
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Pursuit

      Silver Cane, Book 1

    

    




      
        James David Victor

      

    

    
      Fairfield Publishing

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Copyright

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Epilogue

        

        
          
            Thank You

          

          
            
              Free Story

            

            
              Preview: Discovery

            

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Razor slammed into the atmosphere, flames raged over the ship’s leading surface. The cockpit filled with light and heat. Detective Silver Cane wiped the sweat from her face and shook the droplets of sweat away. They boiled away to steam as they hit the superheated wall of the ship. Reserve power was automatically diverted to the gravity distortion field by the ships AI, focusing it on the burning atmosphere just ahead.

      Silver’s suit sent a warning to her neural processor. The thermal regulators were exceeding performance limits. Failure was imminent.

      “You are overheating.” Silver’s AI reminded her of the danger. “Do you wish to continue the pursuit?”

      Silver cancelled the warning that blinked continually on her visor and focused on her prey. “Keep on him, Arty. Give it everything we’ve got.”

      The craft up ahead burned its own trail through the atmosphere of the planet Frost. Flames poured off its darkening hull and curled away. Silver had pursued the craft’s only occupant across the entire system. She was not going to let him slip away from her now.

      “His hull is burning up,” Arty reported.

      “Extend our grav distortion ahead and shield that craft.” Silver shifted in her seat uncomfortably in the searing heat.

      “Razor cannot survive entry if we extend the grav distortion field,” Arty reported.

      “Just do it. I’m not letting him escape me again.”

      Razor began shaking violently. Silver sent a rapid series of orders from her neural processor to adjust Razor’s flight. She gripped the arms of her chair as the shaking of the craft threatened to throw her across the cramped flight deck.

      Silver braced herself. The temperature on the flight deck had reached fatal levels. She activated her suit’s environmental controls and created a skintight layer of cooler air. It wouldn’t last long in the extreme heat caused by this violent dive into the atmosphere.

      “Coris’ craft is failing,” Arty reported.

      “Get ahead of him, Arty.” Silver gripped the chair. She looked ahead at the craft containing Coris. It burned as an incandescent white point of light for a moment before disintegrating and scattering shards of hull across Razor’s course.

      Silver pulled the gravity distortion field back to Razor and angled the distortion to deflect the flaming remains of Coris’ ship.

      “Failure on the starboard plasma jet,” Arty reported calmly. “Shutting it down.”

      Tightening her grip with lightening-quick reflexes, Silver held herself safe as Razor bucked when the jet was disabled, sending them into a wild spin. She adjusted the gravity distortion to stabilize the tumbling craft and feathered the port side plasma jet to further slow the tumbling.

      “I have detected an escape pod,” Arty said.

      Silver checked the image Arty sent to her neural processor. A small powered craft was racing away to the planet surface.

      “He used the wreckage of the ship to hide his escape,” Silver said with disgust. “Cunning.”

      “Razor will be destroyed if we don’t slow our descent,” Arty said.

      “We can’t let him get to the surface. He’ll do anything to get another ship. If I let him go now we’ll lose track of him again.”

      The hull temperature stabilized and began to fall. Razor fell through the freezing air of the upper atmosphere of Frost.

      Silver sent an order from her neural processor to the flight deck escape hatch. The hatch blew out, the boiling air of the flight deck replaced by the freezing air of the upper atmosphere. Silver jumped out of her seat. “Land Razor, Arty. Keep her in one piece if you can.” Silver ran to the open airlock and jumped out into the freezing air kilometers above the planet Frost.

      The murderous heat of the re-entry flight was replaced immediately by crippling cold. Silver plummeted through clouds laced with ice crystals. They bit at Silver’s suit. She expanded the suit’s gravity distortion, heating the outer boundary and vaporizing as many ice crystals as she could.

      Her visor showed her the trajectory of Coris’ escape pod. It was arcing away to her right, toward the only populated area on the frozen tundra below. Silver angled the gravity distortion and raced through the cold air toward the settlement, hot on the heels of her target.
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      Silver adjusted the suit’s gravity distortion as she neared the surface, slowing her descent. Her feet crunched into the thin crust of icy snow as she arrived at the surface with a gentle touchdown. The temperature at the surface was cold enough to crack bone. Silver brought the suits protective field close to her and heated it to a comfortable temperature.

      Her visor showed her the outline of the settlement through the snow flecked air. The systems white sun was setting, further reducing the surface temperature. She set the gravity distortion to allow her to leap in steps that were each many meters long. Detective Silver Cane would be at the settlement before dark, hot on the heels of her target.

      The thermal tracking on her visor picked up Coris moving slowly toward the settlement. His core temperature was dangerously low. He would succumb to the cold and perish short of the settlement if he didn’t hurry. Silver guessed he was injured, or maybe his tech was damaged. Either way she needed to close in on him and save him from the cold. She needed to save him from death so she could interrogate him.

      Turning mid leap Silver looked to the point where Razor should have landed. If it had gone down hard and unpowered it would have created a fireball that would be climbing high into the atmosphere by now.

      “Arty. How’s my ship?”

      The AI responded with a damage report sent directly to Silver’s neural processor. The ship was on the surface. Heavily damaged. Drones were repairing the craft. Mechtissue and tech were being synthesized from local materials. Razor’s nanodrones were deployed and active. The craft would be patched and ready in a few hours. It would be slow and rough but Razor would be fit for a flight to a Gov facility where a proper repair could be conducted.

      “Keep working on the ship.” Silver slowed her approach to the settlement. “Bring it to the settlement as soon as you can.”

      “Detective Cane,” Arty’s voice registered through Silver’s neural processor. “I have connected to planetary AI. Coris just entered the settlement.”

      “I’m right behind him. Get my ship ready to fly.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Silver deactivated her suits distortion field and heat shielding as she stepped into the settlement. She kept the visor in place and it floated just before her eyes. She opened the neck of the tight suit slightly and let her skin feel the air.

      Settlements across the system were all alike, and each was its own apart. This one was like so many others Silver had seen. It had the typical modular arrangement. The outer walls were built from modules of mechtissue similar to the material used to grow most spacecraft. The settlement modules could root into the ground and draw fresh nutrients and minerals for growth and maintenance. The essentials for a settlement were produced by the modules; filtered air, purified water, and electrical power.

      Silver connected to the settlement. A message received by her neural processor welcomed her and provided her with all necessary clearance. A detective was always treated with a degree of respect and suspicion. Advertising programs were not distracted from their task by a badge. They called out their services to her by name.

      Silver knew of settlements such as this. Most of the system’s population were happy to indulge in academic pursuits, consider philosophical and theological ideas, or study physics, biology, or technology. But some citizens flocked to settlements, clinging to the fringes of the habitable environs of the system’s worlds, where other pursuits were offered.

      Here visitors could indulge in more unsophisticated pursuits. Society frowned upon these settlements. Government tolerated these settlements. Police avoided these settlements. And the people who craved the thrill and threat of violence, of pain, of danger and discomfort came here. They came first out of curiosity. They came a second time looking to experience that thrill only real violence could provide. They stayed as brute or brutalized, addicted to pain and suffering.

      “Detective Silver.” A hologram projected from a hovering nanodrone walked alongside Silver. “If you have time for recreation during your visit we can provide some unique distractions for you.”

      The hologram went on. “Do you crave a fist fight? Would you like to beat a confession out of a crim? Private rooms are available. Surveillance free.”

      Silver messaged the town AI to cancel all advertisements. The hologram disappeared. Silver uploaded an image of Coris to the settlement AI and searched for him. The settlement AI reported to Silver the location of Coris. A map downloaded to Silver’s visor and marked out the path for her to follow.

      “Arty,” Silver relayed the message through her neural processor. “Keep track of me and watch my back.”

      The trail lit up on her visor led Silver deeper into the settlement. Narrow corridors twisted into the maze of fighting pits and drinking bars. Some doorways were fastened shut, others covered with curtains that billowed gently as the air stirred and people passed by. The shouts and moans and grunts and screams flowed out into the crowded corridors. A pair of bruised and bleeding patrons tumbled from one doorway. They probed their cut faces with cautious fingers, wincing and laughing at the pain.

      Silver turned a corner. The trail marked out by her visor showed her she was closing the gap on Coris, at least slightly. A group huddled in a doorway and peered in. Sounds of grunts and moans leaked out from behind the light curtain that did nothing to prevent any passer-by from observing the depravity within.

      Pushing her way through the crowd she saw she was suddenly falling behind and that Coris was getting away from her. He had evaded her for weeks. He had escaped justice for months since his crime. He was slipping from her grasp once again. Silver powered up her suit’s gravity field enabling her to shove the crowd aside with ease, individuals were knocked aside at her slightest touch.

      As the crowds were pushed out of her way and Silver advanced she saw she was closing in once again. Only a few meters lay between her and Coris. She would have him at last. She quickened her pace, eager to take down the terrorist.

      Silver stepped out of a narrow corridor into a wide interior plaza, the bright artificial lights glinting off the edge of her visor. She adjusted the brightness of the display a moment before the display pointing her toward Coris went blank.

      Arty’s message appeared through Silver’s neural processor. “Detecting a surveillance shadow.”

      “You don’t say.” Silver scanned the crowd for the criminal. “Could you not have spotted it sooner?”

      “Detecting several SV shadows across the settlement. Some localized to a few square meters. This one is large and covers a large part of the settlement. It has only just been activated.”

      “SV cloak?” Silver scanned the area, “That’s illegal. Remind me to deal with that once we have Coris under lock and key.” Silver released a number of nanodrone bloodhounds and activated her visor’s scanners. The bloodhounds located Coris in seconds. Silver focused on his location and spotted him hiding behind a small group of narcotic users.

      Eye contact with her quarry gave her a sudden flush of excitement. She had come to know Coris by his one act of destruction and his weeks of evasion. No one had committed such a destructive act in the entire history of the system. Not once since their arrival from Earth, not in all the generations of the system’s existence had anyone detonated an explosive device for anything other than scientific purposes. She looked deep into the eyes of the system’s first and only terrorist bomber.

      Silver watched carefully, her visor scanning every electrical impulse coursing through his muscles. She knew he would run. Any moment now he would run. Silver watched Coris. She ran a program to calculate which direction Coris was likely to take. She readied her gravity distortion field for a sudden alteration that would allow her to leap over the crowds that stood between them.

      Then Coris ran. He ran toward Silver. Silver’s grav distortion activated on a hair-trigger and she leapt over the heads of those around her, she recalculated her trajectory from the one she’d guessed Coris would take to the one he actually chose. She should have realized he would do something unexpected.

      Silver lowered herself back down to ground level as Coris ran underneath her and into a narrow corridor leading away from the plaza. It was dark and crowded like all the corridors in this forsaken settlement. Silver took the blazer off her hip and aimed through the crowd.

      “Coris,” She shouted.

      The terrorist ran, head down, bludgeoning a path through the crowd.

      Silver took aim and fired a debilitation pulse. The round slammed into Coris’ back and sent him sprawling forward, arms and legs limp and useless.

      Wiping sweat from her forehead Silver strode toward the fallen Coris. She fixed the blazer back against her hip. “Move aside,” she called out as the she elbowed her way through the crowd that had pressed back to fill the corridor.

      The faces in the crowd all avoided her stare as if her very look could identify their hidden crimes. The crowd pressed in tight around her. She called out again for all to step aside. She sent a request from her neural processor to the settlement AI to close the corridor and clear the civilians out.

      The crowd pressed in on her even tighter as she forced her way toward her prisoner. She realized she was getting nowhere. Looking past the shoulders that pressed in on all sides she saw the still limp body of Coris being dragged away.

      “Civilians,” she called out. “That man is my prisoner.” She pressed forward and realized the bodies that pressed in on her from all sides were acting in a coordinated effort to prevent her moving at all. And that moment of realization was Silver’s final moment of consciousness. The neural processor recorded the cause of loss of consciousness as a biological agent injected into her neck. Emergency procedures activated and the neural processor sent a distress message to her AI.

      When Silver recovered consciousness she was going to be pissed.
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      The room slowly came into focus. Silver was staring at a ceiling bathed in a dim, orange light. She accessed the emergency files in her neural processor. She had been drugged and abducted. The chemicals in her system had been neutralized by her nanodrones. Her life signs were all normal. She was in good shape…other than the fact that she was strapped to a gurney.

      Several people were standing in the shadows, each of them were armed with 9mm pistols. The pistols were easily manufactured, and easy to use. They were impossible to control through AI. The kinetic rounds fired from these illicit weapons could be fatal and as such they were strictly forbidden system wide. Silver twisted her hands against their restraints.

      “Detective Cane.” Silver heard a voice behind her. “You are awake?”

      “You must know the penalty for this,” Silver said. She tried sending a message to Arty.

      “We are very well isolated in this area,” the voice behind her said. “You won’t be able to contact your AI from here.”

      “Police HQ will know where I am. Release me.”

      “I have informed your AI and police HQ that you have been assaulted and have been taken into the care of the settlement’s medical facilities.”

      Silver heard the footsteps approaching from behind. “You are the governor of this settlement?”

      “I’m Gormah Darklin. But I don’t see myself as governor. I’m a facilitator. I do my best to keep this settlement safe and operational for all our clients.”

      “Gormah Darklin,” Silver turned the name over in her head. Her neural processor presented a file. Darklin was a rare individual in the system. He had spent time in the incarceration facility on Frost after assaulting a performing artist. Previous misdemeanors included antisocial and disruptive behavior at various seminars in universities and theology centers across the system.

      Silver studied Darklin’s holograph. He was a large man, tall and broad. His face was full of amiable charm but his eyes were devious and cold. Silver recognized him now. He was one of the system’s few recidivist violent criminals.

      “Are you planning on adding abduction and murder to your list of crimes, Darklin?”

      Darklin stepped up next to the gurney and looked down at Silver. He offered her a broad and friendly smile. “My criminal days are behind me, Detective.” Darklin unclipped a strap on the gurney. “I was, in fact, doing my best to assist you.”

      “You have drugged, abducted and imprisoned me. How is that assisting?”

      “I don’t know who assaulted you, detective, but I moved quickly to get you out of danger the moment you were incapacitated. I brought you here to keep you safe.” Darklin unclipped the strap holding Silver’s arms to her sides.

      Silver sat up, drew the blazer off her hip and pointed it at Darklin. She saw the men in the shadows draw their pistols. Her neural processor activated her suits projectile defense field. “Why have I been restrained?”

      “It was just a precaution.” Darklin gestured to his men to lower their weapons. “I didn’t want you falling from the gurney and hurting yourself.”

      Silver climbed off the gurney. “Coris. I nearly had him.” Her link to Razor and Arty was missing. She tried to connect to the settlement AI. There was no link. “Where is my crim?”

      Silver started walking toward the doorway that she hoped would lead away from this dark room and every step sent waves of dizziness flooding over her. Darklin reached out and steadied her with a strong arm.

      “My men are scouring every dark corner of this settlement for the man you were pursuing.” Darklin led Silver back to the gurney where she steadied herself. “I don’t want him running around here any more than you do. It’s bad for business. But, hey,” Darklin smiled broadly, “not as bad for business as a dead cop.”

      The neural processor presented a toxicology report. Residual chemicals in Silver’s system were impairing mobility. The toxins would be neutralized in moments. Silver sat back on the gurney. “If I lose track of my crim...”

      “No need for threats here, Detective.” Darklin smiled and sat down next to Silver. “I’ve sealed the area. My men are tracking him down. I’ll have him for you soon.”

      Silver had already mapped the room and pinpointed the position of every person there. She’d observed their every shift of position and calculated weights and speeds for each of Darklin’s men. And then there was Darklin himself. He moved easily and lightly. He was strong. He was unarmed. He was perfectly at ease. He was confident that he was in no danger from Silver.

      “How long was I unconscious?”

      “Couple of hours.”

      Silver set a targeting program that would neutralize each of Darklin’s men and Darklin himself, a program that would activate and take control of her gun arm even if she took a bullet to the head. She climbed off the gurney. She tested her balance. She was recovered enough. Time to get back on the trail of Coris.

      “Take me to Coris.”

      Darklin stood up off the gurney and took a few steps toward the door. He held out a hand and invited Silver to walk with him. One of Darklin’s men opened the door. Bright cold light flooded into the room. Silver walked toward the open door and cancelled the targeting program.

      The walk was quiet save for the footsteps that echoed along the empty corridor. Silver mapped the positions of the men who walked behind her from their footsteps.

      “What crime is so bad that you have to pursue this crim across half the system? He’s not the bomber is he?” Darklin smiled at Silver.

      The destruction of the outer system SV server had brought disruption to the moons of Titan and some asteroid settlements. The disruption had been mercifully brief as Gov central had given the order to have the military provide emergency SV coverage by deploying the destroyer Valiant to the region. Everyone had heard of the explosion that had placed everyone’s safety and freedom at risk by disrupting the local surveillance coverage.

      “I can’t discuss an ongoing investigation, not even with an upstanding governor like yourself.”

      “So it is the bomber that you’re chasing.” Darklin smiled to himself. “Your silence gives you away, detective.”

      “Just take me to my crim,” Silver said, checking all the while for connection to SV. They were still in a SV shadow. There were a few shadows about the system, orbital SV servers provided coverage to almost every square centimeter but localized geological phenomena created some gaps. This settlement was lost in one of the largest SV gaps on the system. Silver realized this was not an accident.

      The settlement was still in its early construction phase. Modules had been planted and the composite walls of the settlement had been created by the mechtissue. Within its boundary other modules provided space for business and residential areas, and the gaps between them created the narrow corridors that Silver walked through now. Her neural processor was creating a map of the settlement and every step added detail.

      “You’re not familiar with our settlement?” Darklin asked with a hint of pride.

      “We know about your settlement. Gov central tolerates it. You are here because we choose not to dismantle it.”

      Darklin laughed. “Do you know why I built this settlement here?”

      “Because you were imprisoned on Frost and you got a feel for the cold?”

      Darklin’s laugh was full bodied and bounced off the hard composite walls. “I built it here because of the magnetite deposits in this area. Frost scientists think that an asteroid impact created an unusually high concentration. The universe created a perfect location for this settlement. We were meant to be here. This is probably the most important settlement in the entire system.”

      “More important than the science academy?”

      “And the school of art, the cathedral city, or the VR servers.”

      “You think highly of your low sport.” Silver continued scanning the area. Her neural processor continually attempted to contact Arty or settlement AI.

      “Maybe if you spent some time here you might begin to understand its importance.”

      “I’m not spending any more time here than is necessary.” Silver turned to Darklin. “How far away is Coris?”

      “Just a few meters, detective. Why are you so interested in capturing this one crim? Gov central must want him pretty badly.”

      “He is a terrorist. A dangerous criminal. He is a threat to every civilian.”

      “If he was blowing up food production facilities or the sun’s Dyson structures I might agree. But he destroyed a SV server. Why is that such a threat?”

      “If he can blow up anything at all then he is deviant and needs to be educated. For his good. For the good of all.”

      “Spoken like a well educated patriot.” Darklin stopped walking. “But SV is not freedom. We are all imprisoned by it.”

      “The innocent have nothing to fear from surveillance.” Silver squared up to Darklin.

      “The government has everything to fear from freedom.” Darklin pointed toward a narrow alley just ahead. “Your man is down there.”

      The SV shadow covered the area. There was also a strong mag field that caused Silver’s neural processor to glitch badly. She released a bloodhound nanodrone that failed instantly. Silver looked into the corridor. Her map glitched, flickering in and out of focus. She was in an entirely unmapped area.

      “I can try and flush him out myself if you prefer?” Darklin stood smiling.

      Silver activated her visor and set it for low light vision. She drew her blazer and walked into the gloom of the bare corridor. The modules were all shut up, abandoned or as yet unused. One further along the corridor was open. Silver stepped toward it. She brought her weapon up.

      “Coris,” she called out. “Come quietly and no one needs to get hurt.” She risked a look around the corner into the open module. Her visor showed her every dark corner. The module was empty. Silver heard the click of pistols being readied. She turned in time to see Darklin’s men spread across the end of the corridor, pistols raised.
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      The flash and crackle of kinetic rounds being fired filled the corridor as Silver dived into the cover of the open module. The sound of each pistol shot identified the locations of her attackers. Silver darted out of cover, weapon ready. She pulled her blazer’s trigger. Nothing.

      Another crackle of pistol fire, rounds slamming into the module, flecks chipped off as the rounds hit. Darting back into cover, Silver hurriedly checked her weapon.

      The blazer’s diagnostics were inactive. Silver realized it was the mag field strength preventing her blazer from firing. More worryingly her suit was unresponsive. Silver tried again to activate her protective field. Nothing. She heard footsteps coming along the corridor toward her.

      She was trapped. Taken to this dead corner of the settlement. Darklin was going to answer for this. Only lifelong re-education in a secure facility would be enough. That would come, if she could only escape.

      The footsteps of Darklin’s men were close enough and loud enough for Silver to identify their positions and to seal their fate. She counted the men and marked their positions from the sounds of their footfalls. Three men, probably the three that had escorted her and Darklin. She heard the click of their pistols in sweaty palms. The nearest was close enough. She moved.

      A shoulder roll along the floor brought her to the feet of the first man. She reached up gripped the weapon. A sweeping kick along the floor took the man’s feet from under him. He landed hard on his back, his grip on the pistol lost. As the other two men aimed their pistols Silver rolled forward again and came up to her feet. She brought the handle of the pistol she’d taken from the first man down hard on the nose of the second man.

      A crack of bone and a cry of pain filled the dark corridor. The second man fell to his knees. Silver kicked the pistol upwards out of the hand of the fallen man and threw the pistol in her hand at the third man. The thrown pistol clattered into the one aimed at her by the third man. A pistol fired, the rounds tore through the air next to Silver’s ear. The pistol kicked from the second man’s hand had reached its zenith and was falling. Silver plucked it out of the air and threw it at the third man’s head. The pistol hit home knocking him backward.

      The first man was back on his feet. Silver heard his clumsy approach. She pivoted and delivered a high roundhouse kick. The blow landed hard on the man’s temple. He fell to the floor unconscious.

      Silver dashed to the nearest fallen pistol. She scooped it up on her way to the next. Skidding to a halt she aimed a pistol at each of the two remaining men. One still kneeling clutching his bloody nose, the other climbing to his feet with murder in his eye. The look soon mellowed as he saw Silver standing in the middle of the corridor, a pistol in each hand, both aimed with rock solid steadiness.

      “The way out,” she said.

      The man on his knees looked over his shoulder to the far end of the corridor. The man on his feet stepped aside. Silver looked to the end, shadows flicked across the ground, shadows cast by more men hidden from sight.

      She was trapped. She motioned with one of the pistols to the man on his knees. “Get up,” she said. “Stand,” she added with another flick of the pistol. And then she told both men to turn around.

      Maybe, she hoped, the men waiting at the far end would not shoot down the two men. Maybe, Silver thought, they were all expendable. Darklin had gone to some trouble to bring her to this area where she was so hidden from the entire system by the mag field and SV shadow.

      In an instant the corridor filled with noise and light. Silver was knocked forward as the end of the corridor disintegrated in a sudden blast. Silver realized that she was at the edge of the settlement. With the wall destroyed wind and snow blew in bringing the painful cold of night. Silver backed toward the opening. The roar of the wind did nothing to hide the distinctive sound of Razor hovering just outside.

      Silver backed toward the opening, pistols raised. “Tell your boss,” she shouted over the noise, “that I’ll be back for him soon.” Turning and running toward the opening she felt the cold cut through her suit. As she jumped through the outer wall of the settlement into the cold, she sensed her neural processor come back online and the SV shadow give way to full connectivity.

      Silver powered her suit and leapt up to Razor, its plasma jets roaring in the swirling snow. The gravity distortion let her leap onto the upper hull of Razor.

      “Opening the upper hatch,” Arty said.

      “Get us out of here,” Silver said as the outer hatch closed behind her. She was near-crippled by the cold and set her suit to increase temperature. A few moments more and she would have been incapacitated by it. A few moments more than that and she would have been dead. She lay on the deck and shivered.

      “I became concerned when I lost you from SV coverage,” Arty said. “I’ve been tracking you as best I could. I located your life signs and then the discharge of kinetic rounds. I felt an emergency egress was appropriate.”

      “Thanks, Art.” Silver said through chattering teeth. “I lost Coris.”

      “He was transported to a Lycon Cruiser in orbit seventy three minutes ago. That craft accelerated away shortly after.”

      “Follow it,” Silver said as the warm began to overcome the cold.

      “We are already underway.”

      Silver released a synthetic painkiller from a bio implant. She felt the relief and climbed to her feet. “Any idea where he might be heading?”

      “He is heading back into the system. He could be heading to Pepper. There are also several craft and asteroid settlements along his flight path. He could be heading to any of them.

      “Just keep up with him,” Silver said.

      “I can do better than that,” Arty said. “We will have caught him before he can reach any settlement where he could hope to hide.”

      Silver staggered into the flight deck. She pulled her suit open at the neck as she finally felt the warmth take effect.

      “Incoming message,” Arty said. The hologram of Darklin appeared on the holostage.

      “Darklin,” Silver said, settling into her chair. “Consider yourself under arrest. I will be returning for you very soon.”

      “We can’t always pick sides, detective.” Darklin shrugged. “I’m glad you got away.”

      “You won’t be so glad when I come back for you.”

      Darklin shrugged again. “Guess not. But just so you know there are no hard feelings let me give you this parting gift.”

      “Receiving transmission,” Arty said.

      “I hope that’s your confession, Darklin,” Silver said. “I might go easy on you if you come clean.”

      Silver noticed Razors acceleration on the flight data display drop to zero. The attitude display showed Razor was beginning to tumble as it continued on its way, speed constant, heading fixed, attitude control gone. Razor was unpowered and tumbling toward the system’s white sun.

      “Arty, what has he done?” Silver shifted uneasily in her chair. She pulled the suit closed. At least her suit was still powered.

      “Darklin’s hologram smiled up at Silver. “I think your AI has found my little gift. Take care.” Darklin gave Silver a wink as his hologram vanished.

      “I have discovered an explosive device attached to Razor,” Arty said. “It is set to detonate once Razor was underway. I powered down all systems. It is the only way to prevent detonation.”

      “How did that get there?”

      “It was placed there by a lone individual while Razor was crippled and under repair.”

      “Coris,” Silver said, gripping the arm of her seat tight.

      “Most likely.”

      “How is Darklin involved in all this?” Silver said to herself.

      “Maybe he’s not,” Arty said. “Darklin let us know about the bomb on Razor. He sent a cluster of SV data in that last transmission. It was buried in the data transfer, his parting gift.”

      Silver climbed out of her chair and floated across the flight deck. “Can you deactivate it and get us back underway?”

      “No,” Arty said. “The device is on the outer hull. You will have to remove it manually.”

      “Where’s Coris?” Silver said as she floated toward the airlock.

      “We have lost him. I cannot track him. I had to power down all systems. We’ll find him soon enough, though.”

      “Damn right we will.” Silver said and pulled the airlock closed. “Can you direct me to this explosive?”

      “Uploading location to your neural processor now.”

      The outer hatch opened and Silver closed her eyes as the star field flashed across her view. Razor was tumbling and the view was a dizzying kaleidoscope of spinning stars. She looked down to the hull of Razor and picked her way along toward the device. With every minute Coris was slipping further away. She didn’t care what he’d done, or hadn’t done anymore. She had never been given the run around by any criminal and she was getting pissed. She was going to take Coris down and nothing was going to get in her way.
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      Razor was a police issue Cruiser craft. They were constructed at a Gov construction plant in the asteroid belt between Frost and Titan. The police cruisers were designed for speed, maneuverability, durability and for comfort of the onboard detective. Silver had customized Razor little by little as she and Arty had learned more about its capabilities. She knew the ship inside and out and had crawled over every inch of the hull. She had explored every system behind every panel. Much was automated by Razor itself. Arty was responsible for systems operations. Silver was the director, the captain. She directed Razor and Arty to act according to her instructions. She did little active operation but still she needed to understand every part of the craft.

      Software and AI were vital but Silver was not a person happy to take an armchair ride. Without detailed knowledge of the ship and its systems she left herself vulnerable, and Silver did everything in her power to ensure she was never vulnerable.

      Arty sent a marker to Silver’s visor showing her where the device had been planted. It was hidden beneath the outer composite shell on the underside of Razor, in the forward starboard quarter.

      “The person that placed the device knew we were in an SV shadow,” Arty said as Silver approached the area. “If it wasn’t for Darklin I would not have known it was there. We’d be a rapidly expanding debris field if it wasn’t for him.”

      “I don’t know why he let us know.” Silver cut away a section of composite and secured it to her suit. “I think he’ll do whatever he feels is best for him, whenever it suits him best.”

      Behind the panel the mechtissue of Razor pulsed and flashed away. The device, a smooth black sphere that had a yield sufficient to vaporize Razor, was squashed into a small cavity and barely visible.

      “My visor is picking up some residuals on the device and the surrounding mechtissue. Can you identify this Arty?”

      The substance was analyzed in moments. “The area has been treated with an anesthetic. That’s why Razor didn’t detect it herself,” Arty said.

      Silver scanned around the device looking for any tripwire devices that would trigger the explosive if she tried to remove it. She spotted it. “Whoever planted this device wanted to be sure it was detonated and they planted a tripwire.” Silver replaced the panel. “Whoever it was wanted to make sure we didn’t survive. I can’t get around the tripwires without a proper disposal team.”

      “How do you want to proceed?”

      Silver sat back on her haunches with her hand on her hips. This was bad. Coris was getting away and she wasn’t going to be able to catch him. “We’re going to have to take out the entire section. Have Razor reroute all functions from this area and make preparations for an amputation.”

      “We will lose a significant portion of our drive capability,” Arty said as he began instructing Razor.

      “I know.” Silver stroked the hull of Razor. “Sorry girl. I know this will hurt.”

      Silver looked up at the spinning stars. The section around the device began to shred and tear away from the main body of the craft. The outer hull fragmented at the molecular level, the mechtissue inside ripping apart, conduction gel leaking out from the wound. The mechtissue immediately began secreting composite over the wound.

      “I have an identification of the device,” Arty told Silver as she stroked the hull of her craft in a soothing manner.

      “What is it?” Silver got to her feet and started back to the airlock.

      “It’s military.”

      “Makes sense,” Silver said. A civilian device would be easier to get hold of but military grade equipment would ensure total annihilation. “Is it the same device that Coris used to destroy the SV server?”

      Silver knew she shouldn’t jump to the conclusion that the military was trying to destroy her. They could do it so much easier than this. A simple weapons accident followed by an inquiry, that would be enough to satisfy Gov central. But it was not an easy thing to get hold of military equipment. They guarded their resources jealously. But someone had acquired it and planted it. It couldn’t be a coincidence that it had happened while she was so close to taking Coris into custody.

      “I need to talk with PHQ,” Silver said as she stepped into the airlock. “Once we are clear of the device get us underway.”

      As Silver closed the outer hatch she saw the star field spin slowly. Through the small porthole she saw them settle as Razor regained its attitude control. The craft’s drive activated and powered away leaving the severed part of itself tumbling through space.

      “We can’t leave that there,” Silver said as she watched the spinning segment on the holostage.

      “Should I direct it on a course away from the ecliptic? It would be in deep interstellar and safe forever.”

      “No, Arty,” Silver said. “Can we detonate it? It might be good if our would-be assassins thought they succeeded.”

      “I’ll have Razor remotely power up that section again. It might be enough to set it off.”

      “Do it.” Silver watched the hologram of Razor’s severed wing.

      “Razor is simulating high acceleration and speed. The device was rigged to detonate at some point during flight.”

      The moment Arty stopped talking the hologram disappeared. A collision alarm sounded on the flight deck. Silver fixed her suit into her flight chair.

      “Report,” she said.

      “Detonation successful. Plasma shell expanding out from the detonation site. The blast was much larger than we anticipated. We are going to experience a severe impact. Impact with Razor imminent. Brace, brace.”

      The plasma wave hit Razor on its aft side. The craft pitched forward, tipping up on its nose. The sudden change in attitude threw Silver forward, she felt her suit hold her into her chair but the sudden move was jarring and created a wave of dizziness. Silver released a strong dose of antiemetic into her system to counter the sudden attack of nausea caused by Razor’s wild tumbling and spinning.

      “Razor has control,” Arty reported. “How are you, detective?”

      Silver closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Fine.” She had survived the bomb attack and she had escaped Frost, but she had lost track of Coris and was far from fine.

      “That device was military. They will have answers for me. Locate the carrier Defender and set an intercept course.”

      Silver climbed out of her chair. “Wake me if you need me.” Silver walked to her cabin. She activated the suit’s rapid body wash program. It was complete by the time she reached her bunk. She peeled the suit away from her aching body and fell onto her underused bed.
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      The military carrier Defender was holding a stellar orbit equidistant between the orbits of Pepper and Frost. The carrier was the systems primary military installation. Smaller garrison towns existed on all major worlds but the systems military power was concentrated on the massive carrier.

      All command and administrative functions were controlled from the Defender. All military fighter craft were based on the Defender. Several were on routine system patrol at any one time but the bulk of the force was standing by at various states of readiness aboard the huge carrier.

      A small number of destroyer class ships were deployed throughout the system but one always held formation with the Defender. It was the destroyer Resolve and two fighter craft that moved to intercept Razor. Silver opened the channel when the incoming message was received.

      “Police cruiser. This is the destroyer Resolve. Power down. Identify yourself and hold position.”

      Silver had dealt with Military before and the unfriendly tone was expected. Although the military was a tool of the government, just as Silver was, the military always believed themselves to be removed from the day-to-day functioning of the state. They were in many ways a world unto themselves. They had their own limited judicial system and were autonomous in terms of material and resource procurement. They had their own food production facilities in secret locations around the system. They had their own power production facilities orbiting Titan and extracted vast quantities of the giant’s gaseous atmosphere to power various aspects of the huge, system-wide military operation.

      The military was in many ways a world apart from the rest of the system but the military did not police itself. Silver had a wide-ranging warrant to conduct her investigation into the destruction of the SV server. Her investigation had brought her here.

      Silver sent the coded signal that would identify her and her level of authority. The military had the right to scrutinize her credentials. They could hold her here until they could verify her warrant with police HQ, and even double-check that with Gov central. In effect, they could hold her under arrest until every bureaucrat from the chief of police right up to the system president cleared her to approach the Defender. If they wanted to check at every stage, Silver could be here for weeks.

      In actuality she should not be kept waiting more than a few minutes for her details to be checked by a duty officer and cleared by the Defender’s AI. Silver sat back in her chair and waited.

      “Police Cruiser Razor,” the response from the destroyer commander came quickly. “You are cleared to land on the starboard strip, zone one. Instruct your AI to keep formation with the fighters. They will take you in. Over.”

      “Thank you, Resolve,” Silver replied. “You heard them, Arty. Follow their lead.” With that Silver climbed out of her chair and went to her cabin. She needed to pull her suit on if she was going to leave Razor.
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* * *

      Razor landed softly on the strip before the fighters powered away to resume their patrol flights. Silver opened Razor’s hatch and walked down to the landing strip.

      The strip ran along one side of the Defender’s five-kilometer length. A huge gravity distortion field separated the strip from the vacuum of space. The Defender housed the single largest grav distortion generator in the system. Silver’s suit based generator was powerful enough for her to defy planetary gravity, to survive in the vacuum of space for hours. She could resist the coldest temperatures at the poles of Frost or the searing heat of the equator on Pepper. She could land safely from a high altitude freefall, she could deflect a bullet, she could even punch through walls, but it was nothing to the power of the Defender.

      It was the same tech that enabled Silver’s suit to function, the same tech that powered the flight of all the systems craft. It was the tech that allowed mankind to manipulate and dominate the very fabric of space-time but the Defender took the tech to an unimaginable extreme. The grav distortion generator at the deepest center of the Defender contained a singularity that would devastate the system’s sun should it escape its housing.

      Silver was quickly met by a military officer who was flanked by two guards. The two guards were armed with pulse blazers similar to Silver’s. The officer was armed with nothing but charisma and charm. He stood with his hands behind his back and smiled at Silver. He stepped forward and offered his hand.

      “Commander Dooley,” he introduced himself. “And you must be Detective Cane. Pleased to meet you, Detective.”

      Silver took the Commanders hand and shook it warmly. “Thank you for welcoming me aboard, Commander. I am here as part of an investigation..,” Silver paused as she tried to catch Dooley’s eye. The Commander was looking up at Razor’s freshly secreted composite that barely covered the interior mechtissue.

      “You have seen action?” Dooley spoke with a hint of admiration and jealousy.

      Silver looked up at the wound. “I had to amputate a section of my ship. She’s still coping with it.”

      Dooley turned to one of the guards, “Go and find the zone one strip master. Instruct him to have his team bring this police cruiser back to operational standards.”

      The guard saluted, turned on his heel and ran off. Dooley looked up at the mechtissue that glistened in the harsh lights of the landing strip.

      “Partial ship amputation, you say.” Dooley shook his head as he studied the wound. “Maybe I’d see more action if I retrained as a police officer.”

      “Maybe,” Silver said. “I need information on the device that caused it.” Silver handed a holograph of the explosive device that she had found on Razor. “I need to know everything about this unit and how it came to be on my ship.”

      Dooley studied the holograph. “Do you have any data from the detonation?”

      Silver instructed her neural processor to retrieve all data from Razor and Arty regarding the detonation. “I’ll have it for you shortly,” she said.

      “In the mean time,” Dooley held out a hand and invited Silver to walk with him, “we have an excellent chef on duty at the officers’ mess in this section. I’d be happy to invite you for refreshment before we find out all we can about this device.” Dooley smiled warmly.

      Nodding her acceptance, Silver set off in the direction Dooley had indicated. The Commander fell in step beside her with the remaining guard walking behind.

      “The officers come from all over the Defender when Chef St. Clair is on duty. Real food, not the processed offerings you get on the destroyers. It’s all really excellent, not even a slightly disappointing croissant. How is the food on your Cruiser?”

      The food on Razor was acceptable and completely nutritious. It was not something Silver concerned herself with. If she was hungry or tired she took food or sleep, if she was able. If not she quieted her body’s call for food or rest by releasing or suppressing one hormone or another. The thought of real food was appealing. She had only just woken up from a rare deep sleep. This would be the first real breakfast she’d eaten in weeks, maybe months. To be honest she wasn’t sure when she’d last eaten real food, prepared from raw ingredients. The military did things differently. She hoped it was all as good as Commander Dooley promised.
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* * *

      The mess was as busy as Commander Dooley said it would be. Silver had never eaten with so many people. The lights were harsh, the noise intense. She took it all in her stride, and the meal that Dooley ordered for her was spectacular. The military had scoured the system for plant and animal analogues of the Earth based flora and fauna. They’d brought it all here to the Defender and the chefs produced the greatest Earth meals. Silver finished the last bite of a burger and picked up a mug of steaming coffee.

      “It’s not the real thing, you understand,” Dooley said. “But it’s better than a VR burger. It’s almost as if you were back on Earth.”

      “I’ve never seen Earth.” Silver took a mouthful of the bitter black coffee. She was content to eat her police issue rations. They worked to fuel the body and fight off hunger. She had eaten in a VR restaurant where food similar to her police issue rations was served but the neural processor and the VR environment created the illusion of the best of Earth based cuisine. It was an enjoyable fantasy but Silver dealt in facts. It was her way to always follow evidence to uncover truth, usually an unhappy one. VR restaurants were fine for the rest of society, but Silver couldn’t ever quite accept the lie.

      “I need to know where this explosive device came from and when it was taken. I need to know who handled it. Than, maybe I can work out how they came to plant it on my ship.”

      “You’re all about the work,” Dooley said, his arms folded on the table. “Maybe you should retrain as a military officer.” He smiled at Silver.

      Silver took another sip of the coffee. It was good and strong. “No thanks,” she said, “not enough work.”

      “If you are ready,” Dooley said, “we should start at the quartermaster. They have a record of every item of equipment from a destroyer’s main cannon to a commander’s belt buckle. If they can’t tell us what it was then it didn’t exist.”
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* * *

      “What do you mean it’s missing?” the quartermaster asked in disbelief, standing at his information terminal. “That’s not possible.”

      Silver looked into the quartermaster’s eyes as he spoke. She could read a person as easily as she could read Razor’s control panel. There wasn’t a person in the entire system that Silver could not discover their lie.

      The quartermaster went back through the records, tapping the large display screen on the desk in front of him. “The detonation data shows it’s a MYAC, a Mid Yield Asteroid Correction device. There are currently thirty such devices and they are all recorded as being in storage. Fifteen are here on the Defender. The others are held at garrisons around the system.”

      “Where exactly are they?” Silver asked.

      The quartermaster looked at Dooley who nodded. The quartermaster tapped the display and showed the locations of the other devices. Five on Pepper, five on Frost and five on a military garrison on a moon of Titan.

      “All the devices are accounted for,” the quartermaster said, his eyes darting between Dooley and Silver.

      “Could someone have constructed one?” Silver asked.

      “Impossible,” Dooley said. “The munitions plant on Titan’s moon would have a record of every device. It’s all automated and run by drones. No humans. No AI. It’s incorruptible.”

      “I want to physically check on all the devices,” Silver said. “Take me to them now.”

      “If they are on the inventory here,” the quartermaster pointed at his list, “they will be in the stores.”

      “We will go now,” Dooley said. “Take us to them.”

      “And have quartermasters at the other locations do a physical check on the devices too. Don’t tell them why, just have them do it.” Silver invited the quartermaster to join her and Dooley and the three set off.

      The Defender looked big from the outside. Inside Silver realized how massive it really was. Silver was led to a transport hub where passenger cars were available for transport to locations along the five-kilometer length and up and down its scores of decks.

      The munitions store was in itself vast, big enough to contain Razor with room to spare. Here was the system’s biggest stockpile of weaponry, from pulse blazers to the SGD, Singularity Generation Device, a weapon so dangerous and powerful the military was limited to a small number, a number that was kept top secret by Gov central.

      The quartermaster walked along a corridor and then led the way up a small metal stairway. The three walked along a clanking gantry until the quartermaster stopped. He looked up and down a stack of lockers before finding the one he was looking for. He pressed his thumb against the handle and the drawer lit green before sliding out.

      There in the drawer lay two MYAC devices and recesses for three others. Silver looked at the quartermaster who looked nervously at Dooley. He shut the drawer and reopened it. His mouth fell open as he saw the vacant locations for the MYACs.

      “They should be here.” The quartermaster spluttered.

      “Three missing devices.” Dooley said. “What will the detective think of us?”

      “Take me to my ship, Commander,” Silver said returning the way she had come. “I need all SV on this location.”

      “Do you need the last couple of weeks or months?” Dooley asked catching up with Silver.

      “I want it all. Every minute since it was constructed. And I want to know who has the authority to open that drawer.”

      “They should be here,” the quartermaster said running to catch up.

      “I want a full inventory of all munitions to be conducted starting immediately,” Dooley said. “I don’t want to find out we’ve lost another device. The detective is going to think we can’t keep our house in order.”

      Silver contacted Arty and asked about Razor’s readiness.

      “Razor will be back to full fitness in the hour.” Arty reported.

      “Let me know if anything else is missing won’t you, Commander,” Silver said.

      “You can count on it, detective.”

      “The inventory said they were there,” the quartermaster went on in a bemused muttering.

      “But they are missing,” Silver said. “One nearly killed me. Where, I wonder, are the other two?”
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      Silver sat in her chair on the flight deck of Razor. The engineering crews had completed their work. Silver had tasked Arty with preflight checks before powering up the flight systems.

      She was leaving the Defender with an intact ship, knowledge that two more devices were out there, and a name. Commander Dooley had searched all files regarding the MYAC devices. One name kept popping up, Jas Porter, a midlevel civil servant based in Gov central on Pepper.

      “He has been cataloguing our munitions with Gov central and requested device testing on the MYAC devices three times. Each time a device was removed. We have records of tests being conducted but I have checked system wide data and there is no residual detonation echo, except one set that correlates perfectly with the detonation you initiated on the device hidden on your ship.”

      Commander Dooley’s hologram flickered on the holostage as ship systems were powered up.

      “I hope you can recover them, Commander.”

      “We have our own investigation underway already,” Dooley said confidently.

      Silver had only known Dooley for a short time but already she could read the man, even over a flickering hologram. She noticed him hesitate, as if he was eager to get something off his chest. “Is there something else, Commander?”

      “The civil servant, Porter. Our AI has studied his movements over the last few months. It seems he has had several meetings with Jay Coris, several times on Pepper and once during a ship to ship docking in interplanetary space.”

      Silver sent a course instruction from her neural processor to Razor, a course for Gov central on Pepper. “Thank you, Commander,” she said sitting back in her chair.

      “If you find Porter he might have an idea where Coris could be.”

      Silver nodded and checked with Razor that they were flight ready. The craft informed her that all systems were ready. Silver sent a request to the Defender’s flight control for permission to leave.

      “If you find Coris before I do keep hold of him for me,” Silver said to Dooley as she activated Razor’s gravity distortion field.

      “Same to you if you find the explosives,” Dooley said.

      And the flight control gave permission for Silver to depart. The Defender’s strip powered up to assist Razor’s take off. In a moment they were off the strip and into space, on route to Gov central on planet Pepper and a meeting with Jas Porter.
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* * *

      The space around Pepper was the busiest in the entire system. It was the most heavily populated planet and the site of most major head offices. Every church, university, think tank, art school, and research program had its offices here. It was the first planet to be settled when colonists arrived from Earth and most had stayed. Pepper was also the most popular because it had the best climate. It was warm and dry in the day, pleasantly cool in the evening. It was comfortable even for a population that could achieve comfort at the flick of a switch. There was something about the natural comfort of a warm temperate world.

      Gov central was situated at the mid latitudes in the southern hemisphere, on the green fields just inland of the white sandy beaches on the fringe of the Shoal, the vast shallow sea that covered most of the southern hemisphere. An early governor had chosen the site for its warm days tempered by a pleasant sea breeze. It was a paradise that anyone in the system could enjoy through VR but the bureaucrats could enjoy for real.

      Silver had Arty send a flight plan to the planetary flight control center while she instructed Razor to adopt a high geostationary orbit above Gov central.

      “Incoming message from Chief Sauer,” Arty said.

      Silver climbed out of her chair and walked toward her cabin. “Tell him I’ll call him back.”

      “Do you want me to tell him why?”

      Silver grabbed her suit off her bunk and pulled it on. Her right foot slid in through the material. She stepped in with her left and then pulled it up over her shoulders. The suit slid around her arms before it joined at the front. Lastly Silver fastened the suit around her neck. If she was going to talk to the boss she should appear properly dressed.

      “The Chief insists on talking to you now. He said he doesn’t care if you are eating or sleeping or bathing.”

      “Put him on the holostage,” Silver said and stepped back onto the flight deck.

      “Detective Silver, I have had a conversation with a rather cross defense minister. Care to explain why you have been crawling over the Defender?”

      Chief Sauer sat in a large leather chair behind a wooden desk. A transparent wall behind him showed a view to the rounded verdant hills that surrounded police HQ.

      “My investigation into the SV server explosion led me there, Chief.”

      “You know the military doesn’t like us just popping by whenever we like, Detective. It is usual to have HQ send a notice to the Defender before we visit any of their facilities.” Chief Sauer leaned forward onto his desk. “And you just show up at their central command and flagship.”

      “Yes sir. But I’ve been keeping my presence as low key as I can, for the good of the investigation.”

      “I’ll tell you what’s good for the investigation, detective. Keeping all other agencies well disposed toward us and our activities, that would be good for the investigation. Do you agree?”

      Silver checked with a light touch from her fingertips that her collar was fastened tight. “Yes, sir. Perfectly clear.”

      Sauer sat back in his chair. “Were you going to inform my office that you were back on Pepper? Any danger we can expect a report, or an update.”

      “I’m pursuing the terrorist, sir.”

      “And is he here on Pepper? Do you think you ought to tell me something like that? The most dangerous man in the system here on Pepper. Is that worth reporting?”

      “I don’t think he’s here, sir. I’m just following leads. I’ll have Arty,” Silver paused, “I’ll have my AI send you my latest update.”

      “The defense secretary told me your craft had to be repaired.”

      “Yes sir. They did a admirable job. Razor is in great shape.”

      A flight approval came in from Flight Central. A landing pad was clear at Gov Central for Silver to land immediately.

      “I want you to come in to police HQ now, Detective. I want our engineers to check the military’s work on our cruiser.”

      Silver informed Razor to begin flight to the landing pad at Gov central.

      “Are we not proceeding to PHQ?” Arty asked. “Do you want me to file additional flight plans?”

      “No.” Silver checked her suit’s equipment. Her gravity field generator was fully operational. Her blazer was present, sitting on her hip. Her visor reported full functionality. And, in the small of her back sat the two kinetic pistols she’d taken from Darklin’s men. “I want to check out this civil servant first. He might know I’m coming for him already. If I go to PHQ first it just gives him more time to prepare for me. I don’t want him prepared. Take us to Gov central.”
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      The warm breeze blowing off the Shoal and over the hot landing pad felt strange to Silver. A salt smell and the warmth of the sun was a heady mix. She could see why people enjoyed Pepper so much, why so many chose to make it their home. She was used to the void of interplanetary space and the artificial heat of Razor’s cramped confines. And if she wasn’t there she was hopping on and off the outer worlds, the moons of Titan or asteroid settlements. All contained within modular settlements filled with artificial heat, processed air and VR zombies enjoying adventures on Pepper or Earth or one of the hundreds of invented worlds.

      The landing pad was empty. Silver had half expected to be greeted by some civil servant. Instead she received a message to her neural processor. She should present herself to reception, a map and directions were attached.

      Gov central was vast. It covered an area the size of a small town and towered dozens of stories high and dozens of stories deep into the crust. The single large orbital tether rose from a site just a few miles away from Gov central, a tether that sent and received thousands of files every second of every day as the nerve center of the system kept tabs on everything from food supplies on the moons of Titan to VR software updates on the asteroid settlements, from water purification works on civilian space craft to military hardware construction and deployment. Every moment of every life was recorded and sent here, stored and sorted. Data was vital for future planning. Data was necessary to maintain the population’s comfort. Data was knowledge. Knowledge was power.

      Silver entered the building at the end of the landing strip. She followed the directions that appeared on the gleaming floor. She looked around the pristine white structure of Gov central. Even this minor entrance on a distant landing pad was perfect. She didn’t see a single drone but she guessed an army of them were busy throughout the building, keeping out of sight and maintaining the building to a standard of perfection.

      Silver wound her way along one long clean corridor to an information terminal. Silver put her request into the terminal. She was here on her authority as a detective to speak with Jas Porter. A hologram appeared on the small holostage. An administrator told Silver the meeting was arranged. A fresh set of directions were received by Silver’s neural processor. The shining white floor lit up with directions to a transport that would take her to Porter.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The door to Porter’s apartment was shut. Silver pressed the doorbell. Silence from within. Silver knocked, the sound of her knuckles on the white composite door echoed along the empty corridor. Still Porter did not answer. She sent a repeat request to the local AI for the whereabouts of Porter. The reply came that he was in his apartment and that he had been there all day.

      Silver activated a bloodhound. The drone detected the presence of Porter behind the door but the drone reported he was not showing any signs of respiration.

      Silver pulled her blazer off her hip. She aimed the weapon at the door hinges. The pulse blast disintegrated the door and frame. The door fell away. Silver raised the weapon and stepped inside.

      The civil servant Jas Porter sat in a large armchair, a large charred hole in the center of his chest. Silver recognized the wound. It was caused by a single pulse from a full power blazer. This was murder. It was brutal and ugly. This could have been done more cleanly. Who ever had done this did not want or need to hide the fact it was murder.

      Silver instructed the drone to sample the charred wound for blaze residue. The blazer would leave a telltale signal that could link it to an individual weapon. Next Silver had the drone check for any forensic evidence left around the apartment, footprints, fingerprints, DNA samples from a stray drop of sweat. A hair, a flake of skin, a clothing fiber. No one could walk through a complex as neat and clean as Gov Central and not leave a trace of their passing.

      She checked out the rest of Porter’s apartment. It was neat and tidy except for an unmade bed. Satisfied that the apartment was empty, apart for Porter’s corpse, she put away her blazer, holding it against her hip and letting her suit take hold of it.

      There were several rooms in the apartment. Each one was neat and tidy. Whoever had been here had been careful not to leave any evidence.

      Although the system was practically devoid of crime, it did occur. Theft was unnecessary, anyone could have almost anything they desired, either virtually in VR or in real life. Property crime, financial crime, any crime where a person could profit by taking property from another was absent. Only violent crime remained. Assault was thankfully rare, people could take out their frustrations in the safety of VR. Murder was the anomaly. Murder stood apart from all other crime. Murder was seldom the result of greed, and in a system with enough room and resources for everyone, murder over personal property was unnecessary and practically absent. But murder due to rage or passion remained. It was almost impossible to predict, and due to the sudden nature of the violent outbursts that led to this distressing crime, it was almost impossible to prevent. Not even with all system AI and almost total SV coverage working to protect every individual, murder still existed. It was a sad fact of human existence that could not be avoided.

      It was not the first murdered body Silver had seen. It was the first that had no obvious suspect. Usually it took just a few minutes to discover who were the people closest to the deceased and it was invariably one of those who had committed the crime. And of those, there was usually one who had been recorded arguing with the deceased shortly before their death and then acting strangely shortly afterward. These cases were solved quickly, usually within hours. Murder cases, for all their horror and sadness, were easy to solve.

      Silver requested all SV from the corridor outside Porter’s apartment. She ran it through her neural processor. No visitors had approached the door in the last 24 hours. Silver requested more SV. No visitors for the last 48 hours. Another detective might have stopped there but Silver did not. She scanned the last week and recorded all comings and goings. Porter had received over a dozen visits. Three individuals accounted for most of the visits. A quick cross-reference showed that they were civil servants that worked closely with Porter. These were social calls.

      Silver requested the SV again to run a double check. The crucial evidence was subtle and could have been missed if Silver’s attention had been distracted by the corpse or the blackened mess that had been made of his chest cavity. The SV was time-stamped from the same start point as her first check. Watching it closely a second time, she noticed a flicker in the recording. The murderer must have entered at that time, unobserved.

      She sent a request to her drone. She requested an assessment of Porter’s time of death. The report came back quickly. Porter had been dead for only a few minutes.

      Silver hadn’t seen anyone else in the pristine corridor outside the apartment. She realized there was a high probability that the murderer was still here. Silver drew her weapon.

      A swarm of bloodhounds released from Silver’s suit scanned the apartment in moments. Human life signs were coming from a closet in the bedroom. Silver activated her suit’s blaze deflection shielding and stepped cautiously toward the bedroom. She identified the closet door that the murderer was hiding behind, making sure to keep under cover. The weapon that had killed Porter could disintegrate that closet door and knock her on her ass if it was a direct blast. She didn’t want to give the crim a chance to escape. It was no coincidence that Porter, her only link to Coris was dead. The killer could have information that could lead her to Coris.

      “Open the closet door,” Silver called out. “Toss the weapon and then come out with your hands up.”

      Silence.

      “If I take you by force you will be in danger of sustaining injury. You will be responsible for any injury sustained if you do not surrender yourself now.”

      Nothing.

      Silver dashed inside the bedroom and dived for cover behind the unmade bed. The closet was now only 4 meters away. “I will fire if you do not surrender.”

      From the corridor behind her, Silver heard the sound of a footstep on the broken fragments of the apartment door. Could it be Gov central security come to investigate the disturbance? Silver called out. “Detective Silver Cane. I’m here on a police investigation. Who is that entering my crime scene?”

      Silver risked a look back into the large sitting room of the apartment. Standing in the doorway were two civil servants. Their white robes of office hung loosely over their bodies. Silver noticed their eyes first. Keen and bright, quick and darting. They took in the crime scene, but didn’t seem the least bit surprised. Then Silver noticed their slow movement as they entered the apartment. Not the faltering steps of a civil servant discovering a murder scene. These were the cautious and deliberate steps of a predator. Then Silver, alerted to the true nature of these new visitors to the scene, spotted the concealed weapons. Both carried blazers.

      “Come out, detective,” one of them said.

      Then the closet door opened.

      The crim in the closet opened fire. The bed sheets vaporized in part, the remaining fragments blown into the air, fluttering like snowflakes on a strong wind. Silver was rolling away from her position behind the bed with the first movement of the closet door. She rolled across the opening between bedroom and living room, the two newcomers opening fire on her as she darted past their view.

      Silver, clear of cover, took aim midroll and blasted the crim in the closet. The man was slammed back into the closet, his weapon flying from his grip. Silver came up onto her feet and let loose another blast aimed at the crim’s head. The force of the blast slammed the head through the back wall of the closet. Silver’s neural processor received data from her bloodhounds that the man was dead.

      The two visitors flung their civil servant robes away. They had come here in disguise but now they needed to be dressed for action. One moved to the left, the other to the right. Blaze pulses slamming into the floor next to Silver as they laid down a volley designed to keep her pinned.

      The pulse grenade rolled in through the opening, tinkling as it came, frequency increasing as it neared detonation. Silver instructed her gravity field to give her protection and movement. She ran up the wall separating her and her two attackers. Standing on the ceiling she fired a blast at the head of one attacker. The head jerked sideways but Silver noticed the flicker of energy over a gravity distortion field protecting her attacker. Only the police and military had this tech available. She now knew she was up against professionals. Any thoughts of protecting civilians from harm left her.

      Standing on the ceiling and in front of the doorway she momentarily had the advantage. She dived forward over the top edge of the doorway and rolled over her shoulder coming to her feet. She blasted a round at the second attacker as he fired on her. He missed, his rounds slamming into the ceiling at her feet. Silver did not miss. The blast caught the second attacker in the shoulder. It sent him spinning across the room toward the opening to the bedroom at the moment when the pulse grenade detonated. The frequency reached a screeching crescendo and then exploded with a bright blast of light and energy that hit the second attacker fully in the body. He was flung across the living room to smash into the far wall.

      Silver was still moving, running down the wall next to the shattered front door. She leapt around the corner and landed feet first on the shiny floor of the corridor. A pulse grenade came after her, from the trajectory that had been flung by the first attacker from the far corner of the living room. Silver aimed a kick at the flying grenade, volleying it midair and sent it back where it had come from. She held her blaster around the corner and fired blindly back into the room as the pulse grenade screaming reached its peak.

      A moment before the blast Silver took cover. The blast flooded out into the corridor.

      Data from her bloodhounds was erratic. All devices had been severely damaged by the two grenade blasts. Silver listened carefully. Nothing. She risked a look. The apartment was devastated. Wall coverings and the personal belongings of Porter lay in ruins. Porter himself was still sat in his chair, eyes closed, mouth open, chest gaping. And on the floor, amongst the shattered belongings of the dead civil servant, lay three dead assassins.
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      “They knew I was coming.” Silver paced about the flight deck talking to the hologram of Chief Sauer. “And they knew who I was coming for.”

      “Porter?” Sauer asked.

      “Yes. Some civil servant who’d been arranging release of munitions to Coris.”

      “I’ve had word from Admiral Blake. He has a munitions inventory report. Three explosive devices are missing.”

      “And Coris had one.”

      “We can assume he has the remaining two.” Sauer’s hologram turned and followed Silver as she paced back and fore.

      Silver couldn’t assume anything of the sort. Assumptions were dangerous “I will find Coris and bring him in.”

      “He gave you the slip again?” Sauer fixed Silver with a firm stare.

      “Yes. He escaped.”

      “Again.”

      “He is devious and clever.”

      “As are you.”

      Silver shot Sauer a stern look. She did not like Sauer’s comment. She was about to dispute the insult and then stopped as she saw her boss smiling and realized he was teasing her.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “He was escaping in a Lycon cruiser. I will locate all Lycons. Coris is on one of them. I’ll find him.”

      “I’ll have PHQ transfer all flight data on all Lycons to you.”

      “I’ll go through the data and leave orbit as soon as I have a lead.” Silver climbed up onto her chair.

      “If you are passing HQ feel free to drop by. Your office chair hasn’t been used in a long time, detective.”

      “I think of this as my office, sir,” Silver said looking around the fight deck.

      “You’re good in the field, Silver. Home comforts not so appealing?”

      “No sir.” Silver looked at the hologram of her chief smiling up at her from the holostage in front of her.

      The image of Sauer paled momentarily. The Chief turned to look to his left. “What was that?” Sauer said. “A bright flash?”

      Then the hologram flickered and was gone. Silver sent a connection request to PHQ. No response. “Arty?” Silver said.

      “No connection to PHQ. Razor has detected a detonation on the surface of Pepper. It’s Police Headquarters.”

      “Put it on the holostage,” Silver said.

      The holostage showed an expanding ball of super heated plasma racing across the surface of the planet. “The chief?” Silver asked quietly.

      “No response from PHQ. No response from the Chief.”

      Silver deactivated the holostage. She gripped the arm of her chair sending her knuckles white.

      “Set a course for PHQ,”

      An alarm sounded and the flight deck was suddenly washed with a bright red light. Silver checked the scan data. Two mosquito drones were closing in from a higher orbit, diving down on to Razor from the rear.

      “Razor. Go,” Silver called out. She sent the emergency flight plan from her neural processor. Razor was at full power, accelerating away from Pepper. But the mosquitoes were faster than Razor. Military grade drones designed for bringing down the fastest craft.

      “They are closing in fast,” Arty said. “One is above. It’s forcing us back to orbit. The other is closing on our tail.”

      Silver linked herself to Razor through her neural processor. She fired the plasma jets and flipped Razor over on its nose. Razor continued flying aft first with its forward section, and its main cannon, pointing back toward the oncoming mosquito.

      Silver fired the cannon on a wide spread. The mosquito closed in, at high speed, toward a wall of plasma fire. The mosquito smashed into the deadly wall. The explosion sent a shockwave of plasma and shrapnel toward Razor.

      Silver flipped Razor again and headed nose first back toward the planet. She watched the second mosquito as it turned to dive after her.

      “Release countermeasures,” Silver said. Arty released a series of small charges that detonated as the mosquito came close to them. The blast detonated on the nose of the mosquito blasting away the composite casing on one side.

      “You have Razor,” Silver said as she jumped out of her chair. “Head straight into the atmosphere. Pick me up when that mosquito is gone.”

      Silver ran to the airlock. She activated her suit’s gravity distortion field. She closed the inner hatch and opened the outer one. Silver was blown out the airlock and into space.

      The approaching mosquito closed in on Razor. Silver positioned herself in front of the mosquito. She focused her gravity distortion on the tip of the mosquito racing toward her. The field slammed into her as it connected with the mosquito. Silver felt as if she’d hit a wall but now she was caught up and pushed along in front of the racing drone. Silver steadied herself and then drew herself toward the mosquito.

      Below her, Silver could see Razor was hitting the upper atmosphere, the burning gases curling away. She grabbed the oncoming mosquito and climbed onto its back. The shattered casing on the upper side exposed the drone’s inner mechtissue. She pulled her blazer off her hip and jammed the muzzle into the drone’s flesh. Silver blasted into the open wound until the mechtissue glowed white.

      The mosquito lurched and the plasma jet spluttered. Silver focused her distortion field against the upper side of the mosquito and kicked herself away from the crippled drone.

      “Bring Razor about,” Silver said to Arty.

      “What about the mosquito?” Arty asked.

      Silver aimed her Blazer at the open wound as she raced away from the mosquito. She fired a well aimed shot into the open panel. The mosquito exploded in the silence of space, sending a shower of shrapnel outward.

      “Come and collect me now, Arty,” Silver watched the shattered remains of the mosquito coming ever closer. She angled her distortion field and hoped to deflect as many of the shards of composite as she could. Grabbing a racing mosquito was easy compared to deflecting a thousand burning splinters. As the cloud of debris came ever closer Razor came accelerating upward. It was leading with its airlock hatch open and pointed toward her. She saw the chance to escape the flying shards of broken mosquito. She re-angled her deflector on the open airlock creating a gravity funnel. She slipped down it and toward Razor as the craft climbed up toward her. Silver decided not to calculate the relative speeds of Razor and of shrapnel. One would reach her first. One of the two would win. One would be safety, one would be death. She would know soon enough if she was safe. If the shrapnel won she wouldn’t know anything at all.

      The airlock closed around her and she slammed into the far bulkhead. As she slipped into unconsciousness she saw the outer airlock close, the distant stars against the black fading as Razor’s door closed her in.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was not waking up, it was simply a return to consciousness. Silver felt the world around her before she could see it. She was lying uncomfortably on a hard floor. She felt a pain in her forearm. It had been broken. Her suit had detected the injury and had reset the bone. Her sleeve was stiff, the suit providing a splint to aid the bone’s proper healing.

      She remembered crashing into the airlock. She opened an eye. The inner hatch was open. She crawled toward it, her head spinning.

      “I instructed your neural processor to release anesthetic.” Arty spoke the instant Silver could understand the information.

      Silver climbed to her feet. Her arm and head throbbed. She released another dose of the synthetic anesthetic. She moved her broken arm to discover the range of movement that still remained to her.

      “Lucky I can shoot left handed,” Silver said. She set her neural processor to favor her left arm. Now her instinctive action would be dominated by her left side. If she instinctively attempted to use her right it might slow her down a fraction. A fraction could be the difference between life and death.

      “Where are we?”

      “I brought us to Frost.”

      “Ok,” Silver staggered to the flight deck. “Any reason why?”

      “I received a huge info dump from PHQ the moment it was destroyed. The AI transferred all data to me. It calculated it was about to be destroyed and I was the nearest AI. I learned from the SV data in the dump that there are more mosquitoes around the system. They all moved to intercept the moment you destroyed the two over Pepper. I brought us to the edge of Darklin’s settlement. I calculated the SV shadow would obscure us from their targeting sensors.”

      Silver climbed onto her chair. “Did it?”

      “We’re still here.”

      “Does Darklin know we are here?”

      “I cannot determine that from the available information.”

      “Can you confirm the detonation at police HQ was one of the missing MYAC devices?” Silver took a sticky nutrition bar from the small draw in the arm of her chair.

      “I can confirm it was not.”

      Silver chewed on the sticky bar. It was hard work but she was weak from hunger, from the collision and from lack of sleep. “What was it?”

      “Assessment of the detonation data and the damage done to PHQ indicates something much larger was deployed.”

      “Send an information request to the Defender. Ask the military what it was.”

      “I would advise communication silence. There are several mosquitoes in the region. One arrived in orbit just as I landed in the SV shadow. It is my judgment that the device is still in orbit searching for Razor.”

      Silver forced down another bite of the sticky bar. She held her broken arm out in front of her. She activated her visor and viewed her broken bone. It had been set well by the suit and nanodrones were knitting the bone together. It was healing well, but it still hurt.

      “Is there anything else I should know? Are you and Razor ok?”

      “All systems are functioning well. It is only your damaged arm and concussion that is preventing us from proceeding.”

      “So I’m the weak link is it, Arty.”

      “You do your best.”

      Silver felt her stomach churn with nausea from the pain of her broken arm and the concussion. She released a wave of hormones and anesthetic to calm the pain and her spinning head so she could keep the nutrition bar down. “How will we proceed? If Coris has more weapons, it’s even more important we arrest him quickly.”

      “I have analyzed SV data from PHQ and may have a possible location of Coris.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I have telemetry on all Lycon cruisers moving through the system. I cross checked with System flight SV and all but one Lycon is on a course that corresponds to its registered flight plan.”

      “Coris.” Silver said.

      “Coris,” Arty replied.

      “Where is he heading.”

      “I have examined the flight data. It appears the Lycon is heading for the stellar north SV hub.”

      “That’s Coris alright. And that is one hell of a flight. Way above the system’s ecliptic. How far ahead is he?”

      “Lycons are not fast. We could catch him, if we can get past the mosquitoes.”

      Silver climbed out of her chair. She instructed her suit to provide some rigidity and help her walk and keep her balance. Her vision was unsteady and brought waves of nausea.

      “I’ll get us there. Keep us hidden. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Where are you going?” Arty asked.

      “Going to ask a favor of a friend.”
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      Silver leapt through the windblown snowflakes as she moved quickly toward the edge of Darklin’s settlement. She entered through a wide opening between two large composite modules. Silver released a swarm of bloodhounds. She moved deeper into the town. Her visor showed her the depravity behind every wall. Live boxing. Live wrestling. Live contact sports of every kind where Darklin’s visitors and customers engaged in brutal physical contests with other customers. There were strip bars and prostitution. There were no VR worlds here. This was live. This was flesh on flesh. This was blood and sweat.

      The bloodhounds soon found Darklin’s trail and they zeroed in. A trail appeared on Silver’s visor for her to follow. She moved quickly.

      The bloodhounds had located Darklin. He was in bed. Alone. All entrances to his quarters were guarded by his men.

      Silver didn’t want a running battle, she didn’t have the time. She could locate a way to slip past Darklin’s men, but she didn’t have the time for that either. She approached what appeared to be Darklin’s complex main entrance. She set her suit to stealth camo and approached cautiously.

      She saw one of the two guards spot the distortion caused by her suit. The stealth camo didn’t completely render her invisible but it worked long enough to give her the advantage. She drew her blazer and sent a pulse into the first guard. That alerted the other to her approach just for a moment before a second blast rendered him unconscious too.

      Silver stepped over the fallen guards without breaking her stride. She followed the path illuminated on her visor.

      Around the next corner was another guard. He was walking along a corridor unsuspectingly. He fell to a blazer pulse. Silver caught him and lowered him quietly to the floor.

      Silver found her way to Darklin’s bedroom door in a few more strides. She aimed her blazer and vaporized the lock on the door. It swung open as she stepped up to it, walking through and over to the end of Darklin’s bed in quick, confident steps.

      Darklin sat up bolt upright, startled by the destruction of his chamber door and Silver’s sudden appearance.

      The footsteps in the corridor were loud and clumsy. The bloodhounds gave the location of the running guard and it appeared on Silver’s visor. She aimed the blazer back behind her and blasted a pulse into the chest of a guard who came running blindly around the corner.

      “Detective,” Darklin said. “You find me quite unprepared for your visit.”

      Silver pushed the chamber door closed. The bloodhounds lingered in the corridors outside, ready to alert Silver should any more guards come running to help their boss.

      “You manage to keep this entire settlement free of SV,” Silver said.

      “Surveillance is not compatible with the services I offer.” Darklin sat up in bed.

      “Violence. Abuse. Those are not services. Those are humiliations.”

      Darklin reached out to a bedside table. Silver reacted by aiming her blazer at him. Darklin pointed at a small box on the table.

      “Just a cigarette,” he said.

      Silver nodded. Darklin lit one up. He inhaled the grey smoke and blew it up to the ceiling. He gripped the cigarette between his teeth and looked at Silver.

      “You understand the necessity of violence,” Darklin said. “You wouldn’t have found your way into my chamber without it.”

      “I only fight when it’s necessary for the civic good.”

      “What do you think it is that I do? I’m a good man, detective. Like all people here in the system I only want to improve myself and the lot of others.”

      “By offering violence, beating, voyeurism. These things are not for the civic good.”

      “Don’t you think? My patrons come here because they need it. No one is here against their will. I know big men and small men who want to fight. They are tired of VR. They are not living in some child’s play pen. They want to feel a man sag under their fist. And they accept that they may fall instead. The boxers are the closest knit community here.”

      “I’ve seen more than boxing. I’ve seen torture.”

      “I promise you, detective, no one must do anything they don’t want to. Some people just want to be restrained and punished…It seems a bit odd to me, but it is surprising what some people feel they need.”

      Silver’s bloodhounds reported a guard approaching. Silver stepped to the side of the doorway and readied herself.

      “Is this why you are here?” Darklin asked. “Do you need to be restrained?”

      The door burst open. Silver placed her blazer to the base of the guard’s neck. “Tell them to back off,” Silver said looking at Darklin.

      Darklin smiled and shrugged. He stubbed out his cigarette. “Don’t disturb me again. The detective and I have some things to discuss.”

      The guard backed out of the door slowly and closed it behind him. Darklin swung his legs over the side of his bed. He held the sheets about his waist, and walked to a large chair where his trousers were laying. He let the sheet drop and pulled on his trousers.

      “What we do here is necessary,” Darklin stood hands on hips, facing Silver. “Human nature is what brings people here. We’ve created a world where anything can be yours. No one needs to work unless they are motivated to it. No one needs to farm or hunt or cook or clean, unless they are motivated to it. We are here for what? To explore the meaning of human existence. But we have all forgotten what it is to be human, forgotten the thing that motivates all humans. Struggle. Effort. Conflict. Survival. My customers need their release, their violence, their abuse. This is the only place in the system where we can truly be free. Free of SV. Free to be who we are. If I wasn’t here they would find it elsewhere.”

      “You are tolerated,” Silver said, “but you are not some civic champion.”

      “Whatever.” Darklin smiled patronizingly. “Do you want to continue this discussion or do you want to tell me why you are here?”

      “The SV shadow on this settlement. I need it.”

      “It’s something about the rocks. I don’t know how it works.”

      “This isn’t just some freak of geology. There is tech at work here. I need it.”

      Darklin shrugged and sat back in his chair. “If SV is so useful to society why do you need to hide from it?”

      Silver stepped over to Darklin. “Is this chamber in a SV shadow?”

      Darklin looked up at Silver. “Do you think I would leave myself so vulnerable? “

      “So why don’t I drag you where the SV shadow is in effect and I can ask you again and again.” Silver grabbed Darklin’s thick hair and yanked his head sideways.”

      Darklin slowly wriggled free from Silver’s grip.

      Silver smoothed Darklin’s thick hair with the barrel of her blazer. “You think you are doing some kind of civic duty. You sent me the SV showing that device hidden on my ship. You do have a streak of good, however thin, somewhere in you. So help me now, Darklin,” Silver pressed the muzzle of her blazer to Darklin’s temple. “Help me or I will close you down.”

      “There is a device,” Darklin said. He moved the blazer away with a finger and then stood up. Silver didn’t take a step back. Darklin’s naked chest pressed up against her suit. “Some engineers spent some time here. They were interested in the gang fights at first but soon started investigating the SV shadow.”

      “Can it hide my ship?”

      Darklin slid past Silver. He took another cigarette off his table and lit it up. He held the cigarette between his teeth and smiled at Silver through the clouds of smoke. “Oh, yes.” He said. “It’ll hide your ship.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “How can we be sure it’s working?” Silver looked at the plain black box sitting on the floor of the flight deck.

      “If that mosquito in orbit changes heading and comes after us we’ll know the SV shadow doesn’t work.”

      “It might be a bit late by then, Arty,” Silver said, climbing into her chair.

      “We will have time to destroy Darklin before the mosquito destroys us. I take it he knows this?”

      “Oh yes, and I’ve left him quite at my mercy. He’s lashed to his bed with some ropes he had handy, all tied by some creative knots devised on the spot by me.”

      “Will they hold?”

      “Long enough for us to get into orbit,” Silver instructed Razor to lift off the planet surface. “Keep a close watch on that Mosquito, Arty,” Silver said.

      Razor blasted off the surface, snow flying out from around the craft as the plasma jets fired. The craft ascended steadily until the craft accelerated away toward the black of space.

      “Mosquito is holding its position.” Arty reported. “We will pass within a thousand kilometers. We should know if it works very soon.”

      Silver watched the mosquito data intently. A signal from the holostage indicated someone was calling. Silver looked at the stage with curiosity. Only chief Sauer could call Razor, and he was gone. She activated the holostage. Darklin appeared there. He was standing in front of his bed, loose ropes hanging from each of the four posts.

      “Darklin,” Silver said. “How..?”

      “Don’t be offended. I’ve become pretty good at freeing myself from a tight spot. Your rope work was good, for a novice. Maybe we could have another go sometime.”

      “Passing the mosquito now,” Arty said through Silver’s neural processor so Darklin couldn’t overhear.

      “I’ve got you on my scope now,” Darklin said. “You are getting pretty close to that missile.”

      “If this doesn’t work,” Silver leaned closer to the hologram of Darklin.

      “I know,” Darklin said. “I want you to find Coris. Maybe he will tell you why he’s taking down SV. Maybe he’ll tell you who he’s working for. Ask him for me, detective. Ask him who he’s really working for.”

      “He’s just a criminal,” Silver said.

      Darklin pulled a loose rope away from his bed. “Aren’t we all, Detective? Aren’t we all?”

      The hologram flickered away. Arty put up an image of the orbiting mosquito. “It isn’t moving. I think we’ve managed to deceive it. I think we’re invisible to it.”

      Silver watched the hologram of the mosquito, moving closer to the image as Razor passed its closest point to the missile.

      “That is our closest approach,” Arty said. “We’ve done it.”

      “We’ve done nothing yet,” Silver said. “Where is Coris?”

      “Still on route to the stellar pole SV hub.”

      “Can we catch him?”

      “Strap yourself in, Silver,” Arty said. “I’ll give it everything we’ve got.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Razor accelerated on a heading directly toward the system’s sun. The gravitational field of the massive white star pulled Razor toward it and to even greater speed. Silver watched the flight data with growing concern.

      “We are heading directly toward the star,” Silver said.

      “I have us on a course that will take us as close to the south pole as we can safely get.”

      “But Coris is heading to the north pole SV hub. We’re going the wrong way.”

      “If we have any hope of catching up to Coris we need as much speed as we can get. We will slingshot around the south pole and be on course to intercept Coris at the hub.”

      The flight plan appeared on the holostage. Silver looked at the projected flight. “We are hours behind,” Silver said. “Can you increase our speed?”

      “I can take us closer to the star on our slingshot maneuver. You will have to activate environmental shielding on your suit if you are to survive.”

      Silver looked at the hologram of her craft and its flight around the south pole, heading north and up over and above the star, racing away far above the ecliptic to the SV hub where Coris was heading. Coris had been evading her for too long. Nothing could get in her way now. She was hot on his heels. It was going to get hotter.

      “Make the calculations, Arty. Get me to Coris.”
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      The stellar north pole SV hub controlled the servers for the inner system SV. The hub was small for the huge job it did. Silver looked at the image on her holostage. A Lycon cruiser was docked at the docking station on the hub.

      “Coris is here,” Silver said.

      “He won’t detonate his device until he is clear,” Arty said.

      “But if he knows I’m here he might. Open the airlock.”

      Silver floated across the void between Razor and the hub. With the aid of the suit’s grav distortion field, she landed gently against the outer hull. The composite hub was rough and she clung to it easily. Silver took out her blazer and set a fine cutting beam. She sliced through the composite and down to the mechtissue. Once the hard outer composite was removed Silver pressed her hands and arms deep into the mechtissue. She drove her head and shoulders in through the gap in the outer casing. She pressed her way in deeper until she came to the inner composite hull. Silver set to work again with the blazer cutting a small slice for her to slip through.

      The mechtissue closed up behind her but the air bled out slowly through the wound. Soon the Hub would record air pressure loss and a warning would sound. Then Coris would be alerted that someone was here. The MYAC device would incinerate the entire hub, Coris, Razor, Silver and all. She had to hurry.

      Silver held the composite plate she had cut away over the weeping mechtissue. The blazer welded it back in place as easily as it had cut it away.

      Silver looked about her after she finished the patch job. She had cut her way into a maintenance corridor. Coris would no doubt place the device at the power cell near the heart of the hub. She released a swarm of bloodhounds and fed their data direct to her visor. The shape and layout of the hub revealed itself. And then the bloodhounds showed her Coris maneuvering a large object along a wide central corridor.

      Silver activated her suit’s stealth camo and the gravity emitters, letting her float along the corridor, moving silently toward Coris.

      Coris was positioning the device at the base of the power cell when Silver floated up behind him. He was a small man. Dark curly hair and short, thick set arms and legs. He opened a hatch on the MYAC device.

      “You finally caught up with me,” Coris said, not surprised by the intrusion.

      Silver aimed her blazer at Coris. “Jay Coris,” she said, “I am arresting you on charges of terrorism.”

      “Terrorism? I offer you freedom. You are a slave. We are all slaves here. I’m setting us free. Don’t you understand? SV is keeping us all slaves. We came here to be free. This is supposed to be a utopia. We are all supposed to be free to do whatever we want or need to do. But how can we be who we are supposed to be if we are never allowed to behave freely. We are always under the gaze of a pernicious SV. We have no secrets. No lies. We can’t be our true selves. How can we consider ourselves to be anything but slaves under such conditions?”

      “I am not here to discuss your manifesto for violence and destruction, Coris. I am here to stop you from wreaking any more destruction.”

      Coris stood up and turned to face Silver. He held out his stubby arms in surrender.

      Silver knew Coris. He had evaded her for so long with one trick or another. Silver learned a lot about the man and his cunning. Why would he submit now?

      “Then arrest me but I will be no more a prisoner than I already am.”

      Silver advanced carefully and cautiously. She released a small swarm of bloodhounds to sweep the area for traps.

      “Turn around.” Silver gestured with her blazer. Coris obeyed. “Slowly,” Silver said firmly. She took Coris’ right arm and placed it in the small of his back. She watched carefully for any movement. She took his left hand and brought it down. Then with both hands together in the small of his back she cuffed him, the black strip of the cuff flowed off her sleeve and wrapped around Coris’ wrists. The cuff pulled tight. Silver had him now.

      Having cuffed Coris he suddenly seemed so much smaller. Silver looked him up and down. He was an unremarkable man, seemingly incapable of such hugely destructive acts as the ones he was responsible for.

      “Where will you take me now?” Coris asked.

      Silver dragged him by his cuffed wrists away from the MYAC device. She pressed him up against a wall, the cuffs reached out and grabbed the wall, holding Coris in place. She wasn’t interested in answering his questions. He would be taken to a re-education center, probably on one of the outer asteroids.

      Now that Coris was captured, she turned her attention to the MYAC device. The small device looked so innocuous. The smooth casing had no markings and the inside of the device was made of the same mechtissue as Razor. But hidden within that mechtissue was enough explosive power to vaporize the entire SV hub.

      Silver sent a message to Arty through her neural processor. “Contact the Defender. Tell them we have their missing device.”

      Arty replied almost immediately. “Defender’s AI responded. They are sending a destroyer to the area. They’ve asked us not to tamper with the device. We can leave it were it is. They have specialists on route. They will deal with the device.”

      Silver took one last look at the device and then turned to Coris. The man was held fast to the wall by the cuffs. Coris smiled broadly as she stepped forward. She grabbed him around the upper arm and moved him away from the wall. He stumbled forward as Silver pushed him ahead of her.

      “Walk,” she said.

      Coris obliged and walked just ahead of Silver. “Arty,” Silver said. “Bring Razor to one of the airlocks. I’ll be there in a moment. I want to secure my prisoner in Razor’s holding cell as soon as I can.”

      “We are all prisoners,” Coris said. “You’ve been following me and chasing me for a long time. Ask yourself, detective, am I your prisoner, or are you mine?”

      Silver grabbed the cuff at Coris’ wrist and yanked it. “You are my prisoner, Coris. I’m quite sure of it.”

      “Then you think you have won.”

      Silver pushed Coris toward the airlock up ahead. “It’s not a game.”

      “There are rules, and winners and losers. It is a game. And I haven’t stopped playing it yet.”

      Silver shoved Coris toward the airlock. “Get used to playing it alone.”

      The airlock hatch ahead opened and down the short passageway was the familiar interior of Razor. Silver shoved Coris through and then the two were aboard.

      “Close all hatches. Make ready to leave, Arty,” Silver said. She shoved Coris into a small side corridor toward Razor’s holding cell.

      “Will you release the cuffs once I’m in your cell?” Coris asked.

      “Get inside,” Silver encouraged Coris with a little shove. She removed the cuffs, they slipped off Coris’ wrists and slid smoothly back over her sleeve.

      “The game is not over, detective,” Coris smiled. Silver activated the energy wall and walked away. She had her crim. Now all she needed to do was hand him over to a facility where he would be dealt with.

      “Are we ready to leave?” Silver asked Arty.

      “Ready. Well done, detective. You got him.”

      “Set a course for..,” Silver was about to say PHQ when she hesitated.

      “I’ll set course for Pepper for now. Gov central can advise us when we arrive.”

      Silver nodded. It was almost as if Arty had read her mind. They had been a team for a long time but it was still AI. “Good idea, Arty.”

      Silver climbed into her chair and activated a hologram of the SV hub as they powered away back down to the system’s ecliptic plane. The SV hub provided security for all, information for all, it was a power for the good of all. How could anyone feel secure without its watchful eye over them?

      As Razor powered away Silver leaned closer to the hologram. Such a small hub so far from the habitable worlds. How could it have such power, how could it have driven Coris to become so destructive when there were distractions and diversions for everyone? No one was hungry, or lonely, or in danger. Their world was truly good.

      Then the holostage was filled with a hologram of a bright ball of white light. It stayed there, flickering, for a moment before disappearing. Arty, what’s wrong with the holostage?

      “Nothing, detective. It’s the SV hub. It’s been destroyed. Incoming message from the destroyer Intrepid.”

      An angry looking captain appeared on the holostage. “Detective. We asked you not to tamper with the device.”

      Silver clenched her fist. She brought it down firmly against the arm of her chair. “Coris,” she said. “I don’t know how he did it..,” she brought her fist down again.

      “Plasma shock wave approaching,” Arty said. “Brace for impact.”

      Silver sat back as her suit held her firmly to the chair. The plasma shock wave hit Razor and the craft bucked as it was swept along by the blast wave. From the holding cell Silver heard the sounds of Coris laughing and cheering.

      “We did it, detective. You and me. We did it.”

      “Arty, can you synthesize something that’ll make him a little less excited please,” Silver said.

      Coris stopped laughing and cheering.

      “All done. He’s fast asleep now,” Arty said. “He should sleep until we can hand him over. Maybe you should have a rest?”

      “No. I’m busy.” Silver couldn’t rest until she’d worked out how Coris had beaten her. It was a game after all and she didn’t like to lose.
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      Commander Dooley welcomed Silver aboard the Defender. He stood on the landing strip alone. He shook Silver’s hand as she stepped off Razor’s ramp.

      “A proximity device?” she said.

      “Yes. They are usually rigged to detonate a device once something comes within a certain distance. Coris had re-engineered his to detonate once he was a certain distance away.”

      Dooley led Silver away from the landing strip into the maze of the Defender.

      “Clever bastard.” Silver said.

      “Not so clever,” Dooley replied. “He didn’t set it to a great enough distance. Your cruiser survived because she is a tough old ship. The Lycon, a civilian craft, would never have survived at that distance.”

      “Lucky bastard,” Silver suggested.

      “He is that, to be sure.” Dooley stopped at a door. “This is it,” he said.

      Silver opened the door and stepped in. It was a large office space, prepared for a job but not yet active.

      “You’ve got everything you need here, until PHQ is back up and running. So, this is your new home, Detective Silver, or should I call you Chief Cane?”

      Silver stepped inside. The temporary offices were neat and large. “It’s a temporary assignment,” she assured him. “I’ve never really been a desk jockey. I’m too much of a field operative.” Silver took a few tentative steps into her new office. It was daunting. It was exciting. For now at least she was Police Chief Silver Cane.
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* * *

    

  


  
    
      
        THANK YOU

      

      Thank you so much for reading Pursuit, the first book in the Silver Cane series. I am so excited you took the chance to read it and I really hope you liked it. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome because it helps me tell others about my books.

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with,  you will get a free short story from the Niakrim War series. It tells the story of Cyrus Jones, one of the main characters in the series, and how he came to be part cyborg. All the information is on the next page.

      

      I have also included a preview of Discovery which is the first book in the Niakrim War series. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon.

      
        	Get Discovery here: amazon.com/dp/B071NJBNH4

      

      

      
        Thanks again. I hope you like what I’ve written!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story
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        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      
        Sign up today!

        

        And don’t forget to check out the free preview on the next page.
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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.

      [image: ]
* * *

      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:

        amazon.com/dp/B071NJBNH4
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