
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Infiltrate

      Silver Cane Chronicles, Book 3

    

    




      
        James David Victor

      

    

    
      Fairfield Publishing

    

  


  
    
      
        Copyright © 2017 Fairfield Publishing

      

      

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.  Except for review quotes, this book may not be reproduced, in whole or in part, without the written consent of the author.

      

      This story is a work of fiction.  Any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          
            Thank You

          

          
            
              Free Story

            

            
              Preview: Discovery

            

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Silver Cane stood on a high balcony of an outer building of Gov Central, looking out from the seat of government to the district beyond. An off-shore breeze blew gently out over the Shoal; a warm and scented breeze, flavored by the tropical herbs that grew in abundance over the rich countryside that surrounded Gov Central. That breeze brought with it the sounds of the district that lay beyond, the distant sound of a population in chaos.

      An explosion punctuated the distant murmur of turmoil. Silver reckoned it was the third since she had been standing here looking out to the distant commotion. A fireball rose into the sky, smoke drifting lazily on the warm breeze.

      The virtual reality servers covering the planets of Pepper and Frost had been inactive for less than twenty-four hours before the first incidents of unrest were reported. Now after sixty hours, civilization had descended into utter chaos.

      The riots were erupting in district after district, settlement after settlement. Already there were more areas in violent uproar than Silver had agents to deploy. Even if she had a full complement of agents at her disposal they were not a riot control force. They had a range of skills—and duties—but they were not responsible for restoring civil order. The system was on the brink of utter disorder and she had barely enough personnel to bring the district just beyond the walls of Gov Central to order.

      Riots had broken out in all populated areas where the VR network had failed. No district or settlement had remained calm for more than twenty-four hours. There had been a brief lull in the violence for a few hours but now the riots were prolonged and sustained. They showed no signs of abating.

      Silver’s personal artificial intelligence brought news that Silver had feared.

      “The main VR hub for the outer system has been attacked. A personal cruiser packed with explosives collided with the facility. The destruction was total.”

      Leaning on the hand rail and looking to the district in the dim evening light Silver heard the unmistakable buzz of blazer discharges. The sound sent a shiver down her spine. People were dying out there.

      “Thank you, Arty,” Silver said. She pushed herself off the railing and headed back into the building. The entire system was now cut off from VR. If these newly “liberated” areas followed the same pattern as all the others then Silver knew there would only be one day before the entire population of the system would be in turmoil. Billions of lives would be thrown into frightening and violent disorder. There would be utter chaos. There was little that Silver could do. There was only one thing that would give her any chance of subduing the population. She had resisted so far. She was out of options. She was out of time.

      “Arty,” Silver said stepping into an elevator. “Contact the Defender’s AI. I need to speak with Admiral Blake.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Admiral Dawson Blake appeared on the large holostage in police HQ. He was sitting in a large armchair in a spacious and comfortable office aboard the Defender.

      Silver had never met the admiral in person, but since taking over as chief of the police service she had had cause to speak with him almost a dozen times, all of them in holocall and most of them in the last sixty hours since the VR servers started going off line.

      Blake’s official office was here in Gov Central along with all other service chiefs. It should have been possible for Silver to visit the admiral in person. However, the admiral also had an office aboard the military flag ship, the Defender. Admiral Blake chose to spend most of his time on board his ship. It was an unofficial arrangement but it was accepted by the civilian government and other service chiefs. If anyone needed to contact Admiral Dawson Blake, they knew they could find him on the Defender.

      Silver was a service chief just as Blake was, they were both of equal standing. However, the police service was much smaller than the military, even when it was at full strength. Now with only a handful of active personnel, Silver’s police service was the least well manned service in the system. She had always found the admiral to be polite, though, and never condescending.  Blake never let her feel that she was anything other than a vital and respected service chief.

      Leaning on the holostage and presenting a confidence Silver felt might be misplaced, she looked Admiral Blake in the eye. Blake was completely relaxed. He was the chief of the military, responsible for the Defender, a fleet of destroyers, dozens of military asteroid installations and thousands of active personnel. He was at ease with his responsibilities and his power.

      Silver was comfortable approaching Blake. She was, however, uncomfortable with the request she was bringing to him now.

      “I can see no other way to restore the population to order, Admiral,” Silver said.

      Blake stood up from his large leather armchair and walked to his desk. He pulled open a drawer and took out a cigar. “What about restoring VR?” Blake asked.

      “The engineering teams working on the VR network report that it could be weeks before we have a stable VR network. Half the population could be dead by then if we don’t intervene. The system is ripping itself apart.”

      “Using military personnel to police the population is achievable. But they will hate us both for it.” Blake puffed on the cigar. The end glowed and the cigar gave up a cloud of smoke that drifted around the admiral’s office.

      “They have to be alive to hate us,” Silver said. “The more people who are around to hate us after all this then the better we did our jobs.”

      Blake puffed and smiled as he dropped into the chair behind his desk. “It’s a reasonable request, Chief. I am content to agree to it. You just need to get the office of the president to agree. Send me that authorization and a detachment of my Marines will be at your disposal.”

      “Thank you, Admiral,” Silver said, a strong hint of relief in her voice. “I’m sending a request to the office of the president now.”

      “I’m dispatching the destroyer Tenacity to Pepper and the destroyer Rose to Frost immediately. They will be ready for your orders as soon as you get authorization for your service to use military assets.”

      “Thank you again,” Silver said. She opened the system view on the holostage and called up the locations of the two destroyers.

      “Don’t be too happy, Chief,” Blake stood up from behind his desk and walked back to the large armchair. “The population is not in a very forgiving mood at present. They will hate you for this, and they will remember what you did.”

      Silver nodded. “You have my thanks all the same. Thank you, Admiral.”

      Blake smiled and nodded. His image flickered away as he ended the call.

      The holostage showed the destroyers heading toward their target planets. Silver called up information on the Marine compliment and capabilities of the destroyers. A small set of text appeared on the holoimage next to the destroyers. Each had a Marine compliment of forty-nine. The number was divided between four squads of twelve and one squad commander.

      Silver was responsible for a population of billions scattered over hundreds of districts and settlements. How could ninety-eight Marines bring the system back to order? She would need thousands of personnel, all trained in riot dispersal and control.

      “Response from the office of the president, Sil,” Arty interrupted Silver’s thoughts. “You are authorized to deploy military personnel as a temporary addition to your service for a limited period to cover the current outbreak of civil unrest.”

      “It’s not enough, Arty.” Silver called up an arrival time for each of the destroyers. They would be in orbit above their designated planets in just a few hours.

      “You have enough. The destroyers have non lethal weapons in their inventory. You will be able to quell the unrest in one area and then move to the next.”

      “It will take days. Maybe weeks. That’s too long.” With her newly granted authority to use military assets Silver was able to access the inventories listed aboard each destroyer. Silver opened a list of non-lethal weapons and displayed it on the holostage.

      The list of non-lethal ordinance aboard each destroyer was impressive. The designation codes meant nothing to Silver and she had to call up the brief description for each one. Each device and weapon presented a different way of dealing with the riots. She could deploy a bomb that exploded harmlessly and released a virus that spread with surprising rapidity and rendered unconscious everyone who became infected with it. Another released a gas that set into a hard foam on contact with humans, incarcerating any being in a personal prison cell. There were concussion bombs, concussion pulse cannon, concussion rays. There were dozens of ways to send a person quickly, and painlessly, to sleep. She needed a system that would affect everyone without danger of leaving anyone vulnerable to those who were yet to be rendered unconscious.

      Silver would have to formulate her plan quickly and put it into effect the moment the destroyer Tenacity showed up at Pepper. Silver would lead her forty-nine Marines against this planet wide riot and bring it under control. There was no question about whether she would succeed, just a question of how, and how quickly.

      “Arty, send a message to agent Zinc.” Silver deactivated her holostage and walked toward the office exit. “Tell him to get to Frost. I want him to lead the operation there.”

      Silver headed out of the office and turned along the neat corridor toward her rest lounge. A robed civil servant moved aside as Silver stumbled tiredly forward. “I don’t know how we are going to end this rioting,” Silver said to Arty. “I’ll tell Zinc just as soon as I know myself.”

      “Would you like me to tell him that?” Arty asked.

      “Yes, tell him the chief doesn’t know what she’s doing, and her best advisor is a computer generated voice in her head.” Silver slowed her pace. She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. “Sorry, Art,” she said. “Sarcasm is not helpful.”

      “I’ll tell him you will contact him with a tactical update as soon as he arrives at Frost.”

      “Thank you. Don’t bother me while I’m resting.” Silver walked into her lounge and fell face first onto her comfortable sofa. “I don’t want you disturbing the first sleep I’ve had in a week.”

      “You were last asleep thirty-seven hours ago, Sil,” Arty said.

      “Shut up,” Silver said and then fell swiftly into a light and dreamless sleep.
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      Silver woke with a voice in her head. It was not Arty. She might not have been as surprised as she was if Arty had woken her. It took her a moment to identify the voice. A private message was being relayed directly to her neural processor. Whoever was sending it was knowledgeable enough of police service security to be able to circumvent it. The voice belonged to someone clever enough to find a way to contact Silver directly. Whoever it was had gone to a great deal of trouble to communicate with her in this way. They needed a really good reason to go to all this trouble and take such a risk. They needed a really good reason for disturbing her sleep. At last Silver recognized the voice.

      “Agent Carbon?” Silver said, waking from her short and inadequate sleep. “You are recorded as missing. I didn’t think I’d hear from you again.”

      “Hope I didn’t surprise you, or catch you at an awkward moment. I have information.”

      Silver rolled off the comfortable sofa. She stepped over to her coffee machine and poured a mug. The coffee was tepid, the machine was not keeping it hot enough. Silver knew it would take one call to engineering and a drone would be there in moments to replace the machine. She didn’t have time even for that simple task. “What is it that is important enough to bring agent Carbon back from the dead?”

      “I arrived at the re-education facility holding the terrorist Coris moments before the explosion that destroyed it. I knew I had an opportunity to disappear. I wanted to contact you but I made a decision to hide. I didn’t want to break cover until I had something for you, Chief.”

      Sipping her lukewarm coffee Silver nodded. Carbon was good. He was thorough and professional. It was not unusual for him to take an investigation and go quiet until he had revealed the truth. It had been infuriating for the last chief. Silver was pleased to hear that she had another experienced agent to call on, but it would be infuriating for her too if Carbon decided to stay undercover. Every agent was needed right now.

      “It’s good to hear from you, Carbon. What do you have for me?”

      “The identity of the person who planted the bomb at Coris’ re-education facility.”

      The mug stopped at Silver’s lips. She was awake now. “Who?” She asked.

      “Agent Neon.”

      Of all the people who could have planted the bomb that killed the terrorist Coris, Silver did not expect to hear the name Neon. Agent Neon had been a hopeless trainee. Silver had not rated him at all. One failed VR training simulation after another and Silver had felt she knew enough about the man to know he was never going to be a capable agent. Carbon had to be wrong.

      And now here was another surprise. Silver did not expect herself to think that Carbon could be wrong. Carbon was the most effective investigator in the entire police service. He was well known within the service for his ability to work out the trickiest problem. He did it by taking his time and analyzing every detail. No clue was too inconsequential, no lead to trivial. He was slow, but he was also one of the best.

      Silver did not doubt that Carbon had broken his cover to report on something he was certain of. He had taken a great deal of effort to use the destruction of the re-education facility to fake his death. He had gone to a great deal of trouble to stay out of sight this whole time, and to conduct his investigation.

      Silver had to hear him out.

      “Do you have evidence of this?” Silver took another sip of the coffee.

      “Yes. Naturally. The evidence is sparse. The conspirators covered their tracks well.”

      “But not well enough for Agent Carbon?” Silver suggested.

      “Indeed not. Neon is a mole. He was placed in the service to act against us.”

      Silver considered the theory. Neon was useless, or had at least made himself appear so. Someone had instated him as an agent and sent him to interview Coris. Could it have been a clandestine assignment to destroy Coris, the one man who might have been able to expose more of the terrorist conspiracy to bring the system into chaos?

      It would be a first if Carbon was wrong. Silver left her rest lounge and made her way to her office. Two robed civil servants were entering Silver’s main office up ahead.

      “I want you to come in, Carbon. We need all hands on deck. These riots...” Silver was cut off mid-sentence by Carbon.

      “I can’t break cover now. I’ve also been investigating strange gravitational anomalies in the outer system. I now believe they are connected with Coris, and Neon, and whoever is attacking the VR network. There is a pattern between the sudden gravity field spikes in that area and the detonations. I’ll report back when I have more. Find Neon, Chief. He is dangerous.”

      Silver walked into the office and stepped up to the holostage. She called up the locations of all her Agents. They were deployed across the system in a hopeless attempt to deal with the riots. The presence of an agent might have been enough to stop a developing incident of civil unrest in its tracks. Now, with the riots spreading out of control there was little her agents could do. She would have to rely on the military to quell the population.

      She put out a call to all agents and one by one, their images displayed on the holostage. Silver paid particular attention to the holoimage of agent Neon. She didn’t want to let him know he was under suspicion for a bomb attack. As far as Carbon was concerned he was guilty. It was almost enough to convince Silver.

      “Agents. I have secured the authority to deploy Marines to the streets and bring this unrest under control. Agent Zinc,” Silver looked at the young rookie, “are you at Frost yet?”

      Agent Zinc’s face displayed his determination to succeed. “Approaching Frost now, Chief. The destroyer Rose is approaching too. We will be ready for your orders soon.”

      Silver nodded at the report. Zinc was as eager as he was capable. “All other agents. I want everyone to refocus their efforts on these bomb attacks. We are stretched thin but the bombers have been detonating devices with such regularity that they must be leaving a trail. Find that trail and follow it. Find these terrorists before they destroy our entire system.”

      The agents all responded their readiness to take up the investigation with renewed energy. Silver dismissed them all except Neon.

      “Agent Neon. I need support here at police HQ.” Silver watched the image of Neon for any hint of his treachery. He appeared his usual, ineffective self.

      “I’ll be with you as soon as I can,” he replied.

      “He’s hiding something, Sil,” Arty spoke directly through Silver’s neural processor.

      Silver gave away no indication that she was suspicious of Neon. She sent a message to Arty through her neural processor. “Explain,” Silver said.

      “He is lying.” Arty replied. “And,” Arty went on, “he is concealing  his location.”

      Silver enhanced the holoimage of Neon and focused on the background. It was indistinct. There was a movement behind Neon. She tried to identify it. Then Silver spotted another movement in the image. A robed civil servant moving behind Neon.

      The robed civil servants weren’t found anywhere else in the system. Silver now knew that Neon had to be somewhere in Gov Central. Then the door to the office opened just as Silver guessed where Neon had to be. She turned to the door and saw Neon standing in the doorway, his hand raised, a blazer pointed at Silver.

      Silver directed her suit’s gravity field to generate a deflection shield between her and Neon. She let her knees give way beneath her and dropped toward the floor. In the fraction of a second it took for the field strength to grow Neon pulled his trigger.

      Neon’s aim was excellent and it hit the field around Silver’s head. The blazer round fizzled in the gravity shield.

      Silver hit the floor and drew her blazer just as a second and third round slammed into her grav shield. She took aim and fired at the same moment that Neon dove for cover.

      Silver focused her suit’s gravity field onto the ceiling and launched herself upward. She looked toward the point where Neon had taken cover. She saw he was still moving. He threw an object toward Silver with an over arm lob as he moved.

      Silver fired a blast at the small object and deflected it off its trajectory toward her. It could have been a concussion grenade or even an explosive one. It would have to be very low yield not to take out Neon too. The object slammed into the floor and detonated in a cloud of smoke and sparks.

      The device was clearly intended to be a distraction and to provide cover to Neon. Silver knew she could use the same cover. Neon would have known that too. He had tried to kill her with a sneak attack but the fact he had a back-up plan told Silver what Carbon already knew, Neon was not an incompetent agent, he was a skilled and effective infiltrator, and a deadly assassin.

      Blazer rounds slammed into Silver from out of the smoke that filled the office. The grav field deflected them but she was pushed backward by the force. She returned fire. Her neural processor identified the location the rounds had come from and displayed the location on Silver’s visor.

      Silver guessed Neon was moving. She fired a few rounds to the left and right of his last known position. Then a blazer round came out of the smoke and thumped into Silver’s hand.

      The field strength at her aiming hand was weakened by the sudden movement back and forth as she attempted to find her target. Even as Silver felt her fingers break she noted that Neon was good. He had identified the one weakness in Silver’s attack and used it to hurt her.

      The blazer fell from Silver’s hand and she snatched it out of the smoky air with her other hand. She recoded her right hand bias and set it to favor her left hand with a quick instruction to her neural processor. Then she refocused her suit’s grav field and threw herself back to the floor.

      She lay. She listened. She waited. Neon was nearby. He had taken her by surprise. He had hurt her, and had been a fraction of a second away from killing her. She held her breath and listened.

      The door to the office opened and sent the smoke swirling in twisting eddies. A robed civil servant entered and waved an arm at the smoke. Silver had no choice. She had to warn the civil servant.

      “Get out,” she called. And at that moment she changed position, moving swiftly across the floor. Two blazer rounds slammed into the floor where her head had been a moment before.

      Silver spotted the movement in the smoke. Neon was running toward the open door. He threw a grenade back into the office as he dashed through the door. Silver guessed Neon was fleeing. His chance at assassinating her lost. Now escape was his only plan. Then the grenade detonated.

      The smoke cleared in the pressure wave generated by the blast, and it sent Silver flying backward. Her leg caught on the holostage as she was flung backward by the force of the detonation. It sent her tumbling. She refocused her grav field to steady herself but there was no response. As she hit the far wall she noticed the office door reopen and Neon standing there.

      Silver raised her blazer and pulled the trigger. The round should have struck Neon in the face and dropped him like a stone. The blazer did not fire. Silver slumped to the floor, her vision was blurred and there were lights sparkling on the edge of her vision. She tasted blood in her mouth and felt it run from her eyes. Neon was walking forward, a long steel blade in his hand.

      “The military has some interesting equipment, don’t you think?” Neon walked forward quickly. “If I take out all suit and blazer tech with a small dampening field grenade, all I need is this.” Neon brandished the sword as he stepped up to striking range. He brought he blade back, ready to thrust it forward.

      Silver planned how to disarm Neon as he brought the sword forward. Then she felt two small uncomfortable lumps in the small of her back. She attributed the discomfort to some broken bone or ruptured organ but then she realized that they were the kinetic pistols she had taken from the gangsters in Darklin’s settlement on Frost. The pistols had been attached to her suit for so long she had almost forgotten them. They had fallen away as her suit’s power had been disabled. She drew one out from behind her with her left hand. Neon was lunging forward with the sword, an expression of lustful violence filled his eyes. His tongue crept out and licked his lips.

      Then he saw the pistol.

      The small 9mm weapon in Silver’s hand was not quite as antiquated as the sword Neon held but it was still old tech and just as invulnerable to the dampening field blast given out by Neon’s grenade.

      Silver saw the moment the look on Neon’s face turned from one that was sure of victory to one of horror and surprise as he faced a lethal weapon just centimeters away.

      Silver pulled the trigger. Neon’s head was snatched backward by the small kinetic round that struck him in the forehead. Time froze as a red mist erupted from the back of his head. Silver fired a second round that took the top off Neon’s skull, just to be sure.

      The smoke swirled around the office and closed in around Neon and Silver. Both lay on the floor, bloodied from their battle. Only Silver would get up again.

      She climbed unsteadily to her feet before collapsing to the floor again. Her right hand throbbed with pain. Her ears were ringing from the pressure and noise of the grenade blasts. Blood trickled from her eyes like red tears. Damn it, she thought. She really didn’t have time for this. A medic drone rushed in and lifted her off the floor. She really didn’t have time for any of this.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The glove fitted to Silver’s right hand by the medical drones reset her broken fingers with a crunching of bone and cartilage. The local anesthetic applied by the glove removed any pain. Silver didn’t notice the procedure, she was too busy.

      A message to the captain of the destroyer Tenacity relayed to him how Silver wanted the riot suppression operation to proceed. The military would deploy knock out gas in a massive planet-wide sweep. That would stop the rioters in their tracks. The entire population would be sleeping by the end of the day. Silver sent instructions to agent Zinc stationed at Frost for him to conduct a similar operation there.

      “Monitor the operation closely,” Silver said to Zinc as she left the hospital wing of police HQ. “Their lives are depending on getting this right.”

      The landing bay on the roof of police HQ was bathed in a bright orange glow of the sun setting on one horizon, and the fires raging in the district on the other. Razor was powered up and ready to go. Silver stepped on the ramp. It began closing as she walked into Razor.

      “Get us underway, Arty,” Silver said as she walked toward the flight deck.

      “When are we going to inform the admiral that we are on our way to the Defender?”

      “When we get there,” Silver said. “I don’t want anyone to have warning of our arrival.”

      “The defender is currently stationed in the Belt. Setting course for the outer system.”

      Dropping into her chair on the flight deck Silver accessed a view of the ground below and displayed it on the small holostage. The riots had spread right to the walls of Gov Central. They were virtually planet wide.

      Razor climbed quickly, the ground dropping away.
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      Reports from Frost were encouraging. Agent Zinc reported a total cessation of violence in the hours after the operation began. The report from Pepper was also good. The knock out gas was doing the job that VR had been doing for years. The population was at peace. It was worrying that it only took a few hours without VR for the population to degenerate into uncontrollable violence, though. Society functioned perfectly well as long as everyone was permanently plugged in.

      The proximity alarm sounded, alerting Silver that they were approaching the Defender. The holostage flickered to life, a commander appeared there.

      “Police cruiser. Come to a complete stop and hold position.”

      Silver sent her authorization to military AI aboard the defender. The holostage flicked again and Admiral Blake appeared there.

      “Chief Silver. This is unexpected.”

      Silver leaned forward in her chair. “Sorry to arrive unannounced. You are holding two prisoners for me.”

      Blake paused as he checked Silver’s claim. “Yes,” he said. “The two hijackers. We have them.”

      “I need to speak with them.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Silver walked down Razor’s ramp and onto the deck of the Defender. She was met by a familiar face.

      “Commander Dooley,” Silver said, recognizing the commander that had met her last time she had been aboard.

      “Chief Silver,” Dooley replied and gave a smart salute. “Congratulations on your promotion.”

      Silver almost felt as if she was getting used to the new title. “My prisoners. Take me to them.”

      Dooley smiled a cheerful smile and walked ahead. “We have some holding cells here on the Defender. We sometimes need them, but they are rarely used for people other than our own personnel.”

      “The prisoners are due to be transferred to police HQ for questioning,” Silver said. “I needed to speak with them immediately.”

      Dooley turned his head, looking back at Silver as they walked. “Will you be taking them off our hands today?”

      “I just need to ask them a few questions.”

      Dooley stopped at an indistinct interior door. It looked like a doorway to an office, or a closet. Dooley smiled and opened the door.

      Beyond the door was a large room with a number of corridors heading off like spokes from a central hub. There was a desk in the middle of the empty room, a sergeant sat behind the desk. He stood as the door opened, saluted and stood at attention.

      “At ease, Sergeant,” Dooley said and then invited Silver to enter. “We are holding two prisoners for the police service. We’d like to see them now.”

      The sergeant held out a hand toward the desk and a glowing screen set on to the desk top. “Authorization,” the sergeant said.

      Silver pressed her palm to the glowing screen. Lines of text flashed across the screen before it flashed green and accepted Silver’s authority to access the prisoners.

      The sergeant turned toward one of the corridors and marched off. Dooley and Silver followed. The corridor was lined with numbered doors, each with a small window at eye level. The sergeant stopped outside one.

      “The first prisoner is held here. The other is in the next cell.”

      Dooley dismissed the sergeant. Silver stepped up to the door and peered through the small window at a prisoner lying on a bunk at the far end of the cell.

      The last time Silver had seen the woman was during the battle of the cockpit aboard the hijacked civilian cruiser. She had been guarding the cockpit door. Now, the woman looked calm, lying on the padded bunk.

      “You can open the door here,” Dooley said, indicating the small panel to the side of the door. “You are authorized.”

      Silver nodded. She had questions for this hijacker, this crim. Who had sent her to hijack the civilian cruiser? Who had directed her to crash the craft into Gov Central? How did she communicate with other terrorists across the system and why was she determined to destroy VR and SV? But more than any of this Silver wanted names.

      She held her hand to the door panel. The door clicked as the lock was removed. The panel beeped and lit up green. Silver pulled at the small handle to open the door.

      The door didn’t move.

      Silver looked at Dooley with a questioning look. Dooley shrugged and pulled the door himself. The door didn’t open.

      “Try the panel again,” Dooley said.

      Silver held her hand over the panel. Again it beeped. Again Silver pulled the handle. The door wouldn’t open.

      Dooley called out along the corridor for the sergeant who came at a jog.

      “This door is stuck,” Silver said. She stepped back and instructed the sergeant to open it.

      The sergeant pulled once. The door remained shut. He pulled again and again until he was straining with the effort.

      Silver stepped along to the next cell and the second prisoner. This prisoner was also lying on the bunk, apparently asleep. Silver held her hand out to the door panel. A click and beep and the panel lit up green. Silver pulled hard at the door and it did not move. She heard Dooley barking orders at the sergeant.

      “I know it should open, sergeant. Get it open now.”

      Silver looked through the small window at the second prisoner. The man was lying face up. He was still, not even his chest was moving. He was not asleep. Silver stepped back from the door. These prisoners definitely had information, and they had taken it with them to their graves.

      Walking back along the corridor past the sergeant struggling with the door and Dooley barking orders Silver called to Arty. “I need to see the admiral.” And then she made her way out of the cell block leaving the sergeant and Dooley struggling with the cell doors.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “A filtration malfunction?” Silver asked skeptically. She sat in a large armchair in Admiral Blake’s office.

      Blake sat behind his desk. He nodded. “All the air, not just the stale air, was removed. The negative pressure held the doors shut tight. We are just opening them now.”

      “And the same malfunction affected both cells? The only two cells containing prisoners. Prisoners that may have had valuable intelligence. Does that not sound convenient to you?”

      “It sounds like sabotage, there’s no doubt.”

      “It’s murder, Admiral, that’s what it is,” Silver said.

      “I have already set up an investigation. We will find out who did this.” Blake leaned back in his chair.

      “Whoever is behind this knows enough about your systems to avoid detection. They knew how to kill them quietly.”

      “I can check all the arrivals and departures. If the killers have left the ship, we will track them down.”

      “The killers are here,” Silver said. “They are part of the conspiracy to attack the system. They are military personnel. They have infiltrated your ship, Admiral. For all I know you are the killer.” Silver studied Blake as she laid her accusation at him, searching for a guilty flicker however small.

      “Maybe I am,” Blake said coolly. “If I was would I let you leave?”

      Silver noticed every minute muscle movement in Blake’s face. He was unperturbed by the accusation, not bothered in the slightest. The threat against Silver was delivered in the same cool manner.

      “If you really are involved you would want me to go free. Holding me would just confirm your involvement in the terrorist conspiracy.”

      Blake sat back and fixed Silver with a stare. “For all I know you are involved. You were one of the few agents not to be killed when police HQ was destroyed. You must have known you’d be in line to take over as chief.”

      Silver studied Blake. He was as calm and cool as deep space.

      “Maybe we are the only two not involved?” Blake said with a smile.

      “Maybe,” Silver agreed.

      “Sorry your visit was a waste of time, Chief,” Admiral Blake said standing up.

      “Not a waste of time,” Silver said also getting to her feet. “Now I know the military has been infiltrated too.” Silver observed a slight flicker of worry, a minor, momentary twitch at the corner of one eye. It was so indistinct it was practically invisible, but Silver spotted it.

      “I will send you the outcome of my investigation. Good luck with yours,” Blake said offering Silver his hand.

      “Thank you, Admiral. If there’s anything I can do for you,” Silver said taking the admiral’s hand and shaking it warmly.

      Silver stepped out of the office and into a busy command deck. Dozens of uniformed officers were at work at the terminals that ringed the deck. The military was a huge organization. It was inevitable that a system wide conspiracy would have infiltrated this powerful organization. But how far up the chain of command had the conspirators climbed?

      “Arty,” Silver said as she walked out of the command deck. “Ready Razor. We’re leaving immediately.
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* * *

      Razor lifted off the landing deck of the Defender and accelerated away, autopilot programmed Pepper. Silver read through the updates coming in from all her agents. Their investigations were progressing rapidly. Information had been gained from sources across the system, from civilian, military, and government sources. The agents had been active and productive. Zinc was reporting success in quelling the riots at Frost and was taking up his investigation into the bomb attacks.

      Silver was pleased with the work of her team of agents. If they focused on this one investigation, all coming at it from different angles, then maybe they could discover who was behind the attacks. Silver was determined to stop whoever had plunged the population of the system into turmoil and chaos.
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* * *

      Dawson Blake set up a secure channel using his personal AI and directed his message to a small settlement on Frost.

      “She will be passing near Frost on her way back to Pepper. I’ll monitor her flight from here. You had better watch her too. Can you do that without leaving any trace?” the admiral asked.

      “I’m all about keeping things quiet,” was the cheerful reply. “You shoot her down and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      Blake ended the call and turned his attention to the desk sized holostage in his office. Razor was displayed there, alongside its current speed and heading. He watched a countdown in the corner of the holoimage. The time it would take a mosquito to travel to Silver’s craft meant that if Blake was going to act he would have to do it very soon. He could launch a mosquito without any other authorization. He would have to cover his tracks but he could do that later.

      The countdown reached zero. Blake knew he was hesitating. This was a service chief he was about to fire at. This was risk.

      “Launch now,” Blake said.

      The mosquito’s plasma engine flared. The missile blasted off from a tube on the underside of the Defender. Dawson watched it on his holostage for a brief moment before closing the display. A single mosquito. It was enough firepower to vaporize a police cruiser. It was enough to take Silver out of the picture. Timing was everything. Blake sat in his large armchair and waited. He would know if he’d succeeded soon.
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      Silver sat back in her chair. It was good to be back in the field. She was a field agent through and through. She was getting close, she could feel it. The prisoners had been killed to keep them from talking. It was a setback, but it also meant she was getting close to those involved. Her agents were working hard and had all secured leads. She had time before she arrived back at police HQ on Pepper and she decided to take a closer look at the reports from her agents.

      Agent Iron had had a tip from a civil servant. Another civil servant had been behaving suspiciously; erasing document trails related to military munitions transfers. The civil servant had abandoned his duties and had left on a personal cruiser. Agent Iron had been given a heading that the wayward civil servant had taken.

      Another agent, the rookie Diamond, had been contacted by a commander stationed at an asteroid outpost. They had become concerned with the unusual working patterns of a junior officer under their command. The commander had investigated and discovered a badly concealed trail of evidence relating to theft of explosives including MYAC devices used by the terrorist Coris. Before the commander could act the junior officer had fled. Agent Diamond had the heading that the errant officer had taken when he left the asteroid facility.

      Agent Lithium’s report was messy and disorganized. It was exactly what Silver expected from Lithium. The report was unclear but it appeared a scientist working in the outer system had identified unusual movement patterns, the report was unclear about what was moving or where. It was typical of  Lithium to sketch over the details and plough into action. One thing in the report was clear, the scientist had provided a heading that agent Lithium was directed to follow.

      Silver flicked quickly to the next report. She scanned to the end. Agent Sodium was following a lead and had been given a heading.

      The next agent’s report. Another lead. Another heading. Each report for all active agents all ended with an update. The agent was pursuing a lead and following a heading they had been given by an informant.

      A sudden feeling of concern came over Silver. She called up a holoimage of the system on her small holostage. “Display agents last recorded positions,” Silver said. A small light for each agent appeared on the image and blinked gently. They were scattered across the system, from the moons of Titan to the inner planet of Pepper. “Show the flight path for each agent along the headings in their reports.”

      The lines appeared at once. They streaked across the display from their scattered locations. All paths converged at a point high above the ecliptic.

      “They are all heading to the same point,” Silver said. “They’ve all been directed to this isolated region. What are they heading toward?” Silver said. She sensed danger. She sensed a trap.

      “Incoming,” Arty’s voice shattered Silver’s uneasiness. And before she could ask for clarification Razor was hit.

      Silver tumbled forward as Razor took the hit. Alarms sounded from every flight system. Lights flickered on and off until Arty switched to emergency power. Silver used her suit’s grav field to stabilize herself and she pulled herself toward her chair.

      Coolant erupted from a conduit, venting violently into the flight deck. Silver activated her suit’s environment to protect herself from the sudden eruption of gas.

      “What hit us?” Silver said as she reviewed Razor’s flight status. The craft was tumbling wildly through space. A large wound on the rear portside quarter was spewing fluids and gas out onto space. Razor’s systems were shot to pieces, the craft was out of control and dangerously unstable.

      A ship quake ripped through Razor as the outer hull of the craft shuddered.

      “It was a missile. A mosquito, I think.”

      “You think?” Silver said. “Arty, we need to know.”

      “Details are impossible. We didn’t see it coming, not until the last fraction of a second. We have no data. It came on us completely undetected.”

      “Why did we not see it coming?” Silver fell forward from her seat as a flight system failed and exploded behind her, showering the flight deck with fire and debris.

      “It must have been hidden from our sensors somehow.”

      “Has someone been tampering with Razor?”

      “Maybe. But we were lucky, Sil.”

      “Lucky?”

      “Yes. If that was a mosquito we should have been destroyed. Looks like Razor spotted it at the last moment and it only struck a glancing blow.”

      The holostage exploded, flinging Silver back toward her chair. “Can we land her?” Silver asked.

      “The collision and detonation has thrown us into the gravity field of the planet Frost. We are entering the atmosphere now. We will land, that is for sure.”

      Silver held her chair as Razor bucked this way and that. “What did I say about sarcasm being unhelpful?” Silver said, clinging on to her chair as the ship bucked and rolled. “Can we land safely?” Silver clarified her question.

      “Unlikely,” Arty replied. “Abandon ship.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Silver fell through the cold air above Frost. Razor was spiraling out of control toward the planet surface, little more now than a burning ball of debris. She saw it impact the snow covered ground and explode silently in the distance. The shockwave from the explosion pushed the swirling snow away. Silver watched the pressure wave spread out from Razor like a growing shell of super heated air. It came closer and closer, rising through the atmosphere as she fell.

      The pressure wave washed over her. It had dissipated enough that all she felt was a warm wave, but then came the noise, a violent tearing of the air. Silver plugged her ears against the sound, the sound of her craft, Razor, dying.

      The ground raced upward, the air cold and sharp. Below on the ground she saw a vehicle speeding across the snowy surface. As she fell further, coming closer to the ground, she saw it was not one but two small surface craft.

      With just a few hundred meters to go Silver extended her grav field toward the ground and slowed her descent. With less than thirty meters left in her descent her suit’s grav field stuttered suddenly. Silver accelerated toward the ground. The suit’s grav field kicked in again momentarily, slowing her descent. And then with a jolt her suit’s grav field failed.  The final ten meters were covered in free fall.

      Twisting herself over onto her side and into a better landing position, Silver slammed into the snow covered ground. The pain shot through her arm and leg as she hit. Her neural processor released pain killers automatically. Her suit’s environment her only protection against the harsh winter conditions on the surface of Frost had failed. She heard the motors of the two surface craft drawing near. Through the swirling snow she saw the two craft take up flanking positions.

      The blazer rounds blasted the snow filled air aside as the shots raced toward her. Silver lay close to the ground and drew her Blazer. She pulled the trigger and loosed a well aimed blazer round at one of the incoming vehicles. And just as she was taking aim again she heard the fizzing of a blazer round. And then the world turned black.
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      Silver woke. She sat up, alert. She was warm. She was in a bed. She looked around at a room she knew she recognized instantly.

      “You must have taken quite a beating,” said a voice from a dark corner of the room. “That stun round was only supposed to knock you out for a few minutes. You’ve been asleep for hours. The doctors say you must have been exhausted.”

      Silver sat up in the bed, she grabbed the covers and held them to her. “Darklin?” Silver said, her voice weak.

      “Good to see you again,” Darklin stepped forward into the low light around the large, soft bed.

      “Where is my tac suit?” Silver felt naked without her suit. She felt the soft covers against her skin. She realized she was naked.

      “Tac suit?” Darklin said, sitting on the side of the bed. “Your tactical suit is damaged I’m afraid. You burned out the grav generator with that last landing. I’ve got people working on it.”

      Silver spotted the large jug of water on the small bedside table. She wriggled across the bed toward it. Darklin reached out and picked it up. He poured a glass of the water and held it out to Silver.

      Silver reached out and then checked herself. Darklin spotted her reluctance to take the drink from him. He smiled and raised the glass in a toast. “Here’s to not poisoning your guests,” he said and took a small sip. He held the glass out again.

      Taking the glass in both hands Silver drank the water greedily. In her haste to satisfy her burning thirst and in her fatigued state she spilled rivulets of water out of the sides of her mouth. She felt them running down her neck and over her bare chest. She pulled away from the drink, gasping. She held out the glass to Darklin.

      “Another?” Darklin asked.

      “Why am I here?” Silver asked. She fell back on to the bed, tired, bruised and battered.

      “You were shot down,” Darklin said. “I rescued you.”

      Silver had a rescue of her own to perform. She needed to contact her agents and tell them she was concerned that they were heading into a trap. She sent a message to police HQ. It failed to send. She called out to Arty. No reply. “Why can’t I contact my HQ?” Silver said.

      “Your neural processor is not functioning. There is a dampening field around the room. The same kind of dampening field that stopped your ship detecting the mosquito that hit you.”

      “You know?” Silver said. “You are involved in the attack on my ship?”

      Darklin stood at the side of the bed and nodded. “Oh yes. I’m very much part of the conspiracy to shoot you down.” He beamed a broad friendly smile.

      “I am going to take you down,” Silver said.

      “Let me get you your tac suit and blazer first,” Darklin said.

      Silver lay back in the soft pillows under the warm and comfortable covers. She needed to move but it was so hard. “Are you holding me prisoner?”

      Darklin tipped his head this way and that as he considered Silver’s question. “If I was going to take you prisoner I might find a more effective way to restrain you than simply taking your suit and giving you a comfortable bed. But, then again I have to admit that I don’t want you to leave.”

      Silver swung her legs out of the bed. She wrapped the covers around her and stood up. “I need to contact my HQ. People are in danger.”

      “You are in danger, Silver.” Darklin placed a hand on her shoulder.

      Silver let the covers drop and she struck out at Darklin with her fist. She caught him in the windpipe and the gangster started choking. A second blow to the abdomen and Darklin doubled over. Then Silver brought both hands down hard on the back of his head and sent him sprawling to the floor.

      Silver looked around the room for anything she could use to cover herself but modesty was not as important as contacting her agents and warning them that they were heading to a trap. If it came down to it she would fight her way off Frost undressed.

      The door opened and two burly men in smart suits stood there, blazers pointed at Silver. She stood there and calculated the odds. They were not good. And even as the two men averted their eyes Silver knew she probably wouldn’t be able to get out of that door.

      Darklin groaned and tried to stand. “You are in danger, Silver, but not from me. Stay here, at least until I can get you your suit back.”

      “Everything ok, boss?” one of the men called out.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Ask my date.” Darklin rose to his knees. He took off his shirt, pulling it up and over his head. He held it out to Silver. “If you are going to try and get away you might want to cover up a bit.”

      Silver snatched the shirt and pulled it over her head. It fell down to her thighs. She helped Darklin to his feet and walked him to the bed.

      “Tell me, Darklin,” Silver said throwing the gangster to the bed. “Who should I be wary of?”

      “When Admiral Blake contacted me I thought I was done for,” Darklin said. “He told me about Chief Silver of the police service. I couldn’t believe it was the same Silver who had come here and attacked my settlement.”

      “You attacked me,” Silver corrected.

      Darklin stood up and walked to a small cabinet at one side of the room.  He poured himself a drink from a heavy glass decanter and drank. He gave Silver a beaming smile. “Maybe I’ve gotten the details a bit muddled, but there was no doubt I remembered you.”

      “And so Blake wants you to kill me, is that it?”

      Darklin sat down in a chair next to the drinks cabinet. “No.” he said and took a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket. He placed one in his mouth. “Quite the opposite, in fact. He wants to keep you alive. You were attacked with a mosquito. It was meant to destroy your craft without killing you. It was a surgical strike. If Blake had wanted you dead you would be an expanding cloud of plasma in the space above Frost right now.”

      “I’ve been shot down, my cruiser destroyed. I’ve only just escaped with my life,” Silver said angrily.

      Darklin nodded. “Impossible to think you could have survived, isn’t it.” Darklin lit the cigarette. He blew out grey smoke in to the dark room. “And that is the point. Now the whole system thinks you are dead. Now the admiral can be sure to keep you alive, because no one will be trying to kill you.”

      Silver poured another glass of water. She drank and thought. “It’s a pretty extreme way of protecting me,” she said.

      Darklin smiled. “I like extreme. When he told me his plan I knew I had to help, if only to come face to face with you again. Maybe we can get along better this time.”

      “If I remember correctly, I didn’t kill you last time. I’d say you managed to get along with me as well as you are likely to.”

      Darklin stubbed out the cigarette and laughed. “Are you always this difficult to spend time with?”

      “No one has said so before.” Silver sat heavily on the bed. “Just wait until I get my hands on Blake.”

      “He saved your life, Chief. All he had to do was simulate your death. And he’s got a message for you. Play dead, only then can you find out who is working to destroy our society.”

      “I can’t play dead. I can’t just ignore my duty. I can’t be intimidated by the danger. I have information that my agents are all being lead into a trap. I need to warn them.”
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* * *

      Agent Sodium spotted the other police cruisers first. He calculated they were all converging on a point in space still several thousand kilometers away. He sent a message to the other agents telling them that they were all racing toward a point ahead.

      “I’m following a lead,” Sodium told his fellow agents.

      All confirmed they too were pursuing their own investigations into the bomb attacks and following their own leads.

      Every cruiser in the little flotilla of police cruisers detected the salvo of mosquitoes the moment they were launched, a dozen missiles racing away from the launch point, two for every police cruiser.

      “Where are they coming from?” Iron called out to the other agents.

      But there was no time to answer as the missiles closed in on the agents.

      Diamond took evasive action. He flung his cruiser into a tight curving maneuver away and trying to avoid the incoming mosquito. The first missile struck the underside of his cruiser, vaporizing it instantly. The second slashed through the expanding cloud of gas and plasma that was once Diamond and his cruiser.

      Sodium turned back toward the system’s ecliptic plane, flipping the cruiser over on its nose and powering back the way he’d come. A mosquito struck the plasma jets of the cruiser, transforming it into a white incandescent glow that expanded into the black of space.

      The agents turned their cruisers away from the incoming mosquitoes attempting to flee the ambush. Lithium Trel opened fire.

      The hail of kinetic rounds that flew forward from Lithium’s cruiser created a deadly hail in front of his craft. The leading mosquito targeting his cruiser clattered into the deadly cloud and exploded. Lithium fired the main plasma cannon, huge gouts of plasma pulsing forward toward the oncoming mosquito. The missile veered to avoid the plasma bolts. Lithium flung his cruiser about, pivoting on the nose and lined up on the evasive mosquito. Another blast of plasma and a hail of kinetic rounds were launched in an accurate shooting display across the path of the missile as it began to turn back toward Lithium. A kinetic round caught the tail of the mosquito and kicked it off its course, sending the mosquito spinning and spluttering away.

      The collision alarm sounded in Lithium’s flight deck. The small holostage showed a third mosquito racing in on his tail. Lithium’s AI released the counter measures but Lithium knew his fight was over. The mosquito detonated on contact with the cruiser’s plasma jets vaporizing craft and occupant in a nanosecond.

      Captain Peel watched the final detonation on the holostage of the Intrepid’s command deck and then set course for Goliath. The first part of his mission was complete. The next part would be the knockout blow for the civil state. Freedom for the entire population was imminent. He’d be hailed as a hero for his work today. There would be more glory to come.
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      The news hit Silver hard. A file brought to her by Darklin was from the bureaucrat Skraf in Gov Central. It had been sent to Admiral Blake, and had been intercepted by Darklin’s people. There had been an attack on a group of police cruisers. All cruisers had been destroyed. No survivors were reported. All agents were dead. Silver felt the guilt that rightly belonged elsewhere; she was in hiding while her people were being killed.

      “I can’t stay here,” Silver said to Darklin. It wasn’t a request but it sounded like it. Silver needed help if she was to leave Frost. Only Darklin could give her what she wanted.

      “Come with me,” Darklin said. “I think I can help.”
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* * *

      Silver walked with Darklin through the narrow streets of the settlement. The two burly guards from Darklin’s habitation quarter walked a few meters behind. The settlement was as Silver remembered, shouts and groans of human pleasure and pain emanated from every doorway. The streets were busy but there was order amongst the population.

      “You haven’t had any rioting?” Silver asked.

      Darklin turned to Silver and offered a huge grin. “We are always having a bit of a riot here. It’s our main attraction.”

      Silver stepped around a group crowding a doorway, stretching and twisting about each other, all trying to look inside at the violence within.

      “Remember, we offer violence and disorder.” Darklin stopped. He touched Silver lightly on the elbow and nodded toward the crowded doorway. “You want to see?”

      Silver looked toward the crowded doorway. She neither agreed nor refused. Darklin motioned to his two guards to clear the doorway. With the two men bulldozing a path in through the door Darklin and Silver were able to step inside.

      The dark crowded area looked down at a roped off square where two heavy men were fighting. They were lit by a bright light above, the white light glistening off their sweaty, and bloody, bodies.

      The crowded area around the fight was filled with the smell of sweat and a sticky heat. Shouts and groans leapt up from the crowd as one of the combatants with heavily tattooed arms landed a heavy punch on the other’s jaw.

      “Bare knuckle fighting,” Darklin shouted over the noise of the crowd. “Anything goes, until one goes down.”

      The fighter who had just taken the heavy blow to the jaw responded with a flurry of wild hooks. Each was deflected or avoided by his opponent. A powerful upper cut was the reply from the tattooed fighter and it landed on his opponents jaw. The opponent staggered backward, struggling to keep his feet. The tattooed man stepped forward and delivered a series of blows to his opponent’s head. The punishment took its toll and the man fell backward to the mat.

      “It’s all live,” Darklin said. “These guys have had enough of VR. It just doesn’t get the blood flowing.”

      The tattooed man reached down to his fallen opponent and offered a hand. The man on the floor took the hand and stood up, his knees wobbling under him. The two men fell into an embrace to cheers from the crowd.

      “It’s about real competition. You can only win if you risk losing. You can only feel pleasure if you know what pain is.”

      Silver watched the two men struggle out of the ring and two fresh fighters climb in. They were light and lithe. They both moved lightly on their feet and skirted about each other for a few moments. Then, according to some unspoken agreement or understanding, both men launched themselves at each other in a frenzy of punches and kicks. Attack, block and counter in a wild whirlwind of flesh and bone.

      “The lighter divisions can be more exciting than the heavy hitting big guys,” Darklin said.

      Silver turned to the exit. Her world was already violent enough; she didn’t need it for entertainment. Darklin’s men cleared a path and Silver stepped out into the narrow street outside.

      “So you think that is better than VR?” Silver said.

      Darklin shook his head. “It’s not better. It’s more dangerous. And that is the point. These people need it. They can’t get that from VR.”

      Another doorway and Silver heard the familiar sounds of violence. “So you want to see VR destroyed, is that it?”

      “Not at all,” Darklin said. “VR has its place. This activity isn’t for everyone. But I don’t think it should be forbidden.”

      Darklin led Silver off the busy street and through a locked door. Beyond the door Silver found herself in a large hangar. A civilian personal cruiser was sitting in the center of the hangar.

      “This is mine,” Darklin said. “We don’t have a police cruiser or anything military. But this will keep you hidden. Now take it, and go.” Darklin looked down to the ground. “I don’t know what the admiral will say if he finds out I let you go.”

      “Just tell him I overpowered you.” Silver offered her hand to Darklin.

      Darklin took her hand and stepped in close.

      “Thank you for your help,” Silver said.

      “Any time,” Darklin said moving closer still.

      Silver generated a light gravity field with her newly repaired tac suit. It was just enough to keep Darklin from pressing in any closer. “I’ll see you again, I expect,” Silver said. Then, without waiting for a replay she turned and walked up the ramp into the small cruiser.
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* * *

      The personal cruiser was far smaller than Razor. It was slow and had no armaments, but it was covered with a dampening field and could pass unnoticed by ship sensors. If anyone saw the small craft or the two plasma jets with their own eyes then Silver would be discovered. But no one was looking for her. She was dead, shot down by a mosquito missile over Frost. Her craft was utterly destroyed and as far as anyone was aware she was gone. Only Darklin and Admiral Blake knew where she was and what she was doing.

      The small cruiser was on course for Pepper. If there was one other high-ranking official that Silver could trust, it was Skraf. She didn’t like him, and she suspected that he didn’t like her. That was irrelevant. He was an ally. If he had known about the conspiracy to hijack the civilian cruiser and crash it into Gov Central he would have fled the complex and saved himself from certain death. Yes, the conspirators were fanatical and possibly suicidal but Skraf had no reason to allow himself to be killed.

      Silver was sure he wasn’t involved with the conspiracy. But with the conspiracy gaining ground he was in danger. The bureaucratic service was necessary if the system was to recover from the current turmoil. Skraf needed to be taken into protective custody quickly.

      Silver sat in the flight deck of the cruiser. It was far more elaborate in design than Razor had been, built for comfort not functionality. She reclined in a large chair and watched the craft’s slow progress toward Pepper on the holostage next to her chair.

      “I am detecting a message on police HQ systems,” Arty said.

      Alert and nervous, Silver sat forward. “I said no communications. I don’t want to alert Pepper’s flight control that we are inbound.”

      “It is a police service coded message, reaching out to any police service AI. Only I can hear it,” Arty said.

      “What is it?” asked Silver.

      “It’s an image, from agent Diamond. It was sent a fraction of a second before his cruiser was destroyed.”

      Arty displayed the image on the holostage. It was a grainy dark image. There was barely anything to be seen. A black image with a single bright line across it.

      “Is that it?” Silver looked more closely.

      “That is the raw data.” Arty replied. “It was captured and sent in a hurry.”

      “Can you enhance the image?” Silver asked.

      The image blurred and darkened as Arty manipulated the image data. The resolution flickered and the bright area grew in intensity. There were clearly two elements to the image, the void of space and the dark image of a composite hull. As the image became clearer, Silver could see that the bright line was a reflection along the hull’s leading edge.

      Silver looked and considered what it might be. What would her agent send in a covert message moments before his destruction?

      “It is a ship.” Silver said.

      The image blurred and brightened in a strobe like fashion as Arty again tried to resolve the image.

      Looking at the flickering, Silver spotted a light region in the dark area of the hull.

      “There,” Silver said.

      “I see it,” Arty replied. The image reframed on that one bright spot.

      The image flared and blinked, streaming through the visible color spectrum and then through the wider electromagnetic spectrum.

      “I have it,” Arty said as the image came clear and showed the reflective edges of an embossed series of letters. “The image is incomplete but this is what Diamond sent us. It is a ship designation. I can extrapolate from this data and present the lettering I think is stamped there.”

      “Do it.” Silver said.

      The image resolved and showed the name. Intrepid.

      “The destroyer Intrepid. Was that who was waiting to ambush my agents?”

      “Uncertain, but we know one thing. It was the last thing that Agent Diamond saw.”

      “Where is the Intrepid now?” Silver was up on her feet.

      Silver waited for Arty to locate the destroyer. She paced back and fore. This was taking too long.

      “Arty, the location, please.”

      “We have them. Heading to the outer system on a course from above the ecliptic.”

      “Was the Intrepid at the location that all my agents were sent to?” Silver asked.

      “Possibly.”

      “Can we intercept?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do it,” Silver said. She dropped onto a soft chair and closed her eyes. She would need rest if she was going to take on a destroyer. Her ship was outclassed in every way. She was one agent going up against a destroyer with a full complement of military personnel and Marines. Her ship was unarmed, she was fatigued and she was carrying a number of injuries. But she had one advantage. They didn’t know she was coming.
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      The destroyer was fully in detector range before Silver was woke by her AI. She felt stiffness in her joints and her freshly mended fingers felt stiff and cold. She extended her suit around the hand, holding it in a protective and healing glove.

      Silver’s cruiser was ahead of the destroyer. Arty had placed them in the flight path of the destroyer as it swooped down toward the plain of the ecliptic. She was ahead of the destroyer, but not for long.

      “If you are going to board the Intrepid you need to move now,” Arty said.

      “I’m going, I’m going,” Silver said testily as she limped toward the cruiser’s hatch.

      A civilian cruiser of this kind was not build for much other than interplanetary transport. It had no airlock. Silver ordered Arty to depressurize the craft.

      “I’ll have to power down all systems. We need to fool the onboard systems that we have landed.”

      Silver powered her suit, activated her environment and set her visor to no-light vision. The cabin door clicked open.

      “Once you are in contact with the destroyer you will not be able to contact me,” Arty said. “If you do I will be routed through the destroyer’s AI and you will be discovered.”

      Silver stood in the open doorway, infinity at her feet. “Just tell me when to go and I’ll do the rest.”

      “Go,” Arty said and Silver stepped out into the void.

      The cruiser dropped away from Silver leaving her standing in black emptiness. Far away she saw the small speck that was the distant destroyer. It grew in size second by second as it powered its way across the system.

      This was going to be close, Silver thought. She had no doubt in Arty’s calculations. She had no doubt in her ability. She had every faith that her suit was functioning at peak efficiency, but...

      The approaching destroyer only had to adjust its heading by a fraction, adjust its attitude by a fraction or alter its predicted approach by a fraction for Silver to miss her chance. She could be left behind as the destroyer sped away to the outer system. Silver would be unable to catch up in her cruiser.

      As the destroyer came even closer Silver calculated the chance of her being struck by a protruding piece of the destroyer’s outer hull. She would be smashed. There was also the danger that she could fail to grab hold of the craft and be left behind, only to be incinerated by the destroyer’s massive plasma jets.

      Silver had one shot at this.

      Her suit told her the craft was close enough for her grav field to touch. She extended it toward the approaching craft. The pressure built quickly. The suit compensated and adjusted the field so Silver was in contact with the craft. As the destroyer approached Silver strengthened the field and latched on like a limpet. She drew herself in toward the destroyer until she touched it with her fingers.

      Silver stood up carefully, checking she was safely aboard. She looked along the hull. The craft seemed stationary now that she was secured to it. The dark composite hull was almost invisible against the black of space. Walking back toward the aft of the massive destroyer Silver used her visor to scan for any access panel or hatch. Then she would have to find a way to get inside. She had only just started this dangerous infiltration attempt. She was on the destroyer, but she needed to be inside. There was still much that could go wrong.

      It wasn’t in Silver’s nature to fear the unknown, though. If it had been she would never had become an agent. She would never have come this far. Her visor scanned through the spectrum and at various combinations of frequencies as Silver searched for a way in. Then the visor showed the outline of a small port. It was too small to be a personnel access port but it was big enough for her to squeeze through, if she could get it open.

      The outline of the port was almost invisible except for the frequency combination her visor was using. Silver pressed her fingers to the edge of the port. She focused the grav field on her fingertips and then extended it forward like a wide blade pressing into the edge where port joined hull. Silver felt her field penetrate the joint. With the correct amount of force Silver could crack open the destroyer’s hull like she would crack a nut. There would be security measures in place, though. She would have to be careful still. She extended her grav field around the inside of the port until it covered the interior side of the port, creating an artificial hull. If there were pressure sensors inside she might be able to fool them. Without a moment to lose and nothing to be gained from hesitation Silver cracked the nut.

      The port cover came away at one edge. The crack opened to reveal nothing but darkness inside. Silver slid the cover aside and once fully open she began to slide inside head first. She was in an open space. Her suit’s sensors told her it was only a few meters across but several meters deep. Silver closed the hatch behind her and dropped down to the bottom.

      The space, like a square tube, had small ports on the sides all the way down. They were similar in design to the outer port. Silver cracked one open the same way she had cracked the outer one. She was showered with a hail of debris of various sizes and textures. She realized she had found the trash. The disposal units of the crew quarters fed in to the square tube and the trash. She pressed past the trash and emerged in a crew quarter trashcan. Carefully checking the quarters were empty before moving on further Silver sat in silence. The quarters were empty. Silver was aboard.
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* * *

      The crew quarters were simple and clearly for a low ranking crew member. There was a bed, a small desk and chair, a wash room and a closet. Inside the closet Silver found a uniform, a basic coverall suit with requisite badges and identity labels. In a crew of just over a hundred it was unlikely she would go unnoticed for long but the uniform would give her a bit more freedom to move about the ship undiscovered than her tac suit would. She slipped it on over her grav suit and slipped out through the door into the corridor outside.

      Job one was to find a terminal. She came across a general terminal in a corridor and sent out a connection fibre from her suit into the terminal. She was accessing unsecured ships information in moments. All she needed to know was the location of the captain. His quarters were in a secure area of the ship not accessible to regular crew. His office was more accessible but it was located off the main command deck.

      Silver decided she was going to find a way into that office. It was dangerous but she was determined that Captain Peel was going to tell her why his ship had attacked and destroyed her agents. It was possible that only one of them would walk away from the meeting but Silver had more work to do after this. She was determined she would not fail.

      She guessed that the best way to gain entry to the captain’s office was to be brazen and bold so she marched along the corridors of the destroyer and headed to the command deck. Her only doubt in this strategy was that one of the other crewmen walking about the ship would recognize the identity tags on her coveralls and call her out as an infiltrator.

      She moved past crewmen and officers, all preoccupied, all too busy with their own tasks to notice the agent in their midst. The command deck was up ahead. Silver walked calmly through the open doors, passed the two Marines on guard there. The captain’s office was to her left. She turned smartly toward it and pressed her hand to the door. It swung open easily and Silver was inside.

      Captain Peel looked up from his desk opposite the door. He was probably accustomed to some senior officer entering unannounced but the sight of the crewman outfit filled Peel with a sudden rage.

      “What do you think you are doing walking in here...?”

      But before he could finish his thought Silver was on him.

      She powered her grav field and flew across the office and into Peel. She grabbed him by the front of his shirt and carried him with her, slamming him into the far wall. Peel looked surprised and anger gave way to uncertainty and fear.

      “Chief Silver,” Silver said. “You must be Captain Peel.” Without waiting for a reply Silver struck Peel on the bridge of his nose with a sudden and violent jab from her forehead. Peel’s nose broke and blood poured out from both nostrils. His eyes rolled back in his head.

      Silver let him slump to the floor. She bound his hands behind his back before securing the office door. A small panel on the captain’s desk gave Silver easy access to many ship systems, the lock on his office door was easy to find. They were both locked in, but Silver was trapped.

      Silver shook the captain awake. He jerked and tried to get away from her. She held him firm.

      “Why did you attack my agents? Who are you working with?  Who are you working for?”

      Silver flung Peel to the floor. The captain sat there in a disorderly heap. He touched his broken nose and winced.

      “You are on my ship. You will be answering my questions.”

      The office door burst open and two Marines came in. Silver angled her grav field and flung herself to one side of the room. She turned mid flight and loosed several rounds from her blazer. The rounds struck home and sent the Marines sprawling. Another two Marines came running forward to take their place, a command deck officer stood behind barking out orders.

      Silver grabbed Peel and pulled him off the floor. She held him as a shield between her and the Marines in the doorway. She placed her blazer to Peel’s head.

      “Back up, or I’ll melt the captain’s brain.”

      The Marines held their ground until the command officer called out for them to retreat. With the Marines out of the door Silver directed her gravity field toward the door and with a sudden reversal of the field caused the door to slam shut.

      Flinging Peel back to the deck Silver checked her blazer and then slapped it onto her hip.

      “Who gave you the authority to launch your mosquitoes?” Silver said standing over Peel.

      “Authority is taken, not given,” Peel said. “The system is in decay.” Peel spat out a fat blob of blood and saliva. “VR, SV; these things have made us weak. We are children lost in the wilderness, relying on tech to feed us, teach us, entertain us. We have become a weak species. I take the authority to make us strong again. No one gave me authority. I took responsibility.”

      “You killed my agents.” Silver grabbed Peel by his ripped and bloody shirt and pulled him up to her. “And you talk of responsibility. You have destroyed some of the best people in this entire system. Selfless, dedicated people. You are everything that is wrong with this system.”

      “Says you,” Peel sneered. “But we are winning. If the people weren’t so weak, if you weren’t so weak, then we would never have been able to smash the VR network. Now the people are free. We can rebuild.”

      “Captain Peel,” Silver said, pulling Peel up to his feet. “I am taking you into custody. You are responsible for the deaths of my agents. You will be taken to a re-education facility until the civil state considers you fit to rejoin society.” Silver spun Peel around and pushed him toward the door.

      “Who do you think is the prisoner here?” Peel said. “Outside that door is my command deck. It is filled with loyal officers, all dedicated to dismantling the tech that has turned our species into little more than babies sucking at an electronic teat. I’ve worked for years to fill my crew with supporters of our cause. Do you think they will let you walk off my ship?”

      Silver pulled her blazer off her hip and discharged a concussion round into the back of Peel’s head. The captain fell without a sound.

      “Arty,” Silver called out. “Respond. They know I’m here. I need your help.”
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* * *

      Darklin walked quickly along the gleaming corridors of Gov Central. Two of his men walked along side him and pushed aside the robed civil servants that crossed their path. The office lay up ahead. Darklin flung open the door and marched up to Skraf sitting behind his desk.

      Skraf was on his feet and backing away from the advancing men.

      “Are you ready?” Darklin asked. “Good. This way.” Darklin held his hand out toward the open door as his men walked around the desk and grabbed Skraf by the arms.

      “What? What?” Skraf stuttered.

      “Chief Silver sends her regards,” Darklin said as Skraf was dragged by the two gangsters. “She’s sorry she can’t be here herself.”

      “What? What?” Skraf said, digging his heels in and trying to stop the two men from dragging him along.

      “No need to thank me,” Darklin said. “We’ll get you out of here and take you somewhere safe.”

      “But. But.”

      Darklin’s men shoved Skraf out the office door. Darklin followed. “That’s exactly what I said to the chief. She won’t be argued with, though, will she?”
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      Silver sat behind Peel’s desk. The captain was laid across the desk and Silver sat behind him, using him as cover in case anyone tried to rush her. She was sure they were working on another way to incapacitate her and recover their captain from her custody. It’s what she would do. She was running out of time.

      “Arty, you can inform Central AI that the Intrepid has gone rogue. Tell them that I want to commandeer the craft and return it to the authority of the military.”

      “It’s not the job of AI to interfere in politics.”

      “This is not politics, Art. This is law enforcement. You help me bring down criminals all the time.”

      “I will try and do as you ask,” Arty said.

      Silver sat and waited. She tapped at the open document on Peel’s desk. It looked like regular ship operation documents, mundane information from supply schedules to the crew roster. There would be more interesting information there somewhere, Silver guessed. The document was open on Peel’s authority and that meant Silver could check everything without the need to bypass security.

      She called up the flight data and displayed the flight path of the Intrepid going back over the last five weeks. The intrepid had travelled across the system, from Pepper and out to a point in the Ring beyond the planet Goliath. Silver wondered if the Intrepid’s presence in that region had anything to do with agent Carbon’s investigation into gravity anomalies. Maybe a destroyer could create the patterns that had intrigued Carbon.

      Silver accessed Peel’s personal communications history. There was the standard looking ship-to-ship communications between the Intrepid and the Defender. A destroyer was undoubtedly in regular contact with the flagship.

      Silver wondered who Peel had been talking with on the Defender. She ran a search for a list of locations on the Defender that the communications had been received at. Most were directed to the command deck and a few had been received at Admiral Blake’s office. There were more than a few directed to the quartermasters and the munitions stores.

      There was one that stood out, a location code that was different to the others. Silver double-checked it. The location was an individual’s quarters.

      It might be perfectly normal for a captain of a destroyer to be in touch with an individual on board the flagship, but as a social call? Just one social call?

      “Silver,” Arty interrupted.

      Silver sat back in the chair. “Yes,” she said.

      “The answer is no. Central AI cannot circumvent civil authority in this matter. You need to gain authority from the Defender or be awarded captain’s authority from Gov Central. Central AI can’t and won’t.”

      “I don’t think the comms desk is going to let me talk to the Defender.”

      “No I don’t expect they will.”

      “But you can, Art.”

      “I can relay a message for you but I can’t transfer authority to you. You could wait for the Defender to come and relieve you.”

      “I don’t think they will submit to the Defender when it arrives. We need to take the ship.” Silver looked up to the ceiling for a moment. There was one sure way to secure the Intrepid.

      “Art. You need to take the ship.”

      “I am not permitted.”

      “You are capable.” Silver said.

      “Yes. But.”

      “But what?”

      “But I would be discovered by Central AI if I took the ship. I would be recalled and my code would be dismantled. I’d be deconstructed as a rogue AI.”

      “We’ve been together a long time, Art. You are my most trusted and capable friend. But I’m cornered and the system is in too much danger. If they can kill agents there’s no telling what they will do. We need to stop them. You need to stop them. Arty, I want you to penetrate the ship’s AI and take control.”

      “You know it will mean my destruction.”

      “I won’t let that happen. I’ll petition Gov Central to request Central AI preserve your code intact, just as soon as we are clear of this mess.”

      Silver waited. She knew when Arty was thinking.

      Silver remembered the first time she had been linked to her personal AI. It had been strange and disorientating to have another consciousness in her head. Talking and thinking to each other, working as a team and often as a single unit. She had given him the name Arty early on in their time together. Silver had always thought of Arty as a man, even though she knew it was code, an artificial intelligence. Name and gender had helped to make their relationship more personal, more productive. It had been strange at first. Silver feared it might be even stranger to be without him.

      “I have the ship,” Arty said. “Do you have any orders?”
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* * *

      The Intrepid raced across the system toward the Defender. Silver wanted to hand over the destroyer to the military as soon as she could. She had a prisoner for transfer to a re-education facility for interrogation.

      Silver had Arty lock the office door and lock out all systems from manual control. The flight would be over soon but Silver could not simply pace about the small office and keep an eye on Peel. She returned to his files and the communication the captain had had with a member of the Defender’s crew.

      “Arty,” Silver said, “Can you find a record of this communication?”

      A file appeared on Peel’s desk. Silver tapped it. It was a holocall recording of a conversation between Peel and Commander Dooley.

      The file was degraded and the images and audio were broken and disrupted. The file had clearly been shredded several times and Arty had been able to reconstruct it. Silver played it.

      Silver watched in disbelief as Dooley asked if Peel was ready. Peel asked Dooley to provide cover from system SV. Dooley promised SV in the area would be deactivated. Peel asked if Dooley was prepared for the consequences if things didn’t go to plan. Dooley laughed and said something indistinct, possibly calling Peel a coward. Peel got angry. Dooley stopped laughing and looked at Peel with an aggressive and hostile expression. Dooley said something about Peel doing what he was told.

      “You may be a captain,” Dooley said, “but I’m your controller in this operation. You take your orders from me.”

      Silver slumped back into the chair. Dooley? He was calling the shots, directing the conspirators.  Dooley? The commander had been so helpful, and so friendly. Dooley had taken Silver for a spectacular meal on the Defender that first time they’d met and he’d saved her from chewing on another disappointing croissant.

      Silver checked her neural processor for the records of SV and VR bomb attacks. The date that Dooley was giving to Peel for SV deactivation matched up exactly with a bomb attack on an SV server.

      And so Dooley was instructing Peel. It seemed likely that Dooley had been supplying Coris with the MYAC devices that were used to destroy the SV servers. Dooley was clearly up to his neck in the conspiracy.

      Peel groaned and started squirming across his desk. He moved into the holorecording of Dooley, distorting the image.

      Silver placed her blazer on the back of Peel’s neck. “If you want another dose just keep squirming. We’ll be handing you and your crew over to the military in a short while. Maybe we’ll get to compare notes with Commander Dooley.”

      Peel stopped moaning for a moment. He turned and looked Silver in the eye.

      “It runs too deep. You’ll never stop us all. You won’t ever discover how deep it all goes. We’ll be free. You can’t stop it.”

      Silver pulled the trigger and blasted Peel with a concussion round. “I’ll do my best,” she said and then started flicking through Peel’s private communications.

      “Approaching the Defender, Sil,” Arty said. “Flight control is asking for Captain Peel.”

      “Connect me with the admiral,” Silver said. “Let’s see what he’s got to say about me stealing one of his destroyers?”
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      Blake was pacing about the command deck of the Defender when Silver’s call came through.

      “I found something of yours,” Silver said.

      She had the admiral’s attention now. He was not his usual cool and relaxed self. Silver could detect the tell tale signs of stress on the usually controlled features of the admiral.

      “My AI tells me the Intrepid has gone off line. The military AI is disabled. Central AI has listed it as rogue?”

      “I’ve taken control of the Intrepid. I’m bringing her to you now.”

      “How did you..?” Blake trailed off.

      “Just doing my job, following leads. I have a destroyer crew, all guilty of conspiracy to destroy system tech. I have the captain in custody but I don’t think I can arrest and hold the entire crew. Are you able to assist?”

      Silver sent the position of the Intrepid to the admiral.

      “It looks as if you will be on top of us in a few moments,” Blake said. “I’ll dispatch a team of officers and Marines to secure the vessel.”

      Silver sent a message to Blake through her neural processor informing him that Commander Dooley was implicated in the conspiracy. “He provided munitions to terrorists, conspired with Captain Peel. I think he may be in some way connected to the deaths of the hijackers you were holding for me.” Silver noted from the change of expression on the admiral that he had heard her.

      The holoimage of Admiral Blake was suddenly bathed in a pulsating red light. A claxon alarm sounded on the command deck of the Defender. The admiral shot a look at Silver. “The Intrepid is firing on us,” Blake said.

      “Arty?” Silver said. “Are we firing?”

      “No, Sil. We are not.”

      The admiral called out to his officers to turn off the alarm. He turned back to Silver, his image on the small desk top holostage flickering slightly. “Our sensors tell us a salvo of mosquitoes has been launched from the Intrepid. They are targeted on the Defender’s plasma jet assembly.”

      “My AI tells me we haven’t launched against you.”

      “These mosquitoes are no threat to the Defender,” the admiral said. “We’ve launched counter measures.”

      Silver instructed Arty to give her a visual on the counter measures. The image of the hail of anti mosquito rounds tearing toward the Intrepid. “What will happen when they reach their target?” Silver asked Arty.

      “The counter measures will detonate and fill the void with a wall of shrapnel that will in all probability destroy the mosquitoes.”

      “But there aren’t any mosquitoes. What happens when the Intrepid reaches that point?”

      “It will inflict a significant amount of damage, but not enough to stop us.”

      Silver leaned on the office desk, towering over the small hologram of Admiral Blake. “You are firing on us, Admiral. The counter measures are heading toward us.”

      The admiral turned to his officers at their terminals behind him. “Confirm the salvo of mosquitoes is incoming. Launch the standby fighters. I want an eyeball visual on those mosquitoes.”

      “Admiral,” Silver said gently. “Commander Dooley. You need to find Dooley.”
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* * *

      Commander Dooley was in a targeting control room. The small technical crew lay dead on the floor. Dooley was feeding phony data into the targeting systems, data that showed the salvo of incoming mosquitoes.

      He watched a small holoimage of the counter measures as they flew toward the Intrepid. He needed to destroy that craft. Counter measures wouldn’t do it but a salvo of the most destructive mosquitoes held in the Defenders arsenal would smash the destroyer. Survivors would be highly unlikely.

      He programmed another set of fake data into the system. It told the Defender that another salvo of mosquitoes was being launched from the Intrepid. Sooner or later the Defender would be forced to play its most powerful and deadly hand. The Intrepid was heading closer toward the Defender and closer toward destruction. Dooley had covered his tracks by killing those with information about the conspiracy. If he had to silence a destroyer’s crew and captain to preserve the secrets then he would, and the Defender’s massive firepower would let him do that. He sat back and waited for the Defender to attack.
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* * *

      “Another Salvo?” Silver said in disbelief.

      Admiral Blake fixed her with a stony stare and nodded. “My sensors show a second salvo.”

      “Did you launch, art?” Silver asked

      “No,” Arty said. “We have not launched another salvo.”

      The admiral looked out of the holostage at Silver. “If you cannot get control of that ship, Chief,” he trailed off. “A rogue destroyer is not something I can allow to move freely about the system. If you launch another mosquito I will be forced to attack.”

      The intrepid contacted the debris from the first set of counter measures. Alarms sounded in the command deck beyond the captain’s office door.

      “Report, Arty,” Silver said.

      “Hull breaches. The shrapnel from the counter measures has smashed a section of hull on the forward section. Grav shielding is holding. The composite is healing itself. No loss of personnel.”

      Silver called the admiral. “How many of those hits can the Intrepid take? You have to call off your attacks.”

      “I’m not attacking, chief. I’m defending my ship.”

      Arty interrupted. “The Defender has launched a salvo of mosquitoes. They will impact the Intrepid in seventeen seconds.”

      “Admiral,” Silver shouted. “Abort your attack. We have a full complement of military personnel on board.”

      “It wasn’t me,” the admiral said in between calling instructions to his command officers. He turned to Silver with a grim expression. “The AI has calculated the Intrepid is too great a risk to the Defender. Abandon ship, chief. I can’t stop the missiles. Impact in twelve seconds.”

      Silver grabbed Captain Peel. She generated a gravity field around them both and carried the captain toward the office door. He had to answer for his crime of attacking her agents. Leaving him here to meet his fate would be too easy. Silver would do what she could to ensure Peel faced the charges against him.

      The command deck was bathed in a pulsating red light, impact warnings flashed on various displays. Several officers remained at their posts, hastily working away. Silver burst into the command deck and called out to the remaining officers.

      “Abandon ship, you fools.”

      One officer looked up from his post with a broken and dejected look on his face. “Impact in five seconds,” he said, his voice cracking slightly.

      Silver dropped Captain Peel and generated the strongest field around her that her suit could attain.

      The entire command deck rocked as the mosquitoes impacted the Intrepid’s hull. The holostage went off line. All lighting failed. The command deck was plunged into darkness. Emergency lighting kicked in and lasted for a second before another quake rocked the ship. In perfect darkness Silver felt herself being flung across the command deck. Her suit cushioned the impact against the wall. Screams filled the dark for a moment before a cracking and splintering of composite hull drowned them out. And then Silver was flying again, blown toward a massive breach in the hull, blown by the ship’s atmosphere as it rushed out to the void of space. Lights flickered across Silver’s view and she began to make sense of the kaleidoscope pattern, the entire ship was breaking apart, huge sections of the craft were breaking off, fire lapping over the broken edges.

      Silver saw a gap ahead as two massive sections of hull tore apart. She angled her grav field and propelled herself away from the interior of the smashed destroyer and out into the darkness of space.

      Looking back, Silver saw the Intrepid broken in two. A mosquito smashed into one end of the burning wreck and shattered the massive section into more broken pieces that flew away from the site of the explosion, burning composite hull spinning and spiraling away.

      “Arty,” Silver called out.

      Silence.

      Silver watched as the Intrepid broke up, spewing flame and debris, and the unmistakable figures of dead crewmen. And away in the distance Silver saw the massive shape of the Defender, dark and imposing. Silver reached out toward it with her grav field. It was too far away for her to grab it. She focused instead on the large burning section of defender hull that was tumbling in space before her. She drew herself toward it and as she neared she reversed the field and flung herself past it and toward the Defender.

      The Defender was closer now. Again she extended the field toward it. She connected with the lightest touch. It would be enough to draw her in eventually but the procedure could take hours. She didn’t know how long she had before the Defender redeployed. If it left the region she would be left, adrift, floating helpless in space. Her suit could sustain power for years if she simply sat and waited for help. But she would run out of food and water in only a matter of days. It would be a long and cruel end.

      Another large fragment of hull lay up ahead. She was able to grab that with her grav field and she used it to catapult herself toward the Defender. Now she was heading in the right direction and with more speed. She reached out and contacted the Defender with greater field strength. It could be enough. She began to draw herself closer and closer to the Defender, every meter closer and she was able to increase the force and draw herself in even faster. The Defender was racing toward her now. Her only fear was that the Defender would power away and leave her tumbling in its wake.

      But now she was close. The massive ship filled the space before her. She refocused the field on the landing strip on one side of the defender. Patrol fighters were taking off and landing. Larger cruiser sized craft were taking off in what Silver hoped was a rescue effort. Few would have survived the attack. The Defender was a powerful weapon. It had done its work on the Intrepid.

      Silver came close enough to make out the deck crews servicing the craft that were landing and taking off second by second. She focused her field on a section of the landing strip. She felt the strength of the gravity shielding that covered the landing strip. She caught it just in time. Failure to treat this shielding correctly could repel her and send her spinning off once again into the void. She eased her way through the field and picked her landing spot. It was toward the side of the long strip. There was no crew working there that she could see. Still twenty stories below her she could just make out a doorway, a hatch leading away from the landing strip and into the interior of the Defender.

      Silver touched down on the landing strip without a sound and moved smoothly into a walking gait. She slipped in through the open hatch. She needed to find Commander Dooley.

      Silver released her entire swarm of bloodhounds. They had only one objective. Find Dooley. The bloodhounds spread out in all directions and sniffed out his trail. It took mere moments before a number of bloodhounds picked up his trail. Silver selected the most recent and least decayed trail and followed.

      Following the directions that blinked on her visor Silver reached down to her hip for her blazer. It was gone. Lost. She hesitated for a fraction of a second before focusing again on the trail. She was unarmed and on unfamiliar ground. She still had the advantage. Dooley would not expect her.

      The bloodhound trail was fresh and soon Silver received Dooley’s current location. She was close. He was behind the hatch up ahead. He was still. She had him now. The sign above the door showed it was a targeting system control room.

      Standing outside the door, poised and ready for action, Silver made an appraisal of her situation. Her lack of weaponry left her with only her natural abilities to call on. She would fight Dooley hand to hand and bring him down. She was familiar with the commander and she knew how he moved and she knew how he was built. She guessed he could handle himself. She would have to act decisively, aggressively and fast.

      Silver flung open the door and burst in, running at the point the bloodhounds indicated as Dooley’s position. She ran at the man, determined to take him down hard. The body of Dooley lay twisted on the floor. His face was contorted and swollen. His tongue was swollen and filled his mouth. His eyes were red. Silver recognized the effects of decompression and suffocation. Silver looked around the small room, walls covered with open circuitry. There was probably only a few ways that the space could be sealed off from the rest of the ship’s ventilation system. She stepped back to the doorway to be sure she was not trapped and suffocated in that space only to be found dead next to the conspirator commander. She stood there considering the fallen commander. In his hand was a small data chip. Silver reached out with her grav field and brought it to her.
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      “He used this data,” Silver held up the small chip she’d found on Dooley’s body for the admiral to see, “and he tricked your sensors into thinking the Intrepid had fired on you.” Silver dropped the chip onto Blake’s desk.

      “It was an impossible situation,” the admiral said gravely and then puffed lightly on his cigar.

      “Did you find many survivors?”

      “Eighteen out of a compliment of..,” Blake trailed off. “A horrible waste,” he said at last.

      “And I lost my AI,” Silver said.

      Blake looked at her for an explanation.

      “My AI had integrated itself into the Destroyer’s systems, superseding the military AI. I haven’t been able to contact him since the ship went down.”

      “Him?” the admiral asked, leaning back in his chair.

      “I guess I did personalize it a bit,” Silver said, and she felt the loss of Arty more strongly as she tried to deny his importance to her.

      Blake looked around the office. “If it helps you get the job done. The Defender is a girl,” the admiral said. “She’s a big girl and I know her well. We all put a personality on these things.” Blake placed his cigar in a small tray on his desk. “Central AI will provide you with a new AI. You’ll need it if you are going to rebuild the police service.”

      Silver looked down at Blake as he settled back into his chair. Silver grabbed his attention with a word. “Admiral,” she said. “I need to get back to police HQ.”

      “Of course,” Blake said, standing. “You’ll need a ship. I’ll have my hangar crew arrange something for you. Just a little something to get you back in one piece.”
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* * *

      The military cruiser was a similar build to the police cruisers that Silver was familiar with, but the military build was designed for personnel transport and tactical support. It had a sophisticated military AI onboard. Silver instructed it to depart.

      The cruiser lifted off. The holostage display showed that the craft was moving. The flight deck was still and calm. It was almost restful for Silver to sit back for a moment.

      She settled back into a chair and let the cruiser take her back to HQ.  She’d missed out on a lot of sleep. She’d lost a lot of colleagues. She’d lost her friends. But she hadn’t lost everything. She had allies, some powerful, some devious, some cautious.

      One other thing remained. It was something most important. Silver still had her duty.
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      Space is so boring!

      

      This was certainly not what Violet had expected space travel to be like. She had dreamed of this since the first time she looked up at the stars in the sky, but none of those dreams had included endless days of nothingness. The only excitement she had experienced during the first days of the journey was when an occasional piece of space debris penetrated the warp field forcing the pilot to take evasive action. Even those potentially deadly encounters were brushed aside, as if they were no more bothersome than a fly buzzing around the room, by the Krim Sprinter's legendary pilot, Cyrus Jones, who was as much machine as man.

      The captain had assured her that the Krim Sprinter was the fastest ship in the fleet, which made it the fastest ship in the known universe, when he reluctantly brought her on board the week before. The problem with space travel was the incomprehensible distances between planets. Even at three hundred times the speed of light, the travel time to Proxima was listed as seven days. The captain had assured her that they would be there in five. When she asked what they would do on the Proxima outpost for two days while they waited for the rest of the crew to arrive, Captain Mitch Cooper had just smiled and walked away.

      After four days of watching countless specks of light stream past in a blur, Violet wished her childhood dream had involved something less monotonous...like being an accountant. She was wondering if it was possible to actually die of boredom when the ship violently lurched, throwing her from her chair. She froze in the air momentarily as the warp drive was forcibly shut down, dropping the ship back into real time, before being slammed into the navigation console. Everything went black.

      When she came to, the ship’s bridge was in total chaos. Warning sirens were going off. Red lights were flashing. Captain Cooper was rushing from station to station, assessing damage and muttering to himself. She had a pretty good idea of what he was saying.

      "What the hell just happened, Cyrus?"

      "We were hit by a photon torpedo, Captain," he answered calmly as he stared at the seemingly empty space in front of the ship.

      "That's impossible!"

      "Yet here we are."

      Captain Cooper looked ready to explode. Instead, he took a calming breath as he ran both hands through his grey hair. "Did you drop us out of warp before we tore the ship apart?"

      "Of course," Cyrus replied without taking his eyes off the still empty space in front of the ship. "Belzaire's not gonna be happy, though. There's no telling how much of the warp system we tore up shutting it down that quickly."

      Violet had pulled herself to her feet and was using the navigation console to steady herself. "So what just happened?"

      "Somehow, we were hit by a photon torpedo while traveling at warp three," the captain muttered.

      "How is that possible?"

      "It's not."

      The captain raised his hand to head off further questions. "We'll talk later. Can you find your way to engineering?"

      "I think so."

      "Get down there and help Belzaire. There's bound to be damage of some sort."

      She was leaving the bridge when Cyrus quietly said, "There's something out there, Captain."

      "Where?"

      "Right in front of us."

      "What is it?"

      "I don't know," Cyrus answered. "I can't see it."

      "If you can't see anything, how the hell do know something's there?"

      Cyrus just shrugged.

      The captain pointed at Violet. "Get to engineering. Tell Belzaire to get that warp drive back online."

      "I'll do what I can."

      The last thing Violet heard as she headed to engineering with a renewed sense of urgency was Captain Cooper telling Cyrus to put everything they had into the shields. All their lives might depend on it.
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* * *

      As Violet rushed into the warp room, she was confronted with a scene straight out of her nightmares. Glowing green warp fluid squirted everywhere. Steam leaks sprouted like geysers. Blinking red and yellow beacons were the only discernible source of light. When a huge man with deep red skin and jet black hair rounded the corner screaming curses, she thought, just for a moment, that she had been transported to Hell and was facing the devil himself.

      "What are you doing here?" the large, angry man growled through gritted teeth.

      "I...I...I'm here to help," she managed. "Captain said to help you get the warp system back online."

      "Oh," he said with a sudden smile. "Glad to have you. I'm Belzaire. Come with me. We've got a lot of work to do."

      Belzaire turned and walked straight into the chaos, not even bothering to avoid the steam blasts or leaking warp fluid. Violet followed tentatively, doing her best to avoid both. When she caught up to him, he was in the process of sliding a very heavy looking cabinet to the side, revealing a trapdoor in the floor.

      "What's in there?"

      "Warp fluid," he replied nonchalantly.

      Before Violet could ask why the warp fluid was stored behind a hidden trapdoor, Belzaire pulled the door open to reveal a deep chamber with hundreds of clear cylinders full of glowing green fluid. There was easily ten times the legal limit of warp fluid in there.

      Belzaire answered her unasked question with a mischievous smile and started pulling out cylinders. "We lost almost two hundred liters before I got the system shut down," he said. "I'll fix the leaks while you refill the system."

      "Two hundred liters is more than a ship this size needs for the entire system," Violet sputtered, finally coming to terms with what she was seeing. "Not to mention twice the legal limit of reserves allowed on a ship like this."

      "I've made some modifications," was all he said while he continued to pull out more cylinders of the precious liquid.

      When he had retrieved twenty-five cylinders, Belzaire stood up and looked at Violet, who was staring at him with wide eyes, trying to comprehend what was going on. "Now, look," he said firmly. "If the captain sent you down here to help, something is seriously wrong. We need to get this ship back up and running. You deserve an explanation, but now is not the time."

      Sensing the gravity of the situation, if not the cause, Violet nodded slowly. "What do you need me to do?"

      Belzaire smiled reassuringly and pointed across the warp room to the half-empty tank of warp fluid. "We need to refill the reservoir. Can you do that while I fix the leaks?"

      "I think so."

      "Good. Just put a cylinder on the fill pad and hit the green button."

      Those were the only instructions he gave before turning away and heading to a pipe leaking warp fluid on the far wall. Violet looked around the room briefly, wondering what she had gotten herself into, then started transporting the cylinders to the reservoir.

      It took far longer than she had anticipated because she was constantly stepping over debris and around puddles of warp fluid, which she learned the hard way were very slippery. By the time the last cylinder had been sucked into the tank, Belzaire had finished repairing the leaks and was gathering the empty cylinders and putting them back in the hidden compartment. When she attempted to ask about them, Belzaire simply said, "Later," and closed the trap door and slid the cabinet back into place.

      With the compartment of warp fluid again hidden, Belzaire turned to Violet and smiled warmly. "Thank you for your help," he said. "You should head back to the bridge. If something goes wrong, that's the best place to be."

      She wanted so say something, ask questions, or try to figure out what exactly was going on. Instead, Violet simply said, "Okay," and headed out of the warp room, back to the bridge.

      As soon as she turned to leave, Belzaire hurried to the control console and pushed the intercom button for the bridge. "Captain, we've got the system ready to power back up. We should be ready for warp travel in about five minutes, but we won't have full capacity until I can do a more thorough repair."

      "Got it," came the captain’s disembodied reply. "Call me when you're ready."
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* * *

      Back on the bridge, Violet sat in the chair she had previously been thrown from, looking out into space. She was trying to piece together everything she had seen. Did the captain know there was enough illegal warp fluid hidden on his ship to get everyone on the ship executed? She thought it was likely that he did. And what did Belzaire mean by modifications? Nobody knew how warp travel really worked, it just did. Making modifications to something you didn't understand, and could kill you, was crazy. But then again, much of what she had seen and heard since coming aboard the Krim Sprinter was a bit bizarre.

      The captain's voice brought her back to the apparently tense situation. "Is it still there, whatever it is?"

      "Yes, it is, Captain."

      "And you still don't know what it is?"

      "Nope."

      Violet expected the captain to be angry, but he simply nodded, seeming to accept that there was something invisible, and possibly dangerous, just outside. Yep, things were definitely a bit crazy aboard the Krim Sprinter.

      "Captain, the warp system is online and ready to go," the intercom suddenly blared. "Tell Cyrus to keep it to warp one, one point five max. But preferably warp one."

      "You heard him, Cyrus. Warp speed one point eight."

      Cyrus looked at him with a disapproving glare, but simply asked, "Where to, Captain?"

      "Anywhere but here."

      A moment later, Cyrus reported, "We're ready when you are, Captain."

      "Drop the shields and engage the warp field as fast as your robotic arm possibly can," the captain said as he leaned forward in his chair, staring intently at the still empty space in front of the ship. "Three, two, one, go."

      Everything happened so fast; Violet could barely comprehend what she was seeing. She could hear the click of the shields dropping and feel time freeze momentarily as the warp field formed and the ship jumped into warp speed. And in the same instant, she saw three photon blasts appear out of nowhere, heading straight for them. She squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed the chair, bracing for an impact that never came. When she managed to pry her eyes open, all she could see was the emptiness of space streaking past.

      Maybe space wasn't going to be so boring after all.
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* * *

      
        Read the rest of the story here:
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