pilot?’

‘Space is freedom. Infinite possibility. Hope.’
His lips pulled into a lopsided grin, knowing what was coming before his brain.
‘I’d bring you the sky.’

Another that should have gone in the ‘definitely
stupid’ folder. It raised the corner of Juni’s mouth, though. The one furthest
from him, like he wouldn’t notice. She’d worded the question like that to give
him a free pass.

‘Don’t laugh at my incredibly romantic and poetic
heart.’

‘Okay, I won’t,’ she said and visibly bit the
inside of her cheek. ‘Speaking of the sky,’ she continued, making him smile
again. She was making extra effort to communicate today. More Juni was his real
birthday gift. ‘I have a recurring dream.’

‘I hope it’s about me. Unless it’s bad, in which
case I encourage you to remember it’s just a dream.’

‘We’re together, and we’re in the sky. And then
I’m falling.’ Archer suddenly didn’t like the sound of this dream. ‘Falling and
falling—’

The door slid open again behind them, and Archer’s
peripheral caught a man stumbling through, female giggling emanating from a
slate in his hand. He shushed her multiple times upon seeing he wasn’t the only
one on the Balcony, and she shushed him back. Then he chose the section right
beside Archer and Juni anyway.

They were whispering about their daughter. That
reminded Archer, though it shouldn’t have taken strangers’ whispers to do so,
of how badly he wanted to see her. Essa. His daughter with Juni. His heart
swelled as though it were the first time he’d ever thought about her. He
couldn’t wait to see her.

‘The others will be waiting,’ Juni said.

‘But my weird human food… Did you bring a fork?’

‘No.’

 

* * *

 

The drinks flowed, partially onto the floor, but
mostly into the eager mouths of the Navy personnel who had filled the entire
bar, happy to take any excuse to party. The excuse in this case was that it was
November and therefore their captain’s birthday.

Juni sat wedged between the twins – Jin Li and
Bastian Faust, twins in personality and stature only – and watched as Archer
quickly went from red in the face at being the centre of attention to relaxed
and glassy-eyed and more talkative than usual. Frequently, the bluest eyes
she’d ever seen locked intensely with hers, as though to make sure she hadn’t
disappeared. Those eyes always made her feel like she’d known him her whole
life. Like someone actually saw her. Like she shouldn’t be there, painting a
target on his back. On their daughter’s back.

The doors slid open and everyone went silent and
turned to stare at the newcomer. He looked alarmed, and he turned and left. The
crew burst into raucous laughter. Perhaps it had been a bad idea not to tell
them to wear plain clothes with no Alliance insignias. The Talrath were allies
to humans, but that didn’t mean two warships turning up at the station and
flooding it with military personnel wasn’t worrying. That the Navy crew and
Archer’s team were kind of on loan to each other was an explanation that didn’t
roll off the tongue. Or that, yes, it was the infamous ghost ship out there
which had, until recently, haunted the stars and destroyed countless vessels
but it was now under control and don’t worry about it.

‘Why here?’ Victoria asked, one arm around
Archer’s neck and one around her brother’s. She was the only one of the six at
their table not part of the team. She and her crew had been waiting at the
station to surprise Archer, even though it had been barely a month since her
last visit.

‘Two reasons,’ Li said.

Miller tapped on the table, using the motion to
subtly try and fail to dislodge his sister’s arm from Archer. He probably
thought Juni might break it otherwise. But she wasn’t insecure or jealous, and
Victoria was just huggy.

‘They have tables? I don’t think that’s a luxury
afforded only to space station bars.’

‘No, that.’ He tapped again and Victoria
looked closer.

Li held out his hand to Juni. She considered
ignoring him. But she slid out one of her knives and handed it to him. He
slotted the tip perfectly into the gouge in the table. ‘Remember?’ he said to
Archer. The blue eyes locked with hers again. He remembered.

‘Wow,’ Victoria breathed. ‘What a beautiful
moment, I assume. Very meaningful for all of us who are definitely in the know.
I’m filled with a specific and appropriate emotion.’

‘This is where Archer was nearly murdered by a
Krathan assassin,’ Faust started.

‘But was saved heroically by me,’ Miller jumped
in.

‘And first became suspicious of our femme fatale,’
Li finished.

‘Rightly,’ Archer said, proudly.

‘We used the same knives,’ Juni said, for what
felt like the hundredth time. ‘It was a coincidence.’

‘Ah, but you did intend to kill all of us, so…I
was right.’

Juni refused to embark on the cyclical argument
again. ‘You said there were two reasons.’

Li thought about it. She saw him slyly check
everyone’s glasses. ‘Let’s circle back to that.’

The doors slid open again. The crew went silent
and stared again. This time the face on the other side was black rather than
blue, and confident rather than confused or worried. Archer’s next surprise
stepped in and looked around. The former Air Force pilot stood to attention and
gave them the wrong salute. They all saluted back and then laughed raucously
again. Juni guessed at this point that someone could sneeze and they’d find it
hilarious.

‘You know space stations make me nervous these
days.’

Archer froze with his glass partway to his mouth,
and a splash of beer ran down his chin. ‘That sounds an awful lot like the
second best pilot in the Alliance.’

‘I’ve been told that if I put on an accent, I do
sound like you, yeah.’

Thardriik Jhunassi Kortlyn III – Theak – wasn’t
much of a hugger, and it was an awkward manoeuvre for Archer to half-stand and
twist to lean over the back of the bench so they could pat each other on the
back. Then Miller pulled a chair over for him and he was forced to account for
his movements over the last couple of years. Unlike Victoria and her crew,
Theak had rarely visited since he and the team had nearly died together.

Juni filtered out the words and just watched. She
saw in Theak’s eyes the same distant look she saw in most of the team’s eyes
now and then. The haunted look of a man who could no longer see the world as
anything but a veneer over something horrifying. Only, unlike the team, who
could be distracted from the memories of two years ago, he looked like he was
only half here. And half there, then, drowning in the horror of an
entire galaxy turned feral.

She wondered how much longer he would last.

‘So, have you started any more wars since I last
saw you?’ Theak asked, after downing half his beer a little too eagerly.

‘That feels unfair,’ Archer said. ‘We just
stumbled into a war; we didn’t start it.’

‘Ah, you only ended it.’

‘Right.’

‘With a planet-annihilating weapon more illegal
than anything else ever invented.’

‘R-right.’

‘Did they let you keep it?’

‘No, funnily enough, they took that away.’

‘And they haven’t arrested you for it yet?’ Theak
feigned shock.

‘No. What do you mean “yet”?’

‘I’m just saying, it would be pretty hypocritical
of them to label you a terrorist for flying about in a ship they built, but
give you a medal for blowing up a planet with an illegal super-weapon.’

‘Well… Okay, now it sounds like you want
them to arrest me.’

‘Didn’t you have a weird android on the team?’

‘He doesn’t like parties. He’s not the centre of
attention. He’s being the “only responsible one” and staying on the ship to
monitor…stuff.’

‘And probably rummage in our quarters,’ Miller
said.

Juni zoned out again. She was reaching the end of
her tolerance for people and noise. She hoped Li would decide soon that they’d
all drunk enough to agree to whatever it was he was waiting for. That would be
a step closer to being back in her quarters. He checked everyone’s drink levels
again.

She felt a weight on her shoulder and smelled
Victoria’s shampoo.

‘Wait,’ Li said. ‘That looks like a goodnight hug!
It’s too early for goodnight hugs!’

‘I’m tired, and the Ruby’s been called in for
maintenance out of the blue. Dock’s pretty close, unlike the usual one, so not
much time for sleep. Besides, it’s a team thing.’

‘What’s a team thing?’ Miller asked.

‘Just wait,’ Li said, visibly calculating
something in his head.

The weight lifted, and Victoria went around
everyone until she got back to Archer. He didn’t notice and was reaching for
one of the snacks when she hugged him, resulting in her hand wrapping around
his face. This was a weird little family they’d all chosen to be a part of.

The twins whispered frantically, with much
pointing at the mostly empty beer glasses. Juni felt a sudden tinge of
apprehension. What were they so eager for everyone to be drunk for? What did
they have planned? She hoped it wasn’t another drunk shockball match. She’d
been given a stern and mildly embarrassing telling off by the doctor last time.
It wasn’t her fault she didn’t drink as much as the others and they fell on
their faces more easily.

‘No!’ Li said, as Miller moved to walk his sister
back to her ship. ‘You have more important things to do. No offence,’ he added
as Victoria raised her eyebrow.

‘Some taken, small man,’ rumbled Black, Victoria’s
crewmate. The rest of her crew were already waiting at the door, and he’d come
to guide Victoria out by her shoulders.

‘Fine,’ Miller said as the bar doors slid closed
behind them. ‘What have you been scheming all week?’

Li stood and cleared his throat. ‘Clear your
minds. You need none of your small thoughts and ideas, for you are about to
hear the greatest idea that has ever approached your mortal ears.’ He held up
his hands as though the word would appear in the air. ‘Tattoos!’

They stared at him.

‘Is that the whole sentence?’ Theak asked, and
Archer’s attempt to hold in the laugh resulted in a snort.

‘Well… Cool tattoos,’ Faust said.

‘Oh, cool tattoos,’ Miller said. ‘Why
didn’t you lead with that? That’s completely different.’

‘Okay, I can see your tiny minds aren’t clear and
open and ready to take this on board,’ Li said. ‘Cast them back. Two years ago.
The Celestians.’

Juni felt the air grow colder. Everyone became
more still, smiles either set falsely or faltering. Theak, in particular,
looked unwell. The minds of half the galaxy had been taken over and turned on
the other half. Friend had killed friend, suns had turned black like the
prophecies of religious texts, supposed gods had used people like game pieces.
It was perhaps not the best memory to start with to convey a ‘cool’ idea.

‘That one we gave a ride to, Vena,’ Li continued,
drunkenly oblivious to the change in atmosphere. ‘She said a lot of stuff about
how some people, like you three’ – he pointed at Archer, Juni, and Theak – ‘are
destined to save people, planets, and even the entire galaxy over and
over again. Destined to be heroes.’

‘And she said,’ Faust said, ‘that most people will
never even hear of you, and half the ones who do won’t believe most of what
they hear. So, what’s a word for heroes who people don’t believe can be real?’

‘Frauds?’ Miller offered.

Li held up his hands again to paint the word
across the air and stage-whispered, ‘Legends.’

They stared at him once more, as the atmosphere
began to lift again.

‘Did I black out and miss something?’ Archer
asked.

‘He’s saying we all get a tattoo, in each other’s
languages, that ties us together as a team,’ Faust said.

‘Also…’

‘I’m not on board with this half,’ Faust jumped
in.

‘…we should call ourselves Legends.’

‘Nope.’

‘Like a team name. The Legends.’

‘Well, there’s absolutely no way I’m introducing
myself as a Legend,’ Miller said.

‘The Legends,’ Li whispered dramatically, like no
one had spoken. ‘Cool, right?’

‘Sure isn’t.’

‘I can’t think of many names that would humiliate
me more,’ Archer said.

‘What about “Renegades”?’

‘What?’ Faust said, clearly not having been
consulted.

‘We’ll circle back.’

‘The tattoo idea’s good, though,’ Theak said,
trying to soften the blow. ‘You should do that.’

Faust stood quickly before Li’s disappointment set
in too much. ‘We’ve been talking with some artists and got some good designs.
Fancy and intricate so it doesn’t have to be obvious what it says, if you’re an
embarrassed wimp.’

As Faust brought up the designs, Juni and Archer
searched Li’s face for any hints as to what was going on in his head. There was
an edge to his voice that belied an ulterior motive for the sudden idea. It was
more important to him than just being a ‘cool’ thing to mark them as a team.

‘Okay,’ Miller said. ‘I’ll semi-retract my words.
These are cool. And I guess we never got a chance to get one in the task
force.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ Archer said.

‘No,’ Li said.

‘Thinking’s for nerds,’ Faust said. ‘And wimps.’

‘What is it with you and wim—’

‘We have an appointment with a tattoo place here
on the station, and we’re about five minutes late,’ Li said.

‘What?’

‘Let’s go!’

‘What are you— What about the others? You want to
call them over from the Wraith in the middle of the night for a tattoo?’

‘Yep. Wake the old men!’

‘You want me to wake Jindor?’ Archer said.
‘Jindor? Does that seem wise or safe to you?’

‘He shouldn’t have gone to bed so early on his
beloved captain’s birthday,’ Faust said.

‘Wake them and tell them it’s important,’ Li said,
already opening a channel to the Wraith.

There was that earnestness behind the drunken glee
again. It really was important for some reason.

‘And you can show Kirroc this,’ Faust said,
scrolling to what Juni recognised as a human nautical star with eight points.
‘If we’re getting tattoos, the ships should get one too.’

‘Hrfrmph,’ Jindor said on the other end of the
line. ‘Who’s?’

They stared at the twins. The twins stared back.

‘Who it’s then?’ Jindor angrily and groggily tried
again.

Li held up one of the holographic designs that
Juni assumed said ‘Legend’ in a human dialect. ‘Legends never die,’ he
whispered. ‘Legends are eternal.’

There it was. After two years and many near-death
experiences, Li had somehow imbued this idea of shared tattoos with some
importance far beyond a team bonding thing. As though they were some kind of
death ward. Maybe in his mind, it meant when they inevitably lost someone else,
it would be like they continued to live. In the flesh of the rest of the team…
Juni decided not to comment.

‘Who’s died?’ Jindor demanded.

Archer’s eyes were locked with hers again. She
knew he was looking at her mimic lying dead by his hands, at Victoria’s mimic,
at Doctor Freeman in his casket, at the scans of his own brain.

‘Grab Kirroc and the android and come back over to
the station,’ he told Jindor. He rolled his eyes. ‘It’s important.’

 

Juni had walked as slowly as she could to the
tattoo place, fire burning in her face and neck, and something almost
approaching panic in her hearts. She was being asked to brand herself. To mark
into her skin the fact that she belonged to these people. And she had barely a
few minutes to make a decision about it.

But she’d seen the bleary, reptilian eyes of their
pilot, Kirroc, light up at the sight of the nautical star, and even the
eternally grumpy and pessimistic, hulking Jindor had agreed to the whole idea.
He’d looked distant for a minute, before sharing perhaps more of his personal
history than he ever had before.

‘Inis used to joke about getting matching
tattoos,’ he’d said, referring to his old partner. ‘Joked about it too much,
until I realised he wasn’t really joking. I never did get one. And then the
Wraith killed him.’ He hadn’t found the words for the rest of his thoughts, but
looking around them all like he was seeing them for the first time and then
giving them a nod that was full of meaning, she assumed, was enough.

Once again, she’d seen the team together,
laughing, and the panic had faded. She’d remembered that she already belonged
to the team. She’d chosen to. They’d given her the sense of belonging that
she’d been subconsciously looking for since she was a teenager.

So she’d chosen the design the twins had put
together, mixing Terran English and the only Necurian dialect they’d been able
to find. It ran around her upper arm and shoulder, and was intertwined with
what Li said was a dragon but looked like a snake to her. Archer got his in
Juni’s Krathan dialect, Li’s in German, Faust’s in Chinese. Jindor and Kirroc
didn’t have more of a connection to each other than to the others, but they
decided they might as well get theirs in Izarian and Ordassi dialects, respectively.
Miller was closest to Archer, but his native dialect was English too, so he
annoyed the artist by having a mix of everyone’s. Arkuun-Marl had refused to
come over to the station, but had promised to consider engraving the nautical
star into his chassis somewhere. He absolutely would not lower himself to
engraving ‘Legends’, because it should go without saying that he was one.

Theak had vanished somewhere along the way so
effectively that even Juni hadn’t noticed him slip away.

She stared now in the mirror at the word she
couldn’t read. There was no point going around and around in her head now,
trying to decide if it had been a mistake. It marked her as one of the team,
making them her responsibility. They belonged to her as much as she did to
them. A thought that brought her in a full circle back to the pit in her
stomach. It also meant the target on her back was on theirs. The danger to her
was a danger to them. Maybe she’d been stupid and selfish. Maybe instead of
thinking about how a simple tattoo might tie her down, she should have been
thinking about how it tied them all to her. About how she might have marked
them all for death.

Juni splashed water on her face and left the
bathroom. Or maybe it was just a tattoo.


Cape Town,

Orion,

Terran Space

 

The prisoner – and he was still a prisoner, no
matter the supposed ‘freedom’ he’d been so generously granted after so many
years – watched the sweat drip off the Terran’s bald head. It splashed in the
blood.

He looked out of the huge window-wall. At the
bottom of the valley lay a sea of gleaming white rooftops, glowing under the
sun. Down there, beneath this man and his mansion. Terrans liked to
pretend they had finally achieved equality and eliminated the social classes,
the socioeconomic imbalances, and yet here he stood in a mansion, looking down
at the common people. They were all the same, the species of this galaxy. The
only difference was how hard they tried to hide their oppression. Certainly
those people down there weren’t poor, exactly, but they weren’t living in
mansions, were they? So, yes, every species was alike: an oppressed majority,
just waiting for their chance to rise. Whether they knew it or not.

‘Your people used to have a saying: eat the rich.
But they never had the teeth. It’s like throwing a wolf into the midst of
cattle and expecting them to eat it.’

‘What the hell are you talking about?’ The
rumbling voice wasn’t so confident now. Defiant, still, but lacking the
self-importance it was full of just minutes ago. ‘What does that have to do
with anything?’

‘Everything. And nothing, I suppose. You’re right.
Let’s get back to my question.’ He again held up the image stolen from Alliance
Intelligence. ‘Where?’

‘I don’t know that now any more than I did five
minutes ago.’

‘These people are hard to pin down, I know. I’ve
searched and searched and all I hear are children’s stories. Myths and legends
and lies. The scraps I can obtain from your intelligence service are too
redacted to be of use. Except for the occasional snippet. Like you, Commodore
Sharpe. You were there, it seems, when the tide turned. When the word
“terrorists” was replaced with “heroes”. You hold, at the very least, another
piece of the puzzle.’

Sharpe glared at him. A look that probably caused
his subordinates to wither when he was sitting aboard his warship. But here, it
was a vain attempt to keep the focus on him. It achieved the opposite.

The prisoner looked over to one of his hired
thugs. The man grabbed the younger of Sharpe’s two teenage daughters and before
Sharpe could so much as struggle against the grip of the other hirelings, he
brought up a knife and sliced.

Sharpe let out no more than a grunt of anger,
which was drowned out by the girl’s brief scream.

‘Calm, Commodore. It’s merely a lock of hair. A
harmless reminder of what you are risking. Why should these innocent girls come
to harm because of you? That isn’t how things should be. Only the guilty should
be punished.’ The prisoner managed to stifle the flash of righteous anger. To
push back down the monstrous grip reaching for control.

Sharpe still avoided eye contact with the crying
girls. Perhaps ashamed that he had put them in this situation. ‘And what am I
guilty of, in your mind?’

‘I wouldn’t pretend to know. I only know that in
this galaxy, the innocent don’t sleep in mansions and command forces of war.
But more important here and now, you are simply guilty of withholding
information I need.’

He held up the image again, and thug two and three
gave Sharpe’s arms a little twist of encouragement.

‘They’re private citizens,’ Sharpe said, trying
the prisoner’s patience further. ‘They don’t answer to the Alliance, and I have
no reason to keep tabs on them.’

He was telling the truth. Just not the whole truth.
‘I said you have a piece of the puzzle. I only want that piece. Give me that
name you keep hiding.’

The thug with the daughters held up the knife
again, this time close to the girl’s scalp. She whimpered, and the prisoner saw
the defiance in Sharpe’s eyes fail.

‘The Star Wraith.’

The prisoner took a deep breath, feeling the
prickling flame of rage begging him to let go. So the children’s story was not
a story. He’d held the information for some time, but had failed to pick the
truth from the layers of idiotic fables. The supposedly infamous ‘ghost ship’,
which may or may not exist. Which may or may not have been taken control of by
this team he was looking for, who may or may not have had to hand it over to
the Alliance. He was both frustrated and relieved. At least he now had some
truth to go on. That would make everything else easier.

He turned back to the window and looked down over
the rooftops. ‘Of course, you know what would really happen if you put a wolf
in with the cattle. Certainly, they’d panic, try to run; they’d do everything
they could to stay out of its way. But eventually, they’d give in to necessity
and desperation. The cattle would trample the wolf to death.’

The sense of relief wasn’t enough to quell the
rising fury. Red and black overtook his vision. The window exploded outwards,
and the two thugs threw Sharpe through it. He bounced and rolled down the steep
slope while the girls screamed. When he reached the bottom of the valley, the
people would remember that even wolves could be trampled.


The Star Wraith,

Talrath Space

 

Theak was in the observatory.

As Archer crossed the cosy space, the Romulus
station disappeared out of sight of the big window that swept up three walls
and over his head. The Wraith was setting course, but no one would tell him,
the captain, to where. There was one more birthday surprise, they said.

‘I didn’t know you were afraid of needles,’ he
said, as he reached his oldest friend.

‘They still use needles? I assumed it was a laser
or something.’

‘So did I. Li did say it was a tattoo place, not a
good tattoo place. He did ink a bunch of drunks without thinking twice.
I should probably have the doctor check us for infections. When are you getting
yours? You can’t be a Legend without one,’ he added, failing to keep a straight
face. And immediately realising that even as a joke, it sounded stupid. Not
that he’d say so to Li.

‘It’s a team thing,’ Theak said. ‘I’m not part of
the team. And I want you to remember that when the Alliance thinks twice about
arresting you all.’

‘There we go with the arrest thing again. I think
Li meant for everyone Vena was talking about to get the tattoo.’

‘Oh yes. The big, destined heroes.’

‘I have no interest in being a hero.’

Theak raised an eyebrow at him. ‘I’m fairly sure
you once lay in our dorm and literally said, and I quote, “Don’t you just want
to be an old-fashioned hero in a white hat?”’

‘Okay, well, that sounds like something I might
say when drunk, and I don’t think it’s fair you’d bring it up.’

Somewhere ahead, a tiny pinprick glowed blue and
disappeared. The Shadow, captained by Miller, had entered hyperspace. A second
later he closed his eyes tight as a tear opened in front of the Wraith and it,
too, slipped into hyperspace. He turned his back on the window before opening
them again. He’d drunk and eaten too much tonight to face the beautiful but
nauseating, swirling colours of hyperspace.

‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘If anything this team has done
makes us heroes, then you’re one too.’ That word didn’t feel right in real life.
It was better suited to fiction. Or at least firefighters.

Theak huffed something that failed to be a laugh.
‘Right. A hero to a galaxy I can barely face. A hero for killing people while
they sleepwalked.’

Archer struggled to suppress the anger,
resentment, guilt, and despair conjured up by the truth of the Hierarchy War.
‘For stopping it before it couldn’t be stopped.’

Theak gripped the railing that ran along this
section of the window, like it was the only thing holding him up. ‘No one talks
about it. I can’t be the only one who thinks about it.’

‘No. No one knows how to talk about it. The scale,
the horror. Immortal beings from another plane of existence? It changes
everything. So they don’t talk about it, and it changes nothing. At least, the
few who actually know what happened.’

‘I try not to stop thinking about all those people
we killed because we “had no other choice”. But when I do, I think about how
that’s only part of it. Those people used as fodder. Those adults. But how many
children… How many parents had their minds infected and…’ He veered away from
the train of thought with a sharp, deep breath.

He stared out at hyperspace and Archer stared at
the floor, feeling sick and hot.

The war had come down to army clashing with army
like it was medieval Earth. The Hierarchy had forced it all to play out in a
way that their enemy had no way of winning. Everyone they killed was a normal
person, trapped behind their own eyes while their body butchered their neighbours.
But there had been no stopping them without getting to the other side of their
enslaved army. A truth that made little difference to the shame and guilt and
breakdowns.

‘I don’t understand how people keep going,’ Theak
said eventually.

‘By using the feelings. The pain.’ Archer’s
psionics scanned Theak’s wrists, though he was afraid for a moment of what they
might find. But there was nothing. ‘There’s no changing it or making it better.
Even if we could go back in time, there’s hardly anything we could have done
differently. So the only thing we can do is make everything we do now matter
more than ever. Put as much good as humanly possible back into the galaxy in
the short time we have. Or…as Korellianly possible.’

Theak shifted uncomfortably. They’d been friends
for a long time, but things like feelings didn’t tend to be among their
conversation topics. ‘Seems fair. But you have two warships and a team and a
Juni to do it with. I have me and a screecher. How do I do it?’

‘By not shying away from what Vena said. By being
the hero she said, as stupid and cheesy and whatever as it sounds. By joining
the team? We went to war to fight monsters together. The biggest mistake a
soldier can make is to try fighting the demons that come next alone.’

Theak took another breath and cleared his throat.
The air seemed a little lighter, and Archer hoped that meant some of the
nonsense that had fallen out of his mouth had helped. ‘But then I’d have to get
a tattoo and be ordered around by the second best pilot in the galaxy. You can
just call me when things get too much to handle.’

‘Uh huh.’ Archer forced back down all the thoughts
and feelings that the memories dug up. ‘What do you mean, a screecher? The…the
pointy…eagle-panther thing?’

‘I don’t know what a panther is, but that sounds
about right.’

‘The one that tried to maul you and you trapped in
your ship?’

‘Yeah.’

‘You kept it?’

‘Yeah. Turns out if you keep a horrifyingly
dangerous alien predator in your store room because you don’t want to throw it
out the airlock, and it becomes dependent on you for food, it kind of calms
down and mostly stops trying to bite your throat and claw your intestines.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yeah. Where are we going, anyway?’ Theak asked,
as though he’d only just realised he was aboard the Wraith.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Aren’t you the captain?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Shouldn’t you know where your ship’s going?’

‘Probably.’

‘Is this a mutiny?’

‘That’s what I keep asking! But they won’t tell
me.’

Theak nodded understandingly. Then his eyes turned
to Archer’s rolled-up sleeve.

‘Where’s the star?’ Theak asked, poking the tender
tattoo that Archer hoped really did say ‘Legends’ and not something even more
embarrassing.

‘Ow. That’s mostly for the ships, and I’ve drunk
too much to decide whether to get a giant star stabbed into me as well.’

‘Couldn’t it just…be small? That’s a lot of
writing for one word.’

Archer looked at the typically Krathan blade-like
sweeping lines, most ending in sharp points. Some even looked serrated. It
probably all looked the same to Theak, but down one side was another language.
His own addition to the twins’ design. He felt his face turning red as he
pointed it out. ‘Koi no yokan.’

‘You put a shout-out to fish on your arm?’

‘No, not the fish. How do you not know what a
panther is, but you know what a koi fish is? Doesn’t matter. It’s Japanese.’

‘The fish?’

‘The—’

‘Wait…’ Theak looked closer at the tattoo. ‘Is
that Juni’s crest tattoo?’

Archer felt a hot flush pass over his face. ‘Yes.’

‘Wow. You know you have to marry her now?’

‘Wow.’

‘That’s a proposal.’

‘No… That’s… That’s not true?’

‘That sounded like a question. I’m pretty sure
that’s a proposal in Krathan.’

‘It’s almost definitely not.’

‘And she said yes?’ He sounded even more surprised
than Archer had been.

‘To a tattoo.’

‘But you did ask the angry, scary assassin before
you branded yourself with her family crest, right?’

‘Yes. She just stared for ages and then said yes.
Don’t know what that means.’

‘She was probably imagining the wedding.’

‘Wow.’


Planet Kristin,

Talrath Space

 

‘Ta-da!’ Li cried.

‘What? What’s ta-da?’

‘Oh, take the blindfold off now.’

Archer sighed and pulled off the blindfold.

‘Ta-da!’

Archer looked at the one-storey house, its roof a
rocky texture to blend in from the air with the barren land around it. He
looked over at the struggling patch of desert grass and the hole that would one
day attain pool status. Then he looked at the landing platform, just beginning
to descend, taking the Phoenix into the underground maintenance bay.

‘What’s ta-da?’ he said again. ‘This is my house.
Ta-da my house? You brought me home to Junisia?’

‘You need to stop calling it that,’ Juni said.

‘I was here last week! Wait, what did you do to my
house?’

‘I didn’t do anything to your house,’ Li said,
offended. ‘Do you really call this place Junisia? Like, with a straight face?’

‘What did he do to my house?’

‘He didn’t do anything to your house,’ Faust
sighed. ‘The ta-da was premature. It’s inside the house.’

‘Inside my house? Did you break into my house?’

Faust thought quickly. ‘Yes.’

‘But it has a top-of-the-line security system.’

‘No.’

Archer looked at Juni for backup.

‘They broke in last week before we left,’ she
said. ‘When you were in the shower. I was going to shoot them…’

‘Wait, what?’ Li said.

‘…but then I thought it would teach you to have
shorter showers.’

‘Okay, calm down. Just go inside and be ta-da’d,’
Faust told him, shooing him towards the front door. ‘And stop being grumpy.’

‘It’s impenetrable,’ Archer muttered, heading
inside. ‘And I’m not grumpy. I’m tired and hungover and too hot.’

‘You built your house in the middle of a desert!’

‘It’s an eleven-kilometre island that’s all mine!’

‘Then why didn’t you make it ocean-front?’

‘Well…in hindsight—’

‘Ta-da!’ Li cried.

‘Wait until he actually finds it, maybe,’ Faust
whispered.

‘Finds what?’ Archer asked, cautiously stepping
further inside with his hands up and at the ready. Was something going to jump
out at him? The twins’ idea of fun wasn’t always in alignment with his.

He glanced behind. The twins had their hands
outstretched as though proudly displaying the room to him. He looked at Juni.
Her eyes flicked to the coffee table. There was an envelope.

‘Is it a birthday card? I hear those are making a
comeback.’

Li sighed quietly.

Archer picked up the envelope, feeling strangely
self-conscious. It was sealed. That seemed unnecessary. He peeled back the flap
and pulled out a thick piece of paper. No, a photo. He flipped it over. It was
a planet.

‘It’s a planet,’ he said. Li and Faust beamed.
‘Did you buy me a planet?’

‘What? No, we didn’t buy a planet! Look how dumb
you were with an island! Look closer.’

Archer was beginning to feel stupid. He looked
closer. Perhaps a little hologram or— Wait. He looked less closer. ‘Is this
Earth?’

‘And who goes to Earth?’ Faust prompted.

‘No one.’

‘Exactly! Unless they happen to have…’ He and Li
held up their hands like they held something precious. Their hands were empty.
‘They didn’t actually send anything physical, so just imagine tickets sitting
here.’

Archer’s heart jolted. ‘Tickets?’

‘Every year, the science project watching over the
Earth’s recovery runs a little tourist thing where they allow a dozen small
groups to spend an entire weekend on Earth!’

Archer forgave the breaking and entering. ‘We’re
going to Earth?’

‘Well, you’re going to Earth.’ Faust pointed to
him and Juni. ‘It’s not cheap, and “winning” the lottery for it wasn’t easy.’

Archer decided to carefully ignore those audible
quotation marks. Earth. It should be just another planet, but it wasn’t. It was
where they’d come from. Where they should be. It felt…different. He’d never
even considered trying to go to Earth before.

‘Also, you’re going very soon and need to pack
quickly.’

‘Ta-da!’

 

* * *

 

Juni stared out of the window. She blew at a fine
cobweb touching her cheek. Stared at the swimming pool Archer had been digging
by hand over the last year. He only visited home once a month, if that. It
might take some time.

She glanced down at her tattoo. Thought about his.
About her crest integrated into the design. Her crest permanently inked
into his flesh. Her mother would have told her it was dangerous for both
of them. Alexiares was paranoid. And right. But Juni had it right there above
her eye; Archer had it integrated into another design, usually hidden under
clothing. It wasn’t much different to people getting their person’s name
tattooed. She looked back at the pool. Sometimes, right was just a
technicality.

Another person with her crest permanently inked on
his skin. It felt weird. Or maybe what really felt weird was that it
didn’t feel weird.

A feather brushed over her ‘third eye’, as humans
said. Archer was trying to read her thoughts. He hadn’t done that for nearly
two years. Was he trying to see what she thought of spending a weekend alone
with him, an entire planet to themselves? Her mind went dark, except for the
sparks of a knife being sharpened. It was the basic defence against a Necurian.
They could only read surface thoughts, so give them none. Archer had been
helping her defend against his senses in better ways, but he never tried to
read people’s minds any more, so it took her by surprise.

A clunk echoed along the hallway, and a whine told
her he was taking the little elevator down into the maintenance bay. He wasn’t
sure whether they’d be transferred to a special transport when they arrived at
Earth or if they’d land in the Phoenix. He was paranoid there’d be some little
emission from the ship that would have them turned away.

Another cobweb.

Juni’s skin tightened and raised in little bumps.
Her scalp prickled.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Someone was at the front door. The only front door
on an eleven-kilometre island. She hadn’t heard a ship land. The security
system hadn’t alerted her. The Wraith hadn’t let her know that one of the team
was on the way or that an unknown vessel was approaching.

A knife tip touched her finger. Which of their
pasts was about to change her day?

The hall was silent as she walked to the door. No
sounds echoed up from the maintenance bay. Outside was always silent when there
was no wind. A drip from the shower. Another delicate cobweb.

But it wasn’t a cobweb.

She opened the door.

It was Necurian psionics. Just like the feather
touch across her third eye. Archer hadn’t tried to read her mind.

He was in all white, of course. White boots, white
trousers, white tunic, white cloak. A fine layer of sand and dust from the
desert covered most of it. The sun glinted off what she assumed was his ship,
perhaps a kilometre away.

‘I didn’t want to worry you by landing too close,’
he said, watching her eyes.

He was unremarkable. Prominent nose, a tiny scar
at the corner of his mouth. The usual deathly pale skin. Neither his voice nor
face was familiar. At least she could see his face. Necurians seemed to like to
keep their faces in impenetrable shadow while their hoods were up. Although she
had admittedly little experience with them. Rialen, who’d helped them two years
ago, was the closest she’d come to one. She had a vague notion that she’d met
one before him, but there were no memories to go along with that notion.

Juni’s scalp still prickled. She’d learned that
Necurians were generally trustworthy, but this one was…off. She didn’t know
how. His steady blue eyes held hers calmly but intensely.

‘You’re here for Archer?’ she asked.

‘I’m here for you.’

 

*

 

‘I’m trusting you,’ Archer told the Phoenix,
brushing a cobweb from his face. ‘Don’t ruin this. You know how many humans
have got to see Earth in person since we left? Well, neither do I, but it’s not
many. So you can’t go releasing gases or particles or whatever into the
atmosphere.’

The Phoenix said nothing. Mainly because she had
no voice. But her silence didn’t have a defiant edge to it on this occasion.
Which made a nice change. Perhaps she wanted to see Earth again too. She’d been
one of the fighters guarding the Arks that carried humanity to their new home
on Orion. That thought made him hesitate. He’d never considered that perhaps
the Phoenix was supposed to be in a museum or something. They wouldn’t try to
take her away, would they? No, it wasn’t like he’d been hiding her; someone
would have reached out.

His stomach writhed. The idea of seeing where
humans came from was exciting. Three days, three wildly different locations.
The project no longer referred to countries on Earth, but zones, so he didn’t
know where they were going. He just knew one was mountainous and rainforesty,
one was sprawling grassland and canyons, and one was snowy. And he’d be
experiencing them all with Juni. That made his stomach writhe more.

He patted the Phoenix and headed back along the
passage to the elevator.

They’d been doing well this past year. He’d
successfully forced himself to not immediately swear his undying love for the
woman he barely knew, even after two years. She’d successfully forced herself
to share bits of her past here and there, and sometimes even her thoughts and
feelings. And they’d dated. And dated. And dated. Victoria and Li had both
tactfully suggested that perhaps the dating phase was going on just a touch
longer than was normal. After a year, most people would say they were in a
relationship.

Juni hadn’t moved back into his quarters yet. She
accompanied him down here whenever he visited home, but they never stayed the
night. They were both stuck again at a point neither of them knew how to move
past. They were bad at this. But this time around, he was confident them being
bad at it was the only issue. Not that they shouldn’t be together. He still
didn’t know, and probably never would, why she stuck around, but he’d worked
hard to make himself stop thinking it was convenience or not knowing where else
to go. For some inexplicable reason, the alien assassin who’d travelled the
stars experiencing things he couldn’t imagine…liked him.

The elevator gently thumped into place at ground
level. He’d successfully kept his mind off how much ground was hanging over his
head.

Perhaps when they were on Earth, he could suggest
they progress— He took two steps and stopped. What was that smell? No, it
wasn’t a smell… What was it? He sent out a pulse of energy, like a radar ping. Not
enough to jar the ice pick in his brain. Juni was lying in the living room.
There was no one else around. But there was a strange echo in the air. Someone
had been here.

He stepped into the living room. Juni stared at
the ceiling from the tattered remains of the sofa not built to withstand the
kind of sunshine that blazed through the window.

‘He said it was past time the Vanguard gave it to
you,’ she said, pointing to the coffee table.

Archer stepped closer. He wasn’t sure what his
peripheral had told him he was seeing, but now he heard ‘Vanguard’, he realised
that the long, curved thing on the table was a scabbard. Pure white, with no
decoration.

‘Is that…’ He abandoned the stupid question. He
knew it was. It was Solan Ashar’s katana. His father’s.

It felt somehow irreverent, or disrespectful even,
to just pick it up. He knelt at the table and inspected it. The katana’s handle
was a beautiful crisscross of white cotton over gold. A tree that probably
meant something was engraved in the golden oval capping it. A plain wooden
rectangle that looked like the same white wood as the scabbard sat under the
handle, like a hand guard, he assumed. He suddenly felt like he should learn
the names for the different parts, and what the tree was. And why the Necurian Vanguard
used an ancient human weapon.

Archer realised he wasn’t just inspecting it so
closely because it felt like the respectful thing to do. He was almost hoping
for some kind of message or something. Why there would be one, he didn’t know.
It wasn’t like his father had known he was going to be blown up and left a
goodbye note or something.

Finally, he picked it up. It was lighter than he’d
expected. ‘Did he say where the katana’s been? It never occurred to me all
these years to ask.’

‘He just said it belongs to you, not the academy,
and…as the one you…love, I should be the one to give it to you, today. I didn’t
like him.’

Archer glanced at her. She continued to stare at
the ceiling. It was hard to tell when her not liking someone was just her being
her and when it was because she had good instincts. It surely had to be the
former this time, if it was someone from the Vanguard. Still, his guard would
be up now if the man returned.

His fingers wrapped around the handle like he
imagined Solan’s would have, though probably not often. Nothing happened. No
flashes of his father’s memories or lingering energy. Although it did feel
weirdly…familiar. Some hard bumps under the wrap pressed into his hand. He slid
the blade out of the scabbard a few inches. The gleaming steel might as well
have been forged that week. He wondered whether, if he took time one day to
meditate with it, he’d sense anything from it. Although an inquisitor would
rarely need to use their weapon, it would still have been with him frequently
throughout the years.

‘Who was it? Someone we know?’

‘No. He said you wouldn’t know his name.’

Archer slid the katana back and returned it to the
table. He considered it some more. Then he picked it up again and took it to
the bedroom, where he laid it beside his exoskeleton, which he’d grudgingly
agreed he probably wouldn’t need on Earth. All his most special possessions in
one place.

‘Li’s getting whiny,’ Juni called.

‘Our dear friend Li is getting concerned that we
might miss our very special appointment,’ Archer corrected, like he was
teaching her a language.

‘Yeah, that.’

Archer picked up his bag and patted his pockets,
immediately feeling like he was forgetting something. He gave the strangely
timed gift one last look and headed for the Phoenix.


Zone 16,

Earth

 

Archer stared. The horse stared back.

‘Mr Li said that you’ve both ridden horses
before,’ Sandra the kind-of-guide said.

‘We have,’ Juni said.

Archer stared at the horse some more. It was
bigger than they looked in the movies. Maybe Clint Eastwood was taller than
him. He’d only ridden one horse before, and that was an alien one in the middle
of a war; he’d had little chance to think about it.

He glanced past the horse. There were big table
mountains on the horizon, rolling hills before those that alternated between
lush grass and scrub, and what looked like a canyon or two. He was going to
drift the high plains on a real Earth horse!

The horse flicked her head and huffed, like she
wanted to get going. Archer reached out and stroked the silky, short hair
between her nostrils. She took a step forwards to encourage it.

‘So, you have your maps, emergency provisions, and
communications in your saddlebags. But it’s a straight ride towards that
mountain, down through a canyon, and in about six hours – depending on how much
you stop to sightsee, which I strongly suggest to break up that much riding –
you’ll arrive at the old ranch.’

Archer liked the sound of all of that. He hadn’t
expected to be left alone, but apparently, that was the point of the
experience. They’d been carefully prepared – their weapons were taken away,
they were left nothing with packaging that could be discarded or that could
contaminate the environment, and short of using his belt buckle to chisel away
at the mountain, there was little they could do to interfere with the
regeneration project.

‘I recommend taking the trail up the mountain when
you get there,’ Sandra said, climbing back into the transport. ‘Best view for
miles. Especially at sunset. Mrs Archer has your hats, which you’ll need in
this sun. And remember: leave nothing but footprints,’ she called as the door
closed on her. Then, as the transport lifted off and glided quietly into the
sky, a loudspeaker crackled. ‘Take nothing but memories!’

Archer watched the sleek, zero-emission transport
hum away, wondering if that innocent phrase was as irrationally irritating to
everyone else.

‘Hats, Mrs Archer?’ he said, choosing not to look
at Juni as he did. Li and Faust had neglected to mention until the doors were
closing that the only spot they’d been able to open up was for honeymooners. He
was somewhat surprised not to have heard that distinctly Krathan growl, but
sometimes it was more dangerous to not hear one.

Juni sighed. He turned to see her flop what looked
excitingly like a Stetson onto her saddle.

‘Mrs Archer…’

‘That’s the last one you get for free.’

‘…saddle up.’

She sighed again.

Archer carefully climbed onto the horse and gave
her neck a pat. She huffed happily. He reached over to Juni’s saddle and took
the hat, only mildly disappointed that
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