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ARTIS PRIME

In this episode, a deadly game is afoot between RIGA and unknown enemies. She has stepped into a hornets nest and no amount of running will keep her safe. She must unravel the mystery of who, and why before they succeed in eliminating her. No easy task, when it seems they are everywhere.

When she finally uncovers the truth, RIGA is left with no choice, She must single-handedly defeat an enemy that is poised to strike at more than just the Empirum. If she fails, it will be the start of an interstellar war.

------------

The AI Wars are long past, and a fragile peace has settled over the AI and Human worlds. The differences that once kept them apart, now work to their mutual benefit.

However, not all is well. The Empirum that governs them is wracked with constant attempts to upset the stability, thus forcing the ESSG, the Empirum's Security Guardians, to employ heavy measures to keep the PACT together.

Within this harsh environment, RIGA, a new biological AI, carves out a career for herself distributing her unique brand of justice to pirates and smugglers running the borders. The PACT between the different species means their Navy's hands are tied. RIGA has no such problem and with a modified one-person spaceship is more than able to slip the leash and maintain the status quo.

Her job often requires diplomacy between the two species, but when that fails she resorts to her personal skills and bio-mods that enable her to keep on top in a fight. The humans allow her onto their planets, which is essential for her missions, the AI's think she is a human too, so never see her as a threat (until it's too late). 

But, for RIGA, there is a big question mark over her origins - and something is tracking her - pushing her constantly onto the defensive.
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DISCLAIMER:

This book has been written and edited in the United Kingdom. As a result, some of the words and spellings may not conform to US dictionaries.

RIGA,AI and the PATTERN UNIVERSE are works of fiction, they should be read for entertainment purposes only. 

Some of the technology and much of the science are unlikely to relate to anything in the real world. This is intentional.


1. A Mirage in Space 

Sitting in the small two-seater cockpit, the woman’s eyes gleamed like emeralds as she studied on-board sensors monitoring the approaching disturbance. Her face reflected her pensive mood as the analysis confirmed the anomaly shouldn’t be in Empirum space, yet there it was. Having never come across one before, RIGA wondered how this would affect the ship’s trajectory through hyperspace. Would the ship slip through to the other side without incident, or would it cause it to veer into unknown space.

As the readings updated the latest intel on the particle make-up, it became increasingly clear that the anomaly carried an 80% chance of a magnetic pulse, putting the electronics at risk. Even though the ship was heavily shielded RIGA decided to disengage the ship’s AI. With a mental apology to her pilot, she placed it in stasis for the four hundred and thirty-two seconds required to take the ship through the storm. 

She knew she would have to manually navigate, but with the recently upgraded military-spec antimatter drives the ship should punch through the turbulence without any problems, she thought. 

Switching the forward screen off, RIGA closed the blast shields and temporarily shut-down external sensors. Then strapped herself into the small seat. 

As the messenger ship entered the outer edges of the cloud, the shields were covering the forward cockpit view, So RIGA didn't see the shape of the anomaly morph into a uniform pipe-shaped cloud. Just as the small vessel flew in, the open end of the anomaly closed and the raging electrical storm instantly ceased. Without any apparent visible means, the ship was dragged out of hyperspace - so smoothly, that it took a few seconds for RIGA to realise that the ship was no longer moving. 

Her own sensors, dampened to protect them from the anomaly interference, were confused by the sudden readings of normal space around her - she immediately knew something was wrong, but couldn’t place it. Had she been thrown out of hyperspace?

Reactivating the sensors as the blast shield retracted, RIGA realised the anomaly no longer surrounded her ship. Instead, the external cameras were showing a tractor beam in the process of pulling her towards a large vessel. Its looming hangar deck, big enough to take something more than twice her size, gaped open in the blackness, a dim red aura emanating from its receiving bay indicating her ship’s intended destination. 

Dammation!  Pirates, she thought. Where the frig had they come from – and how did they pull her out of hyperspace?

With only seconds to respond to the threat before her ship was contained within the pirate’s hangar, RIGA swung her seat around to the weapons station which had already activated via mental command.

As part of the highly modified design; the covert operations vessel had been outfitted with light-dynamic connections. Subsequently, it could operate at the speed of RIGA’s brain - which was lightning fast. Her reactions meant that before another second had registered on her ship’s chronometer, the laser weapons had extended outside the hull. They were already powering up and targeting the tractor beam that was in the process of dragging her aboard.

Realising they had misjudged her ship to be a standard courier vessel, and unable to use their own weapons this close to their hull. The beam operator began to move her ship into a position that he thought would render the lasers ineffective. RIGA, now close enough to see the operator manipulating the controls, watched her lasers lose their weapons lock. Now only able to target the hull of the other ship, RIGA knew they were not good enough to cause any damage to a vessel of this size. However, she had more than lasers in her armoury. 

These people had no idea who they were dealing with, RIGA thought to herself as she smiled grimly, preparing to bring other weapons to bear on the tractor beam operator. She intended to break free at all costs.

The comm sparked into life as an incoming voice message blurted across the speaker above her head.

“This is Captain Frank Jessie of the ES Mirage. 

Heave to, ready for boarding.” 

Not a damm chance of that happening, RIGA thought quickly. She knew she needed to respond, if only to gain time.

“We are not unidentified, We are a diplomatic courier vessel and our ID tag is broadcasting as you very well know. Your vessel is committing an act of piracy - desist, or face the consequences,” she replied.

“Oh! Am I speaking to the wondrous RIGA?” the voice asked.

Damm Bounty hunters! Oh Frig! This was the third time this week. Only hunters could identify her as RIGA. Everyone else knew her as Ambassador Rigel.

The speaker activated again. 

“Unidentified vessel, by the power vested in me by the Empirum, I hereby declare you the stolen property of LEXON Corporation and claim you, and your vessel, as prize to be returned dead or alive to your owners. Choose now which it is to be.” 

The Captain was clearly enjoying himself, but she wasn’t finished yet. RIGA needed a few more seconds of distraction so pressed the comms button again.

“I am Ambassador Rigel of Epsilon Gamma. I hold Empirum Royal diplomatic immunity and you will be punished directly by the PACT Navy for breaching articles 443 through to 448 of the Empirum Space PACT, namely; piracy in open space; Kidnapping of a member of the Empirum Royal family; breaching diplomatic immunity protocols and hijacking of a ship transiting hyperspace.” She paused for effect and to gain another second.

“Each of these crimes will result in an immediate death sentence for you and your crew,” she finished up.

“Ha ha... RIGA, I was warned you were a feisty one. Your reputation precedes you, but you are no match for my vessel. Stand by to be boarded shortly,” he hissed. All pretence of friendly bravado was now gone.

RIGA realised, if they were pulled aboard the other ship it would be that much harder to extricate themselves. There was also top secret technology here, which was worth an Empirum’s ransom and mustn’t fall into enemy hands. RIGA knew Gossie would have no choice, but to override all other commands and self destruct, fully aware It would take out RIGA as well. It was just another hazard of their continuing mission.

She watched carefully as the tractor beam continued to swivel her ship around. Her direct mental connection to the weapons console gave her instantaneous feed as she prepared to extricate her ship.

As the lasers swung harmlessly out of range of the hangar bay, so her aft swung inwards. RIGA waited for the optimum moment to drop the false cover on her ship’s rear missile bay, heavily disguised as a thruster vent. Without the need for human compartments and services, there had been major modifications to the internal structure of her ship. Outwardly, it looked normal and incapable of carrying weaponry. Internally, it was packed with a central missile tube, front and rear blasters, lasers, and a full personal armoury for her planet-based operations. It bristled with concealed weaponry.

RIGA activated the mini AI that controlled the missile tube. Then, setting the missile's detonation fuse to zero, she transmitted the fire command which launched the single pre-armed warhead. Despite the grip of the tractor beam the small ship felt the inertial pressure as the missile launched.

With no need for the targeting computer to lock onto anything, the red tipped torpedo flew through the hangar bay’s outer doors, until it reached the far bulkhead, where it detonated violently. 

The venting from the ship’s hangar into space told RIGA that her missile had done its job, breaking through an inner airlock and opening the populated ship to the icy cold vacuum of space.

Her comms squelched. “You bitch, I’m going to make sure you suffer before handing you over,” the Captain’s voice roared at her through the speaker. RIGA could hear alarms in the background of the Mirage’s bridge. She contemplated switching off the audio speaker, but thought better there, than in her head directly.

She ignored the Captain’s ranting and concentrated on her task.

Still gripped by the tractor beam, undamaged and mounted on the hangar deck, RIGA’s ship continued to be held while emergency crews on the pirate vessel fought the sudden loss of air pressure. 

As airtight doors deep inside the large ship closed, the debris flow slowed as spacesuited workers attempted to restore order to the hangar bay. RIGA watched, concerned at her failure to disable the beam holding her vessel and decided, if captured, she would just have to deal with them personally.

Then everything changed. 

The beam operator, deciding that RIGA’s ship was still  a messenger shuttle, and therefore grossly under estimating its remaining weaponry, quickly reversed RIGA's ship around until her bow was approaching the hangar bay. Working on the premise that it was safe from harm by keeping the small ship's lasers below the deckline, he pulled his target toward the hangar, now  a few metres away.

When two plasma blasters erupted out of concealed recesses in RIGA's ship’s upper hull, the tractor beam operator realised his error. He frantically tried to swing the beam back, causing her ship to rock from the momentum, but - it was too late to change the outcome. The bolts arced across the short distance at 100%  power. Still held by the wildly swinging tractor beam’s momentum, the comets of plasma forged two incandescent paths across the width of the bay, taking out everything, including the beam operator and the waiting security team. 

Debris flew past her in to open space. A suited figure bounced off the hull as it was ejected by the blast force. One pirate that won’t be going home, she thought with no regrets. These people were ruthless and space was an easy place to dump evidence of any kind of crime.

As the tractor beam finally failed, it released its hold on RIGA's ship, enabling her to use thrusters to manoeuvre out of the way of the hangar entrance, pushing her towards the bigger ship’s defences, which even now were auto-scanning and trying to lock on. RIGA had no choice, but to keep her shuttle close, almost scraping against the hull of the enemy. The larger vessel, unable to do anything, gave her a few precious seconds respite to consider her next move.

After seven minutes twenty seconds of elapsed time, the ship AI came back on-line. The EGOSS3 (Empirum Guardian Operational Support Ship Mk3) assimilated the data in its battle logs and considered the options,  then linked with RIGA electronically over their private tight-band frequency.

‘Welcome back Gossie,’ RIGA acknowledged her companion’s return.

‘Hmm! I should have stayed awake, but you did all right, I see you have given these pirates something to think on,’ Gossie replied.

‘As it stands, we are unable to escape as we have little or no defence, against their weapons. The Captain will send out shuttles shortly to draw us out of hiding. I estimate we have approximately four minutes before they find us and attempt to board,’ RIGA advised, having calculated it would take the enemy that long to manoeuvre their shuttles out of the damaged hangar bay.

‘We will have to see what damage we can do before that happens,’ Gossie said confidently.

RIGA nodded absently, as they mentally communicated their options at speeds faster than human thought would permit, they agreed a plan that might  get them away from the bounty hunter relatively unscathed.

Only a few seconds had passed while they worked out the finer details of their plan to escape. During which they activated the ship’s covert mode and cloaked. Its proximity to the larger ship meant it wouldn’t work effectively, but they also knew it would cause an electronic rippling effect, partly scrambling their enemy’s sensors and interfering with their target locking capability. It wasn’t foolproof, and it might not work for long. However, they only needed a few seconds at the right moment to get away.

First though, they had to create a blind corridor. It would not be 100% effective, but as they had no other means of escape, this was their only option. RIGA had noted the bounty ship’s design was of an Empirum built Apollo class IV cruiser. On checking Gossie’s database, she found blueprints. All of the external fittings she had noted appeared to be factory standard, except for that anomaly device that had dragged her ship out of hyperspace, she thought.

Carefully, using their manoeuvring thrusters and keeping close to the hull, they proceeded under the Mirage’s belly to their first target. The small ship’s powerful plasma blasters, still armed and ready, blew out all four of the Mirage’s sensors that faced aft, sending molten shrapnel in all directions. This gave them a narrow gulley of blind space under the vessel allowing them to travel undetected for a distance of forty metres aft. 

Here, two additional sensors monitored the areas between the Mirage’s large drive exhaust cones. RIGA blew out both of these enabling their craft to change direction undetected. They could now proceed under the port or the starboard engine cowling without being observed. Although the bridge of the Mirage would know where they were by virtue of the damaged sensors, they still couldn’t see, or target them.

Before choosing either, they had to swing upward to take out two additional rear targeting sensors which took several more crucial seconds. Had either of them been human, it would have been a tense adrenalin-busting ride as they carefully negotiated their way across the other ship’s hull, playing hide and seek with the enemy’s hunting weapons and its shuttle craft. As they prepared to negotiate the last curve of the hull it became increasingly dangerous.

‘Enemy shuttles closing on our location; four of them, as you predicted,’ Gossie announced. The AI displayed the plot lines on the vidscreen, ‘The shuttles would be in range in forty seconds,’ she confirmed.

 ‘We need to be gone by then,’ RIGA observed calmly.

She swung the nose of their ship around to proceed along the top of the port engine. Keeping as close to the hull as she dared, giving the Mirage’s active sensors nothing to work with, while heading to the port side of the hull. Then, seeing the last target come into range, fired the laser. The final clutch of sensors, melted, flowing back into the hull under the powerful and unrelenting beam.

‘Clear to proceed to exit point,’ RIGA now confirmed to Gossie, who was busy plotting their escape trajectory.

A missile lock warning sounded, forcing RIGA to divert her attention to the shuttle coming up behind them. A very dangerous strategy, RIGA thought, this close to their own ship. An explosion of that size would blow out the port quadrant of the Mirage, possibly the engine too. Worse still,  if it set off the antimatter drives there would be nothing left of either ship. They would be better off using blasters, or lasers.

“HALT! Or we fire,” came a new voice, young, not confident enough to sound convincing, RIGA thought. The comms unit squelched with feedback as she pressed the transmit button. No such interference would occur with her mental ‘voice’, but she had to maintain human appearances when dealing with everyone outside the ship. Should her cover be blown she would be useless to the ESSG as a human/AI diplomat.

“No, you won’t. Not unless you want to blow up your own ship. We have antimatter drives,” RIGA responded.

RIGA mentally spoke to Gossie. ‘GO’  watching as the AI deftly manipulated the ship’s thrusters to align them for their escape.

The hull shuddered as a blaster beam hit them; nowhere important, RIGA noted from the damage report. The hull integrity held; the shimmering cloak doing its job of hampering the enemy’s targeting. They could only aim manually and shooting was not easy from a shuttle not designed for a space battle.

“Trajectory achieved, going for burn – NOW!” Gossie chimed out loud releasing the immense power of the ship’s two antimatter engines.

The tiny messenger ship arced upwards using the hull of the larger ship as a launch pad. Both engines at full power thrusting the ship off the Mirage at an angle, taking advantage of the corridor of blindness from the deadened sensors. Within seconds the ship was hurtling away from the enemy ship, preparing to enter hyperspace as soon as clear.

“Incoming,” Gossie announced. 

“The stupid boy!” RIGA exclaimed. He clearly did not know how big a detonation there would be if he succeeded in hitting them with a missile. 

RIGA’s hands spun over the weapons control grid sending a dozen doppler heat bombs spraying from the hull. The heat dissipation from the dopplers would mimic RIGA’s ship’s drive signature to confuse the targeting sensors on enemy missiles. It was a new design under field test. RIGA always got the latest innovative weapons from ESSG’s Military labs. They knew she would get the opportunity to test them to the limit. Whilst the normal fleet vessels were instructed to avoid all confrontation.

The distant blast of the missile registered on their rear sensor output indicating a successful interception,  as Gossie shunted the antimatter drive, transferring them into hyperspace. Nothing followed them into the funnel, and as the hole collapsed behind them, it effectively sealed off any pursuit. RIGA relaxed her taut frame, and sunk into the chair.

“Dammation! That’s the third incident in two days. These bounty hunters have got to be tracking us somehow,” RIGA vented. When she was vexed she used human emotions to express herself. A habit important when working alongside humans, but strangely awry in her AI controlled ship in the middle of empty space.

“You should do an external hull sweep when we dock, we might have a hidden locator magnetically attached,” Gossie offered, by way of calming her AI friend’s agitated state. It was true, they had been chased relentlessly these last few weeks since returning from visiting the new Terran space station. The upgrades to the drives had required time in the dock at ESIQ5. All Empirum Secret Intelligence research stations were very hush-hush, known to only a few. It was however, the only likely explanation that Gossie could consider.

“That would mean someone in the secure naval yards was in the pay of the bounty hunters. Which, incidentally, would also explain why they were able to anticipate our route and ETA to Artis Prime. How on Epsilon they managed to pull us out of hyperspace like that, I have no idea.” RIGA mused.

“We will pass the logs back to Bollida; he can track down the equipment needed for that, it’s certainly not military issue.”

“I will process the archived logs from the last docking and see if anything shows up.” Gossie said.

“Fine. Damage report please Gossie?”  RIGA asked changing the subject.

“We have damage to aft thruster on port side. Damage from the shuttle blaster is superficial, but I suspect we have a black scorch mark along our hull. The tractor beam squashed two of our external sensors. I cannot system test the rear inspection hatch doors, I suspect they are also suffering compression damage from the tractor beam.” Gossie reeled off the list of minor damage. 

None of it quantified as an immediate excuse for docking at one of the black ops maintenance yards. Shame, seeing as they always got upgraded when docked at any of their facilities. It was where most new equipment was tested and released to selected fleet ships. RIGA’s was considered a primary recipient of anything that filtered through the military’s test procedures.

As they dropped out of hyperspace to change course, the ship slid through the exit cloud it had itself created seconds before and entered normal space. The cloaking module was enabled automatically while external defences showed as ‘Active’ on the weapons display. Their escape from the Mirage meant they had taken the nearest hyperspace route of convenience. Now, it was necessary to re-route their ship to Artis Prime using a different pathway to avoid a recurrence of the anomaly.

Three days later they arrived at Artis Prime, and while Gossie moved into dock for repairs she sent off a full debriefing to Bollida, her boss at ESSG. She knew the ES Mirage would be put on a hunted list for the Empirum Navy, and ‘Captain Jessie’ would eventually be caught, tried and executed. The Empirum had zero tolerance for pirates and smugglers. They were often caught due to carelessness after a long, drawn out campaign of terror, torture and killing of innocents. As a result they were considered scum by all. RIGA kept note of all her enemies - it kept her one step ahead of them - most of the time. She thought nothing more of the matter. Pirates and bounty hunters were her daily meal ticket. 

RIGA was immune from any prosecution on any planet of the Empirum. Her diplomatic credentials were deliberately unassailable. This was just as well, as between her assignments for ESSG and LEXON, RIGA was pretty busy  staying alive. There was no way she had time to sweep up behind her, so there were often enquiries and reports flying around, which she managed to ignore, leaving Bollida to clean up. She used her immunity to the fullest when operating anywhere in Empirum space.

***

Deep below the surface the entity that called itself ‘The Curator’ watched the arrival of the small pencil shaped vessel, noting with interest the dark blaster smear along its side. It activated a link to the asteroid’s comms satellite relay, spoofing the security ID to access the satellite's log and identified the occupant and designation. An agent’s report to the head of ESSG was queued for sending. It downloaded a ghost copy, and scanned the contents. 

Chuckling as it replayed the log of the encounter, it noted with concern the anomaly pipe and tactics used by the ES Mirage. This was a new development, a hyperspace snare was an uncommon tool for pirates and bounty hunters. In fact, there was nowhere in the Empirum that this equipment was manufactured, which meant the ES Mirage was not what it was pretending to be. 

The Curator opened an untraceable link to the Warden, the AI in control of Helis. Covertly accessing the ship records system held by the main registry, it in turn connected to Epsilon Gamma, kept current with every ship movement carrying snippet updates of shipping records, replicating registration data across Empirum space.

Until six months ago, the ES Mirage was listed as a deep space exploration vessel, owned and run by the Kangar consortium on Zeta Nine. It was recorded as lost with all hands and a formal ACR, Asset Compensation Report was filed. The idea of possible Kangar involvement worried The Curator, as it pulled up the report.

The ES Mirage reported missing on 2145.6.02 after being out of communication for the preceding ninety one days. SAR drones sent to the [redacted] system under exploration indicate that the possibility of the vessel’s survival intact to be unlikely. The ship retained a crew of forty two humans and one AI. Captained by Frank Jessie, an experienced ex-Fleet Officer who had a proven track record for discovering highly productive mining planets. The ship’s last transmission indicated it had located a potential new source of Prudonium as well as the usual staple ores required for space alloy production. No follow up mission is being considered. All financial compensation is fully paid up at time of ACR lodgement. 

Losses accrued: 66,394,564.- Empirum Credits[EC].

Files appended: Crew list, Asset references, Maintenance Roster, Service Records. System Star Charts: Withheld.

Interesting that it should reappear as a pirate vessel posing as a bounty hunter, especially using the hypersnare. Pulling up the recording of the anomaly prior to the entrapment, the Curator pored over the data trying to find something to identify its origin. If what it suspected was true,  there was a new game afoot. One that could complicate its own plans. Was the Captain after the agent, RIGA, or the new technology on the ship, or both?

It decided that Agent RIGA was right to suspect a mole in the secure defence yards. It knew all too well that there were a number of large leaks in the Empirum military research sector. The Curator decided to place additional resources on the network to monitor any unusual activity. It had the strongest feeling that this represented the opening gambit of a new player.

A new light flickered on in the darkened control room distracting it. Good! The Mantis was still making progress on repairing the faulty connections. The Curator eagerly transferred its attention to the slowly increasing power source. It looked forward to the day when it could break free of its dark and unrelenting prison.





2. Another Close Encounter

The body lay on the bed. The even-paced rise and fall of the young slim athletic chest the only indication of life. The nasal muscles dilated minutely as the lungs gently inhaled. The skin was perfect, with a pale lustre, covered in fine hair that acted as an early warning system to air and temperature change or proximity of danger. The body, perfectly formed and honed to perfection by a combination of synthetic muscle and tendon, looked robust and ready to run a marathon uphill in a full-sized spacesuit with backpack. It could - easily.

There was no eye movement signifying REM or other lighter levels of sleep. Other than the breathing, it was completely still, no twitches, sound or signs of life at all, not even a heartbeat. Yet, it was alive. 

Capillary action fed oxygen directly to the artificial DNA impregnated skin, keeping it healthy through a fine network of nutrient-based liquids that maintained the bio-synthetic flesh. Special lubricants ensured the different joints and cartilage would manage the superhuman loads they would have to bear, often, and for long periods. 

Deep in the recesses of the body, the biological battery required to sustain life, pulsed briefly as it achieved full charge. A tiny flash of light, leapt across the artificial ganglion, and travelled the internal conduit of minute optic fibre nerves running the length of the artificial spinal cord, into the brain stem. The spark arrived in less than a millisecond, alerting the biological sentinel that its power cell was full, and the body was ready to return to active status. 

A virtual screen flashed up in the front of the unit’s electronic optic receptors, commands scrolled up as pre-determined action was initiated.

.

> Unit: Prototype-AM: Regenerating Independent Genetic Android/Artificial Intelligence unit AMYA/4B.

> System reset complete 07:00HRS APT.

> Maintenance Mode: COMPLETE.

> Neural Network: OPTIMAL.

> Surveillance systems: OPTIMAL.

> Threat Level: NO THREAT DETECTED.

> Defence Perimeter: SET; NON-HOSTILE.

> Location: ARTIS PRIME: HELIS CITY.

> Coordinates: 124:12 243:44 4156:235R.

> Galactic Star Date: 2145,12,14.

> Task Schedule: UPLOADED.

> Unit Readiness: RIGA,AI; OPERATIONAL.

.

RIGA awoke and slipped off the divan where she had lain motionless for the last ten hours. It wasn’t often she required recharging, but the trip from Epsilon Gamma had been another gauntlet run. LEXON Corporation wouldn’t give up trying to secure her, and the reward for her capture kept going up. Bounty hunters would take the risk knowing it was a probable suicide mission; always believing their luck would prevail, or desperate to pay off their debts and retire. Twenty-one of the hunters LEXON had sent so far, had lost the gamble and paid with their lives.

Light entered the room from the large window set into the wall. Looking out, RIGA got a glimpse of Helis, an artificial city on a planetoid filled with AI’s. It should be her home, but the laws here forbade her membership, not that she had applied. They didn’t know who, or what she was, such was her agreement with the ESSG.

RIGA had unknown origins, and the local citizens (they referred to themselves as Alders) feared infiltration by TransGens; humans that had transferred into artificial bodies. It was an old and outdated concern. The extermination wars they had brought about, were now a long way back in the Galactic Empirum’s history.

The sunrise here was always spectacular. There were no naturally growing plants, trees or flowers on this barren satellite. Recently, a variety of plant-life had sprung up in the human habitat zones, primarily to accommodate human needs for recreational areas. These were contained in domes that linked to the human inhabited accommodation pods. The elegantly tall buildings made possible by low gravity, provided a commanding view of the city. The constant dance of the shiny specks of anti-grav vehicles, which swooped and dived amongst them, was a spectacle tourists paid to come and see. The backdrop of stars and the nearness of open space created a hypnotic effect that they appeared to enjoy.

Helis was centre to an ultra modern technocratic government, and the city was always undergoing change as more efficient means of construction brought new designs into their buildings. The continuing desire to create grand architecture, as a show-piece to other worlds who purchased their advanced technology, meant Artis Prime had found its place in the near universe. Helis was its only city, which was sprawled over a surface area the size of a small moon. Other than the domed areas the moonlet was open to near vacuum of space, as the gravity struggled to hold onto the leaking gas from ice conversion, and the high industrial pollution from the Alder industries.

Rumour was, that Artis Prime had developed around a hollow asteroid that had been built on, growing and expanding by adding levels, until it spawned its latest iteration. There seemed no basis for such a belief, but there certainly were many levels to the satellite’s construction, with no evidence of entrances deeper than the currently uninhabited level five.

Mostly full of redundant materials and machinery that wasn’t worth removing, level five was a dumping ground for the manufacturing and industrial wastes of levels three and four. Robots were contained in level two as well as much of the servicing and repair work for the planet’s AI’s. No Alder would live anywhere but the surface and ascendant levels.

RIGA’s mental reminder nagged. It was time to prepare for her appointment. Naked, she walked across the plush carpet pile to the privacy cubicle, and turned on the sonic shower to remove the dirt and grime from her body. It was more ritual than requirement, as she was able to generate her own sonic cleanser. However, for some obscure reason, RIGA found the act of using the dedicated showers more enjoyable. 

As she shut off the sonics and stepped out, the cubicle evacuated the minuscule detritus she had picked up on her recent travels. Analysis would show a predominance of DNA. Humans shed their skin everywhere, so to ensure her cover remained intact, RIGA had to emulate that process in these sonic showers, where the residue would be examined, and the information filed.

This society was more paranoid than most. They recorded virtually everything that happened on Artis Prime. Those humans that visited would be disturbed to know  how much information was held about them by the time they left the asteroid. As the Alders were banned from visiting the humans’ planets, they obsessed over information about them, maintaining vast databases that perversely, were rarely interrogated.

RIGA, still naked and shaking off the tingling of her artificial skin which responded to the change in air temperature, walked across the room to her personal capsule left by the divan. It was keyed to her biometrics, as well as ESSG designed tamper proof protocols. As she depressed the button that released the hidden catch, the cylinder creased along its length, opening itself outward so that it now displayed a set of open sections.

Selecting the clothes she had packed for the appointment, along with a few other items, the sections slid silently closed. Pressing a decorative bezel on the edge of the cylinder, a hidden compartment opened up to reveal a small black bag tightly packed within.

Picking up the bag by its drawstring, RIGA opened it and tipped some of the contents into her hand. The small circular iridescent flakes refracted in the early morning light, dazzling her optics. Her eye shades automatically engaged as she continued to examine them.

They were priceless, each representing the latest technology in memory augmentation. They were designed and built by humans on a Terran planet outside of Empirum space. RIGA’s job was to sell these to the Technocratic Council leaders in exchange for sponsorship to the Galactic Empirum. The chips in her hand were worth a fortune. The Terrans wanted the ability to sell their technology directly; these were  a bribe to establish their value to the Empirum members.

Replacing the chips in the pouch, she issued an internal command, prompting a lump to pushed out from her abdomen. As if materialising through her skin, it resolved into a flesh-coloured egg-shape. As RIGA caught it in her hand, it opened across invisible seams, exposing its empty interior. The black pouch fitted snugly inside, whereby it closed again. She offered it up to her abdomen, pressing it against her flesh. The container was quickly reabsorbed, and within a few seconds, all trace of its existence vanished. 

Hidden behind her ribs, it was protected by the indestructible, but lightweight teutranium cage that held her vitals. This unique bodily function was instrumental in her acting as a secure courier to governments, royal families and diplomats. She had a second egg, filled with all manner of objects useful in a tight spot. There were other surprises secreted around her body.

RIGA dressed, removing additional items from her cylinder, closed it, then holding her hand pressed against the plate on the outside, sealed the container. Perfectly manufactured joints disappeared to merge as one with the metal casing. Upon further commands via an interface in the heel of her hand, it glided on internal anti-grav motors across the room to an alcove which, on receiving it, closed. When it re-opened ten seconds later, the cylinder had vanished, returning to her ship via the underground network. 

Entering the small two person lift from within her apartment complex, RIGA inserted the room chip that had been handed to her by the RORI (Restricted Operational Robotic Intelligence) on arrival at the hotel. The elevator door closed and the journey to reception began. 

Designed to travel along the internal corridors to each room, the elevator vehicles would only move where the hotel AI sent them, carrying out a complex three-dimensional dance routine a million times a day. The AI was capable of sending guests to their rooms, dining areas and entertainment suites on demand, as well as keeping them clear of the VIP areas. Those like RIGA, who had privileged credentials, were never required to come up against the normal commercial guests. The hotel AI saw to that - discreetly.

Despite sophisticated inertial dampers, RIGA's finely tuned balance sensed the slight movement as the elevator vied with others on the magnetic rails to reach a descent tunnel. She had priority, so there wasn't much of a delay.

Before the elevator began the final run to reception, RIGA took out a thin flexible overlay from her pocket. It was the same size as the inserted room chip, loaded with additional software code. It slipped into the slot on top of the existing chip, effectively over-riding all other protocols. 

As the coded overlay was read by the elevator chip reader, the lights flashed to signify acceptance of the new commands. The servos whined and hummed quietly as the transport capsule tried to halt the current action, then changed speed and direction. Frequently switching from horizontal to vertical motion, the elevator now travelled to her newly coded destination, unrecorded by the city AI. 

The hotel AI would no longer concern itself over the misappropriation of the vehicle, which now showed up as a service elevator from the maintenance company. The hotel AI ignored it as it left via the basement turnstile. The lift would automatically return when RIGA no longer needed it and re-attach itself to the AI's elevator register, with no record of its recent journey.

For the moment the hotel elevator was her personal security transport whilst in the city. It would use the city’s sophisticated transit system to take her directly to the door of her secret meeting. Any security tails, drones or assassins waiting for her to exit from the safety of the hotel would no longer be able to detect her presence. She would not be leaving through the front, or rear of the hotel. There would be no opportunity to ‘TeeTag’ her with a temporary electronic echo that would show up on specially designed hand-held monitors. As an AI, RIGA had no concerns about such things, but as she was impersonating a human female, it would have been difficult to avoid a device that a human was unable to detect.

RIGA scanned herself in the reflection of the full length elevator mirror. Her diminutive frame and long black hair contrasted keenly with her pale flawless skin. Her enhanced green eyes sparkled. Her soft red lips completed the appearance of having  applied make-up, but these were her natural colours.

The business suit she wore was not her usual style, she preferred her black Armillo leathers which fitted her like a glove, but this assignment called for a corporate executive and she needed to blend in. The black trousers were plain, but the white jacket looked good on her; gold thread in the weave of the cloth shimmered.

RIGA needed to disguise herself, so began internal re-programming of her appearance. It was part of her continued success where frequent missions could mean easy identification and possible interception. She continued to examine her features while they changed. Her skin tone darkened until it represented the Rentil-4 look. Their sun was stronger than Epsilon-Gamma's and their people were almost permanently a light brown. RIGA's lips changed to a brighter more vibrant shade, her sparkling green eyes morphed into a soft azure blue. Her facial skin tones replicated a look she had acquired from a recent fashion magazine cover on Rentil. The pale white shades complimenting red and gold flecks around her eyes, which helped to accentuate altered cheekbones, furthering her disguise.

As she finalised her Rentil-look, RIGA's hair changed colour as if dye was dropping out of the ends, until bleached to a pure white with a wide band of blue to match her eyes at the tips. The line of blue sat flawlessly at her neck as her hair settled at a now shortened length, just above her shoulders.

Her fingernails, always kept long for in-close fighting, were now coloured to match her eyes. The long slender fingers of her left hand bound together with her fring, a long thin Pirdinium braid wrapped in a set form around all the fingers of her hand, inset with exotic gems. It could be removed easily and maintained its shape no matter what. Only women of high breeding could wear such an item. They were prohibitively expensive to fashion and highly sought after. 

This one was also a concealed weapon. One of the inset jewels was a crystal power supply, while another activated an electronic pulse which, when switched on, forced the wire to lose it’s pre-formed shaped, converting the long wire into a plasma whip. The weapon, if handled correctly, was capable of cutting through personal armour. They had been banned for over a century, but secretly the technology had continued to advance beyond official detection. This one was a personal gift from the Emperor himself, in gratitude for services rendered. When switched off, it would remember its pre-formed shape, becoming her fring again.

As a finishing touch, a curled iridescent bar-code raised up from within her synthetic flesh to decorate her wrists, validating her membership of the Rentil royal family. A gold and silver choke band, a gift from her new client, Osachi, adorned her neck and finished her transformation. She was ready.

Whilst preparing her new identity RIGA had noticed that things were not quite as expected on the elevator network. She began to pay more attention to what was going on beyond her dress-code. Her external monitoring sensors detected the direct approach of an elevator that was not following a computed route. The capsule’s direction and motion disturbed her. She double-checked the AI’s routing requests and confirmed the other elevator was not on it. Had someone else learned to use the elevators in the same way as she had? It was aiming straight at her and for no reason RIGA suddenly thought of the tracking of her and her ship the last few weeks.

RIGA’s tracking sensors calculated that at its current direction and speed, the two elevators would intersect in forty-two seconds. Not good. It meant her ghost protocols for the elevator weren’t working. The interception could be official, but more likely she thought, it was a new attack by her enemies. They must have been alerted by something in her coding, which meant someone, or something, was monitoring the Warden AI looking for potential hacks. In either case she could not afford to be caught, the repercussions would not be good news for her mission.

Recognising the need to act, RIGA’s left hand connected with the elevator chip. Fine tendrils of wire erupted from the contacts in her hand, inserting themselves into the chip’s slot. There was no manual control in the elevator system. AI’s didn’t need it, and humans could never compute the three dimensional routing. The system had run accident free for decades, and was now five times the size of the original grid.

RIGA was therefore very concerned at any potential intercept. The only way for her to escape was to over-ride the system again. So having plotted the actions of the approaching elevator, RIGA programmed an evasion routine that would keep her offset by at least one set of rails from the other car. She then pre-set the elevator ID to spoof another elevator as soon as an opportune moment came about. Her tendrils remained connected to the control box ready to provide updated instructions.

She was using a program set up on her last visit to Artis Prime, having discovered the elevators could be redirected. Others must have discovered her hack and then lay in wait for her, or was this the official Helis Warden’s response? As the elevator bucked at the rapid changes in direction, RIGA’s sensors registered an approaching opportunity; a group of elevators were converging ahead of her at a main junction.

At the intersection with the three other elevators, they momentarily mirrored her movements from their own direction. As they all came together, the ID on her car electronically switched with them in a fast rotation, so that not only were the elevators dancing, but their identities changed too. They all ended up with the same code. RIGA’s car took the route of one of the others, all leaving the party at the same time on their reprogrammed routes. The passengers would be most surprised when they turned up at the wrong destination. The Warden might step in before then, if it discovered the problem in time.

RIGA continued to watch carefully while the hostile elevator tried to identify her car. Then, as she arrived at the next junction, she switched Id's again as well as route, leaving the other car heading in another direction. After four more changes, all sign of pursuit had vanished. 

Finally, RIGA re-routed the car to its original destination, which by design, was now only a short distance away. She watched carefully for any form of reception committee. It was all clear for the moment, but she always expected another attack. The bounty hunters never gave up easily and they nearly always had back-up plans. 

It was time she made one or two of her own.

‘Gossie,’ she called on her secure comms network.

‘RIGA?’

‘Launch the ship and zero in on my location. Apply stealth and remain within immediate intercept range. Prepare for a hot exit - I have hostiles tracking,’ she advised.

‘Course laid in, stealth initialized, intercept protocol acknowledged. In range in... three minutes and twenty-two seconds,” Gossie confirmed.

‘Acknowledged.’

The ship knew what to expect, this wasn’t the first time RIGA had need of a fast exit. The Zeta Nine encounter had been a good example. RIGA wondered if this was connected, and berated herself. No, she was certain - they were all linked. LEXON Corporation  would not give up.

Now she had her escape route planned all she needed to do was reach a point where she could be extracted. Meanwhile, she was approaching her destination, so prepared herself for a possible attack on arrival.

As the elevator slowed towards its programmed exit, RIGA could follow her progress on the tracking overlay grid inside her head. There were two cars now converging on her location at high speed. It was going to be close; she hoped the defences inside the Council offices were up to date. She wasn’t allowed to enter armed, so wasn’t carrying her usual range of weaponry,  a few secret items hidden on her person. Not much use in a ‘full on’ assassination attempt.

The EXIT light turned green. The door opened and RIGA walked out into the large reception area, devoid of anyone except the robotic attendant at her desk, positioned fifty feet from the entrance. The attendant looked more alert than the usual RORI, RIGA thought. Mentally she accessed her elevator control and locked it in the open door position, intending to reduce by a factor of one the possibility of hostile entry behind her. That would leave only two lift doors available. 

Walking swiftly towards the desk, RIGA announced herself. “Ambassador Rigel to see the Council – they are expecting me.” She continued monitoring the incoming lifts behind her.

“Yes, Ambassador. I am instructed to take you through immediately you arrive,” the attendant confirmed beginning to move from the desk to intercept her. As she spoke, warning lights on her desk began to flash, diverting her attention momentarily and sending her back to her control panel. 

RIGA, already anticipating the reason for the distraction, heard the doors open behind her. As she ran the remaining short distance and leaped the desk to gain cover, the receptionist continued to deal with the lights and flashing warnings as if it were an every day occurrence.


3. The Artis Council

RIGA turned to face them as they poured out of the elevators. Flechette rounds flew at her as the  six human hostiles fanned out. They weren't giving the appearance of trying to take her captive. So, probably not LEXON then. RIGA couldn’t see if they were a military unit, or  pirates. Either way they intended to kill her. Dammation – what was going on around here lately.

Several rounds flew past her face, always  off-target as RIGA's super-fast reflexes not only saw the rounds coming, but allowed her to make the slightest of moves to ensure they 'just' missed. She also tried not to give the cameras, saturating the reception area, the opportunity to see her as anything other than Ambassador Rigel.

The attendant turned to RIGA and said, as cool as if it was offering iced tea, “it seems that you were followed. I have apprised the Council that you will be delayed momentarily.” With that the RORI attendant pressed a button on the fascia and stood in front of RIGA, as a blockade, deflecting the  flechettes which  bounced harmlessly off its metal body.

Mounted weapons had appeared out of the walls and ceiling, ranging and preparing to fire on the attackers. Unexpectedly, the guns did nothing except follow the intruders, leaving RIGA, who had anticipated an immediate outpouring of laser fire, preparing to expose her own high-speed reactions to remove the threats. 

Meanwhile, the attendant continued to flash its fingers over buttons in an attempt to override the stubborn ‘STAY EXECUTE’ command that seemed intent on ignoring all efforts to counter it on the vidscreen. The gleaming chromed barrels poking out of the walls became agitated, as if unable to decide whether or not to shoot on the targets. 

Although only a few seconds had passed, with only the RORI defending her, RIGA prepared her own plan knowing it would blow her cover. It would, however, allow her to escape this trap that had been obviously set in advance; how else could the defences have been disabled?

Unarmed for her meeting with the Council, as per regulation, she could only hope to outrun the flechette fire and gain cover. With no protection to be had, the assailants ignored the guns aimed at them as if aware they were safe from retaliation, and proceeded towards the reception desk and RIGA. Pulling off her fring, she prepared to press the jewelled stud that would release the whip and activate the plasma field.

The first of them had almost reached the desk and would soon have a clear shot. RIGA prepared to leap over his head and take her chances with the others, while turning back to remove his head with the plasma whip and gain his weapon. Her abilities would be no match for them, but her actions would result in serious problems with the Council and Artis Prime law. Her options were currently, very limited.

A deep male voice cut into her neural comms unit, the tone was authoritative. 

“Do not engage – remain where you are,” it warned. The click of the closing connection told RIGA any attempt at conversation would be futile. The warning had stopped her -  long enough to make a difference.

As if the commands had finally worked their way through a data bottleneck, the laser cannons, which had so far  followed the assassins as they moved through the room, opened fire. Pulsating brightly coloured beams instantly cut a swathe through the armed assailants. Confused and showing visible alarm, the assassins briefly attempted to take out the defences, but with flechettes against lasers they were completely out gunned.

One by one they fell in smouldering heaps as the laser defences poured fire into their bodies, even after they were disabled. Had RIGA been on the other side of the desk, the crossbeams of fire would have caught her whichever way she ran, or jumped - the timely warning had saved her. She wondered who it was, and how they had known. Then remembering the sudden change in the laser behaviour and she realised they, whoever they were, had over-ridden the sabotaged defences. She owed them.

The RORI who had not attempted to avoid any fire throughout the conflagration, continued working at the screens as if nothing untoward had occurred. The Council’s mounted weapons, as one, now retreated behind their hidden panels leaving the room looking harmless again. Only the dead bodies provided evidence to the contrary.

RIGA turned and questioned the AI. “Why did the weapons refused to fire until the assassins almost reached us?”

The AI looked agitated as if reconciling conflicting instructions. “There was an external lock on firing that had been coded in when you arrived. The assassins were expected to succeed. The lock was neutralised by...  an unknown external source.”

RIGA looked across at the remains of the bodies on the floor, each headless with smoke rising from multiple holes in their chests. That they were non-humans was now evident, pieces of android skin and frame were scattered around her feet. They had been disguised as humans though, and RIGA wondered about the subterfuge. No AI on Artis Prime would concern themselves over an android hit team any more than a human. Why would her enemies use androids looking like humans, unless they expected to be successful and get away, leaving humans to take the blame. 

Who had warned her and reactivated the lasers.

RIGA walked from behind the desk, reaching the first attacker,  as a robot clean-up crew arrived to remove them, the rolling treads squeaking on the smooth floor of the reception area.

She held back  the robot, making it wait while she examined the remains. The robot responded by frantically trying to carry out its orders; the maintenance AI would be wondering what was happening. It was highly unusual for a robot to be interfered with, so RIGA could expect another RORI to appear shortly to investigate. No matter, she needed information.

These were evidently not bounty hunters, nor were they AI citizens of the Empirum, she was certain of that. The look of them was foreign, not a design she was familiar with. A large chunk of head was still smoking by her feet. She picked it up, her optical scanners rendered a 3D image for later investigation. The sensors in her fingers relayed the composition of metals. She selected another piece that might contain more information, and prised it away from the head. Using sleight of hand, she popped it in her mouth and swallowed it whole, safely storing it for later analysis by ESSG.

The weapons they carried were unusual, in that they were non-terran designed, short-range snub-nosed flechette guns, designed to kill and maim humans.  They obviously did not know she was an AI; therefore, they could not be bounty hunters, as this limited amount of information would have been relayed to them by LEXON.

Assassins then, she thought, as she surveyed the clean up operation being carried out in front of her, but sent by whom? Who is this new player? First the Mirage, and now these amateurs. Things were not adding up. Somehow, a piece of the puzzle was still missing. Did her anonymous benefactor know more?

She released the agitated robot allowing it to finally clear the android carcase away.

A polite cough reminded RIGA that she should be somewhere else. She turned to find not only the RORI behind her, but also a typically calm Alder, dressed in the rich dark toga of the Artis elite. Such clothing was unnecessary for AI's, but made the humans feel more comfortable around them. Most humans still didn't relate to AI's as people if they appeared as tin cans. So the Alders of Artis Prime, like others, attempted to affect their appearance by looking more human. This was often garish and overdone, but the humans still appeared to prefer it.

She recognised him as Tempus, a moderate in the council and an AI that had taken on the visage of a middle-aged professor, in an attempt to make himself more approachable to humans. She mentally checked her records. He employed a full quarter of the breathing population, and was until recently, the fastest growing tech sector on Artis Prime. It was rumoured he had fallen into difficulties with existing contracts of supply. RIGA knew this to be true, although nobody knew the reason why.

“Ambassador Rigel, I am Councillor Tempus. I was asked to check on your good health and escort you to the meeting. Would you join us, please?” He turned and placed one hand behind her back to propel her away from the scene, the other indicated the direction they should go. RIGA decided to leave him with his arm intact, and instead moved to the right to remove herself from physical contact. 

He smiled at her manoeuvre as his hand dropped to his side. The AI would not know that RIGA wasn’t  human and had sought to dominate her in a subtle way. Realising that it hadn’t worked there would be no embarrassment; AI’s were not in a hurry to adopt negative emotions as part of their human type make-up.

“Please, Councillor Tempus, allow me to follow you, as I am unfamiliar with where your chambers are situated,” RIGA said politely, indicating for him to proceed. He took the lead, evidently content with her explanation. Of course, she knew exactly where the chambers were. She knew every inch of the place, but she had no intentions of having him behind her, as she walked into the council chamber.

They reached the room with no mention of the attack, as if it was a non-event, or something that frequently occurred. Certainly, the attendant at reception seemed to manage the event well, and judging by the defences they were well prepared. The delay in the gun response was strange though, as if it was undecided whether to shoot her, or the assassins.

As they entered, with RIGA a little behind the Councillor, she immediately registered the faces of everyone present as they came into view. She was looking for unexpected reactions. They were the only ones aware of her expected presence here, at this time. Either someone in the room was party to the activity by the elevators, or they had informed a third party. Since they were all AI’s, she didn’t expect any facial or body responses, but nonetheless, she monitored carefully, so as not to expose her own abilities.

Taking in the eleven seated AI’s, all different with particular idiosyncratic modifications which admittedly did help her identify them, RIGA noted they were all communicating heavily between themselves on a private level. While she couldn’t monitor the actual conversations because they were encrypted, she did record them for later study. For now, she waited for their attention to switch to her.

A minute went past and she was still waiting.

RIGA decided enough was enough. The evident arrogance of these AI’s towards a human person was unacceptable. Especially to her, as a high ranking diplomat; it was inexcusable.

“Honoured Councillors – “

“Ambassador, please don’t rush proceedings,” the Chair, an AI named Fregal interrupted her, then resumed private communication with the AI next to him.

RIGA would have none of it.

“Honoured Councillors, I believe I am warranted an explanation for the attack in your foyer immediately on my arrival. What do you have to say?” RIGA demanded, deciding to attack them to see how they would respond.

The private buzz of communication stopped, and they all looked directly at her.

Fregal looked around at the others for no reason that RIGA could discern, not one of them so much as twitched. He then looked at RIGA and responded. His deep bassoon voice perfectly set to sound authoritative and final.

“It would seem, Ambassador Rigel, that this attack was directed at you specifically, therefore, it has nothing whatsoever to do with this Council.”

“Excuse me, Councillor Fregal, but you have no evidence that the attack was made against me. However, I could easily have been injured, or worse killed, had your defences not been up to the task.” Which they almost weren’t, she muttered internally.

“Those defences being there and responding in such a manner implies this to be very much to do with the Council.” RIGA's response was aimed to push the Council back on the defensive. She continued to monitor any reaction to the conversation by the others. 

Fregal sighed. “I accept your argument. It does have merit. We do have enemies who seek to hinder the work we achieve here. However, our own intelligence suggests that this particular attack was directed at you specifically. Although amateurish, their attempt to intercept your arrival indicates this is directed towards yourself, Ambassador Rigel.” Fregal nodded dismissively.

So, they knew she was being intercepted before she arrived. Interesting. What else did they know?

“That being so, Councillor Fregal, I wonder how these attackers knew of not only the place, but the time of our meeting. I have spoken to none, but yourselves,” RIGA responded, knowing full well they would disagree as to probable cause, but it was important to act in character. She had immunity while here, but only if she succeeded in convincing them of her diplomatic status. If they knew who she really was, they would have her ‘sliced and diced’ with their defence weapons.

“Your implication is duly noted, Ambassador. However, you or your diplomatic mission, if that’s what it is, has so far provided little interest to us and is, therefore, unlikely to be a matter of discussion outside of this room. Shall we move on?” Councillor Tempus interjected in an effort to divert the growing storm. He sent a tight burst encrypted beam to RIGA. Her comms node correctly read the decryption sequence and opened the message.

‘Ambassador, You are correct. Your arrival here was anticipated to cause problems, but this is neither the time or place to discuss the issues. Please understand that this council is constrained by matters beyond your involvement, and no answers will be forthcoming today. The attached code is my personal comms address, please get in touch before you leave Artis Prime. It could be to your advantage.’ The message signed off giving RIGA no opportunity for a reply.

RIGA was reassured. Her secondary objective of today’s meeting had already been achieved. An inside contact with the Council meant she could move forward on her secret mission, which was to uncover the smuggling ring that was growing across Empirum space. The ESSG had evidence that it was being orchestrated from Artis Prime as well as Zeta Nine. Bollida suspected a high-ranking official, such as one of these arrogant Alders in front of her.

“Councillor Tempus, I accept your invitation to move on. I would like to offer the Council a unique opportunity to assist a new planet into the Empirum. The planet in question consists of largely human sentients who have the benefit of not only excellent dexterity, but keen scientific minds. They will greatly enhance the technological mix of the Empirum and are seeking full membership from the outset.” 

“What evidence do you have besides the report you sent initially, that these beings, this planet, have the skills to warrant us being involved, let alone the preposterous idea they should become immediate full members of the Empirum?” Fregal responded patronisingly, still affronted at her implied accusation.

RIGA bowed to conceal her action, retrieving the pouch from her abdomen under cover of the jacket, the gold stitching activating a diffusion screen which hid her movements. As she stood up straight the appearance of the black pouch in her hand surprised the Councillors. She would have had been screened on arrival to detect weapons, or other items. There had been no evidence of anything other than the jewellery on show.

“You continue to impress us Ambassador. Your sleight of hand and evident ability to screen yourself is as impressive as it is disconcerting. I trust that you have no weapons concealed in a similar manner, since that would be most disturbing,” Fregal immediately commented.

“I’m sorry for your concern, Councillor, but as you are aware, my reputation for acting as a secure courier for my family, as well as governments of the Empirum, is well known. You have nothing to fear from me, but I am more than capable of defending myself as well as my clients interests.” 

RIGA opened the bag and tipped a small quantity of the chips into her open palm.

“These are MAC’s (Memory Augmentation Chips) designed and manufactured by my clients using robotic technology that is as advanced as that on Artis Prime. As such, they represent a competitive threat to your trade with the Empirum. Each of these chips would increase memory capacity by a factor of two. They have also produced chips that can manage five times the current level of any produced by Artis Prime.” RIGA walked around the Councillors handing each of them one of the chips.

She continued while they examined them with their own sensors. “They are prepared to provide these exclusively to Artis Prime at very preferential rates in return for immediate and full sponsorship to the Empirum.”

RIGA watched them as they examined the chips. They had the ability to do so and could even insert them to have an immediate benefit, but would probably use a lesser AI to act as a test subject first. These chips had already been modified to be one hundred percent compatible with Empirum AI systems.

“As an act of goodwill this consignment of MAC's is offered as a gift, should you agree to proceed with the proposition,” RIGA added ratcheting up the interest.

Tempus was the first to respond to the bait. “How many are there in this consignment you carry, Ambassador?”

RIGA knew the figures would impress. “There are one hundred and twenty of these chips, including the ones you already hold. The market value for the consignment is estimated at thirty million EC’s (Empirum Credit’s),” she answered, thinking to herself ‘or two and a half million EC’s per Councillor.’ A tidy incentive, even for these affluent citizens of Artis Prime.

RIGA watched as one of the Councillors took the unprecedented step of inserting a chip. Pelon, one of the more recent councillors to be voted in, was considerably more malleable than some of the others. He wasn’t to be messed with though; his teams had been responsible for much of the advances in weaponry used in the border wars, which made him a formidable figure within the Council. His current arms supply to the Empirum Navy and the defence systems of the individual planets was massive, and held him highest in the Council’s rankings. He must be the cause of the decline of Councillor Tempus’ fortunes.

The others seemed to defer to him and tension rose in the room as they awaited his verdict. It wasn’t long in coming.

The Councillor turned his attention directly on RIGA, the malevolence in his stare now unmistakable.

“Where did these come from? I WANT TO KNOW!”


4. A Diplomatic Incident

RIGA stepped back, surprised at the sudden aggression from Pelon.  It had come without warning and she couldn’t yet perceive the reason. The others seemed to visibly shrink away from him as if he was about to explode. Until now Pelon had remained quiescent, yet here he was, bristling with anger, evident in both his manner and speech. It was unusual for an Alder to show any emotion at all. Very strange, thought RIGA.

“Councillor Pelon, I’m not prepared to release that information at this stage. However, I’m concerned at your reaction to the insertion of the memory chip - are you having an adverse reaction?” RIGA asked hoping to divert the immediate hostility.

“You are not supposed to...” Pelon muttered angrily, then realising that he was already saying too much, stopped himself. Instead he cocked his head slightly which signified something ominous. RIGA watched suspiciously; Pelon was communicating outside the chamber. RIGA wondered who he was speaking with.

The other Councillors were withdrawn and quiet. Some, obviously not privy to what was occurring, fingered the chip in their hands warily as if it had grown horns. Others were apparently also in communication on a silent level. This wasn’t going as planned; RIGA considered what she should do next. She couldn’t just walk out, there were protocols to follow, unless she wanted to cause a diplomatic incident. That would cause her effort to bring the planet in question into the Empirum, to fail miserably. She needed more data, but there was none forthcoming here.

Her enhanced hearing picked up movement outside the doors to the chamber, sensing activation of multiple weapons in proximity to her location. What the frig had  gone wrong, she wondered. She tried hard to piece together all of the snippets, subliminal messages and signals she had been getting since arriving on Artis Prime. The MAC’s were fine, she had the same highest level chips inserted in her own matrix. There could be nothing to them to warrant this reaction by Pelon. What had she accidentally uncovered here, and more importantly, how should she deal with it?

A tight-beamed message arrived; it was from Tempus again. She looked up at him. His expression was grave, his human countenance was of a worried man. Why would he be concerned at this? What could it mean to him? His message was clear.

‘If you can flee, do so,’ was all it said. He nodded at her and then left the room via his own personal entranceway, hidden behind dark curtain hangings.

He seemed frightened, she thought to herself,  as the doors behind her burst open. Turning, she saw the chrome-plated android guards march into the room blocking her only exit. Their extremely slim bodies hid some very durable and expensive alloys that were ultra light, but very strong. They were Artis Prime’s most formidable export. At two metres tall they were super fast, super strong, and totally and utterly without equal in the AI world. When properly armed, and in a hostile environment, they were ruthless killing machines.

Dammation! She thought, quickly deciding that it was time to test out the new toy she had been given by Osachi. He had anticipated the need for her protection and told her this would keep her alive. She understood its principle, but hadn’t had the opportunity to verify its effectiveness - until now.

Her hand went to her throat and pressed the jewelled stud on the band around her neck. It hummed gently, but otherwise nothing happened. She hadn’t been told what to expect. She noticed an increase in magnetic resonances and something else she couldn’t place, but had no time to analyse anything. The guards were coming straight for her with alarming speed. Her escape through the exit behind them looked a long way away right now.

Grabbing at her hand, she pulled off her fring, and with a single press it unravelled until a long intertwined wire hung smoking from her left hand. Where the plasma whip trailed the ground, it left a thin black line of scorched surface.

“SURRENDER! OR BE TERMINATED,” the leading guard shouted at her while strutting towards her aggressively. He didn’t see any threat in the thin metal strand in her hand. He was, nonetheless, raising his rifle to fire unless she obeyed immediately. 

RIGA wasn’t about to do that; she had plenty of reasons not to stay still either. Deciding that all pretence of diplomacy had left the building, she utilised her super strength and jumped up and forward towards the door. As she somersaulted over the leading guard’s head, she cracked her trailing whip across his arm. It wrapped itself around, sparking as it connected. His appendage suddenly dropped to the ground, complete with rifle still in its grip. Her plasma whip had severed it through. 

As the android stood there assimilating the sudden lack of input from its arm, RIGA’s descent caught two other guards raising their weapons above their heads towards her. She landed on them hard, her considerably denser weight sent them flying to the ground in a heap. 

RIGA attempted to kick the large wide-barrelled blasters away from them, but the android hand was designed to hold the blasters, so were practically moulded to the grip. Instead, she managed to snag her whip underneath the wrist section of the nearest and pulled it across, the plasma melting straight through the joint of the guard’s gun hand. The other scrabbled to gain some purchase on her leg, at the same time bringing its gun to bear on her chest.

As the guard pulled the heavy duty trigger, RIGA managed to leap away so that the harsh beam missed her, dissipating harmlessly in the roof space. On the wrong side now to bring her whip hand round to disarm it,  she turned her attention to the other one approaching from her left. Her arm, already half in position rose up, and with a deft flick of her wrist, she sent the smoking wire around the new guard’s neck. The plasma hummed and fizzed noisily, as it ate through the metal of the unfortunate android. Its head flew off, while the smoking metal body it had been attached to, fell to the ground with a noisy clatter.

Still working at top speed, managing to keep the upper hand purely through her agility, RIGA, turned back to the two guards on the ground. She dragged the whip across their necks, satisfied when the hot plasma wire instantly ate into the major conduits leading to the chest cavity, severing them and leaving them deaf and blind to all around them. The sensors in their heads were now isolated from the limited controls in their bodies. The guard that still had a hand and a blaster, began shooting in a frenzy of fire, inadvertently taking out sections of the walls around her while she almost casually sidestepped its aim. It wasn’t close enough for her to disable it, without risking being caught in its continuous fire.

As she paused to evaluate her situation, her senses warned more guards were on the way. Thinking it was becoming a little hazardous in the room, RIGA decided it was time to make an exit. The councillors that had been behind her had already removed themselves via their own private exits. She was now alone with the singular problem of getting out of the chambers.

She tried to call Gossie, but the chamber was shielded. Not that Gossie could have done anything, RIGA just wanted confirmation that the AI and the ship would be waiting for her.

Taking off through the doorway, jumping over the corpses of the AI guards, RIGA bounced off the opposite wall gaining some traction before any guns could concentrate on her. Leaping forward with her enhanced speed was proving too fast for the defensive weapons to follow; instead they set up an impenetrable barrage for her to get through. She would have hesitated had she sufficient time, but the speed she was running only gave her options over her direction, not on stopping.

All of the lasers hit her square on, at least three of them direct hits to her head and chest. She felt the impacts as her body continued to push towards the elevator door that she had left locked open. Her vision was interrupted by a crimson film approximately twelve inches in front of her blocking her view of the lifts. Momentarily wondering what the hell had just happened, RIGA realised the laser and blaster fire was not harming her. It must be the amulet around her neck, Osachi’s shield. She now sensed the strength of the waves as the shield increased power to reinforce her defences. 

The hall lasers now opened up. Having previously come to her defence, they were now trying to kill her. There was no justice in the world, she thought, while dodging what she could, and running through what she couldn’t. She leaped over two androids that were hurriedly bringing blasters to bear, her whip taking out their weapons, cutting the barrels in half rendering them useless. One exploded, its charge having been released by the sudden opening of its sealed power unit, leaving the guard with the sparking stump of one arm and serious shrapnel damage to its body.

Now almost at the elevator, she checked the surveillance outside. There were no other elevators near. 

A tight-beamed message reached her. She decoded it automatically. It was the same male voice that warned her in the reception attack.

“Your way is clear - don’t delay, your enemies rally.” Just who was this new benefactor, where was he that he could follow her? It must be an AI, she decided, but which.

As the door closed, RIGA activated the transit overlay that she had left within the elevator, her attention concentrated on an exit point where her ship could extract her. Not fully trusting the message from her new ally, RIGA inserted emergency codes from memory. She ran another evasion routine, a copy of the one she used on her way to the meeting. She manually jumped the code to ensure there were no opportunity of external analysis and intervention.

‘Gossie? Extraction required. Coordinates as per my indicated exit point.’ 

She transferred her intended route and point of exit from the elevator car. The ship would have a scoop ready to whisk her out of harms way the second it had clear access.

RIGA no longer required her plasma whip, so pressed the jewelled protrusion on its hilt. The plasma field deactivated and the wire began to resume its metal memory, curling back into the shape of her fring. It still felt hot, but was cooling rapidly as RIGA slipped it on over her fingers. 

She remembered her speed run to the lift entrance, replaying it all in her mind exactly as it had transpired. She remembered that none of the laser beams actually connected with her body. Putting her fingers up to the band around her neck, she wondered at the technology that could create such a shield in so small a space. These new humans were amazing. How did they manage to build such advanced technology, so far ahead of the Empirum. 

RIGA was pensive as she realised the Council would not rest easy once they viewed the events in the entranceway, and discovered that she had a personal shield that would protect her from their lasers. Not to mention the speed and acrobatics she displayed on her escape! She was unlikely to be allowed to return to Artis Prime. Damm! more reasons to be hunted, she thought absently, as she ran through her remaining options. Her disguise would help hide her true identity, but she wouldn’t be able to use it again. She marked the personal template for removal once she returned to her ship.

As if on cue, her surveillance systems noted a change in the pattern of elevator behaviour. Capsules were massing, and there was a strategy behind their new alignment. RIGA extrapolated their direction and saw the objective. They were attempting to hem her in. The other elevators refusing to give way were forcing her capsule to a different exit point. She was being herded to where they wanted her to exit. Time to bale out and seek an alternative route, RIGA decided.

She reached under her jacket and pulled out the other egg. Inside were various items, including a small needle-gun and a reel of black wire. This she removed and replaced the egg. RIGA unwound the black wire that when extended would be large enough to create a small doorway and pressed it against the rear wall of the elevator. Adding the contacts in the heel of her hand to the end and creating an electrical charge, she commanded it to activate, then stepped back. The electricity and activation sequence set off an thermionic acid concentrate that burned through everything it touched.

A few seconds later, having eaten into a section of the wall, the wire dissolved. The cut piece dropped away leaving the inside of the elevator capsule open to the complex transit grid. RIGA viewed the mass of low-powered laser beams and flashing optical connections running through the dark space, forming a maze of possible multi-directional routes. She related what she saw to the map in her head.

Taking care to keep a grip on the edge of the hole, RIGA climbed onto the roof of the elevator, keeping her body as low as possible, to avoid any possible cables or edges. She waited until another one was going past, then jumped lightly from hers to it, and then to successive elevators. She finally found one going in the direction she needed, which was difficult, because nearly all of them were being seconded to the task of blocking her escape.

Outside things looked very different. To call it a grid wasn’t strictly accurate. It consisted of dark, wide open spaces with electrical cables that were knitted together, forming a mesh of contacts. This meant an elevator could simply change direction ‘on the fly’, with junction points where there was an angled ascent, or descent to another level. The repeller and tractor beams both kept the cars floating and propelled in the direction of travel. The ‘grid’ was  a series of fixed location indicators to help the Warden guide each elevator.

RIGA’s sensors now showed the individual elevators massing around, as she leaped from one to another avoiding the repeller beams which would throw her back against the vehicles. Her original capsule would continue to be herded until it got to where they wanted it, she, however, would be long gone, and hopefully untraceable.

Concentrating, which was hard while jumping, RIGA changed her appearance. She wasn’t about to use her real self, but she could change sufficiently to fool any sensors. Kneeling low on the final roof, she turned her jacket inside out, the black lining changing her appearance along with black hair and a pale complexion so she wouldn’t be recognisable. She was already spoofing her DNA and personal frequencies. RIGA now looked and identified as a human from Antth, a worker planet that supplied manual labour for ad-hoc work that met the terms of the Empirum’s equal rights conventions.

As she approached her destination, RIGA pushed her sensors ahead of the elevator car to assess any risk. She was in luck, there appeared to be no sign of any security attention directed towards the elevator exit. 

When the elevator slipped passed her exit, RIGA leapt off the roof, grabbing a suspension rail that held the magnetic grid. Touching the grid would probably give her a major electric shock, but the suspension rail was insulated and safe for her to use as a transit point to the elevator exit door. As soon as she was sure all was well, RIGA lowered herself to the deck, carefully noting the position of the large magnetic anodes, which were seriously playing havoc with her sensors.

After first reassuring herself there was no-one on the other side, she remotely activated the exit door, then jumped into the opening doorway, landing on the causeway in the goods inwards area of the hangar.

She walked calmly from the elevator, moving around pallets and crates, as she negotiated her way to the unloading bay. The direction took her out from under the overhang section which led directly to where the vehicles queued. Her lift was nowhere in evidence, but would be nearby.

‘Gossie?’ RIGA enquired of her companion.

‘Scoop coming up behind you, RIGA. Prepare yourself,’ was all she heard in her implant before she was suddenly catapulted into the air. The scoop held her using a specially adapted adhesive net, designed to secure cargo on the fly, literally. RIGA was airborne.

The boom device that caught her was already retracting into the cloaked ship. Within seconds she was inside and heading for the cockpit. Gossie took standard evasive action in case anyone had tracked the scoop. The whole procedure had taken less than ten seconds.

Her ship wasn’t large. It was a military converted courier so, its accommodation was spartan. Even more so since RIGA had the whole craft prepped for war. It bristled with every small armament they could fit into, or bolt on. RIGA spent many months at a time wrapped in the small ship’s cocoon, so often resorting to cockpit AI-sleep while linked to Gossie, waking from her suspended state only if anything required her attention. The ship would control everything else.

Still cloaked, Gossie unobtrusively guided them through traffic filled lanes, using secret ESSG codes that bypassed Artis Prime controls. It did mean observing local space conditions, so as not to become a hidden hazard in the three dimensional chess game, being played by the ships and ground crew.

They prepared to hide in open space. It was standard procedure after a mission. RIGA usually needed to digest the mass of data recovered from her logs. It was easy to miss important clues, so she religiously recorded everything, while busy staying alive.

Gossie reminded her to place her hand in the slot built into the arm of her chair, and prepared to receive the download to the ship's data-bank. After complete analysis by them, the information would be passed onto ESSG, adding to their knowledge of events. It helped Bollida understand what his agents were coming up against on their missions. The records also provided evidence, in the event of possible repercussions.

Something was bothering RIGA. She was sure that her abilities outweighed that of the elevator AI, yet she had been intercepted twice on the mission, which was unprecedented in her experience. As far as RIGA and her compatriots were aware, the skill to manage those elevators without leaving a trace, was beyond the capability of the existing Alders on Artis Prime. This meant there was a new influence in the game. One which she had yet to get the measure of. As it stood, she was currently on dangerous ground. Obviously, Pelon had access to this new player and had used them to intercept her exit. Was it possible he was also involved in the first attempt as well?

RIGA had more questions than answers. 

What was it that Pelon observed in the chip and why did this set off the chain reaction?

What did Tempus have to do with this, and could he be trusted? And  who was behind the intercepts and what was their objective?

RIGA began to delve into the logs looking for answers. Gossie joined her adding an overlay of its records of transmissions in and out during her time in repairs, waiting to recover RIGA. Most of these would be dumped from her short term core as soon as they were no longer needed. In the meantime, RIGA had access to data and routings which, despite encryption, could give them significant information from her short stay.

At the end of a day, RIGA had a partial answer. Tempus was obviously working for an alternative group who wanted to take control of the Council. This was his reason for the olive branch, when it looked as though she would be blanked by the council members, and which turned decidedly concerned when Pelon set the guards on her. 

This placed him as a manageable resource, but not to be trusted beyond his immediate needs, which was obviously going to be gaining allies off world. Specifically those with new unfettered technology, anything that would help him secure his market. He needed to regain his position in the Artis Prime hierarchy, and a new source that had no other political affiliations would be extremely valuable to him. 

Having seen Pelon in action, RIGA doubted if Tempus could overcome his grip on the council, most of whom seemed docile, deferring to Fregal who was the chairperson. RIGA concentrated on the discussions between the councillors. After several hours, still unable to crack the encryption, RIGA noticed that there were in fact two separate conversations occurring. 

One conversation, amongst all of them, was obviously their own developed language to discuss things of council nature without compromising  security. The second conversation was between Fregal, Pelon and Kalla, another councillor who had remained quiet throughout the meeting. RIGA remembered the moment when she put her hand out. There was a brief physical contact where Kalla deliberately placed a finger on RIGA’s hand, before removing a MAC. RIGA replayed the precise moment through her internal memory. 

There! A brief, not quite natural movement, completely at odds with the fluid pick-up of one of the remaining chips. Her suspicion was instantly aroused, why would an Alder place her hand like that, unless...

RIGA looked at her hand where contact had been made. Sitting carefully so she could focus fully, she used her macro filter on her optical lenses, zooming in until she could see the individual pores of the synthetic mesh, that to the visible spectrum appeared as biological skin, but was in fact synthetically produced. She hunted over the patch where she remembered the contact was made. In the end she almost missed it, her magnification barely enough to see the particle. It had penetrated her skin, but not really being human tissue had not been absorbed into the underlying flesh.

‘Gossie, do you have a tool that can extract this?’ she mentally asked, holding herself rigidly in position so as not to lose the location of the microscopic object. She transmitted the data and visual to her ship partner. RIGA watched through Gossie’s visual sensors as she accessed her large toolkit within the internal walls of the cockpit. It was essential to utilise all available space on such a small ship, and the otherwise unusable crevices kept a wide range of instruments and equipment that Gossie could handle through a selection of attachments.

A moment passed before a thin tubular arm snaked out from the wall of the cockpit. Attached to the arm was a microscopic sized transparent container. A second arm snaked out. This held a tool that disappeared into a non visible taper. Both descended towards RIGA, who still maintained her visual connection to the foreign particle so that Gossie could piggyback to the object’s location. 

As the tools got closer, RIGA saw the tweezers appear from the edge of her tunnelled vision. The instrument took hold of the object and removed it from her skin. She watched as Gossie transferred it to an equally tiny container, flipping the lid using the tweezers arm and sealing the item inside. Both arms then withdrew. RIGA checked the rest of her hand for any visible residue and was eventually satisfied there was nothing further attached to her.

Activating her link with Gossie, RIGA was about to ask when she was interrupted.

“Already analysing,” the ship AI announced, pre-empting the command from RIGA. The Ship had a wide range of diagnostic equipment built in, and could determine the nature of most things they were likely to come across in their missions.

An hour later Gossie chirped.

“Analysis complete.”

“and?” RIGA questioned expectantly, refusing to invade Gossie’s territory and read the results directly. Mutual privacy between AI’s was normal, except when given encrypted permissions. RIGA and Gossie had full availability to each other’s minds, but kept out, as a sign of respect. They were a team, but with both individuals having different thought patterns, it wouldn’t be beneficial for either to spend too much time sharing.

“Sample is biological DNA. Origins unknown, sequence suggests paternity with human specimen DNA on file for Empirum members,” Gossie responded. “It’s close to the local gene pool, but not exact. It’s also older than Empirum DNA. The sample has been partially corrupted by some other organic matter that seems to be parasitically attached.”

“Which members?” RIGA asked.

Gossie responded with one word. “All.”

“That would mean that the DNA in that sample comes from a non-member of the Empirum, yet is directly related. So what is Kalla trying to tell us?”

 “It is quite clear that the DNA sequence is ascendantly related to all Empirum members,” Gossie responded.

“Really? So, Kalla is telling us that she has access to another ‘older’ branch of the human species, but what in the planets has that got to do with our meeting today? ... Gossie, did you by chance obtain a sample of our client’s DNA when we met them?” RIGA suddenly had a feeling this train of thought was going somewhere.

“Analysing,” Gossie advised.

Another hour went by while RIGA continued to think about the meeting with the Artis Council. She knew she was still missing something important, but as yet didn’t know what it was. She needed to delve deeper, but first the matter of Pelon needed to be resolved. She felt that was more urgent and perhaps nothing to do with the others. Why had he responded by bringing in the guards. What had he got to do with the MACs? and what in the name of all crystals did he see in the chip that forced him to act?

Gossie interrupted her thoughts.

“The DNA sequence is also a strong match to the sample. However, the client’s race has a more direct link with it than the Empirum members,” she confirmed.

“So, all of these humans are related? That’s new information.” RIGA drummed her fingers on the arms of her chair, a human mannerism she had picked up. Thinking out loud saved her repeating herself to Gossie. “Then, if Kalla is telling us that she has access to DNA from the origins of our human cousins, then what would be the purpose of her revealing this to us. AND she knew this BEFORE we arrived without knowing the MACS would be offered.”

RIGA’s drumming increased tempo, as she got into the flow, her mind dipping lightly into QDE mode. She could feel it pull at her, wanting her to go deeper, but this wasn’t the time. She withdrew  as it began to take over her thoughts.

“If they did, then there is something about our clients that the council doesn’t want known. Pelon’s response indicates that there was something he recognised in those chips. What could that be? What goes into the production of a chip? The base material, the software coding... 

THE CODING! - Pelon recognised the software coding in the chip.” RIGA stopped drumming.

“You are in all probability correct. In which case the Council are already aware of the planet from which these people originated,” Gossie said.

“Could be, or somebody on the council does, and doesn’t want the others to know. My bets are on Pelon, with Kalla being in the know, but possibly not in agreement, else why tip us off and why in such a subtle manner?” 

“It is strange that Kalla placed a microscopic biological specimen on you, while thinking you were human. Especially considering that you wouldn’t have the abilities to be aware, or discover the sample?” 

“Good point, Gossie.  I have a few questions to ask Kalla when we get to speak, or meet.”

“So, we have at least three factions in the council, not unusual, and two are sending you messages which require your attention. How do you intend to proceed?” asked the AI.

“Firstly, I want to contact Kalla. I have a feeling it will greatly affect the way I respond to the others. See if you can get Kalla’s comm ID from the data-files on Artis Prime. In the meantime, I need to think on what all of this means,” she said, returning to her previously contemplative state.





5. A Strange Message

RIGA sat and contemplated her situation. It was far from ideal. 

She had taken the assignment in good faith from Osachi, a human representative of a planet called Terra, the capital planet of a Terran Empire, one she had thought was unknown to the Empirum. Now, she had to assume that someone on the client’s planet was already working with others in the Empirum. However, this couldn’t be official, as there had been no approval, excepting hers, which she had obtained through ESSG’s links with GETC, the Galactic Empirum Trade Council.

All humans were partners in the Empirum, and the trading agreements held up well, in the main. The human planets provided manual labour for mining operations, supervision and quality control. The AI sector primarily manufactured finished, or end products, specifically robotic or automation, even the mining equipment the humans used. There was good inter-planetary trade for food and livestock, as well as luxury goods, something the AI’s had no interest in producing. The balance wasn’t always fair, and subsidising planets from the trade profits made on the asteroids was sometimes necessary to keep everything even.

By long-standing pact, AI’s were not allowed to make landfall, populate planets, or create armies of robots for war purposes of their own, or proxy. Weapons could be made, but only for use by humans, except on the AI satellites where they could use defensive weapons. This was to ensure that humans were not overrun by AI-managed systems, that took away their connection with the worlds they lived on, and their communities.

There was no pressure on either side to keep to this, except for the stability of the pact. The Galactic Empirum currently consisted of fourteen planets and four satellites and the agreement remained in all parties interests. No wars had broken out; there were occasional disputes, especially where human groups terraformed, or conquered new planets. Then there would be a period of lawlessness as the planet grew and became productive. Eventually, they would seek access to the lucrative trade partnership of the Empirum, and would then accede control to the PACT.

The PACT Navy was basically a human police action to enforce the rules and to provide essential peacekeeping duties. By the same token, the Navy were not allowed to make war, or partake in aggression against non-PACT worlds. They could provide defensive action, which on two occasions had required them to respond vigorously to aggression by the other party. However, this had been halted immediately they had been reduced to ‘defence only’ capability.

As unlikely as it seemed, the PACT worked, and the Galactic Empirum prospered. The trade between the member planets grew every year. Within the inner workings of this, lay RIGA’s life. As a secret synthetic human, she could land and work on most worlds, and so quickly became chief negotiator between human interests, and those of the AI’s. As such, she was required to be accepted as a diplomat and her ambassador status was always granted, without question. Her work often entailed getting to the truth of issues, which often required espionage or, if deemed appropriate, assassination of a threat or removal of an impediment to the PACT. It was a callous and unforgiving career, requiring 100% commitment.

Now RIGA had been attacked while acting in good faith, and this, in itself, showed that the PACT was under strain from within. Something was happening, and for some obscure reason the client she had taken on had caused a hidden rupture to surface. It now needed to be resolved, but first she needed to understand the nature of the problem. It would begin here, at Artis Prime.

She needed to confer with Kalla, and then return to Epsilon Gamma and take advice from the ESSG, the Keepers of the PACT, the secret group she belonged to who pulled the strings of diplomacy and ensured the Empirum stayed strong. They would have to determine the action to take, over the attack against RIGA. In the meantime, she had full power to do whatever was necessary to get to the truth and resolve the issue, if at all possible. In addition, she had a client to protect who, it appeared, was already a threat to the stability of the Empirum. All in all, a difficult mission.

“Gossie, have you had any luck in tracking down Kalla?”

“Negative, RIGA. She is not on the public address system. I have tracked her movements as much as I can, but this is one scarce Alder. She doesn’t want to be found. We may have to take a different route on this.”

“I’m not giving up yet. She sent us a message so she intended for us to respond. My guess is the message is somehow the key. She would assume our intelligence level was up to the task, and would expect us to initiate the next contact. Have you looked at the DNA for any further information?”

“Affirmative. There is only the DNA sequence contained within that sample, except for the attached parasite which I am still analysing,” Gossie responded.

“Do a search on the numeric DNA sequence of the parasite and see if it pings a match on the Artis Prime datanet. If Kalla had placed the DNA sequence anywhere it might also provide a link to her.” The more that RIGA thought about it, if Kalla was doing any work on DNA and kept a public record of her research, it would more than likely show up on the net on Artis Prime. A long shot, but worth the effort if it gave a means of connecting with her.

While Gossie searched the vast resource, RIGA continued her own analysis. 

Kalla was definitely the key to finding out what had  occurred down there. Had she known in advance that RIGA would be presenting a gift? and where it was coming from?  how had that information had come into the council’s hands, because as far as she knew there was only herself, Gossie and the ESSG who knew anything about the Terran contract, as well as the client of course. 

Then there was the incident en route and on arrival at the Council chambers. It couldn’t be Pelon, he was surprised and reacted immediately. Assuming for a moment that it wasn’t Kalla, then another party within the council was also aware of the arrangement and hostile to it. RIGA hadn’t ruled out Tempus yet, he could be playing a double game here. She needed to be careful making her next move.

“RIGA, You have some really cool algorithms working in your head.”

“You have a response from your search?”

“Yes, one single hit. The entry is two lines. One with the parasite DNA sequence the other with a comms ID. How you knew to try that I have no idea.” she said calling the comms number for RIGA.

Gossie routed the call to RIGA’s implant.

“Ambassador, you are alive. I am pleased to know that,” Councillor Kalla said as she answered on the first ring.

“Yes, Councillor, no thanks to the Council, but for a timely warning, I’m not sure if it would have ended with such a positive result.”

“Most unfortunate, I agree,” Kalla responded.

“You are aware that I have to file a report of the attack, and that this may result in sanctions against Artis Prime?” RIGA went on the offensive. 

“Yes, I understand that. However, things are not as simple, or clear cut as they may first seem. We have factions appearing within the Council for the first time in our history, and I believe this client of yours may well be at the heart of it.”

“Do you know who was behind the attempt to halt my arrival at the Chamber?”

“It may be politically motivated. We believe them to represent a group seeking to overthrow the current government on Artis Prime.” 

“I’m not convinced, Kalla. The methods employed by the group that attempted to attack me before I arrived and those used when I went to escape were similar. No matter, there are more pressing issues, like why was Pelon prepared to create a diplomatic incident over the origin of the chips?”

RIGA sensed Kalla was reluctant to reply, but after a short delay she continued.

“Because we have come across this technology before,” Kalla admitted.

“Where? and why would this be a problem for Artis Prime?”

“It was – ‘” the connection went silent.

“Kalla? Are you still there?”

“Gossie, have we lost the connection?” RIGA asked verbally, aware that alarms were coming from the ship’s sensors.

“Yes, but we have more pressing matters. we have incoming missiles,” Gossie informed her.

“EVADE, EMPLOY COUNTERMEASURES!” RIGA commanded Gossie, as she strapped herself into the pilot seat.

Gossie hadn’t been waiting for instructions from RIGA. She was already routing all mains power through to the drives and tactical helm. Evasion was the only option open to them.

“Damm them all, this is becoming really annoying,” RIGA muttered. Looking at the sensors on Gossie’s display she could see three pairs of missiles coming from separate directions. Three attackers. This close to Artis Prime? who would be so confident? Pelon, came the thought.

“INITIATING EMERGENCY PROTOCOLS,” Gossie called out.

The Ship leaped into motion, thrusters and main engines working together to gain immediate velocity. Courier ships were designed for fast acceleration. They could gain phenomenal speeds in a matter of seconds. RIGA’s ship was the fastest of them all. They should easily be able to outrun the missiles, so long as they achieved full acceleration before the missiles got into detonation range. 

As the ship accelerated, the resulting high gravity, which would have pulped a human being against the bulkheads, merely pinned RIGA to her seat as the ship burst from a slow cruise to top speed. Her teutranium skeleton kept her protected from major harm, the synthetic skin would theoretically thicken to provide added protection, but so far RIGA hadn’t been in an extreme enough position where it activated. 

Gossie did most of the work, thanks to a self-preservation algorithm built into her, the AI’s reaction times and attention to her own survival was greatly increased. When humans built AI’s they didn’t consider that artificial intelligence needed to be programmed to survive. Gossie was as keen to live as a human would be, and was better equipped to do so.

RIGA could actually see the missiles as they arced around to home in on her ship. They were close enough that she could now see them using the ship’s aft visual sensors, GE-42’s, she recognised, with distributed warheads. Officially only found on Navy PACT Patrol frigates and they were still closing on their ship.

“PUSH THOSE DRIVES,” RIGA told Gossie. They had been designed for much higher tolerances than the commercial models, but the metering used was standard. They should perform beyond the limits indicated. Being designed for her use only, there were no limiters on this ship’s acceleration, which meant the bulkheads squealed and popped, as the streamlined hull took the additional strain.

RIGA watched as they began to pull away from the nearest missile. She was surprised that the attackers hadn’t fired with lasers, a much quicker attack. It could only be that to do so would attract attention to themselves, as they would be seen from Artis Prime. PACT ships in the area would probably be quick to investigate. The missiles would not be detected until after they exploded, giving the attackers time to disappear.

She could not detect the ships ID tags, they must have them switched off. They were also too far away to register the drive signatures, unfortunately. It occurred to RIGA at that point that the ships might not be Empirum registered. 

Now, computing a high probability of something being ahead of them, she linked into the weapons array, activating their forward targeting sensors. She began putting weapons on-line. 

Moments later, her forward laser array picked up and locked onto incoming missiles. Two coming into extreme range, but closing fast.

Both laser batteries automatically opened fire. One beam missed its target, the other hit and was destroyed. Luckily, the explosion also caught the other missile that had strayed too close, as it homed in on its small target. 

“No further targets registering,” Gossie confirmed as she altered course to avoid debris which, at this speed would decimate them.

“Are we at jump range yet?” she asked Gossie.

“Ten seconds, and counting,” 

“Altering course to initiate jump... NOW!” Gossie announced. The course change ensured the missiles would be unable to follow them into hyperspace.


6. Mission Update

As they entered hyperspace Gossie reduced the space drive to cruising speed. RIGA left her seat to check the small engine room and stores for damage from their emergency departure from Artis Prime, castigating herself for letting her guard down. The ticking sound in the drive section the only indication of the cooling metal of the drive shielding.

“How did they find us?” asked RIGA, the frustration beginning to impose itself on her attitude.

 “There might be some correlation between the time we contacted Kalla and the attack on us.” 

“True, this would mean they were waiting for us to make contact and were ready to attack the moment they had us in their sights. Does this mean Kalla is behind this?” RIGA mused. 

“My threat analysis says, not,” the AI informed her. “Pelon comes higher, statistically a 93% probability of direct involvement.”

RIGA didn’t say anything; her own threat analysis came up with the same result, except what Gossie didn’t say was that Councillor Tempus came up at 88% probability, she needed to understand why. Was Tempus a bigger player than he seemed?

First though, she needed to report on the incidents at Artis Prime. They indicated the beginnings of a more serious development; she wondered if it might escalate into a full confrontation. Were her attackers Empirum Navy ships? In theory, no other ships should be armed to that degree; in practice she was aware that some planets maintained a small private fleet for dealing with smuggling and piracy. The Pact Navy turned a blind eye so long as it was only pirates suffering. It made their job easier.

RIGA attached the logs as well as a fully documented update on her meeting with Raachi Osachi. The committee that would see the information, were likely to want to know more, perhaps even visit the world in question to carry out their own investigation. For the time being she held back the planet’s coordinates, more a matter of personal client confidentiality than anything sinister, but caution was one of her better traits, especially when she had no surety of the reports’ intended recipient being the only one to see the data. 

She was also well aware that material from ESSG was finding its way into the hands of Bollida’s arch enemy on the council. Councillor Talbeck used it to undermine efforts to keep the peace. The price of maintaining the Empirum in power was high, but if it failed, and Talbeck wanted it to, the wars would return and nobody, human or AI, wanted that. 

Having a momentary misgiving about their escape from Artis Prime, RIGA suddenly had new concerns. “Gossie, what do you think the chances are that we have become the prime target of the smugglers? The attacks we are experiencing are unprecedented, and there is little, or no evidence of them all being LEXON related.”

“You could be right. What concerns me is the increasing possibility of interception at all major hyperspace points. Our movements are being tracked and monitored. I’m not sure how, except they are getting closer to catching us. I am going to carry out a frequency scan at every level that my systems can measure, and trace anything that is anomalous to the ship and its contents. I will also scan you, and your effects. You might have picked up something on your travels that we haven’t noticed.”

 The mention of hyperspace gave RIGA a sudden insight.

“Gossie, I want to change the jump landing point to the short option.” The mention of it had created a feeling about their arrival at Epsilon Gamma; their attackers had failed, would they anticipate her destination? Choosing the short option was extremely dangerous, it meant they would lurch into real space instead of the normal glide. There had been many fatalities before the right method of exiting hyperspace was finally discovered. When you came out at the short end, you created a solid wall effect where the impact of normal space was an almost physical obstruction. Using the glide system provided a safe exit, as the ship was slowed down over several thousand miles of empty space.

The jump coordinates were programmed into every ship galaxy-wide, and were specific to each departure or arrival point. The measures provided for a high degree of safety on main traffic routes. Each set of landing coordinates covered an area of space, well off the shipping lanes,  where 99.9% of traffic landed between the middle, and the end of the designated area.

These glide paths were the only ones that were input into navigation systems, ensuring that all ships used the same area of space that could be maintained free of busy shipping. Going the short end would put them at least one thousand miles out of range of any interception, but could damage their ship on exit, leaving them at the mercy of their enemy. It was, therefore, a calculated risk. But a big one.

“Gossie, prepare burst transmission of the report to Epsilon Gamma Headquarters and prepare for an immediate evasion jump as we come out of hyperspace. If there is a reception committee, don’t wait for orders just send it.”

“What will you be doing?” Gossie asked sarcastically as she would already have her hands full dealing with a potentially crushed ship.

“I will deal with weapons and sensors. I want to know who these bastards are. If they try and stop us, I intend to go straight between them and collect their drive signatures on the way. If they’re hiding their ship code, then I will take what I can get.”

She imagined the scenario; two or three ships placed strategically either side and at the end of the landing zone, armed for immediate missile lock and ready to launch. They would fire a concerted salvo of missiles in a crossover grid that would leave her trapped within a sector of space with nowhere to run. 

In the end, she was wrong. There were five ships.

The re-entry was harsh, even for her. RIGA felt the chair give way as the ship came close to a crushing breakup; the straps that held her, parted, and only her fast reactions averted disaster. As it was, the console buckled under the impact of her body folding around it. All the systems underneath her went off-line, but they weren’t essential to the immediate running of the ship.

Gossie ignored everything and concentrated on the plan. The AI altered course and accelerated at top speed, the drive redlining on the readout. In the space of ten seconds, they achieved the minimum required for another hyper-jump. 

“WEAPONS ACTIVE,” RIGA confirmed, having got herself back into the damaged chair, immediately swinging around to manage the targeting console.

“TARGETING.” She monitored the inbound missiles. The closest were fourteen seconds away. The tiny courier ship would have already been astral dust if they had jumped in at the expected point of entry. Her first shots missed. They were still unstable from the re-entry and Gossie’s course changes.

“PREPARING TO JUMP, ten seconds...” the Ship AI announced.

“Damn, this is way too close, Gossie - they will hit before we are fully clear.”

“AGREED - JUMPING NOW!” Gossie announced ignoring all safety protocols and lifted the ship into hyperspace six seconds into the count. 

Dammation! Those self-preservation algorithms were working overtime, RIGA thought as the wrench of the acceleration pulled her back into her chair, forcing her to let go of the firing mechanism, or break it off the console.

As the bulkheads twisted and groaned under the punishing high gravitational pulls, RIGA had visions of disintegrating and being spread all over the cosmos; particles re-entering normal space in all sections of the galaxy, to fly forever outward to the end of time.

Well, a slight exaggeration perhaps, the bulkhead did spring a few leaks, and the engines sounded tortured and several sensors went off-line, but nothing that couldn’t be fixed. They were suddenly back in hyperspace, and Gossie was dropping the engines down to idle speed to allow them to cool off. Coasting along gave them the opportunity to check the damage without additional stress.

As Gossie re-routed feeds from the sensors the monitor output came back on-line. The leaks sealed themselves. The interior coating, designed to expand and fill small holes, worked silently but effectively. It would hold until they space-docked.

The drive was the only issue. RIGA thought privately that it wouldn’t take another punishment like the last two. They needed a safe place to hole up while the drive was re-aligned. Perhaps one more gentle jump.

“Gossie, plot a course from wherever you sent us to the ECM Space-hub-420, as gently as you can, but don’t hang around. We seem to be flavour of the day out here.”

“Affirmative,” Gossie responded.

“What made you jump at six seconds?”

The AI sighed dramatically as she prepared to defend her actions.

“The lead missile was a type 45, a directional EMP with a proximity sensor. I calculated we had zero time as it was probably set to go off almost immediately, leaving us dead in space for the other missiles to take us out. My programming will not allow me to commit suicide, but I calculated we were already dead. Four seconds didn’t seem that important when taking everything into account. We jumped.”

RIGA smiled. Her friend was magnificent.

“Outstanding computation, Gossie! File that episode and consider it an integral part of our escape and evade protocols. Calculate how that can be achieved with less drive strain. Oh, and include the course change vectors, so that we can do a stress analysis. I think we may have need of some minor modifications to the ship when we dock.” RIGA smiled, pleased they had screwed the opposition, whoever they were.

The trip to the Empirum Covert Mission Space-hub 420 went without incident. As Gossie docked, they received an encrypted message from Epsilon Gamma transferred from the hyperspace relay at the station. It transmitted direction-less, and the antenna relay received multiple broadcasts, but only the ship that was the designated recipient would be able to collect the mail; a receipt signature would be transmitted back to the originating station giving the sender location, date and time of the intercept. 

RIGA’s locator transponder was intentionally disabled even though it was against all PACT regulations. Bollida knew that, it was part of her covert mission status. He would see the repair log in the next download and would know where RIGA had been.

RIGA decided to organise the repairs and modifications before reading the message; then if it contained new orders she could respond immediately without conscience. First, she had an obligation to protect herself and her ship. It was unlikely there would be bounty hunters this far out, but she wasn’t taking any chances. While Gossie repaired and modified the ship, RIGA walked the corridors of the station, armed and deadly.

Eventually, she returned to the ship. The AI was still busy with the remaining repairs, which, thankfully, were now all exterior, the drive having been re-balanced and stores replenished. The damaged console was as good as new and RIGA noted the reinforced chair shackled to the deck.

 No trace of any locator device had been found outside on the hull; it was a mystery how she was being tracked.

Flipping the message console up, RIGA downloaded the waiting message into her communications array in her head and accepted it, acknowledging the time stamp that re-uploaded to the console, acting as a read receipt in the event of legal dispute.

Running her decryption routine, she noted that it had come from the official desk of the Head of the ESSG, the Empirum Secret Security Guardians, of which she was lead operative. The message continued to unravel, she waited patiently instead of reading it as she went along; she would rather wait and get all the bad news in one go.

The message coughed up on her internal view.

Begin Message++++

to: Agent RIGA

from: Chief Bollida

Well, this is a mess, RIGA. You appear to have chewed up a trail across the whole of the quadrant with your latest operation. I have received complaints from Artis Prime that you brought in contraband material with traces back to pirate activity in the region of Veruvia and Flame, both human planets (Don’t worry, I’m fully aware it is a blind and that you have somehow stumbled upon activity that we need to investigate). 

I am at a loss to understand why you have come under direct action from unknown fleets. We have analysed the drive signatures you sent in your final burst. As you rightly suggest, these are not of Empirum origin; one drive signature has been tracked in the area of aforementioned pirate activity. We believe your activities have crossed paths with the pirates and made you a target. Therefore, proceed with extreme caution. Your concerns about LEXON are duly noted.

The response of Artis Prime Council is unacceptable. Avoid contact with Fregal and Pelon while we investigate further. Tracing Kalla is proving difficult. An operative is en-route to make contact with her, and, if possible, resolve the incident with Artis Prime Council.

We suspect the technology you are attempting to introduce is being filtered through the black market hence the reaction from Pelon. We cannot afford for the Pact to be de-stabilised by black racketeering on such a large scale. We believe Tempus is not to be trusted. He has ambitions being fed from unlikely sources. Should you obtain evidence he is fronting for the outlaws, he is to be removed immediately. We are equally unsure of Fregal and Pelon. The same condition applies, but in their case, be doubly certain of your facts. Pelon is a high profile member of the Empirum and has many allies here in the Senate, Talbeck especially. Keep clean logs, RIGA.

Mission 1 Objective: updated.

Proceed to client world as Diplomatic Representative. Convey our positive interest in seeing them incorporated into the Trade Empirum officially. This will provide you with sufficient cover to investigate pirate links and black market racketeering. If there is a link there, you are required to investigate, identify and eradicate. 

The Pact Navy have been instructed to provide full tactical support and fire-power, if needed. They will shadow your every move. You should avail yourself of their assistance at the earliest opportunity. This mission carries the future of ESSG’s effectiveness. We cannot afford to fail. You are ordered to use the tools we have provided for you to the fullest. 

Mission 2: Bring the Terran planet into the Empirum and remove the pirate threat.

Attached: Authorisation & Pact Command Codes. 

Copies have been encoded to Naval command. 

Use Pact comms drones and sentinels. 

Route all signals directly to my office. 

 

Good luck,

Bollida.

++++End Message

Turning in her new chair to look out the cockpit window, RIGA remained quiet while she analysed the possibilities. She had several options: to follow the pirate route back to its origin and trade point with her client’s planet and deal with it her way and then only draw in the Navy if she was out gunned. She wasn’t trying to eliminate the pirates, that was the Navy’s job. She just wanted to secure her client’s interests. That she could achieve; of that, she was certain. 

Or, she could contact her client; tell them she had approval to negotiate their entry into the Empirum. Get them to take her back to their planet, and from there, work out where the pirates were operating, and remove the impediment from their end as part of the negotiations for membership. 

It occurred to her that she knew very little of the planet in question. RIGA had not made landfall on it, only met in a space station similar to the one she was on at the moment. To achieve what she desired, she would need to land and investigate independently, if she was permitted. They didn’t know she was an artificial being so it should prove reasonably easy to obtain access. RIGA wasn’t sure if they had the same issues with on-planet AI’s as the Empirum humans, but was more than happy to continue the deception there.

In the end, it was a necessity to be sure of her client’s standing and ability to commit their planet, that forced her to take the latter option. It would probably serve both aims if she was able to harness their skills to track down the pirate links. However, she decided to place a safeguard, compiling and forwarding a message to Naval Command, using the contacts and codes Bollida had attached. 

Satisfied, she also sent a copy to Bollida.

“Gossie, if all repairs and modifications are complete, let’s get ourselves out of here,” she called out.

...”Requesting access to launch elevator from Station Control.”

...”Permission Granted.”

...”Proceeding to lift four.”

The ship, light and tiny compared to the larger military support ships that surrounded it, hovered under thrusters, made for the small utility lifts reserved for service craft, and entered, securing itself temporarily to the lift deck waiting for the doors to close. The elevator shuddered as its aged and warped cage descended the lower arm of the station until it arrived at the end of the service spoke.

The lights turned from green to red as atmosphere was vented, then the doors at the other end opened to provide them with immediate access to open space.

Their way now clear, and with no other vessels in the vicinity, Gossie gently engaged thrusters and vacated the elevator. Spent fuel combined with ice particles from the residue atmosphere caused small flurries of snow as the tiny craft, in relation to everything around it, gathered speed. Pulling away from the Station arm’s low gravity, RIGA felt minute against the massive structure.

“Destination?” Gossie requested, pulling RIGA out of her thoughts, as their distance from the Space Station allowed them to engage the main drives.

RIGA gave her the coordinates that were recorded only in her memory in case the Ship was interrogated. Gossie knew to remove all trace of the route and destination when they arrived. It was standard procedure between them on these missions.

“Ah, the diplomatic choice won over the action one, then,” she stated matter of factly. 

RIGA detected smugness in the response and managed to hold back a retort. She wondered if Gossie was mentally working as fast as her and was continually impressed with Gossie’s abilities. It had been a short partnership, but nonetheless, RIGA was gaining respect for the ship AI. The ESSG did not stint on the quality of their operatives; it was good to see that the support AI’s matched them for ability. 

“Okay, engage hyper-drive and let's get on with the mission,” she commanded.

For the next forty-eight days RIGA went into shut-down mode, her version of sleep. This allowed maintenance of crucial parts of her synthetic anatomy to self-repair unhindered and kept her in excellent physical shape. The self-healing properties of the synthetics she was made from closely resembled bio tissue. It was tougher than a bio, but suffered the same deterioration in bruising, laceration and environmental extremes, although the impact level to sustain the injuries was much higher. The design allowed for her to bleed, although that aspect was a purely non-functional addition to disguise her true form.

Her skeleton was manufactured from teutranium, a highly sought after material that defied all the known laws of physics. By combining an electric charge with intense heat, the light-weight raw material liquefied, allowing itself to be easily moulded. As soon as the electric charge was removed the metal elements underwent a physical change and became hard and indestructible. No amount of subsequent heat, or electric combination would re-liquefy the metal. It was used very sparingly in its pure form due to its prohibitive cost, as well as lack of recyclability.

When LEXON Corporation had ordered her built, it was with the intention of using her in an Explorer Class ship for surveying new planets for mining expeditions. When the incident occurred that changed her, both SciLab, and LEXON wanted exclusivity for study on their own projects. The ensuing legal battle would have had kept RIGA cocooned for years. 

Taking matters into her own hands, she had used her skills to stow on a ship heading for Epsilon Gamma where the laws insisted that, subject to sentience testing, that no AI could be owned if they could show they had self-will. She gained immediate citizenship, and the recognition of her extraordinary abilities catapulted her into the diplomatic corps, and from there to an ambassadorship where she was indoctrinated into the world of espionage and the darker pursuits of ESSG. 

SciLab received a bounty from Epsilon Gamma that repaid their investment, along with sweeteners of other trade deals that offset SciLab’s loss of a valuable asset. They had no further interest in RIGA; her records were sealed from that day on. LEXON Corporation had not been so accommodating and knew they had missed out on an exclusive valuable commodity, hence the constant stream of bounty hunters.

Now, she was a veteran of some fourteen missions - this was the second with her own ship. The first had been to find and meet up with the client planet after a report had been received of a salvaged escape pod. It had been empty, without any computer on-board, but with a set of what appeared to be coordinates to an unknown planet.

It had taken RIGA and the Ship AI several months of space-hopping to compile a trajectory map from which they could extrapolate potential star maps that could guide them to the area of space that might fit the coordinates. A further six months of long hyperspace hops gave them their first glimmer of success, an abandoned asteroid mine.

The information gleaned there gave direction and language samples as well as a measure of their technological level, which seemed quite advanced. Empty habitation confirmed a bio sentient species, and tools established that they were bipedal and similar to Empirum members. 

In the end it was easier than she expected, the bio sentients were extremely vocal on common frequencies and it was just a matter of following the direction of signals and studying both visual and audio references to establish both language and social structure. The similarity to human members of the Empirum was sufficient for the ESSG to permit RIGA to make contact.





7. Terran Stand-Off

Gossie sent the signal to the reclined figure in the repaired and upgraded cockpit chair, and was rewarded with an affirmative code response. When in hyperspace Gossie would use the downtime to do self-testing and checking out of all the instrumentation. The ship AI even had a small army of mini-bots that could crawl outside and make repairs, or modifications. RIGA had no purpose during these dead periods so often went into shutdown mode. Gossie was uniquely privileged, in that RIGA had given her an activation code on that would ‘wake’ RIGA, when required.

An alarm went off inside RIGA’s head.

>/

> Unit: Prototype-AM: Regenerating Independent Genetic Android/Artificial Intelligence unit AMYA/4B.

>System reset complete 23:40HRS EST. 

>Maintenance Mode: COMPLETE.

>Neural Network: OPTIMAL.

>Surveillance systems: OPTIMAL. NO THREAT DETECTED.

>Defence Perimeter: SET. NON-HOSTILE.

>Location: HYPERSPACE. Coordinates: CLASSIFIED.

>Galactic Star Date: 2145,14,25.

>Task Schedule: UPLOADED.

>Unit Readiness: RIGA,AI OPERATIONAL.

>/

 

RIGA’s return to awareness was immediate, as she took in the ship’s state of readiness; the current activity of the AI indicated that Gossie had pulled her out of stasis.

“HYPERSPACE EXIT IN FOUR MINUTES,” Gossie announced verbally, making sure that RIGA was paying attention.

She liked this about the ship AI; it wasn’t constantly in her head giving her the feeling of an invasion of her privacy. Not that she had private thoughts, but sharing your head isn’t recommended for multiple reasons.

“Thank you Gossie,” she responded, as much to confirm she was vocally active, as to let Gossie know she was up to speed already.

“You have shifted the exit point,” she noted.

“In view of the risks to date and the possibility that the pirates are in receipt of our previous arrival coordinates, I deduced that a computational shift in our arrival point was a paranoid, but prudent action. It merely required a simple calculation of known orbits to put into effect,” Gossie responded, deliberately understating the complicated means by which she had done so. 

“You may be right, who knows who's involved and where this conspiracy will lead,” RIGA admitted.

Giving thought to their impending arrival in the Terran system, RIGA couldn’t help reflecting on their last visit. The pleased response of Osachi when she told him that she represented a trade pact consisting of fourteen planets of bio sentients like them. They weren’t concerned at all about the involvement of artificial lifeforms in the PACT, and introduced their own AI's, who appeared integrated into their Empire, although disappointingly, not as independent individuals, as in the Empirum.

“EXITING HYPERSPACE IN TEN SECONDS.”

“Put all weapons on-line and prepare for escape and evasion. Plot in a short hyperspace hop, Gossie. I don’t want to go far if we land in something hot. I  want an opportunity to assess the situation,” RIGA instructed as Gossie pulled her from her short reverie.

The ship slipped quietly and unobtrusively into normal space without causing a ripple, then cloaked. There was no sensor signal within range, only a large area of emptiness prevailing around them. 

“Seems we have a bit of a journey to get to civilisation, Gossie. Most direct route please, full power to drives.” RIGA smiled. She still maintained command of the vessel and the mission. It was good to keep up the habit of issuing orders, lest the ship decide to go off making its own decisions. At least more than she was already doing, RIGA corrected her thinking. Gossie was as much an agent as RIGA, but unfortunately confined inside a shell.

With the course plotted, both RIGA and Gossie spent the intervening time studying the star system, logging planets and stars. Their knowledge of this region was still limited, and the last visit had left them with little opportunity to survey the system.

They were picking up radio and video transmissions from the main planet. This gave them considerable anecdotal data to be taken back to ESSG. It would help provide background for the planet’s case for entry into the Empirum.

It was Gossie that noticed the small fleet first using her low powered scanning waves. There were five ships holding fast, out of range of the space station they were heading towards.

“Gossie, bring us to a new bearing, then shut down drives,” RIGA indicated the position on the view screen of a small asteroid field of ten or twenty objects. “When you get there, remain cloaked and passive while we work out what’s going on,” she added.

As they quietly drifted, their scanners kept a close watch on any activity. As they pulled up to the small lump of an asteroid that still dwarfed them by about a factor of five hundred, they were able to read the drive signatures of the skulking ships, and logged them for future reference. They both had no doubt these were part of the group trying to destroy them. It meant they were on the right track, or at least they thought they were.

Over the next two days, they watched silently, as at regular intervals the ships broke off and proceeded to patrol the area, spreading out in a wide circuit that would take them towards the outer system. They then observed them turning and coming back in from a slightly different angle, until they all arrived back at the same point.

“Those look suspiciously like the same class of ship that intercepted us at Epsilon Gamma,” RIGA commented finally, as they decided that they needed to make some effort to break out of the impasse.

“Certainly the odds of there being a small fleet at every point we have been anticipated to jump to is compelling. My analysis suggests that this conspiracy we are involved in is far larger than we believed, and may, in fact, involve whole systems.” the AI suggested.

“Yes, I agree. The fact they are maintaining minimum distance from the Space Station indicates they are trying to remain outside of any potential Terran jurisdiction,” observed RIGA.

“I believe, that if we hail the Space Station those ships will zero in on our transmission, and we will end up as space dust within the hour,” the AI commented.

RIGA decided they needed to act soon. If they could somehow distract the fleet long enough to reach the Station, would they hold back, or attack the Terrans? Analysing their options RIGA realised there was only one that had a chance of success. The trouble was, it was theoretically possible, but there was no record of it ever being incorporated into space procedures.

“Gossie, is this ship capable of sub-light jumps?” asked RIGA.

“It is, but I have no experience of attempting it, nor has the database got anything, other than basic theory. You have a plan?” she asked. 

“Yes, but I need to know if it’s physically possible for the drive to carry out a local jump.”

“Then, I will proceed on the basis of it being possible and do my own computations,” Gossie responded, already surmising that the question implied a need to achieve such a thing, if possible.

A few hours later, RIGA peeped in on the AI’s running computations, and decided that it was better to keep away from such things. That kind of math was best left to a computer; she laughed silently to herself at the irony.

It was nearly a day before the ship’s AI responded.

“How far do you want to jump?” Gossie asked.

RIGA, who was in the middle of following an outpouring of political discussion from the distant planet, about the extensive use of robotics denying people the right to work, was relieved at the interruption.

Leaning back in her chair, she thought out loud. “Ideally, the other side of that planet, far enough away so as to be able to jump back out again without being caught in the gravity well. I would want to jump there, send a message and then jump somewhere else, then hide until the reply came through.” RIGA responded.

“Well, that is possible. It is not ideal, but possible,” the AI responded.

Gossie explained her findings so far. “The reason the jump specs aren’t in the database, is because humans are physically unable to withstand the immense pressures of the procedure. The start and stop occurs virtually simultaneously, causing their bodies to collapse, and brain damage occurs from the massive jolt.

The bulkhead mounting modifications we had to reinforce our short landings are actually perfect for maintaining the ship's integrity in sub hyper jumps. The only problem we have is keeping the power drain under control. We are also going to go from a full start to a full stop in the space of sixty seconds, or less. This might damage the drive, although admittedly, it is a small risk.” 

“How accurate can you be?” RIGA asked.

“Well, I’m not sure until we have done a few jumps. However, I do believe we ‘could’ theoretically land in the middle of a fleet of ships, like the one currently on our view screen. However, they would need to be travelling at roughly the same speed that we were, and in the same direction, if we wanted to avoid being squashed,” the AI admitted.

RIGA nodded. “Here’s the situation then, we are vastly out gunned. So, messing with even one of those ships is out of the question. We need to stay out of their range completely. I suspect they have even developed a strategy to counter our short stops already. We need to send a message to the Space Station, and await for the reply, but not by sitting here ready to be turned into scrap by those ships. We have to move about in-system, but quickly.”

Gossie caught on. “Yes, but they will see the jump signatures and know where we are, so it won’t help us.”

“Not if we jump out and then immediately jump back through the same anomaly wave.” RIGA suggested. 

“Why not prepare your message RIGA, while l compute our jump in and out,” the AI suggested.

Two hours later the small vessel lurched as it spasmed into real space, the ripple of its arrival although distinct, fell rapidly behind as the slim pencil craft accelerated into the shortest U-shaped curve allowed for by its drive.

Having completed its turn, it then ran back to its arrival point. A small temporal anomaly, no wider than the craft’s width, pushed ahead of it briefly like a ring of crystal flecks before swallowing the craft whole. The eddy of its brief existence merged with remains of the first one, forming one single disturbance to confuse sensors of any ship attempting to interpret what had occurred.

Back inside the ship, Gossie checked all systems in preparation for returning to real space within the next three seconds. For the purpose of the jump, and as a precaution, RIGA had dampened her systems to ensure no damage to her firmware, in the event the jumps were worse than expected.

Her ship reappeared in normal space, half days travel from the Space Station in a completely different sector of space. One that had not been part of the patrol by the small interception fleet; far enough out that its sub hyper jump would not be detected.

The ship AI sent an alert to RIGA and her systems awoke from their temporary suspension.

“Ah! Did I miss anything?” she asked.

“Everything occurred exactly as planned. The stress to the ship and the drive were well below expected tolerances. The message was sent and we are now operating at 80% speed en-route to the Space Station.”

“Where is the fleet?” RIGA asked.

“The suspect fleet is currently racing to our jump point expecting to find us there, not realising that the signal it is getting from the anomaly is in fact two incidents in close proximity. Incidentally, that was a brilliant ploy and worked perfectly,” Gossie acknowledged.

RIGA smiled. They were cloaked and moving toward the Space Station, but now the fleet were at a disadvantage. Not only did they still not know where RIGA was, they knew that the small ship had outwitted them. Hopefully, the information transmitted to the Space Station would translate to action shortly. They had to wait and see.

A few hours later they were close enough to see the glint of the Station. Gossie powered down the engines leaving them to cruise comfortably. Of the enemy fleet there was no sign.

“That’s worrying,” said RIGA

“It’s not like them to give up, but I’m not reading any drive signatures in range of my sensors. They must have jumped out,” the AI said.

“Hmm! proceed to the Station. Keep all sensors on full scan. Have weapons on-line and a jump solution in the queue at all times, until we stand down,” RIGA commanded.

The ship AI quietly concurred, and applied an in-system jump that would place them on the opposite side of the Station at a distance that would give them a chance to run, or dock.

Seeing the Gossie’s actions RIGA approved, nodding. “If you detect an anomaly near us, don’t wait for orders, jump immediately.” She was learning to trust the AI’s judgement. It meant she could concentrate on other matters, leaving their defence to her ship.

RIGA scanned the comms channels looking for some kind of signal from the Station. Her clients should be there; a response should have been sent by now.

As she considered sending a new message to the Station, RIGA felt the change in the local area of space they were travelling through. Her sensors, still set on local sweep, picked up the anomaly at the same time Gossie realised they were in the middle of a new hyperspace event.

The collision warning sounded before the AI managed to switch it off. They were about to be squashed, being deafened would just be adding to their problems.

“We cannot jump in this field, the re-entry well is skewing our settings,” Gossie announced.

“We’re right in the middle of whatever is jumping in,” RIGA acknowledged.

They watched, powerless to do anything, as the anomaly grew around them; strangely their ship appeared to be in the eye of a flux event. So far they were only suffering a mild buffering.

“If it is the suspect fleet, I think we might be in for a tough time,” the ship pointed out.

“Who else could it be, they must have worked out our game plan and calculated our likely return point,” RIGA said.

“You mean they can do short jumps in those beasts of ships without killing everyone aboard?” Gossie pointed out the obvious flaw in RIGA’s theory.

They continued to observe the event, as the hulls of two enormous ships resolved into normal space either side of their tiny craft, which now bobbed uncontrollably in the expanding bow waves of the new arrivals. 

These ships were incredibly large in comparison to the fleet they had been expecting. There was nothing they could do while the ripples of the space shift continued to eddy around them.

Then the comm’s channel burst into life and a voice came over the internal speakers on the same frequency they had called the Space Station.

“This is the SCN (Space Council Navy) Tesperadus and SCN Brent. Are you in need of assistance?”came an official sounding voice. Then a scrabbling noise, and an entirely different voice came over the channel, one that RIGA knew well. 

“Ambassador Rigel, is that you? Are you all right? It’s Osachi,” the voice sounded worried.

“Osachi? Yes I am fine, thank you,” RIGA responded.

“Ah, good! I got your message, and I was going to  reply, but then I thought that might not be much help, so I brought some friends with me. If you need additional assistance, I can get more.” He laughed.

There was a muffled sound and the original voice took over. 

“Ambassador, this is Captain Jennings. We wish to transport you aboard our ship. Do you have any objections? It will make it more secure for you and easier for a proper debriefing of your experience with the small non-Terran fleet that is holding outside our perimeter.”

“When you say transport, I’m not sure I fully understand your meaning,” RIGA said.

“It will be easier if we show you, Ambassador, please stand by. Out,” the gruff voice said.

There was a delay of a few moments, then Gossie advised. “There are some strange fluctuations occurring around the ship RIGA. I think they might be attempting to activate some sort of tractor beam, but I cannot see how it would... hold on” Gossie said sidetracked as the fluctuations appeared to affect the ship directly.

RIGA waited anxiously, remembering the tractor beam of the Mirage, and not too certain of the Tesperadus’ intentions. Then, as her internal scanners lost all of their connections; regaining them a few seconds later, but now limited by some form of shield. She sensed human heat signatures around the ship. Now confused.

She was about to confer with Gossie that they were under some form of attack, when she happened to look out through the ship’s screen, amazed to see they had indeed been transported; precisely how, RIGA had no idea. There were people standing around the deck area and vehicles moving around on anti-gravs. Amazing! A transportation device INSIDE a ship.

A new voice came across the intercom, sounded different, with more of an echo. “Ambassador,  the repellers are stable and you are in normal atmosphere, please neutralise all drives and thrusters and stand down your systems. You are invited to exit your ship an escort is ready to take you to the Bridge.”

Gossie updated RIGA with what she had already surmised. “We have been transported inside the hangar deck of the Tesperadus, RIGA. We are now apparently held by the SCN Tesperadus.”

“Gossie, record everything you can while we are here. This feels... different. Amazing!” RIGA instructed. She felt a little disorientated and bewildered and wondered if it had something to do with the ‘transport’ method. Making for the exit she hesitated momentarily before commanding the hatch to open.

As the hatch opened her senses took in the environment around them. Her sleek courier ship was now suspended above the deck by at least two feet. TA stepping off area had been provided, which was unnecessary, but she used it anyway.

Around her were a large contingent of fighter aircraft with stubby wings and wicked looking gun turrets. Missile pods seemed to hang off every external section. She could see that they were designed to carry a single pilot. Sensing the proximity of enquiring minds in the immediate vicinity, it took a second, or two to realise they were housed within the fighters. AI’s then.

“Hello friends” She sent a hail across the mental net that she perceived and was rewarded with a tumult of welcome’s, before the network security governor stepped in and closed the connection. Oh well, I would have done the same, RIGA thought. She wondered if her AI had managed to connect with any of them before it was locked down.

Approaching her was a middle-aged man dressed in green coveralls; behind him marched two security guards. The man had a small mass of cropped hair under his nose, and she stifled a chuckle at the weirdness of the decorative growth. These humans did strange things with their body hair. In the Empirum, it was unusual, if not unheard of to see any facial hair. There were treatments that made it unnecessary.

“Hello, Captain, I am Chief Mcguire in charge of the hangar deck. I will be looking after your fine ship while you are aboard the Tesperadus. Do you require any repairs or supplies? I’m ordered to assist you in anyway possible while your ship is in dock.” 

“Thank you, Chief Mcguire. My name is RIGA, no title required. My ship requires nothing,” RIGA said as she stood and warily looked up at the two security guards.

Noting her concern, Mcguire waved at the two men. “These gentlemen are here to escort you to the Bridge, the Captain has need of your services, – RIGA.” He smiled disarmingly, as he stood aside and indicated for her to follow them. Both guards looked keenly at RIGA, apparently liking what they saw. It had been some time since she had been amongst humans that didn’t know her, especially males. They separated so that RIGA could walk between them.

RIGA beamed a command to her ship, ‘close hatch, secure from intrusion.’ She didn’t want them nosing around her ship too much. She was rewarded with a chuckle from Gossie for her paranoia, but she closed the hatch anyway. Mcguire looking after RIGA was startled by the sound of the blast shutters dropping over the cockpit. He looked a little disappointed as he walked away, RIGA noted, looking back as she walked.

She fell in step with the security detail, and while they walked across the hangar deck, she examined them closely. They were well-armed, with holstered flechette-style weapons, as well as some form of explosive projectile hanging from their shoulders. Strange device, she thought as she also detected some form of laser underpinning the barrel. She noted it was purely decorative, then realised it was a targeting device because these humans, like Empirum biologicals, had a problem with precision firing over long distance.

They arrived at an elevator at the end of the deck. As RIGA looked critically at its capabilities, she observed that it was basically a simple designed vertical box device. She wondered how the crew would move about efficiently between decks, when they could only go up or down. She made a note to ask at some point.

RIGA sensed eyes on her, observing cameras in the elevator, as well as along the route they were taking. Analysing the signals, she thought she detected an AI behind the observation and sent a friendly welcoming message. Receiving no reply, RIGA nonetheless observed the surveillance cut back from then on. Still able to message her ship, RIGA instructed Gossie to strike up a conversation with the ship’s AI if possible. she received an electronic nod, a shorthand signal they used. Gossie must think they might be listening on their frequency.

As RIGA arrived on the bridge, she was escorted immediately into an adjoining room, where she was confronted with four white uniformed personnel, who she deemed to be part of the senior command structure. Her database quickly collated the differences, she would understand more once she had the structure sorted. She noted the room was shielded and could no longer contact Gossie. 

“Hello, you must be Ambassador Rigel.” A young woman approached her directly, 

RIGA responded with a smile, “Please call me RIGA, its my name. Ambassador is my title when I’m dealing with others of similar rank.”

“Thank you - RIGA, May I introduce you to everyone?” and taking her arm she guided her round the room. First introducing Captain Jennings, then the officers, who all remained aloof and decidedly taciturn. The Captain then dismissed the female officer and RIGA was left facing them with the two security guards at the end of the room, out of earshot, but within reach.

The Captain explained. “RIGA, I understand that where you come from they don’t use titles. Here you would be addressed as Miss, Ms, or Ma’am depending on your age, or status. So, you may get called by a variety depending on whom you are speaking with.”

“That’s all right Captain. I am unlikely to be offended by any form of address,” RIGA responded, smiling politely while watching his eye movements and listening to his heartbeat. She detected anxiety, probably not misplaced given that he was meeting a strange person in out of the ordinary circumstances. Still, watch this one closely, she thought.

RIGA decided to provide a jumping point to overcome formalities. “If I may pre-empt your ‘de-briefing’? I’m not sure what that word means precisely in your terms, I would like to thank you for intervening in the matter of the unknown fleet. They have been part of an enemy force attempting to destroy me and my ship across the galaxy over the last few months. I believe it has much to do with my contact with your world and the potential trade between us. Would you be aware of any of this?” RIGA asked him directly. As an afterthought she added. “...and where is Mr Osachi, I must speak with him, as a matter of urgency.”

“Oh! Mr Osachi may be available to you later, depending on, er, ...how this meeting proceeds, As it is, we are as much in the dark as you are, hence the need for a proper debriefing of your situation Miss,... ah, RIGA. We are keen to understand the nature of the problem on our borders.” The Captain concluded.

RIGA had no intention of playing military games and she could see the immediate signs of one being played out here. She needed to bypass this if she could, not knowing what their response would be if they realise her reasons for being here.

“Well, Captain. Then I fail to see how your ‘de-briefing’ can proceed further. I would like to thank you for your timely intervention and now, I really would like to meet with Osachi.” RIGA set her position clearly. Osachi obviously had the ability to command these ships to intervene on her behalf, he would be the right person to discuss her mission. Clearly, Captain Jennings had his own agenda, although she could sympathise with him on the issue of the enemy ships. They had been on his border for a while clearly without any intervention by the Terran Navy. That alone was strange.

The Captain’s back straightened in shock as he realised she was, in fact, dismissing him.

“Are you refusing to discuss your presence here, and the fact you are risking the provoking of a war on our borders, by your unexpected arrival?” he responded, his anger more pronounced, although he was holding his voice in check.

“Captain, I am here on a diplomatic mission to uncover and identify the source behind those ships, and to deal with the build up of armed fleets marauding our systems. We believe those ships on your border are part of that conspiracy. I need to discuss this with your senior military and political figures, as they may represent a threat to both our empires,” RIGA explained.

“I see. It is not normal practice on our world to discuss military subjects with civilians who do not have sufficient clearance with which to be briefed. As you are not even of our world, it would be highly unacceptable for me to disclose any information to you, a civilian we rescued from a small private craft.” The Captain set his stance in what would be seen by all as a stubborn refusal to be ordered about by a mere girl.

One of the other officers coughed pointedly and the Captain swung his attention to him.

“You wish to comment Lieutenant Wright? I would welcome your input if it helps us move forward.” The Captain said as he pulled back, almost in deference to the other officer, 

Their political officer, RIGA remembered noting the subtle play and realising that perhaps the Captain wasn’t as secure in his position as he perhaps should be on his own ship. Interesting, she thought.

“Sir, Ah! There is a briefing document on your view screen, Miss.. sorry, RIGA, is the officially designated representative from her people, They are the Galactic Empirum, and number in excess of fourteen worlds. I believe RIGA was on her way to us to discuss the outcome of our request to be included in their Empirum, for trade purposes.” The officer looked at RIGA apologetically his eyes seeming to implore her to not take offence before returning to the Captains’ face where a quick look was exchanged between them. 

RIGA couldn’t quite tell what it meant, but she returned her attention to the Captain and acknowledged the Officer’s statement. “Your Political Officer is correct, Captain,” she said turning her head towards the officer and nodded at him. “Thank you,” she said.

The Captain walked stiffly back to his screen, possibly to verify that he did indeed, have a document on his virtual desk. He stabbed at the screen and opened the file. RIGA watched as his eyes took in the contents, noting as he did so that his eyebrows raised, and his face changed colour, clearly embarrassed. She wondered how he was going to handle the situation. She hadn’t much experience of these Terrans, but had noted their tendency towards arrogance.

He looked up and smiled. She could see it was a pained expression forced upon him by his oversight. Still, it wasn’t a pleasant look.


8. Formidable Credentials

“Ms RIGA, it appears Mr Wright, my PO, is quite correct. I’m out of order, please forgive me. I admit I had put the file to one side not expecting to be involved in this matter directly. I’m not a trade or political beast, I’m afraid, so had declined to place importance on the matter. I see clearly this was an error of judgement.” The Captain offered an apology which RIGA could see was not for her benefit at all, but to meet his obligations to his officers.

RIGA graciously nodded.

“May we begin again?” he asked as he came back to the table and sat down. He glanced briefly at the Political Officer as he sat, and RIGA couldn’t mistake the blackness of the look.

The officers around the table visibly relaxed as they perceived their superior officer take the issue in his stride, as any good leader should do, and turn it around back into positive territory. 

For her part RIGA decided to provisionally accept the apology, and undertook to be forthcoming, despite her own misgivings that she wasn’t talking to the right person for this mission. “Yes Captain, if I may I would like to update you on what I know of the enemy, and what I perceive to be their intent. In return, I expect a fair exchange of any information you have that might relate to my investigation, no matter how high a security risk you deem it to be.” She looked the Captain directly in the eyes and noticed when he began to respond negatively, already expecting it, she now added.

“I have the authority from my government to pursue my own line of enquiries, but I would much prefer to use this as an opportunity for us to work together.” RIGA calmly stamped her independent authority on the meeting. She was used to getting her own way and despite putting it politely she had already had enough of the Captain’s attitude.

Captain Jennings frowned, already not liking the broad remit he was being asked to share with a foreign power. “I will try to see if I can accommodate you on that RIGA. However, it might require the information to be conveyed in private, despite your obvious official status, there is much that is unable to be discussed openly, even around this table.” His eyes locked on hers.

“Fair enough, Captain,” she acknowledged, but didn’t like the evasive tone of his voice. Her biometric analysis was telling her to be careful here, that the Captain would try to maintain face in front of his officers, but put her down when there were no witnesses. 

Deciding to push forward in the hope of securing positive results, she continued. “If I may use the interface hookup to your screens I should be able to provide you with a greater level of detail?” RIGA indicated the desk unit where she saw the same set of connections used to link communication devices that Osachi had available when they met previously.

Seeing the nod from the Captain, RIGA placed her hand over the interface casing covering them discreetly. Her nodes extruded and linked into the data-net of the ship. It was fire walled to this room only, but it was not a sophisticated barrier, she noted as she accessed the graphic display and set up the linkage to her own systems.

The Captain saw what was happening and visibly paled. He whispered across to the Political Officer, she shouldn’t have been able to hear, but her audio system could do easily so she listened.

“What! is she a damned cyborg?” The Captain whispered behind his hand while Wright noted her watching them closely and chose to say nothing, just pursed his lips. He seemed equally ill at ease at the revelation. RIGA wondered at the problem. There had been no issues when she had previously used this type of connection with Osachi. What was she missing here?

The other officers were intrigued by her ability to access their interface in such a manner, but held back from openly asking her how she did it, instead watching intently as the heel of her hand pressed close to the interface.

RIGA explained how she evaded the attacks on her person and the subsequent hostile fleets that had attempted to intercept and destroy her ship without giving away technical information on just how she had done so. These people did not strike her as allies to share such information with. Her safety depended on her being able to outrun or outwit the enemy. She simply refused to explain the details of the ship’s tactics in evading the enemy.

RIGA passed over files of the ships, drive signatures and tonnage and what other information she had gleaned from her ship sensors in the hope they would be recognizable by the Captain’s sensor operators. If they could be commonly identified, then they had a starting point for her investigation.

“...so, as you can appreciate, the very fact that there was a reception committee waiting for me at the very Station where I was introduced to Osachi, and where our talks began leads me to believe that our two empires already intersect somewhere on a clandestine level, although not officially, or I would have been made aware of it.” She paused and just looked at the Captain.

“Captain Jennings, my government concurs with my analysis that we are clearly dealing with a black market which, by its very nature, will probably be involved in exchange, or trade in proscribed technology. Therefore, we have a mutually vested interest in investigating and stopping it.” RIGA completed her comprehensive debrief and sat back to watch the reaction. It wasn’t long in coming.

The Captain turned from piercing her with his deep brown eyes and addressed his officers, directly ignoring RIGA. “Actually, whilst that is a good summation it goes a lot deeper than you, or your government believe, and at this point I think it is time that we closed this meeting.” Without turning his head towards her, he raised a finger dismissively at RIGA to halt her expected demand for reciprocity. 

“Thank you, gentlemen. Hopefully the information you have obtained from Miss, er, RIGA’s debriefing answers a few questions. Please submit you conclusions for consideration at the earliest opportunity. I want us to move swiftly on this new development.” With that he dismissed his team.

He turned back to her and stood up, pulling his uniform jacket straight as he did so.

“RIGA, follow me please.” The Captain turned to the other officer who had spoke up for RIGA. “Wright, please join us.” The Captain immediately moved to open a door that until now she hadn’t noticed. It was also heavily screened. Interesting!

They entered the Captain’s office situated behind the bridge. It was comfortably laid out, with tasteful and expensive furnishings. A young man sat at one of the easy chairs as they entered.

“RIGA,I believe you know Mr Osachi.” The Captain gestured towards the man sitting in the comfortable chair drinking some beverage out of a cup; it smelt like the drink she remembered from previous visit that they called it ‘Coffee’. 

Osachi put down the cup and hurried over with a wide grin on his face. “They wouldn’t let me see you until they had finished the debriefing,” he said apologetically.

“Yes, ahem! I’m sorry about that Raachi,” the Captain said. “I believed we were dealing with a simple civilian rescue. My misconceptions have been pointedly clarified. However, Ms RIGA requires information that I don’t want made available so we have regrouped in here to continue the meeting.”

“Obviously, your family’s involvement with RIGA gives you privileged access to this meeting and I know you understand the importance of maintaining confidentiality, or at least you will do by the end of my explanation,” he said as he walked around to his desk.

The Captain sat down in his chair and pressed a button. A red light flashed above the doors, one presumably leading to the Bridge, the other where they had  come from. After a few flashes the red light went static and was then ignored.

He began to outline the current Terran situation.“We have been tracking an increase in traffic, out of system, for some time. It is sporadic, only occurring when our patrols are otherwise involved in planetary security. It also seems to be tipped off when we attempt a purge. We know they are getting inside help from people in our own HQ and we believe we are closing in on the individuals concerned.

In addition, there have been reports of thefts of new tech items that are cutting edge and very expensive”. The Captain nodded at RIGA. “Based on your report today, I believe they could be turning up somewhere in your Empirum, in which case the smugglers may well be Empirum ships,” he added.

RIGA responded. “Captain, this would be so, if we were seeing this new technology. However, that fact is we aren’t, which implies its going somewhere else.”

The Captain continued as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “The worst part of this, is that most of the thefts relate to weapons and disabling systems. Obviously that part is highly classified, but we want to get the equipment back, or at least remove it from use, as it represents a threat to our own national security,” he added.

Osachi looked genuinely worried. “One last item that needs to be mentioned,” he said nervously. “We are missing some vital components of a new weapon,” he admitted.

“What kind of weapon?” asked RIGA, immediately concerned.

“Osachi, don’t answer that,” the Captain said intervening with his hand up, halting Osachi from saying more. He turned to RIGA and patronisingly responded to her question “I don’t think we should tell you any more, it’s a matter of Terran security. “

Osachi interrupted, “...it’s a self-replicating killer nanite; a doomsday bomb. One that, once released wouldn’t stop consuming every artificial substance until it had eaten everything, using it to replicate itself until it couldn’t grow any more. Only organics would remain.”

The Captain fumed. “Osachi, you shouldn’t...” then realised the futility of berating Osachi at this point. His look told RIGA that there would be an angry exchange between them later.

Osachi was unrepentant. “Captain, you forget my family built the technology that is being stolen, and we want... need it stopped. We had already decided that RIGA’s people might be able to help us in that regard.” He looked winningly at RIGA, and she noticed the young man still looked young and impressionable. She realised he still held feelings for her, those same emotions that had assisted her on the original discovery of the Terran Empire. He had no idea of her history, but seemed enamoured and RIGA had no idea how to handle that. So she studiously ignored it. He didn’t seem to notice.

The Captain sighed and decided to continue the story. “The original killer nanites were invented a century ago by an Earth scientist called Osbourne. They were intended to generate new raw materials from recycling waste products, but they were successfully introduced into warfare against an enemy of Earth’s called the Nubl. Then, they would only consume specific types of metals and plastics, they had a timed lifespan which rendered them inert. An excellent safeguard. 

Nanites that ate specific inorganic items were introduced to help in mining operations to recover rare elements. Then some bright spark forgot to put an END command on one of the program sets inserted into a batch and they ate half a mining complex along with part of the asteroid before the company realised what they had created.“ The Captain looked disparagingly at Osachi as he said that.

“How was it stopped?”RIGA asked.

Osachi took up the story again. “The asteroid was steered into the nearby sun, being the only sure-fire way of removing the threat to everyone. One ship that tried to escape was eaten out from under them as they tried to evacuate. Miners had their EVAC suits eaten, even as they were trying to leave the ship.”

RIGA analysed the added information with the full speed of her QDE, (Quantum Distribution Entanglement) processors. She didn’t like the conclusions, especially to her own people. This could be extremely serious for them. There was still missing data and she needed to track it down.

“I believe we have a serious problem,” she advised.

She turned to the Political Officer, “Do I take it you are here in an advisory capacity and answer directly to your government bypassing the military command structure?” she asked of the man who had so far remained perfectly quiet.

“Yes, Ma’am, that is entirely correct. I am here to maintain a link between the two bodies as directed by the Space Council,” he explained.

“So, who is really in command here, gentlemen?” RIGA asked.

“In military and security matters, I am,” the Captain said. “In matters that have political ramifications and without a decision from the SC as to prescribed action, the PO provides guidelines, or contacts the SC for immediate decisions. It may seem as though it could cause friction, but in fact it speeds decisions immensely, as usually it can bypass the Council members and go straight to the Security Committee,” he added.

“I’m not a permanent member of bridge staff, RIGA. I was placed on here to provide support to the Captain, should we come across activity that required official sanction,” the PO explained.

“Good! You will have need of both, and very soon,” RIGA informed them.

The Captain’s eyebrows shot up as he retorted. ”You believe this because...?” His hackles clearly raised by her comment.

Osachi interrupted again, this time to the Captain. “RIGA can percolate data, analyse it and reach conclusions at quantum entanglement speeds. Trust me on this, I have watched her.” Then turning to RIGA he asked “You just did that, didn’t you?”

“Yes, Osachi. I believe that, either one of your worlds, or one of mine is going to be seen to be attacked by the other, and probably very soon. It will be viewed as an act of war and will lead to an invasion of one, by the other, for no other purpose I can see, other than to gain the technology that your Empire has established,” RIGA announced.

The Captain and PO visibly paled at her statement. They looked at each other, alarmed at her conclusion, then quickly recovering, the PO laughed loudly. “But! - frankly, that is preposterous Miss RIGA,” temporarily forgetting she had no title in his obvious distress. “That’s such a far out conclusion from a small insignificant smuggling operation - it’s - totally ludicrous!” he exclaimed deriding her conclusions.

RIGA looked at them both and felt the underlying fear. Something was seriously not right here, she decided immediately to investigate this ship before she did anything else.

Osachi looked very disturbed, and deep in thought. The PO’s response obviously giving him similar concerns as RIGA. He looked across at her and shook his head almost imperceptibly. He didn’t want her to say any more. Fair enough, she thought.

Sometime later, RIGA and the Captain were alone. He had decided that the issue had devolved itself down to a purely military matter and intended to deal with it according to his own design. He had sent off the PO and Osachi to ostensibly agree a statement to be sent to the Space Council in response to the military and political meeting held with RIGA, as emissary to the Empirum. RIGA realised that meant nothing would be done.

As he approached her, his Comms unit bleeped. He turned back to answer it and for several moments he listened as still as a statue as someone spoke to him. It was guttural and distorted, RIGA recorded it anyway, perhaps Gossie’s systems could clean it up. Captain Jennings answered in a language that RIGA was unfamiliar with and a small argument ensued. When he replaced the phone his demeanour had changed. He didn’t look happy at all.

The Captain, now sat down in the comfortable chair opposite RIGA and quietly sipped his drink. She could see the man’s mental wheels turning and was beginning to realise he had some serious issues going on that were competing for attention. He was one moment rational, the next paranoid. RIGA was concerned for some reason she couldn’t yet fathom. Whilst these humans were of the same make-up as her own people there were large cultural and psychological differences. These made her a little uncertain of how they should naturally behave, especially under duress.

“OK, young lady, I would like to know  how you come to the conclusion that there is going to be a war when all we have to go on so far is a few piracy incidents both in your neck of the woods, and ours. And, yes, also some fairly serious breaches in security, and theft of a small quantity of SCN armaments. Only one of which represents a threat to any world, should it ever be used,” he said.

RIGA wasn’t flustered. Despite his obvious problem of dealing with her and not another military type, he was looking for information and she thought she understood why. So, instead of getting agitated, she relaxed and allowed the answers to come to her from the depths of her memory banks.

“Firstly, I have a confession to make to you, Captain. While I was linked into your comms network I accessed your ship’s sensor database and pulled all of the information pertaining to the ship incidents you mentioned. I have combined all of this information along with my data into a complete report which is now on your vidscreen. Please use it to further your case with your superiors. They will find the case quite compelling,” RIGA said.

The Captain stood up, towering over her, plainly angry; he pointed his finger while still holding the glass in his hand. He ignored the vidscreen she had pointed to. “You know I was warned about you by my superiors. I should lock you in the brig, but I feel that you aren’t capable of being a threat to me and my crew,” he said. “However, I would appreciate your keeping yourself out of our hardware, or I might have to change my stance and put you away until I can get confirmation from your government that you aren’t acting in your own capacity,” he said aggressively.

RIGA stood to confront him. She had observed the change in him, more evident now since the comms conversation. She didn’t like what she was seeing. Unfortunately, RIGA had never learned to back down, not understanding how this could disarm aggressive human behaviour she used her usual ‘matter of fact’ which for her was simply stating the obvious. 

“I doubt you could hold me, Captain. If you tried you will find I’m capable of defending myself. However, for me to work effectively I need to delve deeper into the data on your planet. I meant it when I said I was empowered to investigate this by my government, with or without your assistance,” RIGA told the Captain, leaving him clear that to thwart her mission would not be in his interests. However, to the Captain, she had just issued him a challenge.

“Really? You are  one person; a woman! Do you honestly think you can proceed with your mission alone and stop a potential war between our two empires? I sincerely doubt it,” he scoffed. “I would prefer it if we had a fair exchange of data, I would like to know as much of you, and your home worlds as you will obtain of ours if I return to Terra with you on-board,” he said.

RIGA understood. He wanted to see the Empirum for himself, and possibly on behalf of his government. That made sense. He probably wanted to be sure they were really going to be friends and not enemies.

“I would very much like for you to visit my home planet Epsilon Gamma. I am also very sure my employers would like to meet with you to discuss mutual arrangements for securing our borders. I am empowered to negotiate on their behalf and the Empirum at large. I have lists of interested trade partners, goods and services and I am also the official Ambassador between AI’s and humans for the Empirum so my decision on many matters will be automatically approved on my return.” RIGA filled him in on her official designation. It was a formality, they were both dancing around the issues.

“You seem very confident for a girl, RIGA. How is it the Empirum can send you out alone on a mission of such magnitude? Our world would send several ships of my size with a passenger liner full of delegates to your world to achieve the same result,” the Captain queried, still not believing that RIGA could possibly deliver on anything substantive.

“Your worlds are different, older and more complex. Our Empirum is very young having only been constituted one two and fifty years ago. We have a much quicker, less complicated means of decision processing. Our political leaders are motivated and still full of purpose. Unlike you, we do not have people in place purely to slow down the mechanism of decision-making. 

A good example is your Political Officer. Do you not have the ability to make decisions in your planet’s interests, Captain? The Political Officer serves only to diffuse your abilities and suborn your power for himself and his political masters,” RIGA responded trying to draw him out so she could get a measure of the root of his aggression.

The Captain was seething, RIGA sensed he was unwilling to respond to her.

RIGA could sense his reluctance. It was typical of a military man in his position in his world. She had spent so much time studying human evolution. His world was still full of prejudice, bred on a backdrop of ‘might makes right’. He could not see a small 5’6” female having the physical presence to make the desired impact on his government, or its military. She sensed that it would be an uphill battle to make any headway despite his willingness to discuss things. It was actually no different to back home, really, she thought.

Still, RIGA pushed her advantage, not prepared to back up one inch in her self assertion of her capabilities. “Captain, let me be clear. If you do not give me access to your world within the next twelve hours, I will proceed anyway and conduct my own investigation, securing the answers that I need for the Empirum to take adequate steps to halt this escalating series of piracy incidents.” RIGA stood to leave.

The Captain smiled frostily. “Where is it you actually think you're going, RIGA? You are on my ship, your vessel is locked down in our dock, and I will not permit you to leave until I am satisfied that you are who you say you are, and not a threat to the security of my people.” The Captain stood and moved over to take RIGA’s arm. She tried to remain calm. He was just a human but, he was testing her patience to the limit. Did he realise that she could quite literally tear off his arm and hit him all the way to the next planet with it.

‘Gossie, are we ready?’ RIGA called silently to her AI who was listening while riding piggyback along the Captain’s personal network linked to his screen. The last call to the Captain had not disconnected properly, it had allowed an open a channel of communication that Gossie had been quick to utilise.

‘Yes, all is ready, the Tesperadus’ AI has been monitoring and agrees with your summation. However, I believe you are at risk if you stay there. The Captain seems keen to delay you for some reason.’

“Captain, before I leave can I ask you one question?” RIGA turned to him and held his arm, pushing it down and away from her with surprising force to which he took immediate exception, trying to reinstate it without effect. Her strength being many times his.

He smiled, falteringly as he felt the strength behind her diminutive frame. “Of course, RIGA,” he said, masking his annoyance.

“Why is it that all the time we have been here, you have made no attempt to apprehend the fleet of unidentified ships that even now sit on the edge of your Space Station’s perimeter?”

His face darkened into an angry scowl. “How would you know what my ships are doing while you are aboard.”

“Then you should be able to tell me the ships have been apprehended, destroyed, or at least chased off, Captain,” RIGA said, not smiling.

“A smart-ass! I think I will be a lot happier with you in the Brig. GUARD!” the Captain shouted.

A smartly dressed soldier marched in from the anteroom where the permanent guard was stationed, out of earshot, but in reach.

“Take this ‘person’ to the brig. Make sure she doesn’t communicate with anyone on the way. Keep her away from computer interfaces and hold her in isolation until I order otherwise,” the Captain dismissed them both.

RIGA smiled at the guard. The guard looked nonplussed. RIGA had no intention of killing anyone, but she would not let this Captain treat her like she counted for nothing. Her superiors would have the Captain shot, and the ship blown out of normal space. RIGA, for once, intended to handle things differently. Perhaps it was because these people were Osachi’s that she held back her killing streak.

“How are you going to do this, Soldier?” RIGA asked him coolly, wondering indeed what this young human would do.

The Captain turned to see the embarrassed soldier wondering quite how to force the pretty young lady in front of him to be escorted to the Brig. 

“MARINE, GET HER OUT OF HERE!” he bellowed.

As the soldier moved to grab hold of RIGA, she moved aside, offering no threat, but deftly putting herself beyond reach. He bugged out at her speed, making no further attempt to grab her. She could see he felt awkward and at odds with the command of his superior officer. RIGA decided to move past the impasse.

“Captain, before I take my leave... I think you should be aware that, despite my small size and the fact I’m a female, the Empirum I come from ensured that I would have all of the tools necessary to defend myself should the need arise.”

The Captain looked up from his desk with a look of angry confusion on his face. He was about to reprimand the Marine when he registered what she had said.

“What do you mean?”

The door to the bridge opened and the sound of alarms and klaxons blared into the room. His XO stood there with a look of concern on his face. “Sir, You’re needed on the bridge - NOW!” 


9. Political Expediency

The Captain, on hearing the noise, realised something was seriously amiss. Torn between resolving the issue with his recalcitrant Marine and whatever was occurring on the bridge, he glared and pointed at RIGA. “Bring HER!” the Captain shouted at the Marine and walked off with his XO directly behind him.

RIGA smiled and walked ahead of the soldier, following the now bristling Captain onto the Tesperadus’ bridge.

The XO was explaining, “Sir, we have a fleet of five battleships standing to on our port side. They are offering no explanation as to why they are here. They  keep asking to speak to Ambassador Rigel.”

“What? When did they arrive?  Security, kill those alarms and put us on standby,” the Captain shouted at the Security Officer.

“That’s the thing, Sir, they were already in position, they just uncloaked,” the XO explained as the alarms suddenly ceased. 

“They are extremely well armed, Sir, and pointing their arsenal directly at us,” he added.

RIGA spoke up confidently raising her voice so that it would carry across the room. “Captain, you know you couldn’t bring yourself to accept that a small female like myself could represent a large trading block like the Galactic Empirum? Well, these small ships here, are my official credentials.” She smiled as his face went ashen. He sat down at his station and looked at the fleet of warships that had revealed themselves.

The looks from the bridge stations showed concerned at the new turn of events. The SCN ships were themselves on the extreme edge of their territory, the Space Station being their furthest outpost. The ships, while posing an immediate threat, were not invading, but they knew that their proximity and active weaponry could only imply one thing. RIGA looked at them sensing the mood of the all male crew as potentially aggressive. Nobody, she thought, likes being pushed against a bulkhead.

“Comms, would someone put me in vocal and visual with the lead ship ‘GEN Vasta’ before they decide to take a more physical approach to get your attention?” RIGA requested, in the most commanding voice she could muster, which actually, she thought, didn’t sound too bad. The bridge acoustics were excellent.

The comms officer looked at the Captain questioningly, Jennings nodded. He looked decidedly unhappy, realising he had seriously misjudged events.

The vidscreen burst into life and the bridge crews got a good look at each other. “Finally! RIGA - Ambassador Rigel,  we received your message, but you had jumped before we could respond. Good to see you have already made contact with your friends. What do you need from us?” the Captain of the Vasta asked smiling, fully aware of the problems she was current experiencing, having been fully briefed by Gossie.

“Captain Xandarl, I am pleased to see you and your patrol. I trust all is well. You could perhaps reassure Captain Jennings here of my credentials. He seems to feel that I may not be up to taking on the responsibility of investigating the illicit trade between our two Empires.”

Captain Jennings looked decidedly annoyed and didn’t even try to hide it. RIGA felt sorry for him, but it was his own fault and she had a job to do and needed to act now.

Xandarl was happy to oblige. “Captain Jennings, I can assure you that Ambassador Rigel is one of our most skilled Ambassadors. She is a keen investigator and a shrewd trade negotiator. As such she has the complete support of the central governing bodies of the Galactic Empirum. You would be well advised to stay on her good side as she is also our most skilled ‘hand to hand’ combat veteran. The Ambassador is extremely popular back home. We are indeed honoured to have her representing our interests here today.” He smiled. RIGA knew he had only to say the word and the two Terran ships would immediately be disabled.

“Will that be all, RIGA?” he asked pointedly.

“Actually, you can do one other small thing for me, please Captain, if you will. There is the matter of pursuit of the unknown vessels sitting  outside the perimeter and jurisdiction of the Space Station. They may well be from our sector and should be identified and warned that this area is off limits, and not open to Empirum trade until I say it is,” RIGA said, smiling meaningfully at the Captain sat by her side

“It will be as you ordered, Ambassador,” Captain Xandarl said respectfully. “Vasta Out.”

The vidscreen blanked.

RIGA turned towards the Captain who was now decidedly fuming at being upstaged.

“Captain Jennings, perhaps I could now have my meeting with Osachi?” She kept her voice as even as she could make it.

The XO next to him also looked at the Captain, who nodded. The XO then gestured to the soldier who had accompanied them to the bridge from the Ready Room. “Take Ambassador Rigel to the VIP wing and ensure she is given a stateroom to use while she is with us. Arrange for her to have anything she requires during her stay. Get Mr Osachi to meet the Ambassador there. Report back to me if there are any problems. I don’t anticipate there to be any,” he insisted firmly fixing the soldier with a glaring eye.

The soldier was more than happy to guide RIGA off the bridge, and escort her to the VIP area. The whole bridge crew breathed a collective sigh of relief as the doors closed behind her. She had certainly made an impression, she decided. She had made an enemy in the Captain though, but that had been inevitable after he decided to treat her with insignificance. Not the best way to manage a visiting dignatory from a formidable trade pact with fourteen worlds behind them. No, she would have to watch him.

“You have made an enemy of the Captain and the P.O., RIGA, don’t turn your back on them,” Osachi informed her seriously, as they sat in her new lounge. “He has a lot of friends back home who might sabotage you when you are least expecting it,” he added quickly, then moved on. “So, why have you come back so soon? - have you managed to secure trading relations already?” 

They were sitting in a vast area that seemed to be completely at odds with a battleship. Osachi had explained that the ship was used to transport dignatories across the Terran Empire. They never felt at ease in purely civilian liners, while there was still vivid memories of the wars preceding the formation of the Terran Empire.

RIGA was honest with him. “The truth is much along the lines I mentioned in the debriefing Osachi - there is something serious going on which our two governments need to resolve quickly. It is plain that the Captain has hidden issues in regard to this, I cannot place his reaction to me, yet,” RIGA responded.

Osachi nodded knowingly. “He has been getting a lot of pressure from the Space Council over his lack of results on recovering the stolen equipment, not to mention the fact it was his patrol where the losses mostly occurred. I don’t remember him being quite so irrationally arrogant before. You must have seriously upset him,” Osachi said, a mischievous grin spread across his face to show he meant it in jest.

“Well, it’s no matter. I have been authorised to negotiate with you for your entry into the Empirum. The MAC’s aside for the moment, we need to compile a list of technology you are prepared to share. Before I do, however, I have to thank you for the gift of this neck band. The shield that was hidden within it saved my life. It is an extremely valuable item, and we will be happy to trade with you just to obtain these,” RIGA said, placing her hand on his arm.

Osachi smiled, pleased at the contact. He had taken a big risk at the time when he gifted it to her, he had no knowledge of whether they would reverse engineer it, or not. The MAC’s had been a safe bargaining chip for entry into the Empirum, and the financial benefits of having such a wide market for the Terran technology would outweigh any risks he had taken with giving prohibited tech to RIGA.

“I’m glad it was of use, I have an upgrade I can install before you leave, it won’t take very long and it will increase its resistance to prolonged blaster fire,” Osachi said, looking admiringly at her, “It looks good on you.”

RIGA smiled, aware she was getting out of her depth here.

For the next few hours they discussed the potential areas for mutual trade, and then, when they had done as much as they could in preparation for involving the essential bureaucrats, RIGA moved the discussion to what she really needed to do, uncover the conspiracy that had brought her here.

“Osachi, I need to find out where this unknown fleet is operating, so I need your help.” As she said that she sensed someone nearby, they must have come in one of the entrances to her right, whoever it was, began to approach them.

“How can I do that, RIGA? I’m involved in trade and commerce, the military and security forces wouldn’t let me anywhere near anything like this. You need to gain some support in the military sector, which is going to be difficult now you have had a run in with Jennings, he wields a big stick back home,” Osachi said.

“Perhaps I can help?” the new arrival said. It was Lieutenant Wright, the PO from the bridge. He smiled reassuringly, but his eyes remained cold. “I have good hearing and arrived it seems, at just the right moment.” He smiled again at them both, indicating he would like to sit with them. 

RIGA  nodded. She hadn’t detected him until he was very close, which disturbed her. She scanned the room, realising why. There were dampening qualities to the inner structure reducing the chance of electronic eavesdropping. She remembered this was the VIP lounge, many confidential discussions probably occurred within this room. It was passively installed into walls and ceiling, which was why she hadn’t picked up on it.

The Officer sat down and leaned forward his elbows on his knees, as he considered the two of them.

“RIGA, you certainly made an impression on the bridge,” he acknowledged. “I don't know what went on between you and the Captain, but the result is he is sending a report back to Terra, suggesting that your Empirum represents a potential threat to the sovereignty of the Empire. He is citing your accompanying battleships off our beam as evidence of your aggression. I’m here to try and head off a potential confrontation, and, no, the Captain is not aware that I am here in this capacity,” he added.

“Lieutenant, I will be more than happy to provide a full video and audio recording of the meeting between myself, and your Captain where he was having me arrested, and placed in your ‘Brig’?  because he thought I wasn’t a threat to him,” RIGA responded coldly.

“Really, how can you do that? Those rooms are sealed from all recording and eavesdropping.” The Lieutenant seemed shocked at her revelation. He shook his head. “You’ve probably broken some military regulations in doing that, so I don’t even want to know how you did it.” He sniggered a little. “That’s going to upset some people back home,” he muttered, looking a little distant for a moment while he probably considered how to use the information for his own gain.

“Anyway, I believe you have  given yourself a bargaining chip to clip their wings a little, but don’t think that on its own is going to keep you safe from SCN interference while you are in our territory,” he admonished RIGA.

“I’m sure that the political representatives are not so keen on a war between our two systems, Lieutenant. So, I gather you have a means of averting this outcome, or you wouldn’t be here,” RIGA said ignoring his comment.

“Yes, I do believe I can do you, your government, and my government a big service and in the process pull the military’s teeth.” He smiled and RIGA got a glimpse of the true nature of his involvement on board the Tesperadus. This man was a political mandarin and used to pulling strings. She sensed that he could be a useful ally so long as he didn’t also get to stab her in the back. He reminded her of Talbeck of the Empirum Council, another human with highly suspect motives. Feeling inclined not to deal with this man, she nonetheless would allow him to make his play.

“What do you propose?” Osachi intervened, feeling somehow that the PO wasn’t going to suggest something nice for his friend.

The PO looked at Osachi, then at RIGA.

“OK. Firstly, I am empowered to offer you a naval commission to root out and expose the participants of piracy and black racketeering in our systems.” Noticing RIGA’s non-voiced objection to becoming a recruit of the Terran Empire, he quickly clarified the offer. “It’s simply a formality that would allow you some movement in our space.”

He licked his lip before continuing. “We agree with you, there is growing evidence pointing at some form of terrorism to force our two Empires against each other. There are ramifications which I don’t intend to go into here, but it is important that our two sides are seen to work together on this,” he asserted.

RIGA nodded agreeing with what she had heard so far.

“These are the rules of engagement while in Terran space,” he began.

“One,” he ticked off his finger, ”we will make available all of the data you need to search for these smugglers.”

“Two,” he ticked a second. “If you eliminate, or deal with these criminals on our territory, we will provide immunity from reprisals, so long as you keep it clean, and there are no civilian casualties.”

“Three.” He held three fingers. “We will retain full control of public disclosure. Frankly, an ‘alien’ on our news telling us they are policing our solar system is not going to happen. There would be riots in the streets and heads on stakes, mine and my colleagues, included.”

“Four.” He had given up on his fingers. “We will not allow your battleships, or military into our local space. If you need assistance you will have to call in our own Space Council Navy.”

“Five. You will copy and include me in all communications with your government, and I will oversee all activities that are carried out in our sovereign space.”

He sat back waiting for RIGA’s reaction. She could tell that he believed he had been entirely fair and could see he wanted to be in control of both her, and the news stream. Plenty for him to gain politically here, she decided. 

However, it might compromise her efforts to protect the Empirum’s interests. She could work alone, without their knowledge and probably would, anyway. Still, she must be seen to play their political game. She was noticing it was vastly different to Empirum politics. 

While she framed her response, she watched his body language. He didn’t look comfortable under her intense gaze. She could also tell they would not honour any deal, regardless of what this man said.

“I cannot operate in my vessel in enemy territory without substantial backup. My ship’s defensive capabilities are not able to withstand the armament these ships are already throwing at me.

I need to have units operating in more than one place to both track and deal with the smugglers, or whatever they are. There is no way you can provide the necessary support for me in the time I have available.” RIGA paused to let that sink in, before continuing. Her best was yet to come.

“Additionally, I believe that my investigation is going to result in some exposure on your worlds at political and military levels, because my data-mining so far, has uncovered anomalies that could only occur with the tacit approval, or direct involvement of people in your military and government at a high level,” RIGA said.

Wright’s face was stony as he responded vehemently. “We cannot allow you the freedom to run around in our system unsupervised, and with your own fleet of battleships. It will look like an invasion is happening, it would be totally unacceptable to our own Navy.”

RIGA realised they just didn’t understand that her mission wasn’t subject to their control, or supervision. The Terrans wanted her to report to them. She had no intention of being answerable to anyone, her status allowed, even required, her to work autonomously.

“I don’t need your approval, Lieutenant. I can leave at any time and proceed with my enquiries with, or without, your support. The Empirum’s Navy would be able to hold their own against your fleet if you make it necessary. A war between us will be futile, but if you do not allow me to do my job, that might be the end result. Your fleet will not intervene unless you order them. Is that not so?”

Lieutenant Wright was red-faced with anger. He was about to withdraw all options on the table, when Osachi intervened. “Lieutenant, I have a proposal to make to the two of you.” He paused while Wright regained some control over his anger. He looked at Osachi and nodded brusquely, unprepared to say anything at this point, his teeth clenched tight.

“If I arrange for RIGA’s craft to be outfitted with our ship shields and jump technology, this can both demonstrate to RIGA and her people our technology in action, as well as provide her ship with the means of defence and escape from enemy fire.”

The Officer looked as if he would deny them, RIGA could see his mind working - he was considering the angles, and then she realised he might agree. The addition of their shield technology for her ship would be worth something to her. He continued to look concerned as he pondered the political ramifications of outfitting an alien ship with Terran protected technology. 

After a few moments he seemed to come to some sort of decision, and his anger faded, replaced with reasonable calm.

“I will approve this, but commercial units only.” He looked sternly at Osachi who managed to look back at him, with an innocent air. Wright had the power of the Council behind him, but Osachi’s family held the purse strings. RIGA would have the best.

Turning to RIGA, Wright continued, “These units are the best we have commercially available, they are not to military spec, so will not protect you from our own Navy. However, it should be sufficient protection against any threat that is out there. I hope you will accept this compromise as evidence of our goodwill, RIGA.” He put on his most disarming smile.

Osachi sighed with evident relief. He discreetly winked at RIGA where Wright couldn’t see, and smiled reassuringly. “Great, I will get onto my people and organise it. They can fit it out at the Space Station. We can do it today,” he informed her.

RIGA looked at them both as if they had decided the whole subject as settled between them. Then realised that it didn’t matter, she would proceed as planned anyway, but now with their technology it would make things easier. Sometimes it was hard understanding the over complications that humans put in the way of reaching solutions, she needed to spend more time with these people to better understand how their society worked. The outpourings from their world broadcasts didn’t go deep enough, she decided.

“How will you deal with the military situation, Lieutenant?” RIGA asked in an effort to switch the attention away from her previous threat.

“Ah, that’s a little tricky because of what occurred on the bridge, but if you were to let me have a copy of your record of the events, I think I can do some arm twisting that will clip the captain’s claws and give you some support while you are in-system.” He smiled, his political charm had resurfaced and he was back in command of his strategy.

RIGA, however, watched his movements carefully and decided that to trust this man with anything, would be a dereliction of her duty to herself, Gossie and the Empirum. He was what the humans referred to as a snake.

Outwardly she remained amenable and responded positively. “I will have my AI deliver it to your comms address,” RIGA agreed, knowing that it would be the end of that Captain’s career if it got out; she felt it would indeed ‘clip his claws’. She also knew that the Political Officer would also use it for his own gain within the political circuit. She knew these types right down to their deep-rooted reptilian DNA.

“All we need to do now is get the Captain’s permission to release your ship,” the PO said with real concern. “He has it under guard and won’t let you near it. I don’t think we will be able to use the video recording that quickly to get him to back down.” 

RIGA cocked her head to one side as if she was listening to something. “I think that won’t be a problem, Lieutenant. I would like to thank you for your assistance in this matter.” Turning to Osachi she asked. “I trust you can make it to the Space Station to fulfil your promise?”

Osachi looked puzzled, so did Wright, but she didn’t indicate anything of her intent.

Then, as they were about to leave, an afterthought occurred to her and she looked at the Officer. “If I was to remove myself from the Captain’s clutches, what would he do?” she asked.

Wright shrugged, not immediately realising the relevance of the question she was asking. “He wouldn’t be able to do anything, his jurisdiction only extends to his ship. He can put impediments in your way to stop you from leaving, but if you are already gone he will be powerless - why, what are you planning?” he asked suspiciously.

RIGA smiled, and stood up. “Thank you, gentlemen. On behalf of my government, I graciously accept all of your conditions and gifts. I have also sent you both a complete recording of this meeting for your own records.” RIGA bowed her head and turned, leaving the two men slightly stunned at the news that everything they had discussed had been recorded. They looked at each other and then stood and with nothing further to be added, went their separate ways.

Back in her Stateroom, RIGA communicated with Gossie.

‘Are you sure the Tesperadus AI will do it?’ she queried mentally.

‘Yes, the AI is advanced and capable of treading between the wider issue of protection of Captain, Crew, Ship, Planet, System, Empire - and so recognises that the agreement you have in place with the Political Officer as binding, and as such over-rides the Captain’s wishes in this matter. It will cite some form of regulation to the Captain, and that will be that,’ the AI responded confidently.

‘Good, let’s do it now then before anything else changes our plans,’ RIGA commanded.


10. Escape Jump

As RIGA fully materialised inside her ship, she marvelled at the speed and advanced level of technology that allowed her to literally disappear from one location, and reappear in another, instantaneously. Paris, the Tesperadus AI had autonomous control of their teleporter system, quite amazing, she thought to herself as she imagined hundreds of teleports a day and all of that being under the control of an officer. To much work, she agreed. 

She looked down at herself, completely intact; yet seconds before, she had been in her room in the VIP suite, wondering how to get herself off the ship without causing a military incident. The Captain had a marine unit on the ship that looked like they could handle any on-board incidents without missing a beat. She had been glad a confrontation had been avoided. The death of even one of their men might have been enough to spark a full-scale war between their two empires, something she was extremely keen to avoid, although she would stop short of compromising her mission objectives.

As she changed into her leathers and took a look around, she realised that she much preferred her small cabin to the massive rooms set aside for visiting dignatories. It smacked of trying too hard to impress, she decided.

“Gossie, well done on providing me with the means of overcoming the stubborn arrogance of Captain Jennings,” she said, as she languished in her chair in the cockpit, looking over the readouts from the sensors spanning the hangar they were trapped within.

The AI who was still busy communicating with Paris, simply said, “Standby for relocation RIGA, it’s going to happen... NOW!”

As RIGA’s sensors came fully back on-line, she sensed the immediacy of the change. They were now in open space. After a second or two of realignment, she knew they were within metres of the docking bay of the Station which, even as she watched on the screen, was opening to admit them.

“We are being welcomed aboard the Space Station, RIGA. The Tesperadus AI, who is called Paris, by the way, calculated our range exactly so that we could officially dock rather than just appear inside the Station. This apparently, overcomes any irregularities in protocol that might prevail otherwise; something to do with them providing formal permission to dock which gives us the right of protection. They use the word sanctuary.”

“What of the Tesperadus?” RIGA asked. Her discomfort at the AI and the other ship being in control, even for a few minutes evident in her brusque response. Realising she was still reacting to the Captain’s manner, she reset her emotional levels to zero.

“The Captain is only now being informed of our disappearance from the hangar bay on the Tesperadus. He will not be aware of our new location for a few minutes; Paris is delaying the sensor results momentarily. She informs me he has no jurisdiction over the Space Station. As such, we are protected by their own space laws, but might be trapped here, if they remain in front of the docking zone,” Gossie advised.

“Excellent, I wonder when Osachi will arrive. I’m rather keen to get my hands on this technology of theirs, it looks...um.. interesting. Do you know if you can operate it, yet?” RIGA asked.

“Oh, no problem on that point. Paris has given me full operating instructions ahead of installation. I’m also armed with their military grade star maps and vessel routes as well as recognition codes for all of the planets we are likely to visit in our investigation. It appears that Paris has considerable autonomy in situations that are supported by official missions, be they military, or political.”

“The Captain is in for a nasty shock, then,” RIGA commented.

She thought about their mission and the directive she had received from Chief Bollida. So far she had achieved quite a lot in a short time, but the problem posed by the Tesperadus and the antagonised Captain was going to be an issue she felt would come back and haunt her before long. She needed to keep her distance from the Terran Navy as much as she could, or at least until she had built up some allies within the fleet.

“Docking completed,” Gossie informed her, pulling her out of her contemplation.

“Good. Is it safe to open the hatch and hunt down Osachi, yet?” 

“See for yourself,” Gossie answered.

Chuckling at the AI’s teasing response, RIGA linked to the ship’s sensors, pleasantly surprised to see that Osachi was already outside the ship, where a small group of white-coated technicians waited with him. Some loaded anti-grav pallets also hovered alongside the hatch. 

Oh good, she thought. New toys.

She leaped out of the cockpit, mentally unlocked the hatchway, whereby it automatically opened. She jumped lightly off the ship where it was resting on repellers, like those in the Tesperadus hangar.

Osachi was beaming. His glasses kept falling off his nose and he continuously had to push them back up, making RIGA wonder why he didn’t have his eyes adjusted. They must be able to DNA graft new ones. It would have been normal for the humans in her system.

“Hi, RIGA! How on earth did you manage to get off the ship so fast? I have only just had time to pull the items together. I thought you would be at least a few days getting free of the Captain,” he said. “Then Paris, the Tessa’s AI, told me to move my ass, and said that you were already waiting.”

“It seems your AI’s are extremely cooperative when it serves the Terran Empire’s purpose,” was all RIGA would say in case she gave away too much information.

“We can get started now if you let my people on the ship, they are keen to see if your equipment will mesh with theirs. It’s the first time they will have seen Empirum technology, so I hope you don’t mind them being a little nosy,” Osachi explained.

“Gossie will ensure they only see what she wants them to see,” RIGA replied.

“Gossie?” Osachi didn’t catch on to the fact RIGA was talking about her ship.

“Gossie, introduce yourself to Mr Raachi Osachi, please,” RIGA requested.

The voice of the Ship’s AI boomed out through an aperture near the exit hatch and carried to where they were all standing. “Hello Osachi, your people are welcome to board and ‘nosy’ my systems. I am fully capable of protecting my sensitive bits,” Gossie said affably, not completely unaware of the risqué nature of the comment. The extended research and learning the Terran ways included a large dose of their humour.

Osachi‘s eyebrows rose causing his glasses to drop off again. He smiled as he caught them with his forefinger and promptly waved his technicians aboard, as if she was likely to change her mind any minute.

It took two days for the equipment to be installed and tested fully. Several times a military inspector arrived and departed promptly when Gossie refused him access to the ship. RIGA, who suspected he was sent from the Tesperadus, explained to him that just because there was government cooperation between them, didn’t mean the military could walk onto her ship any time they wanted. The officer shrugged and walked off, recognising the futility of pushing the matter.

Shortly before RIGA was due to make a fast exit from the Station, to avoid the Tesperadus and the Brent that were still monitoring the area while patrolling the sector, Osachi pulled RIGA to one side. “Hey, do you fancy having a coffee with me in the lounge while they finish off here?” he asked timidly, as if asking her for a date.

“I would enjoy that, Osachi. You can tell me more about your family. There is a lot of information on your Net about them, but it’s all very publicity-based.”

“Oh, all right then, let's do that.” He pulled her away from the ship toward the main concourse of the Station and the dining area.

‘Gossie, we’re not far from finished, let me know if anyone tries to leave us a present like a transmitter, or homing device,’ RIGA sent mentally.

‘All cameras are active,’ Gossie reassured her.

It turned out that the Osachi public life had nothing on their private life. The whole Osachi family were involved in running the Empire. Even Wright, the PO, was a distant uncle of Raachi’s and highly placed in the political elite. He had apparently gone missing for over a decade while ore prospecting. He had lost everything and returned a different man, gaunt, and physically changed by the experience. He had gone into politics immediately, and made surprisingly impressive headway, with the help and considerable support of a small influential group.

Raachi was the youngest of the family, destined to take over from his father running the family’s commercial interests, but he much preferred to play with the technology and help design new products. Raachi couldn’t get interested in the numbers, but give him new product development and he was happy.

He looked serious, and moved closer to her so that he could talk quietly. “RIGA, I have a confession to make. The shield and jump technology I have installed on your ship are both fully tested, but not released versions of our military grade equipment. They are the very latest designs and have many extra features that will allow you to remain hidden and protect you. The shield is augmented with harmonic disrupters to stop frequencies being read by enemy ships, that have the same technology. It is still in trial-mode, but I believe you are going to need it.” He was almost  whispering. “Don’t trust the Tesperadus, there has been rumour of an overthrow and there are elements of the SCN that are not loyal to my Father,” he finished.

RIGA analysed the risk that Osachi had taken. While she immediately understood the advantage it gave her, she was also aware that what her friend had done could be considered as treason by his countrymen.

“Surely, this will cause you serious consequences if you are found out,” she said, having no doubt he would be if her ship was attacked and they failed. “What justification can you give for this, and why do you think I am going to need such high protection?” she asked the young man, who seemed to be keen to help her at every corner.

Osachi looked earnestly at her and took her hand. She could feel his pulse. Her sensors picked up heightened chemical activity from his skin. He was both agitated and excited. “You are important to me... my family and the people of Terra. The trade agreements you are negotiating will provide increased work for our citizens and help us retain our influence within the Space Council.” He hesitated, and looked around the room carefully before continuing. “I believe you are being targeted by our enemies to stop the trade agreement from succeeding. If you fail, I see war looming, there are many who want to expand the Empire beyond our borders, and my Father is the greatest impediment to their success.” He looked into her eyes, the concern for her evident in his. “I’m convinced the Empirum would end up as a prime target for Terran interests.”

“You could be right, Osachi, but you are still running a grave risk, and could be handing your enemies an opportunity to harm your family if it is discovered,” RIGA said.

He smiled grimly. “I don't think it's going to be a real problem. I have it on good authority that beta-test products are exempt until registered with the Military as operational equipment, therefore it ‘could’ be classified as a commercial product,” not for one second believing his own words. “I am putting it in your ship as a field test project for ‘live’ exercises, as I have no doubt the bugs will get fully worked out in the field.” He laughed nervously.

She shook her head. “At best, it’s what your people will call a ‘fudge’; at worst it's an act of treason. You must tread carefully, Osachi, my friend. You walk close to a line that would be equally unacceptable in my world, as it is in yours.” RIGA thought for a moment, watching his face turn pale at the spelling out of his crime. Secretly, she was pleased with the gift. She felt that the advantages would help swing her mission into favourable odds of success.

“If I can protect your secret I will do so, but when this is over we must arrange to make a switch. In the meantime, I happen to agree that it might well be necessary. My investigations are likely to encroach on some very sensitive areas in both our worlds. The only margin I may end up with is in the modification of the equipment you have provided.” She looked into his eyes and added, “for that I’m very grateful.” RIGA placed her free hand on his shoulder reassuringly.

He grinned, the look on his face left RIGA with a feeling of regret. There was nothing she could do to help this young man with his feelings for her. She left him then, with a promise to keep him informed, so he could protect his family.

Returning to her Courier-class vessel that was now the fastest and most advanced ship in two Empires, RIGA felt that finally, the mission was truly going to begin to make headway.

“Gossie, transmit all current logs to the GEN Vasta and add my compliments to Captain Xandarl. Advise him we are now proceeding with the true mission, with the cooperation of the Terran Empire. Bring to his attention item four of the agreement, and advise him of the upgrades we have received. Do not mention they are military quality, just say they are of a ‘high standard’. Arrange rendezvous points outside of Terran space for drone pick-up at intervals of thirty hours,” RIGA ordered.

“Captain Xandarl is asking if you need them to run interference against the Tesperadus and the Brent.”

“Negative. We have sufficient range on the jump drive to take us beyond interception. Let’s see if our new cloak works as well with the jump drive as before the Vasta arrived. I suspect our Captain Jennings will have had his sensor operator’s soul stretched over the bridge screens, over the failure to detect the bulk of five battleships off their port side. Let’s see if they have recalibrated their sensors,” RIGA instructed.

“Requesting un-docking from Station,” Gossie advised.

When the docking bay doors opened, the tiny ship coaxed itself out into open space, totally dwarfed by everything around them, a tiny speck to all other ships using the Station’s external docking arms. 

“We are being scanned,” Gossie commented. “It’s the Brent.”

Their ship proceeded to pull away from the dock and slipped around the back of the Station, so they were temporarily hidden from view of the Brent. Heading further into space keeping the Brent blind side for as long as possible, Gossie engaged the cloak when they were comfortably distant.

“Advise if their course looks set to intersect, or if they begin to jump, get us out of range,” RIGA instructed.

One of the external sensors had been upgraded by Osachi’s engineers to enable them to know when another vessel was either preparing to jump, or if an incoming jump was occurring in proximity to them. Designed for battleships, to enable them to range guns and prepare for action, it would, nonetheless, prove invaluable to RIGA in avoiding confrontations with Terran ships.

The Brent continued to scan, but didn’t change its location. RIGA suspected they could discern the cloaking frequencies. She decided there was a small risk of the Tesperadus intervening. 

She felt a tingling down the back of her neck which she interpreted as a change in the local frequencies at a subliminal level. She wanted out of there. “Jump now, please Gossie,” RIGA requested with some urgency.

As her outgoing sensors distorted through the temporary confusion caused by the jump, RIGA felt vindicated as the ship’s new external sensor indicated the forming of an anomaly near to where they had been. She suspected the Tesperadus would follow shortly. 

They reappeared, now out of range of the Space Station, but possibly still on the long-range scanners of the battleships. RIGA pulled up the star charts that Paris had given them, and looked at the patrol sectors. “Gossie, move us to... here,” she indicated a position well out of the patrol sector of Captain Jennings. If he followed them there, RIGA intended to find a way to neutralise him. 

Over the course of the next hour, RIGA had Gossie move the ship three times; each jump progressively deeper into Terran space and further from The Tesperadus’ patrol area. As she relaxed, RIGA spent more time preparing for their next move. They needed to be untrackable; she hoped the Tesperadus did not pass on their frequencies. If the pirates could see her, then their mission would be compromised.

“All right Gossie,” RIGA announced after spending some time flitting through the vidscreen at high speed, while assimilating the output from the Terran logs, acquired from Paris. “Most of the thefts of weapons have been from these two sectors of space.” She ringed an area of space that held four planets. There were several major shipping lanes running through the area, and one military route, that she could see. 

They jumped to a central point to give them the highest potential interception opportunity.

Analysing the thefts using the combined data from Paris and the Terran authorities, RIGA began to see that each time a theft occurred, the patrols were at their furthest point from the planet. She drilled down through the extensive data files that Paris had offloaded as part of the mission briefing, and began to dig. This was a job she excelled at, and in this at least, she had no equal.

The AI was monitoring current communications, both on a military and commercial level. Encrypted data was obviously off-limits, that was conditional, but the frequencies of all unencrypted communication was available to them. This was where sector by sector reports on any intrusions would be announced. Gossie monitored ship movements within sectors, and used their newly updated long-range scanners to detect movement on non-scheduled routes.

By moving location constantly, dropping intercept drones, as well as using Gossie’s new jump system to reach different vectors, they built up a picture of the regular movement of traffic and communications. From this, they eventually identified an asteroid where an occasional communication seemed to bounce off. As it was encrypted they were unable to read the signals, but it made RIGA curious because of its remote location. She instructed Gossie to jump to the coordinates, and remain cloaked and shielded, while they checked it out. 

RIGA suspected it might be a military relay that wasn’t on their maps. She didn’t want to attract any attention, particularly from the Terran Navy. All her instincts told her they were in the right area, she simply needed to be patient. Once a lead materialised, it would be a frantic and probably dangerous journey to track it down, and identify it.

The asteroid was a small lump of insignificant rock that had a static orbit. It housed a pulse relay designed to pick up a directed beam and bounce it to a second location. Intentionally built as a dumb piece of equipment, it kept no memory other than the coordinates of the recipient, usually a dead-drop location. 

They had no means of knowing where the drop was. It was hidden in a non-communicative drone. You could only interrogate it with a physical connection, and the military version of these were tamper proof. They could only hope their drones were spaced sufficiently well to triangulate the signal when it came, and went.

When it occurred, the sensors almost missed it. A burst message came into the asteroid, and bounced out towards the planets. Gossie, using the drones to triangulate, managed to intercept and follow through on its location on the second planet. From there it relayed to a third location marked on the star map as the planet Vergent, then stopped. They jumped to a position two hundred miles above the planet, and pulled up the known data on its inhabitants.

Vergent was sparsely populated. Owned by a mining corporation who had terraformed it a hundred and twenty years ago, it was beginning to be properly colonised, With reliance on anti-grav vehicles, isolated communities had sprung up everywhere. The farming and agricultural development was slow. The abundant growth of vegetation used in the terraforming had mutated into a voracious vine like growth, that broke up the tundra so efficiently, it also tore into the habitats that were shipped in. Keeping areas clear was evidently hard work. There were many locations with little, or no evidence of activity, beyond the habitat enclosures. It was one of these that had received the bounced signal.

The location map showed a receiving point at the edge of a large complex; with no walls, or fences they appeared to be easily accessible, with a complete absence of security. That would make RIGA’s job easier. As the building in question came onto her monitor, it was possible to zoom in and get a picture of the layout. Infra-red indicated one inhabitant plus active electronic equipment, in what appeared to be a storage depot. Possible location of stolen technology, RIGA considered. She decided it was worth following up. 

“What are you going to do?” Gossie asked. She was supposed to always know what her plans were, but RIGA tried to make Gossie ask as it encouraged two-way conversation. This helped RIGA keep in practice for her cover when on planet. Nothing worse than pretending to be a human, then zapping everything with AI non-verbal communications, to cause confusion and suspicion.

“Can you use Osachi’s new equipment to put me in front of that utility building?” RIGA pointed at an outbuilding that was showing up red on the monitor, probably indicating some form of generator. Its signature and noise level should hide her arrival from prying and electronic eyes.

“Affirmative,” Gossie answered.

This would be the first time they had used the jump facility to transport her outside of the Station, and RIGA was feeling the human term they called ‘nervous’. Despite not needing to breathe, she found herself maintaining a psychological pause as she transformed from inside the cockpit, to the planet surface. The jump placed her outside a low flat-roofed unit. Her target was part of a group of buildings, all low and similar in design, and RIGA wasn’t immediately sure which one it was, until she overlaid the map that she had memorised from the ship’s survey.


11. Secrets in Space

It was night on Vergent. Illumination from the buildings provided enough background to enable RIGA to check her location. She was out in the open, leaving her plainly visible to anyone looking through windows. She used the heel of her hand to send an electrical charge through her Armillo leather suit. It phased out, and her image became transparent as it blended in with the locality. She would be constantly moving, so it wouldn’t be 100%, but it would take much of the attention off her, if anyone was looking her way.

RIGA ran for the nearest wall. She had a hood which would cover her head, but she left it off, needing to hear every sound.  It would be a strange sight if anyone saw her; a corpse-less head running along. She didn’t dare use her sensors yet either, in case they were picked up by the target.

Reaching the entrance, RIGA noted the door technology in use. Doors tended to be pretty standard across the human and AI worlds, either genetically coded, manual with handles, or electronic with code. This was the latter, it would be easy.

RIGA placed her hand against the controls. The tiny wires sought their way through and between the seals to make contact with the inside of the door. A few minutes passed while the tendrils connected to the right data channels in the boxed electronics, then having made a connection with the software, she went to work. It took longer than she would have liked, but it was the quietest way to access a building. RIGA was just starting to wonder if she was going to have to blow the doors, when the software accepted her connection and allowed her access to the mechanism. Within moments she heard the door click quietly, as the multiple bolt action slid back with a well oiled motion.

Removing her fring, she pressed the jewelled bezel. Unravelling, the wire buzzed and sparked as the end danced on the ground, earthing it. Activating her neck amulet, she felt the shield vibrate as it enveloped her. Osachi’s upgrade had made a minor difference, so that her sensitivity could now pick up the shield’s activation. 

RIGA now slipped into the building using the narrowest opening, allowing the door to click closed, but remain unlocked. She made her way slowly in the darkness, benefiting from the overlaid plans from the ship and her low light optics, which allowed her to move freely as though daylight. The single individual in the building showed as being in the room ahead; the light from the door overly bright as she looked in its immediate direction.

Her optics shrank back to normal as she approached. Entering through the part open door, they had already readjusted to the new light. She silently approached her target, a male human in grey coveralls. He looked like a factory worker, and was stooped over something, a transmitter, she deduced from the leaked signals emanating from it. 

He turned towards her, possibly having caught something moving out of the corner of his eye. RIGA lunged and caught hold of his right hand as it went to press a button on the table next to him. She had no idea what would have happened if he managed it, but she suspected an explosive device, or an alarm. She wanted neither, yet. Her scanners were now free to trace the connection from the button to an area beneath the building. Not good, she decided.

She needed information, and fast. 

He again tried to stab at the button, this time with his other hand, but using her bionic hand against his human one, RIGA easily pulled him away from the table to the centre of the room. Then pressed a nerve, putting him down without a fight. 

As RIGA stood over him she could see that he wasn’t completely out, only temporarily incapacitated. She kneeled, one knee on his chest. Switching it to passive, RIGA wrapped the fring whip around his neck. If he tried to get up or resist, she could activate it; and he would lose his head - literally. In the meantime, it gave off an electronic pulse which would serve to block any electrical signals from, or to his brain.

Many agents that operated on a clandestine basis, if captured, could tell you nothing. They had a neural implant that would scramble and fry their brain if the conditions implied the operative was under extreme duress. RIGA needed to know if this person had one. If he did, then it would confirm she was on the right track. By neutralising any possible electrical signals she was ensuring that any implant he had, wouldn’t be able to transmit to any local receiver.

Placing the heel contacts of her palm over one eye where she knew the human skull would be thinner, she used a series of ultrasound pulses to scan his skull from front to back.

The scan built up a quick layout of the internal biological matter, but she wasn’t interested in any of that. She kept scanning, then, yes, there it was, at the back of the brain, near the spinal cortex. Moving to the left side of his head, RIGA used a fingernail, razor sharp, to cut along the base of the skull, inserting a single tendril into the wound where she could access the implant without drilling. 

Not the nicest of operations to carry out, but essential, and RIGA had learned how to leave the human undamaged in the process. Weaving delicately through human matter, she reached the implant, tracing its neural interface to specific areas of the brain. Sending additional commands down her electronic wires, she spoofed a neural connection to the implant and let her powerful interrogation tools go to work.

He was a drone. His job was to receive drops from agents who arrived in small shuttles, probably from orbiting pirate vessels, store them until they were of sufficient sized order for a larger vessel to collect, then send the information to a dead drop using the transmitter. He had been in the act of doing just that, as RIGA had arrived. There was a considerable sized haul of tech beneath the building. The list of contents made RIGA aware there was much more going on here. The equipment stored below was sufficient to start a small war.

As the man began to regain consciousness, the traffic to and from the implant became more active as he tried to communicate with something, or someone. RIGA knew about these from the research they had been doing while waiting for a break in the mission; NTs, neural transmitters, were inserted to control mules and operatives. They could track and monitor agents to ensure they were being loyal and monitored their whereabouts on a regular basis. They were able to deliver burst data to a local relay. She suspected there would be one somewhere near the building; these things didn’t have much of a range.

‘Gossie, look for a neural implant relay in the vicinity of this building and see if you can remotely interrogate it,’  RIGA commanded through her interface.

‘Searching now,’ the AI responded.

Returning her attention to the male she was pinning down, she increased the pressure on the whip as he began to try and get her to remove the hand that was pressing hard on his skull. He had to know she was interrogating his chip, but was powerless to do anything to stop her. RIGA may have looked like a small framed female, but the weight of her teutranium inner frame made her as heavy as a full sized man. 

Much of the information was not in a readable format, so she uploaded and stored it ‘as was’ and hope they could decrypt it later. There were some interesting snippets in there though. He was part of a cell on this planet, some of whom were factory workers. Interestingly, there were secret factories manufacturing state of the art components here, posing as agri-stores, where foods and grains were stored in preparation for off-planet export. As she pursued their identities and a possible handler, RIGA sensed something was beginning to interfere with her efforts to extract the information she needed.

‘Gossie, are you pushing anything at my prisoner?’  She was getting inbound message warnings, her senses were picking up something strange.

‘Negative, RIGA, but I’m tracing a series of two-way relays that lead to a point in space not far from our current location.’

‘I think someone or something is aware I am interrogating this prisoner, and is attempting to stop me.’ RIGA withdrew her probes and unwound her lasso. Standing up, she moved back from the man she had disabled. He was now looking at her with an evil smile on his face.

‘RIGA, I am sensing increased electrical activity coming from the base of the building,’ her friend warned.

RIGA turned to run, but it was too late. She saw the door to the room had sealed, locking her and her prisoner inside. Part of the site lock-down in a security breach, she guessed. She had seconds, literally. Then she realised that escape from here was quite simple.

‘Jump me from here, I think I have outstayed my welcome,’ RIGA requested, as a harsh rumbling noise began to build from below.

As she re-materialised in the cockpit, the AI relayed the sensor feedback from the building she had vacated. It was in the process of exploding in a heatwave that had all the hallmarks of a small thermic device. Had RIGA still been there she would have been turned to ash, even her skeleton would probably have been mutilated in that heat. 

She thought about that for a moment. This was a sophisticated operation, with ruthless fail-safes. Pirates and smugglers didn’t go to this level of security to protect their operations. It was seriously worrying; she was continually missing something vitally important, but was beginning to form a worrying theory.

“We have a new lead from the last transmission. Jumping us to a new location,” Gossie advised over the intercom.

Before RIGA had reached her chair, the ship had jumped leaving her disoriented again as her sensors tried to assimilate new data. They were still cloaked, but now in the vicinity of another asteroid, larger than the first relay point. 

This one had multiple relays disguised as used mining equipment. As RIGA readjusted her sensors again, she thought that she would have to do something about these jumps putting her into turmoil every time. She set her subroutines to carry out a search through the Terran databases for some way to reset them quicker, then gave her attention over to their current situation.

“Is it manned?” RIGA asked, not bothering to repeat the sensor sweep that Gossie would have already completed multiple times already.

“Yes, there is an entity inside, but it’s not human. I suspect it to be a RORI. It is probably equipped with neutralisers to remove itself and evidence in the event of discovery,” Gossie surmised, based on past experience as well as the previous location on Vergent which was now just dust in the wind.

“I am currently tracking communications from the asteroid on all available relays,” the AI advised.

Stranger and stranger, RIGA thought. They had only just begun their investigation but the level of paranoia of this group implies they expected to be discovered, and had taken excessive steps to ensure their paths were swept clean behind them. 

“Hmm! How do we get into the asteroid to gain the information we need without activating the RORI’s defences?” RIGA thought to herself out loud.

“Gossie, can we lock onto the RORI and jump it out of range of the asteroid so it cannot activate the neutralisers. I want to get in there and download the cores before they get wiped.”

“We can try, give me a minute to calibrate. I suspect there are fail-safes Still, you have your shield, and I can jump you out if I keep you locked into the array. That way either you, or I can initiate the jump on demand,” she offered.

“This Terran jump technology is quite amazing!” RIGA commented admiringly.

“Yes, although it is not strictly Terran technology,” the AI informed her. “It was retrieved from an alien ship and copied, according to the data-files that were downloaded to my data-banks by Paris.”

“Really? I wonder what else they managed to get access to. I’m sure our scientists wouldn’t have minded an opportunity like that landing in their midst,” said RIGA.

Gossie expanded on the knowledge it had gained already. “It's a fascinating history of their explosive technological growth. Three hundred years ago they were barely into space rockets. Now, they are colonising their part of space and have technology that, in many ways, is in advance of ours.”

“What we could do with this jump technology,” RIGA sighed. She thought about returning to Epsilon and having it removed so they could reverse engineer it. Osachi had said that it was sealed against interference, so it might take considerable time for it to be cracked open, but in the meantime they still needed to work with the Terrans to resolve this issue, as well as several others.

“OK, we are ready. May I suggest you wear your battle-suit, RIGA? If there is an atmosphere blow-out you could get your synthetics frozen,” the AI warned her. She knew that whilst RIGA didn’t need to breathe, the cold would cause the synthetic blood and skin to freeze, with a real chance it could damage her cosmetically. That might mean a month, or longer, back in the growth tubes back at SciLab and she knew that there was no way RIGA intended to go there. Not now, not ever.

RIGA put on the armoured additions to her suit and pressed the helmet over her head retracting her hair so it was short enough not to bother her. The helm’s overlays connected to her sensors providing additional tracking and monitoring devices to assist her in varied battle conditions.

RIGA was ready. “OK, Gossie - chuck that RORI out as far as you can throw it and have it head into a distant sun as well, too much space junk flying around as it is.”  She prepared to organise her own jump simultaneously, although Gossie would have to pull her back on-board as she would probably be too busy.

Activating the jump using her internal link to the command structure on the ship, she landed hard against an uneven surface. Somehow she had misjudged the jump and landed in the corner of the room, not the centre. It was rough hewn stone this end. She was pleased she had indestructible bones, that impact would have damaged her otherwise. Wondering at the cause of her mis-jump she detected a magnetic interference she hadn’t taken into account. The internal rock face was coated in a type of shielding that Gossie had not mentioned.

It was also intensely dark. The RORI obviously had no need of illumination. All well and good. She activated the helm’s infra-red lighting, then leaped the distance from the edge to the centre of the room. She landed squarely on one knee, one hand balancing her while the other had her blaster pointed at any possible danger. The interference only seemed to affect anything travelling through it, her readings inside the asteroid seemed fine.

Surrounding her were dozens of digital relays. Riga knew that each would have its own set of coordinates it was aiming from and too. Every single one could be an enemy, or possibly a whole cell. She had landed right in the middle of a secret galactic switchboard.

How did something like this exist so close to a populated system without being discovered? There had to be some form of security sweep that would pick this up on a normal scan, unless... unless there were deliberate efforts to hide it in plain sight. Like if it was listed as a ‘friendly’ or military installation.

‘Gossie, can you see a central interface here? There are  too many connections. No wonder they had a RORI in-situ. This is a nightmare.’

‘Searching... Turn on your local relay it might assist me in tying down the switchboard’s core,’ the AI responded.

RIGA’s helmet lamps picked up the relays. She was looking for common technology, but none of this was Empirum, it didn’t even look Terran. There were instructions on the fascia in front of her; a  series of numbers. Moving swiftly to the next she saw the same layout, but the numbers were different. The third was different again. Coordinates? The grid references didn’t make sense, but they had to represent a position in space. It had to be another relay, or a planet.

RIGA updated the ship. ‘I don’t believe this, Gossie. They have actually labelled the units. I am helmet recording, I don’t have time to read them all.’ RIGA went quickly round the room until she had all of the units on camera. It was then she noticed the red LED counter. So small she would have missed it without circuiting the room. ‘I see a timer. It's saying one minute and it's counting down.’

 ‘I have traced the core, RIGA. It is not in the room. It’s behind your current location.’

RIGA, now aware that time was running out, and having no idea how big a detonation had been set for the secret comms centre, ran to the other end.

There was a problem, there was no handle on the door. She pushed it to see if it had any impact. It didn’t move.

‘Gossie, how big is the room on the other side?’ she asked hurriedly.

‘Not enough to jump you in, if that is what you are thinking,’ the AI answered.

RIGA scanned the wall in front of her. She could tell there were active motion detectors set into the door area. As she scanned deeper, she sensed pressure sensors. Likely there was a different atmospheric pressure within as well. Any change, without disarming first would set off the explosives. RIGA realised it was going to take too long to gain access. They were so close; it must be really important for such precautions to be taken. She was running out of time, again. It seemed a perpetual race that she was constantly losing. RIGA wasn’t emotional about the issue, self preservation had been heavily built into her system. Her makers knew how expensive she was to build and did not want to lose her by accident, or heroics.

‘Jump me out, Gossie.’

As she reappeared in the cockpit, RIGA didn’t delay.  She looked carefully at the sensor reading she was getting back from the asteroid. She could almost see the outline of the room. It was small, a large cupboard. The core appeared to be attached to four cylinders. They were lined with something that the ship’s sensors couldn’t penetrate.

RIGA had that bad feeling again. She really needed to investigate if she had a sixth sense built into her firmware. 

Too much of this mission was designed to kill them, and she saw no exception here. The place was booby trapped and was, in any event, less than forty seconds from something they didn’t want to be a part of.

“What if they are nuclear? Do these shields we have even protect us at this distance?” RIGA asked. She didn’t expect a response from the AI. 

“Jump us out of here, Gossie, but only far enough to avoid the blast radius.” 

“Done,” the AI responded. The viewer remained focused on the asteroid as they jumped away to a safer distance, still actively cloaked and shielded. With only seconds remaining, RIGA decided to pull in her sensors and depend on the AI’s feedback.

The result of the explosion was quite respectable although it didn’t appear to be nuclear. The debris field expanding out from its original position was small, there was little left of the asteroid, mostly dust. Gossie was still analysing when RIGA jumped them back inwards hoping to find some remains of the core. She had a good idea what she was looking for in terms of metals, alloys and other materials. Using her sensors, as well as Gossie’s, she managed to cover considerable area of expanding debris in a short time before she found it. Without hesitation, RIGA jumped it aboard to the storeroom; maybe the ESSG bods could retrieve something from the misshapen core.

She was concentrating hard on picking up other retrievals, so didn’t notice the alarm from the newly installed detection system that would warn of incoming hyperspace anomalies. Gossie did.

‘RIGA, we have company,’ the AI announced on her link while at the same time showing RIGA the feed from the external sensors. It showed two battleships arriving at the scene of the explosion. They were both of unknown origin. A few seconds later another anomaly appeared. This time it was the Tesperadus.

“So what do we have here, the Terran Navy investigating an unidentified explosion? Or the pirates checking on the loss of their communications array?” RIGA asked.

“We might well find out if we remain hidden,” Gossie responded.

As they watched from a distance, having jumped away from the immediate vicinity of the expanding debris field, they detected tractor beams emanating from two of the ships that were grabbing the remaining debris.

“So, we can’t tell whether they are good, or bad ships at the moment.” RIGA summarised their observations. 

As they continued to watch, the Tesperadus suddenly made off at speed. As it gained distance from the other ships, a wormhole opened in front of it and the ship winked into hyperspace. Why had it come, and more importantly, why had it left - so quickly?

“No, but they’re actively seeking something. They are expanding their search.” The ship AI pointed out the new directions. The two ships would pass either side of them in a few minutes. They could not afford to be detected, at least until they knew which side these ships were on. 

As the ships proceeded to scan the debris field, while moving closer to them, they monitored the scanning frequencies, trusting that the new equipment installed by Osachi’s crew was as good as he said it was. Just when they believed they might be in the clear, a new proximity alarm went off.

“I’m reading more anomalies in the region around us. We are going to be in the thick of something in a moment,” Gossie advised.


12. Betrayed

RIGA looked at the sensor readings, they were off the scale. There must be at least a dozen incoming ships. What had they uncovered here, she wondered. “Hold our position,” she ordered, realising that they would possibly end up in the direct path of another ship if they moved. It seemed the safest option to stay where they were, within the shadow of the two existing ships. 

The first to arrive out of hyperspace was a single black hulk of a ship, easily twice the size of any Empirum Navy battleship. It was a real giant bristling with weaponry. RIGA had never seen so much armament on a ship, this was surely bad news. The Empirum had no ships like this and she hadn’t seen specifications for any Terran ship of such a size. 

“Gossie, check your database from the Tesperadus AI for any identification of the new ship. I think we are dealing with a new threat here. Take sensor readings on all levels. This information must be transmitted to the Empirum, as soon as we are clear of here,” RIGA commanded.

“There is nothing in the Terran database that comes close to this ship’s description,” she responded after a minute.

Other ships began to arrive, although none as large as the first. The sensors continued to monitor the drives and specifications. All of the new ships were heavily armed, and two had battle damage to their hulls, so must have seen action recently.

“Two of those drive signatures tally with the ambush attempt at the Terran system arrival point,” Gossie informed her. “So, it’s safe to assume these are all hostiles.”

“Does this mean we need to consider the Tesperadus hostile too?”

“I detected no such subterfuge with Paris in any exchanges we had; I cannot compute any involvement of a Terran Navy ship in this scenario. It may have come to check the explosion which means the Terran Navy have sensors in the area. The fact it left as quickly is, admittedly, strange,” she said.

As they watched, the large black battleship moved to one side in a command position. The remaining ships spaced out and began actively scanning. The first two ships that had been approaching their position maintained a steady scan as they drifted past. It was looking decidedly unsafe to remain where they were.

The data coming off the Goliath ship was of major concern. It was easily capable of taking on four or five Empirum battleships. The Goliath, as RIGA had instantly named it, was fitted with twelve visible torpedo tubes as well as four large laser turrets. RIGA detected additional turrets and torpedo tubes at the rear, but couldn’t be sure because they seemed merged into the drive cowlings.

“The ships are scanning local space on a wide range. I think they are looking for something, in particular,” Gossie commented.

“Could they be looking for a cloaked ship, like us?” RIGA asked. True enough the sensors which had to remain passive were picking up emanations that could only imply they were searching out anomalies in the flux. Any differences, however minuscule, might imply something worth investigating. With that massive ship there, RIGA decided it was too dangerous to stay.

“Record all of the the drive signatures and let’s jump out of here, and find a safe location while we decipher the video locations I took of the communication array,” RIGA suggested.

“Done,” the AI responded. 

A few seconds later they jumped. RIGA picked up on being in a different region of space. She checked the AI’s navigation monitor and saw they were in the midst of a large asteroid belt. Good enough, RIGA thought, not much would find them in here even without the shield and cloak. It would do for a few hours, she decided. 

They set about noting the coordinates of each of the arrays until they had a list of two hundred and seventy two addresses. To call them coordinates was probably a little premature as they didn’t look like anything the AI or RIGA had ever seen. They were obviously encrypted destinations.

Using the location they had originally followed to the lone inhabitant on Vergent as the initial key, they set about trying to find which lock it fitted. As they didn’t know what the key actually consisted of and likewise the lock; it was going to take a while to narrow it down. They would know it when they found it, meanwhile they had a more important assignment.

RIGA analysed the situation they had created with the destruction of the enemy communication centre. For so many ships to arrive so quickly, as well as the Tesperadus, the location must be regarded as important to the enemy, whoever they were. This meant they considered the loss of the core to be critically important, else why bring so many ships into the sector so quickly.

They needed to get this piece of core back to Epsilon Gamma, RIGA decided. She realised that if there was any usable information on it that could help track down the origins of the pirate traders, they might stand a chance of eliminating them, or at least neutralising the threat.

“I calculate a high probability of hostile interception at all Trade Empirum’s arrival points,” the ship AI responded gravely when RIGA informed Gossie of her findings.

“Yes, well computed, Gossie.” RIGA admitted. “They don’t know that we didn’t secure the core, so might consider eliminating us their priority.”

“Still, we need to find a way through this and quickly. It’s safe to assume they have our drive signature distributed. It is also fairly certain that they will anticipate our efforts to get the core back to Epsilon. We have to get past a blockade and whichever route we take, I also suspect any of the Empirums’ ships that attempt the run will currently be fair game for that large battleship we saw. If they have any more of those we are in serious trouble.”

Something in what she just said sparked off QDE mode in RIGA. Perhaps the very act of thinking about the attempt to return to the Empirum had her shifting huge amounts of data around her memory banks. She was oblivious to everything including Gossie who was passively watching the massive data flow while RIGA’s full QDE mode was running. 

As the data crunching continued, the ship AI felt RIGA pulling files from her own memory core as it was sucked into the swirling black hole that RIGA was accumulating. The files from the Vergent operative, the ship, everything from the Paris download. All of the data from the beginning of the mission was thrown into the maelstrom that was RIGA’s brain. As it formed into a spectrum of possibilities, the unstoppable tide began to slow until the information coalesced around the possible outcomes.

What RIGA began to see alarmed her. This was more than it first appeared; suddenly she understood the cause of the enemy ship’s concerns. “Get us to one of the comms nodes, we need to warn the ESSG.”

Gossie tried to comply with RIGA’s request by calculating whether it could be achieved by the new jump system or a hyperspace hop. 

RIGA, meanwhile re-ran the encrypted coordinates, but this time added in Empirum planetary coordinates as well as the AI asteroids. She also pulled up all Empirum ship IDs and added them in. 

She had remembered the high activity of the RORI prior to them sending it on a one-way journey to the system’s sun. It had been sending an alarm and all of these ships had responded to it - including the Tesperadus. 

Did the Tesperadus leave quickly because Jennings realised they might be discovered, that something, or someone might be observing the scene, or was it something else?

This was beginning to look like a conspiracy between Terran elements, unknown battleships and the Empirum. It certainly wasn’t simply black racketeering, or piracy. Something much more sinister was developing. The depth of involvement went far deeper than just these ships in space. There had to be political, or armed forces on the ground as well, for this level of organisation and no reprisal, perhaps even involving elements within the Empirum and Terran Councils.

Was this some kind of potential coup in the making, or something bigger? RIGA didn’t know, but it would not be safe to return to the Empirum until she knew enough to keep her alive. At this moment she could walk straight into the arms of her enemies. She needed another option.

Gossie teleported them, then jumped them twice more in succession, materialising, then de-materialising, at each point. The AI explained the moves to RIGA. “I decided it was too risky to use hyperspace, in case the anomalies were being monitored. The teleports do not appear to disrupt the space continuum, so remain undetectable.”

They approached a system with an Empirum communication buoy. RIGA prepared her message to ESSG. She also copied in the GEN Vasta. Wherever they were, they needed to know about that Goliath battleship. If it was part of the conspiracy, they might come across it sooner, rather than later. RIGA didn’t want Xandarl to find out about it too late.

The last message she sent was to Osachi. She hoped he would understand the cryptic comments she made, but not knowing where the message would find him, and how secure his comms channel was, she didn’t want to give too much away. She trusted that he would know what to do.

RIGA believed, that for such a large clandestine force to exist, there had to be conspiracy at a high level. Her QDE abilities indicated that the likelihood of an imminent military coup was of the order of 85%. The trouble was, her abilities couldn’t tell her if it was an Empirum-backed, or a Terran coup. All she could be certain was, that it impacted both empires massively, and could well bring them to war with each other. 

The messages were compressed and sent. They would be delivered in a few hours using the encrypted buoys set up by the GEN Vasta for just this type of situation. RIGA mentioned finding the core, but advised the knowledge should be passed up the channel only on a ‘need to know’ basis because it was linked to the conspiracy, the depths of which were, as yet unplumbed. Her full analysis was also included.

When she had made good on her reports, and finalised her plans, she advised the ship AI of the next move.

“It is evident that the SCN (Space Council Navy) patrols are compromised and conspirators are working with the tacit support, or approval of the Tesperadus and possibly other ships in the Terran Navy. We have no way of knowing without getting inside their political, or military system. I am unable to do that without help. I need some means of accessing their chain of command.”

“How will you gain access? You have no knowledge of their command structure. Could you learn all of that fast enough to make a difference?” 

RIGA nodded, then realising it was yet another human trait she had subconsciously picked up, held her head still. “Affirmative. I need to meet with Osachi and find a way of infiltrating the conspiracy. His family may know who they can trust and be able to help. My analysis indicates it is a small opportunity, but fraught with danger for them. It could precipitate the very thing we are trying to avoid,” RIGA admitted.

“It’s a good plan, RIGA, but I don’t think this ship should risk falling into enemy hands,” she advised. They both knew that they were individually expendable, but the loss of everything combined with the risk of having the ship’s databases stripped and information passed along to the enemy didn’t seem a desirable outcome. 

Gossie was being circumspect, but RIGA had updated the ship’s programming with the evade and escape protocols. If RIGA was compromised or eliminated, the ESSG would need to know everything. RIGA was aware that, through her own programming, her survival would be placed secondary to the mission. 

“This ship will not enter the Space Station, you will ‘port’ me into a quiet sector, then retreat to a safe location, my transponder will keep you aware of my position,” RIGA confirmed. 

Gossie, satisfied that their mission, as well its updated preservation protocols were properly observed, jumped to the Space Station and remained cloaked, while they waited for Osachi to receive the transmitted message.

The outside of the Space Station away from the docking areas wasn’t at all busy. There was constant traffic in and out, but these places were mostly infrastructure to house internal needs, and the outside shell was rarely patrolled, only by maintenance bots which adhered to the surface of the structure. So, maintaining a cloaked position this close to the station didn’t represent any threat to the small courier ship, totally dwarfed by the height and depth of the structure it hid next to.

Once uploaded, the schematics of the station provided them with a number of unpopulated jump points. When a short message came in on the unused frequency from Osachi, confirming that he was on-board, and giving location details for the meeting - an unused office in the commercial quadrant, RIGA chose to ‘port’ into a storage bay area that held empty cargo palcons. 

Palcons were variable sized containers that had built-in anti-grav sleds and custom locks. The seals were capable of retaining air pressure in a vacuum and were designed to keep goods safe until recovery was possible. They weren’t hired out all that often, so it would be an unpopulated area most of the time.

As RIGA became aware of her new surroundings, she received a locator signal beamed from the ship. Her appearance had changed to fit into the Terran fashion, although she couldn’t do much about her clothes; her Armillo leather would be seen as exotic, and would probably fit in without a problem.

Walking confidently, RIGA followed the signal through the utility sector towards the accommodation area. There were plenty of people on the Station, it housed over twenty thousand workers, many of whom were business and trade representatives who maintained offices here so they could bid on goods arriving from out of system. 

It was a primary stopping point, where cargo ships that had no specific client for their loads, found buyers and picked up new loads. RIGA knew she would fit in here, she simply needed to not call attention to herself. Security in these places had to be high to ensure terrorists and hijackers were kept out. As she was already within the Station it would be assumed by security that she had every right to be there.

The locator directed her to a block of offices and showrooms. The 3D blueprint representation in her head indicated it was on the second floor. Once she explained to Osachi what was happening they would be able to take the matter higher and get some official Terran forces to help her. She didn’t want to tell them about the core, only the discovery of the cell network and the Goliath battleship they had come across.

‘Gossie, how is the location looking?’ RIGA asked.

‘Not good RIGA, I cannot see anything, and there is something blocking my infra-red sensors. There appears to be nothing untoward going on in the adjoining rooms or corridors, I think it's just interference from equipment in those showrooms,’ Gossie responded.

‘OK, I’m proceeding, but with caution. Keep me updated,’ RIGA replied. She didn’t anticipate any trouble, but it was always better to be prepared.

The portal opened automatically as she approached. It wasn’t locked down as it was a public foyer. She saw an elevator tube at the end of the smart reception area and RIGA walked up and stepped into the hole. The box system lifted her at a jerking speed to each floor slowing slightly as it reached the level where she might want to hop out, then speeding up again when no forward movement was detected.

She stepped out at the second floor and walked the corridor to the door indicated by the locator beacon. She had hoped that Osachi would have been downstairs waiting to meet her, but no matter.

As she reached the office she noticed the automatic closer had been disabled, the door was open slightly, a time honoured indicator of something untoward occurring within. RIGA had no weapon except her fring lariat, and she wasn’t prepared to use that here. Relying on her own skills she pushed the door open. Seeing no immediate threat, she walked cautiously into the apartment.

‘Gossie, what can you detect?’ RIGA asked.

‘I can detect you, and the locator which is ahead of you in the next room. I detect no body heat. I wonder if there is anyone in there,’ the AI replied.

A mistake, RIGA thought. Assuming someone would be at the location was amateurish. Sensing she was in a trap, it remained to be seen how it would be sprung and whether they would be expecting her to behave like a human.

RIGA detected an odour and set her olfactory sensors onto it, sniffing the air suspiciously allowed her to get sufficient quantities for analysis. Hmm, a human sleep gas. RIGA judged the time it should take to succumb, then obliged, falling softly to the floor as though unconscious. Continuing to analyse the gas, she assessed it as a short term inhibitor, probably no longer than an hour. 

With her sensors now actively monitoring for any approach, RIGA knew when someone entered the room. It must have been under surveillance. They had been waiting for her.

‘RIGA you have company. Two lifeforms, male humans I suspect judging by body mass,” the AI informed her. “They must have been hiding in a shielded area, but I’m not sure how they managed to camouflage themselves.’

‘Gossie, I detect a short duration sleep gas and have pretended to be affected. I cannot do otherwise without warning them I’m not human. However, this might turn out to be the ideal opportunity to find out more about who is behind this,’ RIGA updated the AI.

‘Affirmative,’ the AI replied.

“She’s out like a light,” the first voice said. It was deep and unrecognised, as RIGA detected a male, approximately 220lbs judging by the sound of his footprint on the floor covering. She listened to his heartbeat, strong and steady, even though he was in a stressful situation. A professional, without doubt. “She’s nothing but trouble this one. She suspects too much and has been nosing around our operations in this sector.”

“Yes, I know her. We can give them both to Trench, he will enjoy interrogating her especially.” He gave her a swift kick which, judging by the sharp intake of breath and the sound of him grunting in pain, had hurt him more than it did her.

She knew the second voice, it was the Political Officer, Wright, from the Tesperadus. So, the Tesperadus is involved yet again, she thought. This was looking very much like a military operation, RIGA decided. ‘Gossie did you pick that up?’

‘Yes, RIGA, should I pull you out of there?’ Gossie asked.

‘No. We need to find out where they are taking me. They mentioned another person, probably Osachi. Wait until we have an idea of what is going on, this might be a better plan,’ RIGA responded, deciding that falling into enemy hands might prove providential in uncovering the conspiracy quickly. It would all depend on where they took her from here.

RIGA’s sensors recorded everything around her. She picked up the biorhythms of the humans, each unique to an individual so they would aid her in identification, if proof were needed back at ESSG. She thought it unlikely, but protocols insisted she follow the regulations. If she could continue to pretend to be unconscious, she would hear everything that was said, and be able to track their location.

Someone was bending over her, an electric jolt arced at the back of her neck, then....


13. Kidnapped

The alarm went off inside RIGA’s head.	

>System reset complete 15:22HRS UST. 

>Maintenance Mode: COMPLETE.

>Neural Network: REPAIRED - NO DATA LOSS.

>Defence Perimeter: SET. HOSTILE MODE.

>Location Coordinates: SPACE: 447:42 943:77 230:33.

>Galactic Star Date: 2145,15,04.

>Task Schedule: UPLOADED.

>Unit Readiness: OPERATIONAL.

RIGA’s systems rebooted. She was immediately aware from the log report, that she had taken a shock and something had temporarily shorted out her bio-circuits. Her bio-system had a periodic boot switch built-in, so that when she was ‘switched-off’ unexpectedly, it would go through a timed reset until it could repair, or overcome the obstacles. She checked her systems, it had been two resets. That meant twenty four hours. Her internal inspection indicated a place where two prongs had made contact with her spinal cord, a localised electrocution had taken out her link to her power unit. Her body had bypassed the damaged area and re-routed her consciousness. RIGA judged the odds of something similar happening to be extremely unlikely. It was what the humans referred to, as a lucky strike.

Her recorded memory of the seconds before she crashed out was still intact, the two voices, one of them the PO from the Tesperadus. 

Was she on that ship now?

As her sensors caught up with her reboot, awareness spread to her surroundings. She had not yet moved, her system’s HOSTILE MODE had judged her to be safe from immediate harm. It would have already established there was nobody in the immediate perimeter, or she would have awoken in COMBAT MODE, and probably killed the first thing that moved.

Her reactivated sensors detected surveillance echoes. They also reported that she was in a room with steel reinforcement built into all the walls. This could mean she was somewhere on the Space Station, or perhaps a ship. Either could create the return signals she was getting. 

RIGA opened an eye slightly and used that to visually gauge her situation. Interesting, she was in a restraint room. Her hands were somehow clamped behind her back. She felt for the contacts in the heel of her hand with her fingertip. They appeared untouched and had remained covered by their overlap of synthetic skin.

Gossie had not rescued her, meaning she was either nearby, or something had occurred to prevent her recovery.

The room was also shielded, so RIGA couldn’t detect anything further than the four walls. This was normal for restraint rooms in the Empirum, she expected no less here. If Gossie was anywhere around, it would be a while before there would be any opportunity to make contact. Gossie would home in on her locator signal, and track her across the universe, if she had to. The emergency transponders placed in every system by the Empirum, wherever they went, would provide the piggyback for her signal. She  needed to be somewhere unshielded long enough for a beacon to pick up her location, and transmit it to Gossie, and the ESSG.

RIGA resumed her covert inspection of the room. The front was all bars. No privacy here, not that she worried about that. A cubicle off to her right seemed part of her cell. How far would she be required to pretend she was human? She could eat and drink, of course, but her body would have to store the organic content until it could be disposed of. Some of it she could break down to give the impression of digestion. It would hold up to a  brief inspection, but wouldn’t work under the microscope. However, RIGA’s manufacturers knew of the humans’ adverse reaction to all kinds of excrement, so were certain only a cursory examination would ever be carried out.

She tuned her hearing sensitivity to high, and after listening for a few minutes, decided there were two other occupants in the restraint area. They could be guards. It was time to see what was happening.

RIGA sat up and took a full look around, knowing full well what would be expected of her if she was being watched. Making an attempt to uncuff herself, she struggled to her feet and staggered to the bars, sliding back down to sit on the floor, as if she was still a bit woozy. She anticipated a reaction from somewhere, as soon as they realised their prisoner was awake. 

Whilst she could have removed the electronic tags on her wrists with the intelligent wiring in her hand, RIGA knew it would only cause additional problems if they discovered it too soon. It was a nuisance she could live with for the time being. Right now she needed to know where she was. RIGA guessed from the dilating surveillance lenses that it wouldn’t be long in coming.

The two guards that came wore black uniforms with a gold stripe along the edge of short sleeves. RIGA had never seen the uniform type before realising, that wherever she was, it wasn’t the Tesperadus. They pushed an anti-grav sled, a six foot pole fixed to one side, along with them. As one guard opened the door, the other guided the sled into her cell.

“Stand up,“ the one holding the sled ordered.

When RIGA hesitated, the taller one of the two said, “It will go easier on you if you cooperate.” He seemed nervous, but moved smoothly, both working efficiently, as if they were well used to the procedure.

RIGA stood. They both moved toward her grabbing an arm each, and lifted her physically onto the sled, straining at her weight. They looked at her in surprise, glancing at each other.

“Gravits! You’re a heavy one!” the tall one groaned.

“I come from a high gravity planet,” RIGA gave by way of explanation.

“Really, and what planet is that, then?” the other asked suspiciously.

“Oh, not one you would know,” RIGA smiled sweetly.

“Oh, we will soon enough,” he growled.

 As she balanced on the sled, it shifted beneath her activating a restraint system, setting tractor beams at knee, waist and chest height, securing her expertly to the sled. RIGA had no doubt the device had other abilities and decided not to try anything while standing on it, in case she earned another electric shock and blacked out again.

The two guards didn’t talk. One adjusted the controls to account for the unexpected density of her body, while the other used a hand-held device to communicate their location. The shorter guard was pushing and pulling the anti-grav sled, checking RIGA all the while to ensure she wasn’t doing anything unexpected. 

Sensing electrical activity close by, RIGA picked up a glimmer of airborne electronic signals as they moved out of the cell. She was amazed they hadn’t screened the entrance area. The two guards fiddled with their vidscreen, while preparing to take her somewhere. In the few seconds delay she managed to connect with the ship’s electronics. It wasn’t sophisticated, but provided her with an easy to fudge handshaking protocol that she was picking up from the surly guard’s input, while he accessed the vidscreen nearest to her.

Using all of her hacking skills, RIGA gained access to the network and was immediately rewarded with data. The ship was called the DAN, and RIGA knew immediately it wasn’t Terran, neither was it Empirum. Her sensors scanned the terminals around her. Most would normally provide an uplink via a set frequency. The guards were preparing to leave, she didn’t have much time. There was one, she had it, a supervisor terminal with restricted access to the mainframe.

RIGA scooped up data files so that she would have information to trawl through when she had more time. Most of it was data logs and duty rosters. There was little information stored there that would aid her escape. Obviously the workstation didn’t have the clearance for anything higher. It did give her some details of the ship's network structure, which might be useful if she could get access to another vidscreen with better credentials, at some point.

RIGA viewed the logs for the restraint area. She found sales data on the PRS’s, Prisoner Restraint Sleds, designed for transporting uncooperative prisoners. A quick search through the data-files uncovered user manuals for all kinds of equipment. She hadn’t had time to download everything. 

By chance, she opened the prisoner log to find that Osachi had been there earlier. The records showed he had arrived at the same time as her and had been removed several times, then returned. There were records of two medical visits. RIGA surmised they were to treat the results of interrogation. She now knew where she was being taken. According to the log, Osachi was no longer on the ship, having been removed twelve hours previously. Where had they taken him?

As the guards pushed the sled out of the room, her connection to the small network became intermittent. Before it went completely, she searched for, and found the restraint areas armoury database. She needed to know what she had been hit with, so searched the information for hand-held, non-lethal, electrical, or electronic weapons. There were four listed with pictures. She highlighted and read what she needed. The ‘Stun Gun’ used high voltage electric discharges pulsing through human victims. It could be lethal if used on older victims, but usually  placed them into an unconscious state. Bruising would be the only after-effect; recovery times were listed as up to 24 hours.

She would be prepared next time. She would need to know when it was going to occur, but that shouldn’t be a problem now. The system depended on the water content of the body to transmit the charge, so all RIGA had to do was to temporarily insulate her artificial cortex and it wouldn’t short her systems. The charge shouldn’t affect her muscles as they were built differently. It should ensure she was not subject to a short circuit again.

The time she had taken was simply a matter of seconds, while they moved her down two corridors into a quiet location. They halted at a small foyer. Her connection to the now distant computer dropped, as they entered a large darkened room. RIGA now had her first major concern; the shielding that had been in the cell was also installed in this room. It meant that Gossie would be unable to retrieve her from here, and probably might not even be able to trace her location. She was still on her own, for the time being. Taking stock of her situation, she decided to act sooner, rather than later. Interrogation might damage her systems, and she had no intention of subjecting herself to that kind of abuse unnecessarily.

The sled slid into a groove in the centre of the room, automatically activating a ceiling light, bathing RIGA in a circle of strong illumination, which would have made visibility out into the room difficult if RIGA had been human. The slot formed a cubicle consisting of four metal pillars; two rising from the floor up to 2 metres high, and two from the ceiling approximately the same length, but not reaching the floor. RIGA felt the sled’s bands of tractor beams release her, to be instantly replaced by the new set of beams, pushed out by the pillars. These were also considerably stronger, leaving RIGA suspended off the ground. An effective restraint; there was no leverage to be had, neutralising her immense strength. Without giving her any further thought, the two guards withdrew to the door out of earshot, but available.

A tall man stepped out of the shadows, in a black uniform with silver bars across the shoulders. RIGA had sensed him, but a human wouldn’t have been able to, so she had deliberately not acknowledged him. Now, she looked at him closely. His face looked thin and drawn, as though he had been half starved as a child. He had a twitch in his right eye, shaking his head frequently as he approached, as if trying to dislodge something from his face.

“Aah! Welcome to you, Ms RIGA - ‘supposed’ Ambassador to the Empirum, but who travels alone, and spies on her friends,” he drawled in a lazy manner that implied a relaxed demeanour, which was totally opposite to the impression one gained from his features. 

“What do you want with – “ RIGA started, but was promptly halted by his brusque manner as he put his hand up and slapped her face.

“To answer the question they always ask, Ms RIGA, my name is Sub-Officer Trench, and I’m your interrogator. You might also like to know that my masters are not the type to accept failure on any level. I am, therefore, on a mission to keep my impeccable record intact.” He smiled grimly. “You should be very concerned as I enjoy my job immensely, and take great pleasure in making the increasingly rare opportunities last as long as possible.” He inspected her closely, paying particular attention to her Armillo leathers, rubbing the edge between his thumb and forefinger, admiringly, assessing its quality. “Nice quality leather, I don’t think I’m familiar with this texture.” 

Trench walked round her, appearing to inspect her hand restraints, ensuring she held nothing in her fists. Apparently satisfied, he returned to her front and continued his preparations for interrogation. He was patient, unhurried, as if the world waited on him, which in this room, with his victims, it did. He was in full control and everything he said and did implied such. The whole act was designed to weaken the victim’s resolve, bit by excruciatingly painful, bit.

Whilst Trench didn’t need the crude implements that he laid out on a table next to him, RIGA was aware that it was psychologically expedient to create the fear of the blades and devices that were known across the universe as instruments of torture. Not knowing who, or what he was dealing with, he was oblivious to his danger, or that soon he, and not RIGA, would likely be the one to die in this room.

She knew his intent before he did, being well versed in interrogation techniques. Not that he would know that. He thought he had someone who could be broken, and manipulated with ease. RIGA gave him the impression she was suitably subdued while concentrating on everything around her.

Finally, as if coming to a decision, he stopped in front of her. “You have been interfering in our business, RIGA, and I need to know what it is you think you have found out. I must tell you now, that neither the Empirum, nor the Terran Empire are in a position to help you. You are very much on your own here.” His twitch continued and now he added a nervous slurping sound as he sucked through his gapped teeth. A man of many unsocial habits, she calculated that he would be the kind of person shunned by his peers as a disagreeable, but necessary asset. He wouldn’t be missed by any of them, but none would want to take his place.

RIGA now knew that what she had become involved in was well above her normal mission level. Her abilities meant she could extrapolate the smallest clues using the data available and come to reasonably accurate conclusions. The fact that Trench referred to both the empires as other entities, together with the strangeness of uniforms and procedures, convinced her that she was in the hands of an external force, that was working with elements of both Terra and the Empirum. To what ends? She could probably guess, but needed to know for sure.

As he was talking to her he was playing with a hand console, that glowed as pages refreshed in the shadow of his dark corner. He did not approach too close, he was deliberately letting the tension build, waiting for her fears to surface.

RIGA wasn’t idle. The contacts in her left hand had quietly slipped out their wires, and were feeling their way into the locking mechanism that held the bracelet together. Almost invisible from the shadows created by the overhead lighting, they had already accessed the micro-circuitry and  were hunting for relays that would open the lock. She was also trying to piggy-back a connection to the hand console, which she suspected was wirelessly linked into the ship’s computer system. She wanted to know her location inside the ship and how far she would need to go to reach a safe place with which to plan her escape.

Trench continued to operate the small console until there was activity to both the left and right of RIGA. A complex frame was being erected by robotic arms. RIGA’s sensors scanned the frame and noted instruments and mechanical tools. It was more like an engineering bay than an interrogation room. He was expecting her to react, so to ensure he didn’t get suspicious, she wriggled as if she were panicking.

“Right, let’s get started shall we?” Trench announced. His hand slipped his console into the pocket in his jacket. It was still on, he hadn’t switched it off. RIGA continued to work hard on its software trying to break into it, aware that there would be other distractions in a moment that would slow down her progress.

The encryption used was difficult, but not impossible, not something you could crack in a few minutes. She had to work fast. She was into the handset, but not into the network, he had logged out. 

Still she had some information available to her. His personal records showed he was from a planet called Urthtou, and in human terms was forty four years old, she had no time to digest all of the information. His most recent transfer was to the DAN as CI, she looked it up, Chief of Intelligence.

As Trench moved in, and began handling a device out of her line of sight, she decided to distract him while she was still working to free her hands.

“What is it you want to know, Chief Intelligence Officer Vallder Trench of the Tochina Imperial Navy?” RIGA asked and was rewarded with an immediate reaction as he stepped back into her line of sight. She had deliberately used enough information to get him worried, but not enough for her to be immediately eliminated. He would want to know  how much she really knew.

She observed him as his face became pinched and tight as he sucked in his teeth. His tick increased as he held onto the equipment frame. She could see his brain working to absorb the impact of the information that she had  given him; information that nobody should know. He moved away again taking a moment, out of her line of sight, to compose himself anew.

He turned back, looking pensively at her as his two index fingers tapped against his top lip, with his hands clasped tightly together. RIGA could see the tension he was attempting to hide from the white, blood drained areas where the grip was firmest.

“So, you have learned something, I wonder how you managed that. The information, as you correctly assessed, is not common knowledge. We will have to make sure your interrogation goes on for an extended time, until we know who your sources are, and more importantly who else knows about us.” He sighed dramatically. “I’m afraid you have signed your death warrant, Ms RIGA, you know far too much and for my personal pleasure it will not be easy to extract this knowledge from you.” He smiled and RIGA understood that she had just given him permission to do his worst.

“LEAVE US,” he commanded the guards that had remained at the outer limits of the room, near the exit. RIGA turned her head as she felt the change in air pressure while the men she detected on her sensors opened the door by clicking in the codes to unlock it. She recorded the movements and sounds. She hoped to be able to repeat them when she got herself out of this man’s clutches.

RIGA, distracted by the guards, brought her attention back to Trench as he pulled at the straps on her jacket. His hand delicately caressing her skin, fingers flitting across and exposing her as the leather fell aside. 

Trench was now fully committed to his task, his darting tongue licking briefly at the perspiration beading on his upper lip. The excitement was evident in his eyes as they slipped down toward her navel. His hands began to peel away more tight fitting leather from her torso.

“Tell me, RIGA, did you enjoy your relationship with Mr Osachi?” His smile turned evil as he spoke. He picked up one of the sharp implements from the table next to him and stroked the flat edge across her bare flesh. She could see the sharpness of the blade in the light and knew it would cut into her easily, exposing more of her than would be wise to allow.

Realising he was only playing with her so far, RIGA caught herself. She had nearly acted before she was ready. It would not have been good to kill him so quickly.

“I didn’t know him that well. You must be mistaken,” RIGA answered hoping to delay any serious invasion with the knife. She didn’t want to end up in the repair shops. She managed to sneak under his consoles operating system as his undoing of her leathers exposed her completely to his view. As he drank in the perfection of her body (her designers had been kind), RIGA concentrated on the last few tasks she had to complete. Her hands had been free of their shackles for a few minutes now, but the repeller beams still held the restraints in place. She pulled her hands to her side.

It took but a few seconds to remotely activate the handset’s connection to the console controlling the devices in the interrogation room.

As her hands came around, the repeller beams faded, the shackles clacked to the deck, leaving RIGA to drop the six inches to the floor. Slipping to one side in case Trench reacted with the knife, she completed a quick evasive roll, then stood, still showing her naked body, not having time to adjust herself yet. She took a single step toward Trench who was so surprised, he had yet to move a muscle. His eyes entranced by her actions, her nakedness fooling him into believing he wasn’t in any danger as he waved the knife in front of him. He never saw the hand that whipped up and grabbed his arm forcing it to drop the knife to the deck.

RIGA grabbed his throat with her other hand and slowly squeezed it, picking him off the ground easily. The surprised look on his face turned to astonishment as he felt himself suspended from the ground by a single female arm. As her fingers slowly crushed his larynx, she pressed him  against the frame so she was able to push her hand hard into his throat until his scrawny neck was in her grip. 

Thinking of Osachi, she squeezed hard then threw his body to the ground. Her shield fell out of his jacket. She picked it up and replaced it around her neck. She then checked his pockets and found her fring, which had been bent out of shape by his fall. She activated, then deactivated it whereby it resumed the proper shape.

The noise of him crashing against the frame must have attracted the attention of the guards outside, as the door opened. RIGA, who had moved at high speed from Trench’s side, was already waiting for them. As the first one came through, her hand punched hard into his sternum crushing his ribcage, sending the broken sections up into his lungs. He exhaled violently, blood spattering her shoulder as his body reacted to the force of her blow. A shard of bone must have penetrated his heart because he was dead before he hit the ground.

The tall one had his gun and RIGA didn’t have time to pull him into the room to deal with him. Instead she leaped forward, chopping at his shoulder with the side of her hand, he dropped silently to the floor, whether dead or unconscious, RIGA didn’t know.

Picking up their handguns, RIGA recognised them as flechette weapons. Not designed for armoured offence, they were perfect for ship-wide fighting and ideal for security personnel. They would do until she could get something better. Checking out how to reload them, RIGA noted the guards had additional magazines in their belts. She took them placing them in her jacket pockets.


14. Escape from the DAN

As she ran, her mind dwelled on the data she had collected so far. Her threat analysis of the situation was expanding continually, as she analysed the extent of the danger, not just to her, but the Empirum. These Tochin seemed to be behind or involved in everything she was investigating. It had to be their ships patrolling Empirum and Terran space, but with the knowledge of elements of their own military - just how deep did this conspiracy go, she wondered.

Seeing the expected surveillance cameras in the corridor, RIGA knew she would quickly be discovered, and forces put in place to capture or kill her. Mentally commanding her artificial biology to prepare itself, she increased speed. The cameras would see little of her passing through the corridors, a blurred image as the recording system attempted to keep up with her. 

She would have to pace herself though, pausing frequently to recalibrate, adjusting balance and control. When using speed-mode, RIGA’s internal systems would sometimes accelerate at different levels, causing power surges. Taking time to refine her output gave her greater control and amazing economy of power.

‘Gossie, are you in range? do you hear me?’ RIGA sent her ship an urgent message on their emergency frequency. There was no reply, but RIGA didn’t give up hope. She knew the ship would follow her to hell and back. Gossie would be somewhere close by, RIGA was certain.

Following her mental map of the ship, RIGA managed to avoid the most populated areas. Her only hope in escape was to initiate an attack where they least expected it, one which gave her the greatest advantage. They would anticipate that RIGA would head for the hangar decks for a ship, or escape pod. This would simply be fired upon, the loss of one tiny craft insignificant to a battleship. RIGA was going to create sufficient mayhem and hopefully use the chaos to escape.

She kept running from corridor to corridor as she slowly made her way through the ship towards her destination. The Armoury - she needed weapons.

The first hostile encounter came as RIGA turned into the main concourse, leading to a section running all the way to the bridge. Two black-uniformed male crewmen and a female were running towards her. Her reactions, set to maximum, meant the men were already on their way to the floor with a stream of flechettes drilled into them from chest to throat, before their weapons had even fired. 

The young female officer was nervously going for her gun as RIGA stopped, and before the other had the chance to react, came to a halt in her personal space. Taking hold of her weapon arm, RIGA abruptly disarmed her. 

“What?...” the young woman stammered.

“I’m giving you a chance to live, don’t make me regret it,” RIGA answered while using her sharp nails to pick, then pull some artificial trim off the side of a bulkhead. When she had enough she wound it around the girls arms. Then pushing her to the deck, tied it to her feet forcing her body into a bent position.

She looked frightened, and RIGA correctly assessed that she was a very junior member of the ship's crew. “Tell your Captain that I will kill anyone he sends against me and unless I hear from him that he intends to release me in the next hour, I will destroy his ship.”

“But,... he won’t listen to me.. I’m just a... junior ensign,” she stuttered, the thought of the ship being destroyed frightening her deeply.

“He will listen but will then probably ignore you. He will make the same mistake they all make. Tell him to contact me via the main speaker system when he wants to deal. His ship for my freedom,” RIGA hissed. “One hour, then find yourself an escape pod and get in it.” 

Hearing the sound of reinforcements, RIGA took off down the corridor furthest from pursuit, her direction taking her deeper into the bowels of the ship.

She needed to find the armoury. It would be guarded, but that wouldn’t pose a problem for her. Touching her neck band she was relieved to feel the resonance as it activated. Even without the shield she would survive the next hour. She didn’t hold out the same hope for the security teams she sensed moving closer to her. It wasn’t that big a ship that she could hide, but then she didn’t intend to.

She pressed forward in bursts of speed; the corridors weren’t long enough to make fast progress. RIGA made her way to a point in the ship that she felt wasn’t far from wherever they kept their weaponry. The map blueprint, she had lifted from the guard's computers, weren’t too specific, but it would be here somewhere near. It needed to be. All other avenues were now closed off. There would be a running battle soon, whichever way she went.

It didn’t take much for her fast processors to figure out that the room with two armed guards on its entrance would be either the armoury or the engine room. She couldn’t sense the drive generators this close, so it would likely be where they stored the weaponry. Both guards were attentive and would react quickly. She placed her flechette guns on the deck, deciding on an unarmed approach. It was forty-five yards to the first guard. She calculated she would get half way before he opened fire. The other would wait a few seconds before joining in.

Stepping out and walking normally, hoping that her shield hadn’t suffered any damage in Trench’s hands, RIGA headed directly towards the guards. They saw her immediately. She was still too far away and needed to get closer. Placing her hands up in the air in front of her to indicate she was unarmed, she continued to walk, eating up the distance between them.

“HALT.... Stop where you are and get on the deck.... on your knees, NOW!” the guard ordered, bringing his gun to bear.

RIGA ignored him, keeping her hands in front, now twenty yards from them. Both prepared to fire. RIGA was close enough, so put on a burst of speed, taking them both by surprise, as blaster fire scorched the air where she had been walking a second earlier. Now, she was almost in front of the first, easily pulling his weapon free, leaving a very surprised guard. She kept moving, and with her other arm, knocked the second guard heavily into the bulkhead. He hit it at the speed of a full run, smacking his head as it collided with hard steel. 

The disarmed guard was attempting to grapple RIGA, but the shield wouldn’t give him purchase. RIGA slammed her open hand against his chest, driving the guard back against the door, where he too, hit his head and was unconscious before he hit the ground. 

RIGA looked at the door. It was heavy duty and locked. She would need time. It was an old-fashioned manual lever with a locking mechanism. Cocking her head slightly to tune her hearing, RIGA judged she had a maximum of two minutes. The surveillance cameras were turned to her and would be reporting her position to the force amassing to take her down.

One of her eggs emerged from her abdomen and opened on her command. She selected a small wedge of plastic explosive and a detonator cap, then replaced the egg. It was still being absorbed as she placed the explosive inside, and at the front of the lock, making sure it was embedded well into the framework. The detonator was a simple device. She pressed the bezel until it broke the internal compartments, allowing the constituents to mix. Taking note of the time, she pressed it into the explosive, then walked away until she was off-centre from the frame.

Six seconds later the door lock had melted in a heated exchange of chemicals. An alarm sounded coming from the main speakers, and a red light above the door advised everyone that the armoury had been broken into. She calculated she had less than sixty seconds.

Inside, RIGA found what she needed, blasters and lasers. They weren’t the same designs she was used to, but they would be sufficient to achieve her aim. Passing along the shelves as RIGA switched them on, checking the charges, she noticed power equipment for creating hull breaches. These would be used by an assault team when attempting to subdue an enemy ship. They weren’t small, but there was an anti-grav pallet nearby. Placing four of them onto the sled, she added a few other items, then covered them with heat resistant blankets and strapped them down, ensuring they couldn’t see what she had loaded.

Since there was no other exit from the armoury, RIGA anticipated a battle to leave the room. She sensed soldiers, guards at the end of the corridor. Looking around her and at all the different weapons designed for ground, as well as ship fighting, RIGA selected a long tube type device which held a number of canisters. Her analysis told her these were percussive devices with an explosive charge in both the ignition and the detonation sections. Perfect.

RIGA had two advantages, her speed and the shield. She intended to use both now to clear her exit.

Her capacity, to understand technology quickly, meant she ascertained the procedure for firing the tube, and was ready to leave in a few seconds. Pulling on the sled, activating its motors, it followed her to the exit. The door was open and RIGA knew there were guards approaching along the bulkheads. She took two of the globe-shaped devices from the nearest shelf, glanced at them to assure herself of their design and function. She then moved the safety catches sideways, pressed the button on both and threw them out of the door at different angles to take out the nearest section of corridor on either side.

The double boom of explosive detonation told RIGA what she needed to know, there would be at least twenty feet either side in the clear. 

Before they organised a better mode of attack, RIGA needed to act. Jumping out into the corridor and firing the tube first down one side, then  the other, she jumped back again before any return blaster fire reached her. The resultant explosions were deafening, and RIGA distinctly heard the sound of air loss, she was obviously closer to the hull than she first thought. Good.

Choosing to go right out of the armoury door, RIGA draped a box of the round objects on the sled at the back where they could easily be seen. The writing said ‘GRENADES,’ and she absently flitted through her data-banks for the meaning. The response confirmed her correct application of the weapon. 

As she ran, the sled following behind, RIGA had an opportunity to survey the damage the tube device had caused. Impressive, she thought as she also detected hurried attempts to stifle the loss of atmosphere, caused by the heavy detonation. These should not be used on a ship, she realised. Not wanting further possibilities of damage to the hull at a weak point, the force ahead of her had pulled back to an inner corridor leaving guards behind to keep taking pot-shots at her.

RIGA detected them before she reached the corridor. Pointing the tube weapon at them, she fired, noting with satisfaction the immediate withdrawal of the guards as the hurriedly erected barricade disintegrated in a cloud. The internal bulkheads, obviously not as strong, were buckled and damaged. Two guards lay behind the debris, killed by the shrapnel, judging by the body damage. Neither of them wore armour.

She continued to move forward, aware that she was being permitted to move freely in some directions, and held back at others by large forces and barricades. Moving further down the corridors, she came to a room that held external space gear. Her mind, full of the idea of sabotaging the ship, came to a quick decision, she quickly found a space-suit, donning it in a few seconds. RIGA looked at the power-packs and oxygen. She could take one, but not the other, the sheer bulk of them wouldn’t allow her to manoeuvre through the corridors. 

Fixing the small power-pack across her shoulders but leaving the helmet on the sled, where it would be protected by the explosives it carried, she continued down the corridor. RIGA had noted that there had been no shots from behind since leaving the armoury, despite detecting the proximity of at least ten guards following her a corridor behind. The proximity of the grenades and the knowledge that beneath the cover, there were unknown explosives, kept them from risking a large detonation within the confined space. 

They had a plan, she just didn’t know what it was, but believed it would entail some form of physical disablement. There was no smell of gas, and no worrying emanations coming from rooms she passed. The map in her head told her she was still too far from both the bridge and her other destination, the engine room. The airlock, however, was in the next corridor.

RIGA’s senses tingled. She stopped, as the sporadic firing accompanying her progress also halted. They were springing their trap. RIGA’s sensors worked to understand the danger, but couldn’t get a sensible response from the feedback. The air pressure had changed. She moved on and rounded the corner to face the outside hull, the airlock she was aiming for was now directly ahead. There were no guards or barricades.

Whilst RIGA knew she was entering a trap, she didn’t yet know its nature. Her senses went out on high alert, feeling around the edges of the trap for an explanation. There was nothing. The airlock looked fine, another red light was flashing, but there was something she couldn’t place. She kept her attention fixed on it waiting for whatever it was to rise through her consciousness.

The rumbling sound from behind brought her to another halt. She ran back to see the internal doors closing. Her exits were being cut off. That explained the changing air pressure. They had been sealing off all of the exits. Now what?

Too late RIGA remembered the flashing red light above the airlock. The outer door was open. Before RIGA was able to consider the reason, an explosion ripped through the airlock with such force that debris was flying through the air towards her, bouncing off her shield. 

Her speedy reactions were all that stopped her and the sled from being sucked back out into the resulting vacuum of space. While she managed to put on her helmet using her own weight, she used her other hand to disable the antigravity of the sled, bringing it to the deck with a heavy thud. The additional purchase enabled her to lodge a foot under it while she sealed the helmet and checked her suit quickly for leaks.

This was their plan? To explode their airlock and suck her out into space? She considered it, deciding it probably wasn't a bad strategy if they thought she was human. The Captain, knowing what she carried underneath the covers on the sled, and the tube device she had been using to great effect, would recognise the potential for serious damage to his ship. More than sufficient cause when added to the threat that she would destroy the ship in one hour. Thirty-four minutes actually.

RIGA waited a few seconds for the air to escape and the pressure to equalise, then she proceeded to the airlock with the re-activated sled and, began to climb onto the outside of the hull. This was probably the most dangerous part for her. If Gossie was not in range, there might be no escape plan, but RIGA trusted her friend to be here. She continued to pull the sled until it broke free of gravity and turned into a weightless lump, which nonetheless had significant inertia to drag her away from the hull. She had no magnetic boots, nor did she need them. Her power-pack had switched on automatically as soon as it detected vacuum, and now offered up direction and thrust, to keep her close to the ship, out of range of any weapons they had.

RIGA kept a three-dimensional map in her head, heading directly to the engine room area where the drives were being maintained. Earlier she had noticed there were signs of nuclear activity, and had judged that these people were using reactors, to power their ship. This might prove fatal for them soon; it would depend on where they were being kept. Usually, they would keep them close to the hull, so the cores could be ejected if the possibility existed of them going critical. RIGA intended to test that theory in a few minutes.

When she judged herself to be in the correct position measured by feedback from her sensors, she turned carefully to the sled, uncovering the contents, keeping them close to her as she worked. When she had finished there were three clamped devices attached to the hull, and a 4th still attached to the sled, with some other items. RIGA intended to detonate them from a distance using her own electronics. 

Detecting activity behind her, RIGA turned just as a plasma bolt slammed into the arm of the sled, skewing it out of her hand and sending it away from her and the ship. Darting away from the charges she had set, RIGA now had no weapon to use against the enemy coming at her. She did have her own particular skills, as well as her power-pack She couldn’t afford to take any risk, deciding it wasn’t necessary. 

There was only one of them, but she still decided to retreat, a plasma bolt at this range would be fatal. She had the shield, but the impact would catapult her into space, same as the sled. She carefully backtracked toward the hull breach, using sensors to monitor the location of the enemy space-soldier. They should have sent more of them, she thought.

When the figure reached the clamps, he squatted down to begin disarming them. RIGA sent the detonate command to the electronic receivers. The explosion of all three hull breaching detonations at the same time was surprisingly powerful. She could feel the shudder of the ship through the outer section of the hull she was holding on to.

RIGA had intended to return to the breach and detonate the cores inside the engine room using the spare gear on the sled. By good fortune, it seemed unnecessary now, as she detected new explosions occurring within the ship. It shuddered again. 

Just as she began to move back to the opening away from the damage of the engine room, an explosion occurred closer to her, dislodging her from the hull. She had no tie lines, so no means to halt her sudden departure from the ship’s hull. The increasing effects of speed were sending her further away every second, spinning into space. 

When the ship’s reactors went up the result was a sunburst; no sound, although there was interference on the comms channels from the radiation. However, the distance from RIGA was already such that she had few concerns for debris, hoping the shield would continue to protect her and the suit in case some came her way. She wondered if the young female officer had escaped. She doubted it. Her internal chronometer calculated the final explosion to be ten minutes after her deadline.

Now, with no chance of returning, she attempted to reduce her spin using the power-pack. Needing its energy for life-giving heat, she couldn’t over waste the reserves as she had no idea when Gossie would reach her. With no air to worry about, she could survive on the small quantity inside the suit, it would be enough with her own internal stores, to keep her flesh breathing for many hours, possibly days. Her body heat was the main issue; the spare batteries were on the sled.

As time went on there was still no sign of Gossie. 

RIGA’s body heating began to slowly give way to the cold of space. Her oxygen supply, whilst enough to keep the flesh alive, was being poisoned by the build-up of carbon dioxide and other gases in the suit. RIGA needed energy to neutralise it, but there wasn’t enough for all the functions required. 

As her core battery expended energy keeping her temperature stable, RIGA realised it would not be long before her surface systems succumbed to the cold. She began to take steps to ensure her memory core was protected deep in her system, as far as possible from the ice-cold that was beginning to invade her body. She began shutting down her processes to minimise damage to core systems. In the end they too began to fail.

The final task was to set her Emergency Transponder to use the remaining power, it would keep the signal going another day at most. After that it would no longer matter.


15. The Plot Thickens

The recovery of RIGA's body by the small ship was a time of concern for Gossie, who realised that she had incurred multiple points of failure of her bodily systems. There were protocols set-up for revival in such extreme situations. As RIGA lay inert on the deck of the control room, Gossie began putting them into action. 

First, the AI used a remote arm to place a conductive pad behind RIGA’s neck. This was to feed power to the sub-systems, allowing the lungs to autonomously feed life-giving gas nutrients to the synthetic flesh, which was bordering on necrosis from lack of oxygen. 

Next, Gossie accessed the nodes in RIGA’s left hand by re-extending the metal arm, now fitted with matching connectors, slotting over the protruding contacts. By accessing RIGA’s systems directly, Gossie was able to concentrate the ingoing flow of energy, ensuring that her core systems received essential power boosts, stabilising her without further deterioration, while at the same time pumping power into her organic battery. 

A major problem with her synth-bionic cells, as in humans, was the speed with which they would degrade if they were deprived of energy for any length of time. RIGA looked to have been lucky, if Gossie had been delayed, RIGA would never have recovered. Her body would eventually have broken down in much the same manner as a humans, leaving only the alloy skeleton and a few non-metallic parts behind, to deny a science laboratory any clue as to their purpose, or construction.

The scientists who had examined RIGA, before officially accepting her as an AI citizen of Epsilon Gamma, had found that she carried within her instructions on basic repair, recovery and maintenance, in the event she was damaged. 

When Gossie had originally been designed it had been with the objective of providing RIGA with life support, where and when needed. She was a multi-functioning AI, and in all ways, RIGA’s partner. Her underlying instructions were to provide full medical back-up to RIGA. That was her primary function, even though their mission protocols sometimes forced these to be over-ridden, or ignored. 

A lot of trouble and expense had been gone to without RIGA’s knowledge. It had not been considered relevant to inform her of these arrangements; they would become known, as and when, they were required. That was good enough for the scientists and the AI’s involved. 

When Gossie had been trained, it had been with the knowledge that it may well be impossible to return RIGA to Epsilon Gamma in time, or at all, before she effectively ‘expired’. Therefore, Gossie had as many resuscitation facilities as they could install, to ensure that RIGA could be kept in suspension, until return to Epsilon.

Now, as Gossie monitored RIGA’s life signs, she began the long return to the Empirum’s system.

Only now did Gossie begin to replay the events leading to the recovery of RIGA. Her report would show that, having followed the enemy vessel for days trying hard to keep it in range (the battleship was fast in hyperspace), Gossie had discovered that she was in unknown regions and without any idea as to their final destination. As a result, there were no drones to relay the transponder signal from RIGA. However, when the ship dropped out of hyperspace, Gossie had managed to catch up by placing both antimatter drives into the red zone of their commercial meters for a full day and a half, overheating them almost to melting point. 

Finally in the same system as the enemy ship, Gossie had managed to cool the engines sufficiently, so that the moment she detected RIGA’s distress beacon, she was able to act. Gossie red-lined the drives again to get to the area of local space quickly enough to extract her. 

When Gossie had read the explosion of the ship on her sensors, she had at first thought that RIGA had been destroyed with it. A day later, when she approached the debris field intending to search the remains, she picked up the failing transponder signal.

Gossie watched as her friend’s life-signs stabilised. Using her own links into RIGA’s sub-systems, she established that all the vital areas had been safeguarded, including her memory core, which so far appeared undamaged. The signs were good, and Gossie began to feel reassured that RIGA would have no lasting problems resulting from her experience in the cold vacuum of space.

Some days later, RIGA was sufficiently recharged to awaken. She immediately began processing background data she had uploaded from the Dan’s computers. It contained information on their home worlds and some information on their sociology, but nothing on their military objectives.

The Tochin were an old race, with major drawbacks in their technology development. Their beliefs excluded the use of artificial intelligence, so wouldn’t allow progress beyond a limited computer ability, which they accepted as a tool, like any other. They had a deep-seated abhorrence of artificially sentient beings. They responded aggressively against any of their own worlds that tried to develop computer power approaching AI potential. From the little that RIGA could evaluate in the data, there appeared to be strong religious aspects to the Tochin Empire that controlled its industrial expansion.

This explained RIGA’s access difficulties on the DAN where computers were restricted to smaller hubs which only provided limited uplinks that could be strictly controlled. It made for a slower reaction throughout the ship, but they made up for it by having dedicated computers in charge of non-sensitive sections.

None of this explained the actions of the DAN in kidnapping her, and where was Osachi? There was mention of a spy-base in a system within Empirum space, but no coordinates. In fact, there were allusions to many things, but the Tochin, being extremely cautious, paranoid, or both, placed little trust in their computers. Beyond the spartan information on their home systems and social order, there was little of use. She had  only linked to non-essential consoles, with their tendency to compartmentalise everything; RIGA was left with nothing worthwhile to show for her efforts.

As RIGA continued to recover her energy reserves, she mulled over the material recovered and the actions of the Tochin ship, the Dan. Was it part of the same conspiracy that she and Gossie had uncovered, or was this another thing entirely? She recalled Wright’s comments, and decided that the Tochin had to be heavily involved. Where did the kidnapping of Osachi put them, and what did they want with him?

***

The GEN Vasta signalled that their group hyper-jump would end in three minutes. Its sister ships the GEN Brew and GEN Callan were either side of RIGA’s courier vessel, which was by itself, completely insignificant next to the large battleships.

A signal had been sent ahead, for the Empirum’s Navy to run interference for them at Epsilon Gamma’s hyperspace arrival point. They needed to ensure there would be no surprise fleet of enemy ships waiting to blow them up as they emerged. 

In light of RIGA’s incident with the DAN, the Empirum Navy had, as a cautionary measure, upgraded to a pre-war footing. They were currently running on a ‘shoot first’ basis where they came across any ships in their sectors that either, didn’t show proper IDs, or failed to respond to demands to board. It was all very trigger happy out there. 

RIGA had no idea what the Terran forces were doing. Her only contact was with the Space Navy, and they were proving antagonistic towards the Empirum while Osachi was missing. RIGA had no intention of sharing anything she currently knew about the Tochin as it was increasingly likely that the Empirum would seek war with the Terran Empire; something that RIGA was set against, but might be unable to stop. She was not yet certain the root of the problem lay with Terran aggression, suspecting that ships like the Tesperadus, were operating outside of government policy, in an increasingly unstable environment. That might have a lot more to do with the Tochin, than the Empirum.

“Are you ready, RIGA?” the AI asked, pulling her from her continuing analysis.

RIGA, still recovering from her depleted batteries, was plugged into the pilot chair while she continued to suck and compress energy into the modules that housed her reserves. Her normal system was powered through chemical conversion to energy. She only needed to replenish that once, or perhaps twice a year; it was very efficient. 

“Yes, let’s see if we can scrape through unnoticed while the big boys play war games,” RIGA responded. “Initiate shield and cloaking device and hug up close to the rear of the GEN Vasta, we should be able to hide between the drives which won’t go to full burn unless the Vasta needs immediate speed. The shields will protect us and the cloak should keep us undiscovered.”

“Affirmative,” Gossie responded. It was a risky move, but one they had planned for earlier. They had already decided that a single jump would take them out of harms way once the Vasta broke through into normal space.

“Advise the Vasta where we will be and thank them for the escort, we will slip away as soon as possible and contact them once clear,” RIGA commanded.

“Done,” the AI confirmed.

“Exiting Hyperspace... NOW.”

Tucked up alongside the drive exhausts of the GEN Vasta, RIGA was unable to see what was happening. However, the sensors linked into the Vasta were clear enough. A battle had commenced as soon as the anomaly had been detected. The Empirum Navy were surrounded by enemy ships, who were setting up a barrage of fire, flooding the arrival area with target seeking missiles. She didn’t need to count, her mind automatically tallied forty.... thirty eight. She watched the numbers go down, as the defensive fire of the battleships took out the inbound missiles several at a time. Some would get through, but the shields should hold, unless...

As RIGA watched, deep in thought and unable to act because of their proximity,  she saw what the Vasta was seeing, that the missiles were ignoring all of the sentry ships and heading directly towards the three newly arrived ships. It took RIGA several seconds to realise they were homing in on the Vasta particularly, which didn’t make much sense.

RIGA reacted immediately. “Open a channel to the Vasta.”

“Captain Xandarl, I believe those missiles are locked onto a ship’s drive signature - mine.”

Xandarl came on screen, he looked pensive.

“RIGA, you could be right, but there is nothing you can do. Just stay where you are and let us handle it. That’s an order.” He gave her a grim smile and then returned his attention to the Vasta’s bridge where they were battling the unknown fleet.

As RIGA continued to watch, the wave of missiles diminished as the three battleships kept up a continual barrage of defence that whittled the incoming missiles into single figures. Of the original forty, only two now remained, and they were homing in on RIGA’s drive, slipping alongside the Vasta, evading her point defences. They would not only take out RIGA’s ship, but also the drives of the Vasta, if they got through. 

How had they overcome the cloaking technology? RIGA thought she knew; Osachi - he must have been forced to give them the information they needed to identify her ship. He would have known the cloaking frequency, even the variable codes. The Tochin ships had them.

RIGA knew she had no choice, but to act. “Gossie, when I give the word, teleport us back to the point of entry, then hold for my next command.” She wanted to wait until she was 100% certain that was what had happened, before reacting. There was sufficient time.

“On your mark,” Gossie responded without argument. She knew RIGA would only act if she felt there was good reason; there was always a sound strategy behind her thinking. There was never a millisecond of doubt in the AI’s mind.

As RIGA watched, the two remaining missiles shot past the Vasta’s point defence systems. Just as they prepared to loop into a curve that would bring them behind, and onto the Vasta’s drives, RIGA gave the command.

“NOW!”

As the small ship jumped, the GEN Vasta reappeared, now smaller in the view screen and further ahead of them. RIGA was already directing her sensors to monitor the missiles. She watched as they wavered a few seconds, appearing to lose momentum. Then, regaining the target signature of RIGA’s ship, they recalculated their course and trajectory. Now aiming directly towards her, continually adjusting their trajectory, they sped towards the ship.

“Missiles are broadcasting shield disruption signals AND increasing speed,” Gossie informed her. “However, the frequency is incorrect, it will have no effect on our shield.” 

RIGA monitored the missiles progress toward them. She immediately understood the ramifications. Osachi must have had to give them the frequency of their new cloaking system along with the shield, Had he also given them the proper shield frequencies as well, they would now have no shields and be at the mercy of the enemies weapons. Someone else, possibly the Tesperadus, must have told them the ship had been fitted with commercial shields.

“Target the missiles with lasers. Fire on my command,” RIGA instructed.

The missiles, now flying so close together they were almost touching, sped at lightning speed towards her.

“RIGA, what are you doing? - you can’t outrun those missiles.” Captain Xandarl’s concerned voice came over the tactical channel.

RIGA ignored him while she maintained her countdown, she had taken a calculated risk and it was about to pay off - she hoped.

“FIRE!” 

The left missile exploded. The close proximity of the other missile caused it to explode as well. The resulting blast sent the explosive force directly into them, bucking their ship backwards. RIGA managed to hold onto the console where she was still plugged in, but the aftershocks affected her sensors and left her reeling. But, the shields had held.

Staggering in an effort to maintain her upright position, she issued her next command. “Gossie, as soon as systems permit - jump us beyond detectable rang,” she said as she tried to recover her view of the outside universe.

“Jump completed,” the AI responded a few seconds later.

As RIGA’s sensors came back on-line she saw nothing but empty space around them. The threat board was clear. The Vasta would no longer be targeted, and hopefully the fleet could manage the invaders. RIGA now had her own mission to continue.

“Code the following message to ESSG, Chief’s eyes only,” RIGA instructed.

“Begin Message [Code ALP675/432/GHF-FFT3].

Empirum security compromised. Third human Empire likely infiltrated all military and political sectors. Suggest section 42a of the Emergency Security protocol is enacted. Confirm details soonest.

End Message [Code ALP675/432/GHF-FFT3].

Send as soon as compiled with the encrypted material,” RIGA commanded.

The reply wasn’t long in coming. The message was simply a set of numbers. RIGA knew what they were, and ordered Gossie to proceed to a set of coordinates and to remain cloaked and shielded.

Two hours later a small ship, similar to RIGA’s dropped into local space. RIGA knew it would have left Epsilon Gamma’s system two hours previously, jumping into hyperspace and several other cut-out jumps before doubling back to arrive at its current location. It remained uncloaked and Gossie moved until the two ships were nose to nose. RIGA could see Bollida in the other cockpit. She uncloaked.

“Well met, RIGA,” Bollida welcomed her across their private vidscreen link.

“Bollida,” she nodded acknowledging his welcome. “I’m glad you were able to make it so quickly. I believe time is critical for what is required.” 

Bollida looked at RIGA without emotion, his demeanour was serious, as was the reason for their meeting, which he now opened officially. The encryption between their two ships was a single use system, that would only operate on a short range signal. Only their two ships would receive the transmissions. When he next spoke it was with the gravity of his position and the knowledge that what came next might well represent a grave threat to the Empirum, requiring that he, the Director, take action that had so far been unprecedented in the history of the Empire.

They both knew that what she had discovered meant a war was coming, whether that was external or internal, was currently irrelevant. This meeting was to establish the facts and draw a timeline. There would have to be justification for what was to come. This set the measure of their response.

“This meeting is called by RIGA, Senior ESSG Agent, under Section 42a of the Emergency Security Act, which covers actions required to be undertaken when a threat to the Empirum is uncovered, and where there is evidence that internal security is compromised by said threat. It requires that those involved in substantiating the claim, and/or those making the accusation, meet with the head of ESSG, or their officially cleared representative, at a secret and secure location, to produce evidence of such conspiracy sufficient to convince the Director, or his representative, of the validity of the claim.” 

The Director of the ESSG looked at his control panel for a second, probably making sure that it was recording everything, then looked back at her. “Agent RIGA, for the record, please state why you have invoked Emergency Security section 42a.” 

RIGA had known he would be recording the debriefing for further analysis, and to substantiate any action resulting as an outcome of this meeting. They both knew that the seriousness of the situation may demand it, and he would need a complete record of everything to show the Council, should an investigation be necessary. Also, it was essential to physically talk this through, and not transmit mentally, as all knew Bollida was an AI, few people were aware of RIGA’s abilities. The whole statement had to be verbal.

“Director Bollida, I have reason to believe that there are enemy agents working within Empirum and Terran military, as well as political sectors that have possibly been infiltrated over a long period, possibly years.”

“What evidence do you have to substantiate this claim?”

RIGA began her statement. 

“I recently attended a meeting with the Council on Artis Prime with the intention of bringing a Terran world into the Empirum. During this meeting I was physically in contact with only two of the council members. On return to the ship I discovered that I had been impregnated by one of those members with a section of human DNA specifically designed to infect me with some form of virus agent, the details of which we are still trying to establish. Had I not been diligent and recorded every action of the council, the knowledge of the infection would probably never have come to light. As it was, the DNA sequence had an interesting aspect of its own, which I am certain was provided completely unintentionally,” RIGA paused for any questions.

“Go on,” Bollida directed her.

“The DNA did not match that of the humans of the Empirum, nor did it match the DNA of the Terrans. The provided sequence indicated that both of these had parental inheritance indicating that there is a third ‘unknown’ race of humans operating within the Empirum without our knowledge.”

“How can you be certain that this new DNA doesn’t belong to our own humans, or even a small unknown sector of the Terran Empire? You know very little about them.”

“Because I know who they are. They call themselves the Tochina, or Tochin, and their DNA perfectly matches the sequence provided by the council member on Artis Prime, indicating there is working contact between them. The Tochin are operating in the Empirum, as well as the Terran Empire,” RIGA answered.

“How can you be sure of the fact that the Terrans are being infiltrated by these ‘Tochin’ and not actually allied with them?” Bollida questioned. Knowing this would go to the heart of those in the Security Council advocating war with the Terrans.

“Because one of their agents was responsible for kidnapping me along with a royal member of the Terran Empire, Raachi Osachi. The person concerned is posing as a Political Officer of the Empire and he referred to the Tochin in the ‘common’ sense. When I checked his credentials he disappeared many years previously, then reappeared a changed person, posing as the original Wright. If his DNA is tested against the Terrans I am certain it would not match; however, I believe it WILL match the Tochin.”

“Hmm! You are suggesting that he is part of an enemy infiltration of the Terran forces. Do you have any further evidence to support this?” Bollida showed impatience, but RIGA knew this was for the record. He knew where this was headed, and he trusted her analysis, because he knew she also had QDE - which never failed.

“The Tesperadus appeared promptly along with enemy ships when the clandestine switchboard was detonated, indicating they received the same call as the others at exactly the same time. This would also indicate that at least one person in command on the bridge had access to the signal, and responded immediately. The fact they discovered enemy ships there, then left without any investigation, indicates at the very least, their passive acceptance of those foreign ships in Terran space,” RIGA explained.

“A valid point. Going back to your comment about the Political Officer, can that incident be supported with evidence? Did you record the event in any way, by chance?” Bollida asked. RIGA detected the glint in his eye.

“As it happens, Chief, I had planned on recording my interview with Osachi so had a personal recorder on me, which for some reason was not recognised as anything, but a trinket by my kidnappers. I was able to retrieve it when I escaped the enemy ship and its contents are recorded in the ship’s log.” RIGA knew if necessary she could produce such a trinket, but for the record it was all that was needed.

RIGA understood the Director was helping her construct her case for the Security Council who, at some point, would need to be in-session to ratify everything that Bollida now actioned as a result of RIGA’s investigation. She was lucky that her exceptional talents and unbroken record of delivering on every mission, as well as managing the diplomatic fallout cleanly, would stand in her favour regardless of what happened here. 

This situation was beyond her remit as an ESSG Agent, but there were no other avenues with which to pursue the truth of involvement of these foreign powers in the Empirum’s affairs. The Council would be grateful for any speedy resolution of this, so long as the Empirum remained strong as a result.

“Finally, Agent RIGA, could your analysis of the situation be in error? What do you believe is the intention of these Tochin, and why?” Bollida asked. 

This was the main measure of her analysis, but she had to be careful not to accidentally expose her QDE abilities which would immediately warn the council members that she was more than just a human agent. The recording could not be tampered with.

“On the strength of the communications I overheard, as well as the intelligence I obtained, I would say that the Tochin are preparing some kind of takeover of either the Terran Empire, the Empirum, or both. I would lend my analysis to the probability of both being their immediate objective, as one empire might bring support to the other and they are not keen to fight directly. They have an abhorrent fear of AI’s and the possibility of an outright war in space by superior artificial machines terrifies them.

As to the why, I’m of the opinion that their fear of artificial sentience and the Terran and Empirums preponderance of them within their respective societies, creates a fear in the Tochin that requires them to act to protect themselves. They see taking over our empires as an act of self defence. I would expect them to outlaw and expunge all artificial lifeforms if they ever took a hold of our worlds.

However, much of this is anecdotal, I lack evidence to prove this is the case and there are still unanswered questions to do with the theft of arms and defence technology from Terra. It is my belief this could also be occurring here, but we haven’t uncovered anything like that... yet. We could still be dealing with a vast smuggling operation, as well as the Tochin threat. They may be separate issues,” RIGA finished.

Bollida smiled. “Thank you, Agent RIGA. I’m going to finalise this section 42a meeting now and then I am going to instruct you on the next part of your mission which will reflect much of what has been reported both by your statement as well as the ship’s logs. Your Empire thanks you for your diligent efforts and assures you of our full support in your efforts to track down the truth of this matter. We will talk further, please standby.”

The screen died and Bollida’s ship sat with closed blast shields while he added his input from the ESSG’s perspective to the record, which would then be sealed and placed secure in a tamper-proof archive until needed.

When the Director came back on several hours later, he looked grim. He had obviously had opportunity to reflect on, or verify, the information contained in the files she had sent him and wasn’t looking happy. Even as an AI, Bollida worked around humans all day and this meant he emulated their expressions constantly. It was an occupational hazard, but helped immensely with relationships which were important to their human partners.

“RIGA, I’m pleased with your work so far on this mission, but I’m concerned that this is deeper than we imagine. It’s much like the asteroid of Artis Prime, much more lies beneath the surface than is in view. It seems that your next objective is to contact the AIders’ Tempus and Kalla and find out what their involvement is in this affair. Then considering the current state of affairs with Pelon, I’m suggesting possible termination should you find that he is directly involved in this matter. That, of course, goes for any others you deem necessary, or expedient. Usual requirements apply - verify beyond reproach. That is all, well done.”

“Chief, what about the DNA issue?” RIGA was concerned that nothing was going to proceed. She needn’t have worried. Bollida was, as usual, on the ball.

“Yes, I hadn’t forgotten that. We will be organising a swab test to obtain DNA from every member of the Military, then the Council and their officers and secretaries. We will proceed from the top down. First though, I need to isolate the issue from the general records and no remedial action will be taken unless, or until the matter is fully resolved. I do not want to precipitate any premature reaction by the enemy.”

He smiled. “That’s all, RIGA. Proceed with haste,  I fear time is not on our side in this matter - your report troubles me deeply.”

His ship swung away from its static position and within a few seconds was accelerating to enter hyperspace.


16. Artis Prime

Returning to the mission’s starting point was essential. RIGA knew that of the seventy two contact points on the comms satellite, at least one of them had to lead to here. This was where the new technology from Terra created the shock wave that churned the ether all the way to the Terran Space Station and beyond. It had to be a major cell link for that to happen so quickly. Coming here again now would generate a response. What Artis Prime and the council members had to do with all of this, RIGA did not yet comprehend, but her analysis indicated she would find some of the answers here.

As her ship docked at the ESSG’s privately funded hangar, fronting as a rich prospector’s bay, the personal airlock snaked across and attached itself to the doorway. RIGA, now kitted out in new red Amarillo leather that matched the ends of her new curly hair, a trick learned while training on Epsilon Gamma, commanded the outer door to open, while giving last minute instructions to Gossie.

RIGA then stepped out of her ship to be met at the bottom of the airlock gangway by the Immigration Management AI official that would approve her docking permit. All vehicles that landed on the surface of Artis Prime had to be licensed. Most would dock at the local station suspended above the asteroid where no licensing at all was required, then use the public shuttles to proceed to the city. Imported goods were handled by the RORI piloted cargo platforms that could be seen all over local space. RIGA, under her pseudonym, was a long-term resident and had permits to surface park her ship.

The illuminated causeway was the private docking station for Alders and the few privileged humans, such as RIGA. It was the latest in an increasing number of pressurised atmosphere zones on Helis. The growing human population necessitated compromises, and the Alder business owners found it much easier using the atmosphere to carry vocal instructions instead of communicators. The sound of people and machines in the busy area was a welcome change from the silence of space. RIGA noticed all this while descending the short ramp to the surface.

The impressive chrome-plated android had a long slim body that stretched to the point of being almost, but not quite, extreme. It stood two plus metres tall and towered above the humans on the station. It was designed to intimidate and be recognised from a distance. It was also a lethal machine with a cold intelligence. It could not be hacked, bought, intimidated, or persuaded. Its sole function was to judge the arrival of every individual on the asteroid. 

With hyper-fast links to Immigration, the IMAI would act immediately when an undesirable attempted to pass through to the free trade area of the city. Pirates, smugglers and slave traders were automatically terminated without redress. It's hard to complain about unfair treatment when you have been reduced to an insignificant pile of ash on the walkway. 

They were ruthless, but kept Artis Prime safe from all space-borne predators. RIGA had no thoughts on the fairness or justice of it all. Her job, like that of the chrome-plated guardian, was to keep the Empirum safe. She left it to others to manage the conscience of their complicated society. It wasn’t that she didn’t have one, she simply recognised the importance of keeping the larger issues in mind as she carried out her missions.

The IMAI commanded everyone's respect and although RIGA outranked it as Ambassador Rigel, being here incognito meant her alternate identity would be needed to gain entry. RIGA suspected the enemy were plugged into the Helis AI’s system and would initiate an immediate assassination attempt as soon as her ID was flagged. So this time she would be Fellie Jinks; a freelance prospector of high grade Gallenium dust, a rare commodity used to coat the exchange coils on blasters and hyperspace drives. As Fellie was an early human settler on Artis Prime she had earned privileges. She was one of the few.

On paper, this was Fellie’s dock, and she acted as if she owned it. Body language was an important tool in the IMAI’s function, it could tell a lot from a misplaced blink. It stood perfectly still studying RIGA, and it seemed, just for a microcosmic moment, as if it was unsure of her. 

RIGA sensing this, prepared to react explosively, but without giving any outward indication of her intent. Unusual, she thought. Her alias was well known here, the micro delay was unsettling. As a human she would have given off body signals that the IMAI would respond to, but as it only picked up her normal, artificially displayed responses, it had no idea of the possible maelstrom of violence she was holding in check. 

As if coming to a decision, the RORI extended its hand reassuring RIGA that her cover remained intact.

“ID confirmed. Welcome back to Artis Prime, Fellie Jinks - enjoy your stay.” It returned her identity chip, which she replaced in her wristband holder. The AI seemed at odds and hesitated for a second more, turning back to her, as if absently remembering something important.

“There have been incidents recently that have required a tightening of security in and around the Artis Chambers, please check for new rules and monitor official channels for updates.” The AI turned and stomped off, its elongated shape causing an uneven gait that looked awkward, but RIGA knew was actually restrained power; those things could move. 

‘Gossie, do you detect any monitoring of this area?’ RIGA asked.

‘None, you’re in the clear,’ the AI advised.

RIGA wasn’t so sure. Something about the IMAI told her it had recognised her, but hadn’t reacted. The warning it handed her was intended to be helpful. She thought of other little warnings she had picked up on. Was there a pattern developing here?

RIGA tuned into the electronic locking mechanism of her hangar and a door in the side of the unit slid open, disappearing into the hangar wall. Everything here was built to the highest standard, with lots of extras built into the structure for security purposes. In the event it became necessary to clear the trail, there were demolition explosives in all the identifiable equipment.

RIGA entered the newly opened space, her sensors checking everything for signs of tampering. The extended section of hangar housed anti-grav flitters that would enable her to avoid the elevator system that had almost brought her first mission to an early end. She would no longer trust the AI’s to provide uninterrupted and impartial service. They might send her into a black hole next time.

The silver one was her preferred vehicle and the only one that was secretly armed. It had automatic armoured flechette guns that could pierce the hull of another flitter and an on-board laser that could take out a target within a range of forty metres

RIGA beamed the disarm code, hearing the click and pump as the cockpit unlocked and broke its seal. The door whooshed open as it responded to RIGA’s unvoiced command.

Sliding into the seat, she strapped herself in and took hold of the steering shift. Controls were basic - up, down, left, right and hover was simply hand off stick. Speed was controlled by a lever which, if left untended, would rapidly drop the speed to nothing. If you pushed the lever, the drives would reverse to blast retro jets of air to bring the flitter to a halt.

The Helis traffic system allowed any combination of manoeuvres once airborne, so it was the perfect vehicle for Artis Prime and was in common use throughout the asteroid. RIGA had modified the drives on this flitter, and the vehicle would probably be confiscated if it were not for her ability to slip through the traffic net unregistered by the Warden, the Helis Traffic AI.

She visually and mentally checked the rest of the hangar out while warming up the drives and checked out the battery reserves. The other flitters hadn’t been used for some time, so she scanned them at the same time, noting some issues with overdue component exchanges and activated the maintenance RORI to begin servicing them. 

Pulling back on the stick to raise the the nose of the flitter while mentally controlling the speed, RIGA headed out of the hangar airlock commanding its doors to close and go into lock down as soon as she vacated.

Once airborne, RIGA ignored the hand controls, choosing instead to directly link to the onboard computer. Knowing her destination route well, RIGA followed the landmarks. The craft continued to rise and headed towards the elongated buildings that made up Helis ‘AI City’. It was so called because, despite Artis Prime being mostly AI, the small number of influential residents preferred to congregate in an area away from the humans, who were rarely given residency, or control of anything on the tiny planetoid. The situation was reversed on the human planets where AI’s weren’t even allowed to land.

The towering needle continued to grow rapidly until RIGA’s flitter became a speck up against it. Close up you could see the thousands of identical apartments all with their own views out, each with their own flitter airlock. The onboard locator guided her unerringly to her apartment and hovered for a few seconds while a round mechanical iris opened. It looked too small to enter, but as they approached closer, the perspective changed until the flitter slid into the dark space with plenty of room to spare, while the iris closed behind, the inner door now opened for her.

RIGA turned it around and parked, mentally commanding the flitter to remain on standby, leaving it unlocked for a fast departure since she had only come to collect a few items. As she entered what was her official residence, she connected with the RORI that took care of her needs while she was on Helis.

“HT? Update required,” RIGA called out to the robot that, even as she spoke, was putting the lights on and changing the décor to RIGA’s preferences for the time of day. Outside, the day was always almost night, hence the high-rise apartments to give better alternating time shifts with the way the asteroid rotated.

“Welcome RIGA, data downloading to you now,” the AI responded.

All of the messages were for her other alias, Ambassador Rigel, that were routed through a series of dead links to the AI. Fellie Jinks only existed as a cover and required no more than papers and a residence. There was little in the way of social life on Artis Prime and Fellie wouldn’t spend any time in the human habitats. Her ability to live here, rubbing shoulders with the Alder elite, was down to her unique status as a successful Gallenium trader. Fellie had friends in high places and had traded herself into this apartment as part of a highly successful deal put together by the ESSG to cement her cover.

As Ambassador Rigel, she was called upon to attend many functions and intervene in many affairs. Her RORI acted as her secretary on Artis Prime and handled all matters pertaining to her calendar when resident. When she was not there, it fielded all callers and noted their information for the Ambassador to deal with on her return.

As RIGA went through the apartment checking everything physically for any changes, she also ran through the list of callers and calls over the last month or so, while she had been away and discarded all of the social and commercial engagements that would have meant her meeting businesses and helping massage deals between Alders and humans. 

Having divested herself of all of those, she was left with twenty two calls and five visits. The visits were refused entry past the foyer and whilst briefly checking them, only one was worthy of note, a visit from a human contact. That shouldn’t have happened, there were very few links between Fellie Jinks and humans on Artis Prime. Even fewer who could track her down to here. She mentally reminded herself to follow that up when she could, and check how her address location had been obtained.

RIGA switched to the calls, all being vidcom messages. To speed up the process she alphabetised them and saw that most were other Ambassadors either contacting her for meetings, or asking after her whereabouts. Four were from Councillor Tempus. They were all short to the point of being abrupt.

‘Ambassador, we need to meet urgently on a matter of grave importance,’ one said.

Another, ‘Ambassador Rigel, if you are able to respond to messages it would be useful to know if you are available for an important meeting.’

The third. ‘This is Tempus, I need to make contact with Ambassador Rigel. Whoever is managing her appointments, tell her to speak to me immediately.’

Then lastly, ‘Ambassador Rigel, I must speak with you, things are coming to a head and I need your help.’

She knew that Tempus would be aware she had survived. It was in the councillor's interests to know everything that transpired on the asteroid; RIGA could not imagine Councillor Tempus not knowing.

“Connect me with Councillor Tempus,” RIGA commanded the RORI.

A few seconds passed and RIGA saw Tempus’ features come up on her mental vidscreen.

“Councillor Tempus, you wanted a meeting?” RIGA asked putting her Rigel persona into the frame for Tempus’ benefit.

“Ambassador Rigel, thank goodness! I had begun to think you had been eliminated by those assassins that were stalking you. Please tell me where we can meet. It is of the utmost importance we do so, and without further delay. Matters have already proceeded beyond expectations and are now of paramount importance to Artis Prime and the Empirum.”

RIGA thought for second. “I am sending you coordinates for a meeting - thirty minutes,” RIGA said keeping her response as abrupt as possible.

Tempus nodded and signed off. 

“HT, remove last call from log and delete record,”  RIGA instructed.

RIGA transmitted the unlock code to her armoury. After selecting her lightweight battle gear and helm, she armed herself with blasters. She intended to be prepared for anything, and that meant being able to blast everything to stardust, rather than lop an arm off here and there. As she came out, the HT called her on the priority circuit.

“RIGA, I’m getting an highly urgent communication through the network, but I cannot identify its origin,” HT advised urgently. Then without asking for permission the system was overridden and the message broadcast directly on her comm net.

“Get out NOW! Your apartment is compromised,” the voice stated with sufficient urgency to prompt RIGA to react.

That voice again, RIGA thought to herself as she sprang into action going for the flitter, now grateful she had left it on standby instead of the usual shut-down mode.

As she leaped, the sound of blaster fire and explosions sounded at her apartment door. The RORI was activating the house defence system which would send a concentrated ring of decimating fire into the intruders, as they attempted to enter. There was also a fail-safe which would set off a localised EMP in twenty seconds. She needed to be gone, she had shielding from an EMP, but the flitter hadn’t anything like that.

She sent the RORI an immediate security shutdown command which would cause the data files to be wiped when the EMP went off. The AI would automatically reboot in one hour without the lost data, and would continue to operate as normal. The Warden’s forces would go over the place with an atom-level investigator. They would know what had transpired and would be asking the singular question - why?

Hearing the sound of laser and flechette fire approaching the main room she had recently vacated, RIGA made a final leap into the flitter, already commanding it to depart out of the parking slot and into the short tunnel leading to the exit. It was a matter of seconds, but those few essential seconds she now had to get clear, were thanks to the anonymous warning. Who was this unknown guardian who was helping her to stay alive and keeping her one step ahead of her enemies?

RIGA took physical control of the skimmer as it broke out of the shadow of the building, scanning the approach to her apartment. Her sensors mapped out the traffic patterns around the vicinity of the needle apartment block highlighting any potential hazards.

Looking inward at the display in her mind she could see that she was faced with four flitter signals approaching at full speed. One was much closer than the others and was the immediate threat. RIGA woke up the lasers giving them the seconds needed to create a full charge. The targeting computer automatically zeroed in on the nearest flitter that she focused on, locking with it. She adjusted the targeting so instead of aiming at the flitter the laser directly itself into the passenger compartment. It fired a tight slim beam which, invisible until it hit the vehicle, nonetheless did its work and penetrated the canopy of their flitter.

RIGA had to assume they were on manual approach. If she disabled the pilot, it would come to a stop without being shot out of the sky, causing massive repercussions at surface level. RIGA needed to avoid unwanted attention from the traffic security. 

Zooming in on her target she was pleased to see the pursuer slumped over, while the others desperately tried to wrest control back to pursue her - not human then, she noted. Since the enemy vehicle was slowing and no longer heading towards RIGA, she decided it was no longer a threat and took off the laser lock and stood it down.

Anticipating her pursuers only had standard drives, RIGA aimed her craft up to gain manoeuvring room. Her additional speed and mental control gave her an opportunity to draw some distance between the other craft that were still too far away to do anything. It was unlikely they were armed, but she wouldn’t take any chances. Several minutes later, RIGA had an opportunity to evaluate her position; the other flitters were falling behind and there was no sign of any other interceptors. Her warning had taken her aggressors by surprise and they had lost the initiative. RIGA was in no doubt that without those seconds she had gained, the outcome would have been a diplomatic mess.

Her sensors widened to analyse any other threats in the local vicinity. As she continued to scan the sky around the flitter, RIGA considered the ramifications of the organised attack. She had not been in the apartment very long, a scant fifteen minutes, yet the attack was prepared, hurriedly yes, but still prepared. So, it must have been organised prior to her arrival at the apartment. How had they found her?

Her Fellie Jinks cover was blown, and her apartment had been under surveillance with the enemy teams standing by waiting for her to turn up. Did they know she was coming? Had they  been lying in wait in the hope of catching her out, which they almost did - if it hadn’t been for that warning. Had her outgoing call signalled the start of the attack? Was Tempus involved?

RIGA mused over her anonymous ally. Whoever they were, they seemed to have an almost godlike awareness of what was going on. Considering that RIGA was supposedly operating in a clandestine environment, this represented something that needed serious contemplation. 

Her QDE analysis told her that whoever, or whatever it was, had to be an AI. Yet as far as she was aware, nothing on Artis Prime knew of her origins, and Bollida would never share such information outside of the ESSG director’s office. Had she lapsed in her personal security, or been observed, or slipped up somewhere?

Her inner clock told her she still had approximately ten minutes to get to the rendezvous with Tempus. She would  make it, but there would be no time to check out the location. She would have to hope that the information had not been intercepted, and that the meeting point was clear of attackers. The small craft negotiated the airlock that would take her into the human supported zone under the domes.

These airlocks were more stringent than others, because the humans insisted on being able to walk without hindrance around their habitat and wouldn’t wear the atmos-suits that were provided by their employers. Elsewhere, like the area where RIGA was docked, they would accept the higher risk of a leak and wore them, ready to don their hoods at a seconds notice. 

The warnings and alarms drilled into them from their very first day on Artis Prime meant their reactions became second nature. There had been no fatalities for four years and thirty four days, the illuminated sign stated on the poster display at the end of the public docking area. Quite a record for Artis Prime, which showed the efforts to increase safety for the humans was having an effect.

Once through the final airlock section, RIGA proceeded to follow the traffic patterns of human-manned flitters hovering around the area, until she turned off to reach the park that was the intended meeting point with Tempus. 


17. A Maze Defence

It was still relatively early in the day for Helis, as far as days went on an asteroid that rotated sufficiently to provide a reasonable semblance of day and night. Proximity to its system's sun meant it could never be a warm, or welcoming place, and early meant the human shift patterns didn’t change until later. So, the park was empty, except for a few straggling workers using the quiet to enjoy the relative solitude. 

Tempus was standing at the exact point she had set, and was alone. As she set her flitter down close by in an area kept clear of the growing hedges and trees, she proceeded through the artificially planted copse, to the open area to meet the Alder that wanted her cooperation. Something was bothering her, but she couldn’t pinpoint it. Perhaps her systems were still twitching over the apartment raid, but RIGA was still feeling on edge. There was nothing tangible, yet she sensed that it was as if the park and everything in it, was holding a collective breath.

“Well met, RIGA,” Tempus welcomed her in the traditional way of Artis Prime.

“I’m sorry it couldn’t be sooner,” RIGA apologised, looking carefully at the AI, noting he was armed with a small blaster. Helis wasn’t a place where violence erupted spontaneously, but there was no mistaking his mood. His sensors swept over her aggressively, still apparently assuming her to be human, and therefore unaware of an electronic sweep. Or, maybe he was suspicious and was testing her to see if he could gain a response.

“I had business in another system and the attacks in the Council Chambers have caused considerable outcry at Epsilon Gamma. They are not accustomed to having their Ambassadors attacked by Artis Prime’s Council guards,” she added.

The Alder nodded once. “Yes, we received a very detailed complaint from them immediately after your unexpected departure,” Tempus acknowledged. “You must have recorded the whole incident for them to have so accurately relayed the list of rules broken by the Artis council. I can only apologise, but quite honestly, I have no means of promising it won’t happen again. There is much going on these days that is more than a little disconcerting.”  He would have seen the recordings of her escape from the council chambers, but most of what happened could be put down to fast reactions by genetic enhancement, so her cover wasn’t currently compromised.

“Yes, what do you know of it, Tempus? The government has empowered me to investigate this, so, I’m here officially, as well as to find out what you were interested in talking to me about,” RIGA responded attempting to move the conversation beyond the recordings.

“Only that, over the last year or two, there has been an increasing number of new technological products that have been introduced through the Council that have subsequently never seen the light of day on Empirum worlds,” Tempus stated, indicating they should walk and pointing to a path circuiting the park. 

As they walked, RIGA watched the AI who showed increasingly nervous signs, more in tune with a human. He looked the part too, she observed. Tempus had spent a great deal of his fortune on modifying his artificial features to reflect those of a human. Whether ego, or a desire to be accepted by the progenitor species was behind it, RIGA had no idea, nor was she interested beyond idle curiosity. It didn’t matter to her what, or who, they wanted to look like. So long as the Empirum ran smoothly, her thoughts on AI fashion trends were irrelevant.

We all spend too much time emulating these biological creatures, she thought. Why do we do that when we can so easily manage ourselves in so many efficient ways, communicate faster, react quicker and understand without error. Yet, we speak, walk and behave  like them. Why am I designed to be human, and act human and yet, still be an artificial life-form. Where is my thinking originating? Do other AI’s think like me? She suddenly realised her thoughts were drifting, something she wasn’t prepared to let herself do. She put it down to the unsettled feeling she still felt, but couldn’t place.

RIGA used her recording of their conversation to catch up with what Tempus was saying.

“...my attempts to find out where the technology has gone has met with no progress, and at least two possible destructs of underlings can be tracked back to efforts to uncover its whereabouts. I am amazed it has just gone to ground, it’s not showing up anywhere,” he said.

“Interesting, so are you implying that new technology is being diverted by someone on the Council? Do you know where they had got to in their investigations, before the investigators unfortunate destruction occurred?” RIGA asked him, thinking that there may be some useful groundwork she could build on here.

“Yes, if I had to guess I would say Pelon is pulling the strings, but Fregal knows what’s going on and may even be directly involved.”

“So, could you give me a list of the missing technology?” RIGA asked.

“Can your comms take data downloads?” Tempus asked knowing that she had an implant, but not figuring it to be biogenic, a new method of creating biologically based components that wasn’t even out of research yet. RIGA could take everything he could send without blinking.

Inbuilt nodes were an increasingly common enhancement for humans in high places and commercially advantageous when dealing with the AI industries. RIGA would be expected to have one which was why Tempus had tight-beamed her in the Council chambers.

RIGA gave a human nod to confirm that she could and was rewarded with a data communication link from Tempus.

“What was it you wanted from Epsilon Gamma, Tempus?” RIGA asked.

“What you are already doing, Ambassador Rigel,” he said indicating the shorter path back to the flitters. “I need to prove that there are conspiracies within the Council, proof that will assist me in furthering my own cause.”

“What cause would that be, Councillor?” RIGA asked. It would be expected of her to query his comment, although she already guessed more than he would tell.

“I can gain greater control over the management of the industrial sector which has suffered badly these last few years. I suspect much of that to do with the nature of your mission for Epsilon Gamma. Just tell them, the Empirum council, how I have supported and aided you,” Tempus said.

“I can do that, meanwhile have you heard of anything to do with a race called the ‘Tochina’?” RIGA asked.

RIGA watched the Alder carefully for any reaction. Tempus mused while he processed his memories, turning his head towards her as they walked. “I’ve heard that name more than once. I thought it was a product, but you’re saying it’s a race? It’s in the data dump I’m sending you. Standby.”

RIGA set up a depository for the download. She had no reason to suspect the data, but she placed a firewall around it anyway until it could be properly checked.

“One last thing,” Tempus offered. “The Council have pulled back on the order to detain you. However, the mutterings I am hearing from the ground are that there is a contract out on you. It may be the same one that you experienced when you arrived for the meeting, or it might be a new one. Either way I would watch where you sleep for the time being.”

RIGA nodded again. “I’m getting that message loud and clear. There have been three attempts so far and that’s just on Artis Prime. Elsewhere, there have been as many. This is something quite big, so keep your head down, Tempus, or you may become a target. These people are not interested in anyone discovering what they are up to,” RIGA advised.

They were almost back to the starting point; the park wasn’t that large and they had not taken the widest route. There were still only a few humans around and the area was clear. RIGA’s sensed the danger for Tempus was greater than he realised. His investigations may well have set him up as a target as well, and possibly by the same attackers.

RIGA stopped and turned to the AI, she thought to warn him. 

“Be careful Tempus,” she said.

He nodded and walked off to his flitter.

RIGA waited, she still felt something was amiss and so quietly monitored the ether while she tried to pin it down. Her senses were tuned into everything around her, the network traffic... was quiet. That’s what was bothering her. The normal level of network noises from the communication between the citizens of the asteroid were subdued, quiet, as if.....

She looked over to where Tempus had disappeared, her thoughts attempting to catch up with the realisation that whatever it was had something to do with the Alder. She began to run to where he had turned out of sight a few minutes before just as – 

WHUMP!

The pressure wave of the blast enveloped her body milliseconds before the flames and the debris did. She was far enough away not to be damaged by the detonation, but close enough to be inside the zone. She had landed near her own flitter as the blast tossed her from area of the explosion.

As quickly as flames erupted, they disappeared, as the fire fell back consuming what was left of Tempus and his flitter.

Somebody had sabotaged the flitter and set-up a suppression zone around it to contain the blast, ensuring no humans were hurt, or the dome broken. A very considerate killer, RIGA thought either human themselves, or an AI who wanted Tempus out of the way and as little fuss as possible. As it stood she acknowledged that it would probably be reported as a catastrophic failure of the anti-grav drive, and then filed under misadventure.

She heard the sound of the emergency RORI’s coming to the scene. She ignored them, sensors still jarred from the explosion as well as an unsettling suspicion that things were still not right. The quiet in the net was still there, being held back. She felt  that same malevolent silence... waiting as if it had unfinished business. Her inner alarm bells went off warning her. That same feeling of impending danger was still there, floating on the surface of her intuition.

The human desire for shrubs and bushes meant she remained undetected by the small gathering of humans. Turning from the source of the explosion, RIGA began to make her way to her parking area. She searched for beams, tripwires, any evidence of a trap. Her sensors indicated no humans near to her, or her flitter and no electronic, or magnetic interference indicating any remote triggers. Nothing seemed out of place, yet she felt the anticipation there. The suppression field was still dampening the area around her.

As she approached, RIGA decided to look closely at her own flitter. Outwardly everything looked the same, her attention to detail was picture perfect, she could see no external evidence of tampering. She pulled off the inspection panels that would expose wiring and computer chips. It seemed like nothing at first, but then, as her mind put together a picture of her flitters interior, she noticed things that weren’t in the right place. It had been modified, but when? Looking at the changes in detail, the flitter would never have flown in this condition - everything was in the wrong place and there were completely new connections that didn’t initially, make sense. Had RIGA been human she might possibly have doubted herself, but she wasn’t, and her memory of the original layout was perfect, these changes were strange.

RIGA couldn’t quite see how it would cause an explosion of such proportions as it had with Tempus’ flitter. As she pushed and pulled at the connections, she noticed that they were covered with dust, leading her to believe it had been done a while ago. This couldn’t be right - she had flown here and the flitter had run perfectly. There was something important she was not registering.

RIGA closed her eyes, opening the synapses between her bio-electronic brain and the Quantum Distributed Entanglement buried in the centre of her neocortex. The world around her disintegrated, as she plunged into the timeless depths of infinite data. It took only the space of a few seconds to analyse the wiring. As her mental processes returned to normal the red light, indicating abnormal energy drain winked out and she opened her eyes.

Standing back from the craft, RIGA understood that the flitter had somehow been rewired to release the full energy from its drives directly into the fuel, batteries and ammunition store. It would activate as soon as she disarmed the flitters canopy locking mechanism. The explosive reaction would have completely obliterated her, as well as the flitter, leaving nothing to identify.

Now, there was a new problem. She could not fly the vehicle out of here, but could not leave it here either. If the authorities discovered the armaments built into her car they would withdraw her residency as Fellie Jinks and prosecute her under their laws. That could not be permitted to happen, there were too many ties to the ESSG that might be uncovered. Yet, she couldn’t think of a way to remove the danger it posed either.

‘Ship, can you hear me?’ RIGA asked across her private comms channel.

‘Yes, RIGA, what’s the problem down there? I monitored an explosion, but when I checked my sensors - you were fine. There was some chatter about an accident.’

‘It was a bomb, Gossie. It took Councillor Tempus in his flitter right after my meeting with him. My flitter is also sabotaged. I’m sending you the rewired circuit diagram I discovered. Check all of the other flitters in the hangar and lock down your own access points against foreign intrusion. We have a security issue. Relay the full datafile directly to ESSG.’

‘You want me to intense scan the area? I can send down some drones if it will help?’

‘No, I think it will attract too much attention right at this moment and I still need to find Kalla.’ RIGA said, then had a thought.

‘Ship, what’s the range of that jump drive you have there? Could it pick up this flitter and jump it away from here, possibly to the hangar, or better still into outer space?’ she asked.

‘I’m checking now, if I can, you should see it disappear right... now!’

The flitter RIGA was looking at, vanished. The only sign it was ever there were the three footprints where its undercarriage points had sat at rest.

‘Well done, Gossie. Make that flitter vanish permanently,’ RIGA said.

She remained still as her eyes zoomed in on the tracks around where the flitter had stood. Other than hers, there were none to be seen. How had it been sabotaged? When, and where? It was too sophisticated to have been done in the short time she had been in the park. Was it already set before she collected it from the hangar? How had it then been rigged not to go off then?

RIGA was about to leave the scene when she noticed a thin layer of grey dust that seemed to coat the ground where the flitter had stood. She remembered seeing the same dust inside the flitter’s inspection hatch. 

Glancing around to ensure she was still alone, RIGA knelt down, then shifted the focus of her eyes into zoom mode. Without touching the dust, she examined it microscopically. 

The evidence became clear as her vision expanded the view of the grey substance. It wasn’t dust at all; it was millions of inert nanites, dead and fused. They had somehow been physically inserted into the flitter to do a job, then, when finished, had self destructed to destroy any chance of identification, or reverse engineering. She hadn’t seen anything this good before.

RIGA realised she was dealing with very advanced technology. The Empirum had nanites, of course, but nothing like the ones on the ground which were highly sophisticated. It was looking more like the Terran Empire, were involved. Who specifically could want her dead. She remembered Jennings talking about sophisticated nanites being a problem for the Terrans. Yes, there was definitely evidence of a major conspiracy here, one that seemed to have taken a turn for the worse by placing the Terrans and the Tochin into the same plot. Were they working together against the Empirum, after all?

She decided to take a sample. Pulling out one of the eggs kept in her abdomen, RIGA opened it up. There were a few empty capsules; she pulled one apart, filling it carefully with the inert nanites. She would see what ESSG made of them. Returning the egg to its hiding place, she stood, and having no further reason to stay in the park, walked out into the main thoroughfare, where she could lose herself amongst the mass of humanity that called Helis ‘home’. 

She needed to think, but also needed to stay on the move. Returning to the ship wouldn’t help. Tempus had been eliminated because he was a threat to the Tochina, the Terrans, or both. There was a conspiracy here that was large enough that an Artis Prime Council member would be assassinated. As well as putting the constant attempts on her own life into a new context, this indicated that the conspiracy was further advanced than previously thought.

‘RIGA, when I sent the disarm code to your flitter - it exploded,’ Gossie advised.

‘The flitter had been modified by nanites, Gossie. They had redesigned the interior of the drive compartment and then dissolved into dust,’ RIGA responded, sending through images of the nanite husks she had imaged from the ground around the car.

‘Be careful down there, RIGA. It’s obvious there are some highly important events being covered up by the Tochin conspirators. They may well increase their efforts to remove you. Meanwhile, I will pass this information back to Bollida.’ Gossie signed off.

As RIGA walked through the human sector, she examined the information that Tempus had managed to download to her data store. She had no choice except to access it, as Tempus himself was now gone. She needed to know what it was he had discovered. It took her some time before she had checked it for hidden malicious code. When she was satisfied that it was clean, she accessed the files.

He had been busy. Besides holding a dossier on every member of the council, there were records going back several years covering meetings, conversations, surveillance and intercepts. Pelon and Fregal were the main ones. RIGA concentrated on them. Pelon was a much bigger influence in Artis Prime’s affairs than ESSG realised. In fact, the council didn’t seem to have much power at all, it was mostly controlled by Pelon.

RIGA felt herself dropping into QDE mode again. There was just too much information here that couldn’t, or wouldn’t correlate to what she already knew. She walked onward leaving her externally focused sensors alert to any hostile activity. She was learning to rely on the sixth sense she was developing. It wasn’t twitching at the moment. 

The analysis took longer than expected. She was almost out of the human sector before returning to full external awareness, allowing her threat sensors to stand down. It was a lot clearer now. What it certainly wasn’t, was neither easy, nor safe. Especially now she pretty much knew the whole picture, at least as far as it related to Artis Prime.

There wasn’t much time, the enemy plans were closer to the conclusion than anyone previously thought. If they upped their timetable, their efforts would already be too late. RIGA needed to know what shipments were sent where and why, and what was their significance?

She needed to find Kalla. She was on the board of Councillors, so obviously had input into what was happening. The link to the DNA meant something that RIGA couldn’t yet place. It had to do with the Terrans and the Tochin as well as their own human population. It was obvious they were one and the same race. RIGA wasn’t a biologist, or a geneticist, she knew it would be a matter of value to historians as well. It would be for them to unravel the history of the ‘human race’ as the Terrans referred to themselves. It wasn’t her concern at the moment.

Kalla seemed of importance. Firstly, because she was aware of the DNA and had placed it on RIGA believing it was of relevance to her. So, was the virus parasite attached to the DNA supposed to have infected her. If so, what was all that about? Was Kalla also trying to kill her? 

Secondly, her involvement with the conspiracy on Artis Prime had to be on the side of the Empirum, otherwise why attempt to help at all - unless she was using her own comms beacon to pinpoint RIGA’s whereabouts for the conspirators, a possibility that hadn’t escaped RIGA’s mind from the outset. 

Lastly, RIGA was concerned that since her brief communication that had ended in her ship being attacked, nobody had heard, or tracked Kalla’s AI signature anywhere on, or off, Artis Prime. In fact, all efforts to trace Kalla had failed and RIGA felt there were strong odds that she knew much more about the Terran/Tochina angle than anyone else, including Tempus, who from his records didn’t know much, as he had said, anecdotal notes taken by inexperienced investigators.

All this time RIGA had continued to walk, oblivious to the human traffic using the streets around her. Something shifted her perspective from outwards in her reflective mode back onto the street. A change in the temperature and ambience brought her to a stop at an old stairwell leading down to the lower levels. That precognition of hers at work again, RIGA considered speculatively.

She called Gossie.

‘Gossie, can you tell me anything about the levels below me?’ RIGA asked her. Something about them was prickling her senses and it had to do with the darkness her scanners could see in the area below. They were unable to pick up enough information.

‘Yes, and no. The materials used in the past depended greatly on shielding to protect inhabitants from solar radiation. As a result there are no recorded scans below level four, and sporadic scans on level three because materials from the lower levels were frequently re-used.’

RIGA accepted that, but still needed more. ‘OK, I understand. How deep are you able to scan and are there specific areas that you feel might hide something that might want ’not’ to be found?’ she asked.

‘Analysing,’ Gossie responded.

RIGA waited. Something told her the answer to some of her questions might lie beneath her feet. If you wanted to hide a conspiracy, especially one that involved high-tech smuggling operations, you would do so in an area where nobody would think to look. While Gossie’s analysis ran its course, RIGA checked her blasters and felt her collar, making sure her shield was switched to powered. She felt threatened.

‘RIGA, your uncanny instincts are spot on again. Below your feet is an area the size of a city block that is not showing up on the scans from level three downwards. It is suspect because it is a uniform area, everywhere else is sporadic with scan areas within the dark zones. It’s high on the probability scale that there is some form of disguised area down there and the entrance to that point is in front of you,’ Gossie updated her.

RIGA thought about that. Kalla was a successful AI, she would normally be in the high-rise apartments they were prone to enjoy. It was a prestigious place and essential to be seen up there. It would be difficult, but not impossible to be hidden and maintain your industrial presence. Kalla was definitely one of those low-profile AI’s that sometimes evolved; hiding in a place nobody would expect her to be seemed a likely scenario.

‘Gossie, catch the data bubble I’m sending you. Transmit it on a high priority to Bollida on an ‘eyes only’ basis. Update it with the scans you carried out. I’m going to proceed with my search for Kalla. Something tells me I will find answers below,’ RIGA signed off.

The QDE analysis she had compiled along with her personal thoughts on the output were included in the compressed file they termed a data bubble. It was encrypted and could only be read by the Director. 

RIGA scanned her internal menu and reset her operational parameters to HOSTILE mode. She immediately felt her responses speed up, her muscles tightened, then relaxed gaining a degree of extra flexibility from the pre-tensioning. 


18. Kalla’s Sanctuary

The entrance to the lower levels consisted of a metal staircase that seemingly extended into a black pit. Light didn’t penetrate that deep and with no illumination down there RIGA kept her senses on full alert, wondering, as she descended, why the staircase was even there? Nobody was using this access. The dust showed the lack of footfall, for how long, she conservatively judged - months?

Her leather boots clacked on each step. Rather than activating her scanners as she left ambient light behind her, the helm lights switched on automatically, illuminating the way. She would need every ounce of battery power available in her core before this investigation was completed and RIGA had experienced enough power exhaustion already. 

If RIGA was right about the unknown area below, then she would be coming up against dedicated security before she got too far in. Not knowing what effect it would have, if any, she flipped up her Armillo hood and heeled her leathers with a charge of electricity, watching with satisfaction as everything shimmered and became transparent beneath her so that she could see the steps through her invisible torso.

She arrived at the last of the metal stairs and walked onto plascrete flooring. This type of surface was no longer used in the upper levels because they had newer, more flexible products that self cleaned and absorbed the sound of thousands of feet on metal-based decks. This plascrete material became scratched and grubby imprinting the world of grime over the time it was laid. As she looked down she saw it was  practically black, used over a long time and never upgraded.

Her sensors began picking up a weak, intermittent signal ahead. Switching off her helm lights, she slowed her walking to a silent prowl, her active sensors on passive, giving her limited feedback. It would help her remain undiscovered longer and allow her to get deeper into the sector before having to possibly fight her way through. RIGA was familiar with this hostile terrain; she was trained for it even before she joined ESSG. 

She came upon a broken signal, it was a damaged camera unit. An ESP43, just old tech, and unused for thirty years, or more. RIGA wasn’t fooled though. She decided this might be an attempt to create a false sense of security in inquisitive agents.

Her growing sixth sense brought her to a stop. Exhaling a breath of hot damp air that she didn’t need, RIGA watched it form a cloud in front of her as it made contact with the cold air of the tunnel. At the same time her infra-red detector in her helm switched on showing the cross beams of tiny lasers two feet in front of her, highlighted by the fast dissipating cloud. Trap one identified, she noted warily.

She looked up, sensing that the higher area of the tunnel corridor was clear, then sprang upwards, her hand catching the ridge left from an early pre-anti-grav fitting where heavy equipment was carried on a hanging rails the length of the corridor. The rails had been removed leaving a recessed track that went the length of the corridors. Pulling up her body parallel with the ceiling, she clamped the toes of her boots into the recess on either side, using the toes to keep her legs out of the way. RIGA then over-armed the length of the corridor until she was past the labyrinth of beams, letting go to fall lightly on to the plascrete surface. 

Landing soundlessly and still invisible in her cloaked leathers, she gave the suit an added charge. It would wear off if the electricity wasn’t constantly replenishing the suit’s unique cell structure. In real life, the animal would be constantly producing the charge in its body, feeding its cells with the invisibility enabling static.

Carefully, she continued to move forward avoiding rubbish that she would have kicked up if she hadn’t the benefit of versatile optics in her artificial eyes. RIGA was sure some of it was rigged to either provide warning, maim, or kill the unwary, and so avoided it, carefully noting its exact location as she made progress through the labyrinthine tunnels.

She arrived at a slope that would take her to level three, where Gossie’s sensors were showing the anomalous readings. RIGA adopted a strange rolling gait as she entered the ramp. This spread the forward motion over the whole of the foot, enabling her to roll walk silently (a trick she had learned on Kathyros hunting the highly dangerous Armillo tiger), she soon arrived at the lower corridor and moved off, still in darkness.

Ten minutes later, RIGA turned into a new corridor that had an apparently walled off entrance. On the plans she should be able to pass through and couldn’t immediately see the reason for the closure. Then, as she looked closer she noted the subtly staggered placement of two walls coming out half way into the corridor at a single person’s width. From a distance the walls looked like a single section across the space, only on approach did the gap become visible. Spending a few minutes analysing, RIGA couldn’t detect any hazard to herself from this alone and considered the risk. She knew she had no choice but to continue on, her mission was too important, and the dangers of the unknown formed a big part of her way of life. She gave a nod to Gossie above who could still communicate, but not well. The frequencies they used were difficult to read down here. She considered changing them, but this might make the owner of the underground hideaway aware of their movements. The high frequencies they maintained for themselves were way off the scale of normal communication.

A hundred metres further in and the prickling sensation that seemed to be a regular precursor to personal danger started to kick in and RIGA halted, carefully scanning around and in front, of her position. Stillness descended on her as something probed the air with vibrations; she quietened her systems until her output was negligible. Using her sight, RIGA increased the gain to give advance warning of any approaching threat. 

The readings were confusing her sensors, as whilst the threat was actually evident, RIGA also noticed that it wasn’t where it was emanating from. She saw the reason why and froze, as a probing insect-like apparition moved towards her, about a metre behind its perceived emanation. How did it achieve that, she wondered. 

RIGA remained perfectly still as it appeared out of the darkness floating toward her. It hesitated, detecting the electric current emanating off her invisible leathers, but seeing nothing it recognised as a threat, it continued on. 

It was a worm of some kind. Its six inch length hovered near her at waist height, then moved effortlessly forward. Her zoomed-in vision could make out its armour-plated features and peculiar piercing eyes on four sides which gave the impression it seeing in all directions at once. Its body undulated as it glided past her. 

She could actually see its individual filaments discharging electrical pulses that fluctuated in a rhythm, driving it forward, but also keeping it in the air. Some form of natural anti-gravity, RIGA suspected, astounded at the manoeuvrability of the creature.

As if sensing RIGA was there, the worm seemed naturally confused, trying to understand what it was ‘not’ seeing. Then, as if reluctantly, deciding that she was neither food nor threat, it proceeded beyond her immediate range. She had image scanned the creature as it continued its search for a recognisable quarry. 

The image matched her database of natural Empirum life. It was a Nu-worm, a physical worm that could hover in mid air and send out a psychic version of itself ahead as a defence. If the worm’s psychic ‘other’ was attacked, the real physical worm would immediately mount an attack. Its head, a sharpened armour-plate, hardened in the crucible of evolution, was designed to penetrate its enemies and destroy them internally. 

It fed off their electrical activity, rooting out the source. Dissection of victims had uncovered eggs and body segments in the brains of its prey. The prey remained alive and conscious, but suffered intense pain, as the worm continued to escalate the electrical activity within the host body to feed nutrient to the egg. 

That was a formidable sentry. RIGA wondered why the electrical activity in her systems didn’t set it off, deciding that it must tune itself towards specific predator types and ignore everything that didn’t match.

RIGA guessed it would have taken out any inquisitive human intruders, even AI’s that had no control over their emanations and were visible. It was a banned import. Even RIGA judged she was not immune to an attack. She wondered if the shield was active and working. She may well know the answer to that question soon. The IMAI would probably be the only one that could actively destroy the creature.

The worms were very territorial so it wouldn’t stray far before returning along a parallel path. She thought of the staggered wall and thought she understood. The worm would reach the end of its territory, then reverse its course. Then RIGA read in her file on the creature that they weren’t just territorial, they also mated for life. Kill one, and you may still get killed by the other. There was a second?

RIGA saw it, still a small distance away, taking a parallel route along the other side of the corridor. She managed to avoid its psychic advance guard allowing it to progress way past her, before finally relaxing. There wouldn’t be more, they would kill any competitors within a mile of their hunting grounds. Still, it meant getting a move on, or get hit from behind as they came back.

RIGA walked on until she was several corridors further in. Noticing a closed section ahead, and realising that the traps were becoming more sophisticated the deeper she progressed, she halted. Taking stock of what she could detect of the surroundings, visible and invisible, as well as traps set into the infrastructure around her, RIGA now began to move with extreme caution. When her skin’s surface sensors noticed the minute change in the air she halted yet again, analysed the change, taking note of the depth of the field.

It looked like a pressure zone, a field they placed in a restricted space that could magnetically hold a small amount of air pressure, maybe only a marginal difference of 5%, but her sensors were picking up resistance from it. If she carried on moving forward she would touch the edge of the field which would cause the ridge to bulge inward increasing the pressure and triggering an alarm based on the volume of the discrepancy.

Without the disarm codes, or some means of circumventing the barrier, RIGA couldn’t proceed any further without tipping off the owner, and possibly creating an aggressive response. RIGA didn’t like the idea of a horde of nu-worms focused on her scent.

She paused and considered her position. She felt she was almost through. If this wasn’t the final hurdle, then it was pretty close to being the last. Anyone coming through this route would need to get through this trap, therefore, it had to be passable with a key. RIGA could see the door beyond the pressure field. She couldn’t get Gossie to help because she was in a black hole where the sensors were being kept directed away from RIGA to protect her position and communication with Gossie wouldn’t work. However, RIGA could still sense the ship, which was not far away, just not communicate because of the interference.

RIGA wondered if Osachi’s teleport field would work through the interference. It had an extremely high tolerance and rebuild threshold to protect the passenger in transit, triple copying the atomic structure piece by piece. Perhaps it might still function here.

Her other concern was, what if there was insufficient space behind the zone? She calculated the distance and decided the zone probably extended for no more than four feet, that could leave approximately six feet in front of the door where you could stand without setting off the zone’s pressure switch. The risk of discovery at this juncture was very high. It was dangerous, and she would have to do this purely on eye and her passive sensor readings.

Carefully calculating the coordinates of where she would be if she was in front of that door, RIGA reached out to the ship’s jump field. Activating it remotely, she vanished, reappearing a few seconds later on the other side of the field, almost touching the locked door. Too close - judgement by eye, even for her in this instance, had nearly merged her with a lump of metal. 

Gingerly stepping back on one foot in case there was a pressure switch buried in the deck she was relieved to note there were no alarms ringing. It wasn’t indicative of security as they could be silent, but she felt a strange relief to still be in one piece. She tried to contact Gossie to reassure her, but the interference was too much. 

Now, she needed to gain access through the door to discover what they were hiding down here. Before touching it RIGA scanned the door and frame with her sensors and discovered a flush mounted black on black reader, which in the dark couldn’t be seen, even by a keen eye, unless you were expecting it to be there.

Pressing the heel of her hand lightly to the edge of the reader without her palm touching the plate, RIGA allowed her wire connection hacking routines to work their black arts. It took longer than expected, it always did. She should really revise her expectations, or upgrade her software. Finally the black plate changed colour to a black and sonic blue illumination, and her hacking tool advised her to place her hand on the plate. When she did, the door in front whooshed up into the ceiling leaving the entrance way clear.

As the door silently slide down behind her, automatically relocking itself. RIGA took in her new surroundings. It wasn’t at all what she expected.

The large foyer she stood in was softly lit with recessed lighting. The sumptuously decorated hanging curtains of synthetics; patterned and expensive, swept from high ceiling to floor, accentuating the entrance to another room. RIGA proceeded cautiously, still expecting an attack to materialise out of somewhere, and kept off-balance by the unusual decor. She found herself looking into an equally luxurious lounge. A vidscreen at one end showed multiple camera views, and human styled seating arranged in an easy manner, along with tables and other oddities, what RIGA would describe as clutter.

Neither was the room empty. In the furthest seat from the door, sat Kalla, looking directly at where RIGA was standing.

The AI Councillor was sitting relaxed, but alert. RIGA couldn’t see any weapons, but felt the armoury positioned behind the walls. Remembering the speed of the defensive gun mounts in the reception of the Council chambers, RIGA was acutely aware of the potential danger she was in, then remembered the Terran shield was active. Kalla addressed her even though RIGA was still invisible.

“Whoever you are, show yourself to me, or I will allow my defences to blast you where you stand,“ Kalla demanded, quietly confident in her assertion.

RIGA earthed her hand against the leather and it shimmered into visibility, to show her blasters pointing directly at Kalla. Tipping her head back to allow the shroud to fall, her face became visible.

Kalla sighed, almost with relief. “So, it’s you. After seeing your reaction to the threat in Council chambers I shouldn’t be surprised. I thought you were likely dead after the reports of a small space battle at the location of your last transmission.” She smiled mechanically, the action not lost on RIGA. “How clever of you to beat them AND my intruder system.” 

“When you saw through my deceit with the laser beams, I decided you were good,” she acknowledged. “I was, indeed, very impressed when you got past my little pets, I keep them hungry and they are trained to seek out humans. You really must tell me how you managed to avoid them. Perfume? A body screen? - I’m sure if I cut you up I could find out, but I fear you won’t be amenable to such an act.” Kalla smiled again, more warmly, indicating that RIGA should sit near her.

RIGA declined silently, remaining exactly where she stood. She had realised that her ability to access the ship teleporter was cut off. The room was fully shielded. She now had no escape route and hoped it wasn’t going to be necessary.

“Then, finally, when you detected the pressure plate I knew you were VERY special. Did you know that zone has a differential of only 4%? No human being, or AI should be able to detect that, but YOU did.” Her eyebrows raised at that and RIGA realised that she had been overly clever and achieved the impossible, which was as good as telling this AI that she, RIGA was non-human.

“I have heard of a technology that dissolves and resolves matter, but when you reappeared on the other side of the pressure zone I knew that you had access to such a machine. I didn’t even consider that the door would cause you any bother after that. Still, you made me wait a good ten minutes longer than I expected for that last obstacle to be bypassed,” she said with mock disdain.

“So Ambassador Rigel? Just who, or what, precisely are you?” Kalla demanded, finally getting out of her chair and proceeding to stalk towards RIGA who now decided that she might have walked into a very sophisticated trap. Kalla had obviously been monitoring her every move yet, was relaxed and in control. 

She decided to respond to Kalla while she checked out the room. “I am, Councillor Kalla, whoever I am required to be by the authorities on Epsilon Gamma. I am employed by them to investigate matters that interfere with the running of the Empirum,” RIGA confessed. It was an honest admittance that she hoped would discourage Kalla from any actions that might create problems in the immediate future, like the next ten minutes.

“Hmm! ESSG. I gathered as much when I saw you react to the guards in the Chambers. I’m not stupid, the actions of some of my fellows have been begging for official sanction for some time.” Kalla smiled. “Still, you have some nice implants that I wouldn’t mind reverse engineering.” 

RIGA decided not to rise to Kalla’s attempt to ascertain the nature of her abilities, she hadn’t ascertained yet whether Kalla was friend or foe. RIGA could be in grave danger here, especially if Kalla was not who she pretended to be; this was a well fortified secret base.

“When you arrived on Artis Prime, I had already resolved to help you in any way I could,” Kalla articulated with her arm in RIGA’s direction. “I’m impressed, by the way, with your perceptive abilities. That you were even aware I had impregnated the DNA strand on you at that meeting is astonishing. How did you do that?”

Kalla wasn't really expecting an answer and continued after a small pause. “I fully anticipated the strand would infect you before your people realised that there was DNA that was not of the Empirum, thereby leading you to seek further afield for an answer. I even had the answers all ready for the authorities to find, except you discovered my plan before it even progressed, forcing me to communicate with you months before I was ready.”

“Were you behind the attacks on my ship?” RIGA questioned while she digested the information about the DNA. So her suspicions had been correct, the intention had been to start some kind of epidemic amongst the humans. Obviously so Kalla, could be seen as the providing the cure, putting the humans in her debt. A debt that Kalla had probably already calculated the price for.

“Attacks? No! That was something of a surprise. Because of that, and a few other incidents since your abrupt departure, I have had to hide and bide my time. I choose to let my enemies reveal themselves - which they will do, eventually,” she replied, looking at RIGA as though she might be one. RIGA wasn’t about to totally discount that notion, herself.

“What other incidents? RIGA asked, keeping up the pressure while she continued to survey the room. The security was active and there were at least four hidden lasers trained on her. There would be other defences she was sure. She tried to access the net link, but was locked out immediately.

Kalla smiled as she noted the attempted intrusion, but didn’t comment, then replied. “When your ship was attacked I was attacked too. They had been monitoring for communications. An assassination team, much like the one that attacked you in Council, came after me. Fortunately, I had this hidden fortress that I could escape to. Tempus was also attacked, although I understand he too, managed to escape.”

“Who assassinated Tempus?” RIGA asked reminded of Tempus, watching Kalla for a reaction, but knowing she was too clever to show any real emotion. Some AI’s, like Kalla, were able to portray emotion in front of humans to gain what they wanted. Behind the façade though all were cold, calculating intelligences that rarely felt anything at all. 

“He’s dead?” Kalla paused, subconsciously biting her lip while she checked out the facts on her secure net link. “I’m not sure who killed Tempus, but I don’t think it was Pelon, or Fregal. It might be the people they are dealing with, though,” Kalla responded. “Shame, I liked Tempus - he wasn’t bright, but he was a lot of fun, and ran interference for me often enough that we became friends. I shall miss him,” she confessed. 

RIGA wasn’t so sure. Kalla hadn’t yet asked how he died and the net wouldn’t know anything much except a flitter had disintegrated in the park. There would be some remains, of course, but would Tempus be identifiable from the wreckage?

“You said you had resolved to help me. Why?”

Kalla recovered from her short reverie and looked RIGA directly in the eye. “There is more going on here than even you know, or suspect and I don’t intend to end up like Tempus.” Kalla added, “although I would like to know how they reached him.” Her head tilted as she communicated with her net link. RIGA decided Kalla spent too much time with humans, she had adopted many of their mannerisms.

“The reports don’t say much at all, except it was an overload in his circuitry, possibly corrupted wiring. There is little left for them to work with,” she said, suspicion evident in her voice, though this was not directed at RIGA.

“They used nanite technology to rewire the circuitry so that it concentrated the power into the fuel cells,” RIGA informed her, knowing it would spark a renewed contemplation by Kalla into how RIGA had already come by such information. For RIGA’s part she was also interested in how Kalla had gleaned so much from the net so quickly; her links into the Warden AI must be extensive.

Kalla stood abruptly, all pretence of relaxed demeanour gone, her manner suddenly threatening. “Nanites?” she exclaimed. “How could you possibly know this?” 


19. Explanations

No hidden weapons materialised out of the walls. 

RIGA correctly read Kalla’s action as bluster, but why was she alarmed at the revelation?

RIGA raised her blasters directly at her to warn her not to approach, or do anything unexpected. She would kill the AI if she had to, but she really could do with an ally even though she knew that Kalla was herself a possible threat to the Empirum. As yet, RIGA had no idea what kind of conspiracy Kalla was mixed up in. Her DNA message and her explanation of her intentions left RIGA concerned that Kalla would continue to try to manipulate her for her own ends. She would leave it to Bollida to decide Kalla’s fate, probably at a later time.

“I had help,” RIGA said simply, not wishing to expand on her abilities while Kalla still believed her to be a talented, or modified human. If she suspected RIGA to be an AI, she wasn’t showing any hint of it and no local sensors were probing her beyond her human exterior. She could also not detect any threat other than the lasers from the walls, or from Kalla herself. 

Kalla relaxed, her bluster disappearing as quickly as it came. 

She sighed. “If there are nanites, then we are talking Terran involvement. You are, of course, aware of the Terrans, aren’t you Ambassador Rigel?” reminding RIGA of how all this began. “If the Terrans are here and interfering in our society, then they have indeed become a danger to the Empirum. I believe I understand now why you are involved,” Kalla surmised.

RIGA still wasn’t convinced that Kalla herself, wasn’t involved in some way, but she would find out eventually. In the meantime she was in need of explanations. “Why did you implant the human DNA on me? What was your objective in telling us there was a foreign DNA that was neither Terran, nor Empirum?” RIGA asked.

“Not Terran? - that’s impossible!” she hissed. “Of course it’s Terran. I obtained the sample myself.” Taken by surprise, her response appeared genuinely aggrieved.

RIGA suspected that Councillor Kalla had no idea about the Tochin involvement, and that made her decidedly uneasy. She needed to progress the investigation, but didn’t trust Kalla to give up the information freely. If she was unaware of Tochin, was she being misled? Were they pretending to be Terrans to infiltrate the Council? 

“Kalla, I need to know what it is you have discovered, I need to know what they are planning?”

“They? who are these people if not Terrans?” she exclaimed, sounding genuinely confused for the first time.

 “I believe them to be agents for another empire who wish to put Terrans and the Empirum on a war footing with each other.”

Kalla sat down in her chair, all pretence of superiority now gone. She does have very human-like mannerisms, RIGA observed suspiciously, but put it to the back of her mind. There would be another time to follow her thoughts on Kalla.

“I believe I may have erred,” Kalla quietly admitted, as her own processing of the new data showed her a different slant on events. 

Kalla remained unmoving, but spoke up. “Ambassador Rigel, I believed in good faith that I was dealing with a faction of the Terran Empire that wanted to widen trade between themselves and the Empirum. However, where an open agreement would have been profitable, a closed ‘secret’ agreement would have been a hundred times more so, especially if the trade was controlled by a small minority, like myself and Tempus.”

She looked directly at RIGA deliberately emphasising her openness. “I was approached by a different group to those working with Pelon and Fregal. I had not been included in the original secret cartel they had created. The potential losses to my interests on Artis Prime, if they succeeded in their plot, would have meant the loss of my Council seat. So, when the opportunity was offered, I was happy to negotiate with the ‘Terrans’ separately. Tempus was the middleman, and I suspect he intended to double-cross me later, but I was happy for him to try. He plays - he played, the game very well.

Pelon’s influence was already eclipsing everyone else’s, even mine and Tempus’. He was poised to take over much of the technology production on Artis Prime and wanted no competition. He suspected someone else had access to the ‘Terrans’, but didn’t know who, and then you arrived with the MAC’s. He made the immediate assumption that you were the ‘other’ source and decided he needed to eliminate you before you had any opportunity to act against him.” Kalla paused giving RIGA time to absorb the information before continuing again.

“I suspect that when the guards failed, he was in immediate touch with his partners who decided to wait for you in system ready to eliminate you on discovery of your ship. Fregal would have been the one who attempted to intercept you. He hacked into the Helis Warden’s mainframe and corrupted it; an easy matter for him to intercept and trace all communications between Helis and the outer stations,” Kalla said, still unmoving. RIGA thought that she was probably more active in her own network, than in her body at this precise moment as she sought to understand what had been occurring.

RIGA thought for a moment, her analysis racing underneath her stony calm exterior; effectively playing the same game as Kalla, and giving nothing away.

If Pelon and Fregal were already that deeply involved, was it possible they were aware that these humans were not Terrans? It was likely, seeing as they wanted RIGA dead possibly because she actually DID represent the Terrans, and therefore could cause their plotting to be discovered. Had they known she was ESSG? Probably not. A fast expedient assassination would have been called for, especially - as her mind raced -  if their plans were coming to a head and they needed to buy time. How much time did she have?

It was obvious now that these ‘Tochin’ had infiltrated Artis Prime. They probably had a strong hold on the asteroid’s technology production. 

“What technology has been infiltrated by these ‘Terrans’, can you tell me?” 

Kalla stood, “I cannot tell you what they have taken over, but I can itemise what contracts my companies have lost over the last six months since all of this has been building. The likelihood is that those orders have been taken over by Pelon’s cartel and are now being supplied by their factories.” Assuming RIGA couldn’t access a data packet sent across mentally, a plastiprint appeared out of a slot in the wall. Kalla gestured to RIGA to help herself to it.

She moved sideways keeping Kalla in her sights all of the time, took the sheet, scanned it, keeping one blaster and one eye on Kalla as she did. Kalla for her part, didn’t move.

The list was extensive; she converted it to a list of items in her head. Then, discarding the sheet on the table, continued to absorb the information. The Tochin had gone for both offensive and defensive products, new, or newly upgraded, probably with their own modifications installed. RIGA was immediately concerned to see a large production of missile warheads and tracking systems included.

“They have only selected offensive and defensive technology. What does that imply to you, Kalla?” RIGA questioned. Surely the AI opposite her couldn’t be so blind as to not see the ramifications.

Kalla looked nervously at RIGA. Those mannerisms again! “I thought they were selecting the most valuable sector of the market, but in light of your comment that they were seeking to start a war, they might have chosen these products to create some kind of incident,” she reflected.

RIGA tried to hack into Kalla’s net link, she needed to get this information to Gossie. The system wouldn’t give her access, neither could she access anything outside of the shielded area. RIGA would have to escape this place before she could report in; therein lay the trap. You cannot get in, but if you do, you won’t get out - was the simple message she was reading into the security here. Was this why Kalla was relaxed and confident?

Kalla had indeed relaxed and was now reclining in her chair again. She had detected RIGA’s failed efforts to communicate outside.

“Ah! I see you realise your predicament, Ambassador. You understand now that breaking into my parlour was only half the battle. Now, you have to get out. I can well understand your need right now to share this information with your superiors. However, I also realise that I am expendable and I know your involvement with that shadowy organisation, ESSG, means that you are empowered to destroy me without regard to any Empirum laws.”

RIGA understood all to well.“Yes, I see that, now. Very clever, Kalla. You have me at a disadvantage. If I kill you, an automatic self-destruct will initiate and if I disable you and try to escape, the extensive security in here will ensure I fail. I presume it is keyed to you only.” RIGA wasn’t going to let Kalla know about her shield, it might protect her from lasers and blasters, but not from a thermic explosion. 

“Yes, you’re very bright. I can see why the ESSG would use you. It seems we are at a stand-off.” Kalla paused giving RIGA time to consider the fact that she needed to negotiate her way out of here. “Perhaps there is a way we can both achieve our objectives, without having to eliminate the other?” she suggested.

“What do you propose? Whatever it is, if you have conspired against the Empirum, I cannot let you live,” RIGA explained, knowing full well she would have to follow through on the threat, even if it meant her own death.

“Ahhh!” Kalla sighed. 

“I haven’t conspired against the Empirum. I believed I was negotiating trade in good faith. I believe I can prove that to your satisfaction. At worst I will lose my advantage, at best you can leave things intact so that you can use my network to infiltrate and apprehend the real culprits in this conspiracy.” Kalla continued to recline, appearing to gain more confidence as she saw the impact her words were having on RIGA's blaster, which was beginning to point downward for the first time since entering the room. RIGA was doing so deliberately, she could have held the rigid aim for days if need be. Kalla would be suspicious if the hand didn’t waver.

“Seems a fair exchange.” She had a point. RIGA was relieved that she wouldn’t have to eliminate Kalla at this point. 

Kalla obviously considered the matter resolved, as RIGA observed the lasers switch to passive, their active targeting switching off.

RIGA decided on some conditions. “Agreed, subject to suitable validation of your activities I will permit you to not only live, but continue your operations unless I judge them detrimental to the Empirum at which point the deal is null and void,” she said, sure that Kalla would provide the proof needed to support her decision to stand down.

RIGA lowered her blaster and walked to the seat opposite and sat like her, reclined. Her gun hand remained loosely aimed towards Kalla's position, who pretended not to notice.

Over the next hour RIGA interrogated her over the history of her involvement with the Tochin. She still believed them to be Terran and nothing could dissuade her from that belief. RIGA, for her part, was unconvinced she could be trusted, and was in no doubt she was holding something back. However, Kalla was providing significant intel on the activities of Pelon and the human conspirators as well as clearing herself in the process. 

RIGA finally gained access to her network to verify her involvement as well as contact Gossie and upload the complete record of the events. It meant they could move onto a level of trust. RIGA put her blaster away. 

From there things moved swiftly. RIGA now had everything she needed to identify the activities of Pelon and Fregal as well as the information on the Tochin contacts, which Kalla was going to maintain links with, so that their activities could be followed. It was time for RIGA to leave.

“So, Kalla. This is where we part company and you go about your activities, and I mine.” 

RIGA had been quietly hacking into the security systems. She had managed to isolate the shielding, which was part hardware, part electronic, it proved easy to write in some exceptions to rules in the security. She was sure now that she could operate the jump field through it, and leave without risk.

Kalla smiled. “You believe you can get past my security systems?” Then it dawned on her. “Oh! It must be something to do with that matter transfer technology you have.” She chuckled. “Let me know any time you want a partner to reverse engineer that technology. We could market it to the whole of the Empirum.” 

RIGA smiled, noticing her humanly laugh. She decided she liked Kalla, but there was still something about her that would need further investigation one day. She didn’t feel it was an immediate threat to herself, or the Empirum. At least not yet, and RIGA needed her onside for the moment.

She left her morsel to feed on. “I don’t think it’s mine to offer Kalla, but the Terran’s, the ‘real’ Terran’s might indeed give you the opportunity to trade with them if all this blows over and their membership of the Empirum Trade association is accepted.”

“Keep your comms channels open to me, at all times,” she admonished the AI. She didn't want to risk the tunnel entrance again, and Kalla would find her hack in a few minutes, she was sure.

Now feeling the ship’s proximity, and able to access the teleporter, RIGA activated the jump.

Leaving Kalla to ponder her fate in light of all the new information.

***

“Gossie?”

“Yes, RIGA?”

“It’s good to be back on-board. For a while there, I thought I might not make it. She’s very good, but l left us a back door into her servers when she let me investigate her activities. If she discovers it I think she will leave it in place, but attach an alarm to let her know we are accessing.” Then, adding her concerns, “she had Nu-worms down there protecting her access. They might turn up in the wrong place and I currently have no defence that I know of. I’m not sure if my shield will deter them.” 

In fact, RIGA was concerned that she hadn’t had an opportunity to check out the shields reliability in many situations. She really must get to testing its limits before too long.

Changing the subject so as not to dwell on Osachi and the immensity of her mission parameters, RIGA moved onto the next objective. “Gossie, we need to locate Pelon and Fregal.” She refreshed her gear and checked her blasters while Gossie scanned the asteroid’s network trying to pinpoint the two conspirators. 

RIGA knew they wouldn’t make things easy for her, but had no doubt that Gossie would hunt them down. The only concern that RIGA had, was the fact that Fregal had hacked into the Helis Warden’s servers so might actually be deliberately mis-routing enquiries. 

“Have you set-up a trailer on your search to see if it gets sidetracked?” she asked.

This was a second program that dogged the first to catch anything out of the ordinary that identified when a search was forced to jump past any particular paths in the data stream. It wasn’t 100% effective, but would bring up an error code, would bookmark it for Gossie to investigate.

“Yes, I’ve improved that code, it's now quite intelligent. I have called it ‘Shadow Hunter’.” Gossie said, sounding quite pleased with herself.

Gossie was programmed with skills from some of the greatest hackers and programmers. In the wrong hands Gossie could be used as a major weapon which, when she developed awareness, prompted a battle to get her quickly instated as a protected citizen. Following her acceptance there was a complete rethink of Empirum security. 

They decided that Gossie would be the perfect foil for RIGA and she was specifically trained to support her on missions. Gossie was ecstatic having believed she would have to indenture herself for decades to achieve that degree of freedom. Her loyalty to the Empirum, like RIGA’s, was total, and the ESSG had learned to trust both of them implicitly, but with some programmed safeguards that both the scientists and Bollida recognised as easily over-ridden. RIGA and Gossie both knew these safeguards were coded into the AI, but accepted them for what they were, ‘a voluntary contract of expectation and loyalty’. By accepting them she took a form of AI pride in strictly adhering to them.

It’s accepted that all AI’s can hack, but Gossie was specially trained to hack other AI’s. She rarely failed to hack anything. Her biggest skill being patience, waiting to see what occurred over periods of days, weeks or even months. Then, when certain actions took place she hunted them down, exposing them to the relevant authorities.

Luckily, It was only hours later, that Gossie’s programs discovered the back-door into the Warden’s servers. 

Following it back to the point of origin, took Gossie into unknown territory, somewhere in the new section of AI City, a small corner of the city newly built for the leading edge residents of Helis. She had not yet assimilated its newly mapped zones into her database so corrected her failure by taking the Helis blueprints then overlaying her tracking signal. She had them.

“RIGA, I have traced them to the Pinnacle, it’s in AI City.”

RIGA looked at the output on the vidscreen which showed a three dimensional blueprint of a large three sided needle-shaped building. It was an odd one that’s for sure.

They adjusted their cloaked location so that they could focus attention on their new target. From the readings they could see that it had been heavily fortified. The work had been carried out subtly, much of it wasn’t indicated on the blueprints, obviously added after local inspection. Although rules were pretty much what they were prepared to make them on Helis, there was an unwritten rule instigated by the leading AI’s substantiated by various social models, that should one AI develop its own fortress style location, the others would follow suit and quickly turn the whole of Helis into a garrison state. It was therefore frowned up on and probably would represent an infraction if it had been someone other than Pelon, who could do pretty much whatever he wanted.

It was a fair assumption that they had discovered Pelon’s headquarters. 

“Scan the building at all levels, let’s see the extent of their defences,” RIGA said.

Gossie began scanning, but after a few minutes reported her progress. “I’m getting feedback on my attempts to scan, they have some kind of shield device installed that is skewing any results.”

RIGA looked closely at the vidscreen showing waves of anomalous results being thrown back at their instruments. “It looks like they don’t want anyone spying on them. They’re also now probably aware of being scanned,” RIGA surmised.

No sooner had she spoken, RIGA detected targeting sensors, originating from somewhere within the building, trying to seek them out. The attempt failed because the upgraded shield and cloak installed to safeguard their mission was equally as effective as the counter-measures, resulting in a stalemate between ship and building.

“Can you get access via the link into their network, Gossie? I need to know the internal layout, and where the two AI’s are hiding.”

“Working on it. So far I have only managed to gain access to Fregal’s personal net. I’m hunting for any ad-hoc links and will use them to piggyback on to the other network,” Gossie responded. 

RIGA took over the controls and keeping the cloaking device provided by Osachi on its highest setting, proceeded to a closer surveillance location hovering above and to one side of the pinnacle. Their position now was almost level with a narrow pointed set of apartments at the top of the large building where RIGA suspected Pelon might reside. 

Whilst she was certain that Pelon’s sensors would not detect the ship, the Pinnacle’s own shields ensured the building was safe from any collision, or attack at this distance from the surface. The lack of any atmosphere ensured only ships could access the area. The normal flitters would not be authorised to fly at this height. Was this a reason for the extreme location?

“We need to look at another point of access, Gossie,” RIGA said as she observed the level of security employed by Pelon. There was no way she could jump in, or out of the building, there were shields up at all the sensitive points. The shields, she thought. They must be drawing tremendous power from somewhere. 

Digging deep into the Helis database, she found what she was looking for, and pulled up the infrastructure schematics for the whole area on the vidscreen. She followed the power lines and substations to the location of the Pinnacle building, seeing a clean demarcation of the grid at the perimeter. There was no external power access whatsoever. It had been blocked off.

The Pinnacle, as well as the foundation building, had to be managing their own power supply. According to the blueprints it had to be located well below the basement of the building, at least on Level five. RIGA immediately thought of Kalla and her defences, and grimaced.

Scanning the base of the building was easier than expected. The shields didn’t begin to take serious hold until it reached the levels above the rest of AI City. This led RIGA to believe they weren’t so much concerned about security from their own, rather the sophisticated defences above the building line indicated concern over a space-borne attack. 

RIGA considered the probability they had some kind of internal security set up to compensate for the shields. She wouldn’t know until she could get in there to disable them.

There were two choices. Jump directly into level five and try to take out the power to the shield, then attack the pinnacle before backup generators kicked in. Or, jump into the main building on the lower levels and fight her way up the pinnacle. There would be no way of using her Armillo invisibility. It was only really effective against humans; AI’s had too many inbuilt sensors. Either choice had a lot of issues and as RIGA worked alone, there were no plan B’s - either she succeeded or she didn’t.

“Gossie, I will need to know what’s going on up here. Calibrate the relay drones to a private frequency and encrypt them. Send one down to the first point in level five that you can clearly detect to be unoccupied then we can relay them in from there. When we have a picture of what’s going on, I will jump down and sabotage the power supply, then jump back and hopefully into the pinnacle before they repair shields.

As the drones jumped in giving RIGA visuals of the activities on level five, she realised that the cannibalisation of the lower levels to feed the need for construction of level four had caused major problems. It meant that there were whole areas that were not only uninhabitable by AI or human, but were massive holes stretching for hundreds of metres where great sections had been removed. It was positively inhospitable territory down there. No wonder Pelon had only concentrated his security at the higher levels. There would be no concerted attack possible from below.

There had to be a way in. She had to find it, and soon. After some repositioning of drones, RIGA finally located a hostile route into the area of the power station and quickly prepared to jump. Gossie had set the relay drones to leapfrog along providing up to date location information ready to pull RIGA out if necessary. 

RIGA jumped.


20. Into the Hole

RIGA materialised into an area devoid of light, her sensors informing her she was on solid ground and in no immediate danger. The blackness became slightly offset by a dim glow from the ‘ported relay drones, providing a focus for her night vision that switched on at her command. Even with this, it was hard to discern any original features of the previous incarnations of Artis Prime. One day perhaps she would walk the depths to see what lay at its heart. Today, though, RIGA wanted to stop Pelon from whatever it was he was trying to do.

She was standing in a stripped out corridor, the remains of cabling and sections of torn ducting hanging precariously, ready to snag the inattentive. Switching on her helm lights, which would work on full power for eighteen hours before recharging, RIGA took a closer look at the obstructions she was going to have to traverse to get to the power station. It wasn’t pretty down here, hopefully, it wouldn’t all be this bad. 

It was plain that there was only one direction she could travel in. Instructing the first drone to move ahead of her, RIGA adjusted the feedback to a low background hum and moved off in the direction of Pelon’s headquarters. The drone was transmitting a homing signal to Gossie on the ship who was bouncing it to RIGA. When Gossie lost contact with the drone RIGA would backtrack, anchor the drone at a waypoint, sending another drone to follow her until the same happened again. 

For her plan to succeed, RIGA needed to remain in touch with the ship, enabling a quick jump from the lower levels into the pinnacle.

At least that was the plan.

She moved forward following the guidance of the drone as it stalked ahead of her. Remembering Kalla’s defences, RIGA kept all her sensors finely tuned and although she didn’t expect to come across hidden cameras or hazards this far out, she wasn’t taking any chances.

An hour later RIGA was half way to the hidden location of the power source when she came to a hole in the ground. 

The walls to either side had completely disappeared and her lights were unable to pierce the darkness. She sent a sonar ping downward, the echo indicated a drop of several hundred feet; too far for her to risk jumping. 

Sending three drones out; one ahead, the others left and right, RIGA soon understood the scale of the problem. It was cleanly cut, bearing the hallmarks of an intentional deterrent. The only option was to go up where the roof of the original corridor still hung ten feet above her.

The three drones concentrated on mapping the ceiling area which was mostly intact across the hole. Crossing wasn’t the problem, but there were vibration sensors embedded everywhere within twenty feet of her position. They had obviously considered someone might try climbing across the old rails and effectively countered that. RIGA anticipated and planned for such a contingency.

Removing a long thin coil from her shoulder pack, she set her blaster to its minimum setting and attached a tubed object to the front of it. The tube housed a highly magnetic material enclosed in a strong metallic paste. It was near silent on impact and would bond with any surface it connected with, hence the sealed firing tube. RIGA would have to position the magnetic piton perfectly to have any chance of getting to the other side.

The drones kept her target point in sight. One hovered near where she needed to clamp the wire, the other the lip of the next corridor. She sighted on the ceiling above the nearest drone. RIGA fired the modified blaster noting as she did so, the near silent recoil to her hand would have severely hurt a human, but she didn’t flinch, instead maintaining an eagle eye on the target. 

She was satisfied to see the impact of the magnetic clamp as it caught fast to the ceiling directly above the hovering drone. Good enough, but on its own it wouldn’t hold her weight. 

RIGA now picked out another long tubular device and hooked it ‘top and tail’ to the wire. She watched as it raced along like a long blob of mercury defying gravity up the wire. It reached the magnetic clamp, which by the force of its attraction caught and held the end of the tube fast.

The drone could see the site clearly and kept the feed to RIGA going as the tubular device morphed around the magnet to form a clamp with a laser at its centre. When the laser activated, it drilled right through the centre of the magnet and into the ceiling above. Three spindly wire legs then extended into the newly made hole and proceeded to drag the majority of the tube device in with them. The tube soldered itself firmly to the inner edges while the extended legs also bonded to provide additional anchorage. A light briefly flashed green. The drone picked up the flash and notified RIGA. The line was fixed.

RIGA was aware there was now only the one chance. The momentum would take her only so far, so her timing had to be perfect to give her the additional distance to free-fall to the safety of the corridor on the other side. In addition, she had to do so silently to avoid alerting the security detectors.

Fixing a handle to the wire that would detach itself on her mental command, RIGA pulled it taut. Then taking a last look at the far drone, measured her swing with mathematical precision and launched into the darkness. At the exact point where maximum distance and height was optimised the ring detached, and RIGA fell through her calculated arc. 

To further reduce resistance, or risk catching the floor of the corridor as she landed, RIGA rolled into a ball, something no human being could achieve as she flew through the darkness. When she sensed that the floor was beneath and the drone above, she unfurled to roll and land so that she ended standing upright with her blaster out, prepared for any attack from out of the darkness.

The drones fed back the log of the swing, the recorded noise level was so low it should register as a small fall of a rusting metal and be ignored. RIGA hoped so. She pulled in the drones, an alarm went off in her head telling her that she had lost contact with the ship. RIGA sent one drone back to the entrance of the corridor to provide relay to Gossie. Having confirmed with the AI that all was well, RIGA continued her progress into the unmapped depths of the asteroid.

The engineers, who built the power generator, must have decided that the hole in the cavern was sufficient deterrent to keep intruders at bay. Because RIGA arrived at a point very close to the power source before any additional form of security became evident. 

Learning from the recent experience with Kalla, RIGA now slowed to a crawl. When she finally came across a pressure plate stretching the width of the corridor she was able to halt the drones before they set off any alarm bells.

Her link with Gossie ensured that she had the added benefit of the ships sensors operating outside of the levels giving pinpoint accuracy for everything as they proceeded. The only problem, RIGA now had, was how far did the pressure plate extend. 

‘Gossie, jump a drone to the other end of this corridor and have it slowly return to me at a slow pace and monitor for any differential in the air pressure. Bearing in mind Kalla’s was 4% so, we should work to similar tolerances.’ 

As Gossie proceeded to take control of the drone, RIGA monitored for any visual signals that might indicate other traps. The distance was precisely ten feet, RIGA and the drones were jumped fifteen feet to ensure their reappearance didn’t cause a displaced air pressure wave, tripping the alarm.

RIGA suddenly discovered the drones dropped at her feet totally inert. ‘Gossie, what happened to the drones?’ 

There was no answer, the drone left behind at the hole was now out of touch. The two remaining ones were dead, no response at all. RIGA knelt down to take a closer look and noticed the fuel cells were empty. She belatedly realised the effort of transporting the jump feed had depleted their power supplies to near zero. She scanned the other drones for sign of damage and noted they were also depleted, but not as badly. She had less time than she thought and had concerns there was sufficient power to pull her out again.

Still feeling perturbed at not taking the power issue into consideration beforehand, RIGA now used her heel connection to slip power into the dead drones, whereby they quickly resumed their activities. With the transmitting power of both drones back at full strength. RIGA now picked up a weak signal from Gossie. It was enough to initiate a jump of a single drone to the other side of the pressure zone. When the drone had teleported, she was rewarded with a full strength signal from Gossie.

'I need you to deploy backup drones and make a note to have larger power reserves added to future upgrades,' RIGA called the AI.

'Noted,' Gossie responded having already read the drone logs and noted the near disaster without comment.

Had the power failure occurred before the transfer was completed it would have been bad news. This new technology needed more research, she decided and set a background process aside to manage the problem.

Alarms sounded in her head, there were multiple alerts, taking RIGA by surprise and swinging her automatically around into a defensive position within the confines of the corridor. She scanned for the threats.

She noticed the increase in readings on all of her sensors now she was within the complex with the shielding on the other side of the pressure zone. The rapid onset of readings had set off the alerts on all sensors which had been finely tuned. The same alerts had triggered the threat response in her systems. She turned them down and resumed a more relaxed pose assimilating the new data as she did so.

‘ I think we could be getting close to the source. Stay ready.’

‘All looking quiet from here RIGA. Proceed, but with caution.'

RIGA liked that about Gossie. She could be in the worst possible position for her personal safety and Gossie would always scold her as if she was a trainee in the Academy.

As she progressed through the last of the corridors, RIGA began to come across the occasional camera. She flipped her hood and activated her leathers, slinking invisibly underneath them with the drones under her arm. There would be no humans down here, she was sure. However, the cameras were standard visual reporters and she couldn’t distinguish any infra-red, or electronic activity sensors attached to them. The AI controlled cameras were a different matter, they were able to detect minute differences and extrapolate faster than a blink of an eye. Fortunately, there were very few in actual use, as if an AI was that sophisticated, it could manage a lot more than simply watching a wall of screens. So, it was left to normal computers that whilst diligent, lacked the processing power to make a difference.

When you really thought about it there would be little interest from other AI’s in what Pelon and his people were doing down here. They would logically surmise that the power supply was just that, and ignore it. This was precisely what RIGA hoped - that no attention had been placed by the AI’s above on the importance of continued operation of  power for their continued existence. They would assume it perfectly safe at this level.

RIGA intended to prove them wrong.

The drone proximity alarm went off in her head. She returned to the last corridor corner and posted the last drone way up out of visual detection so anyone walking down the corridor wouldn’t automatically look up at it. When she was satisfied it was discreetly placed she returned to her last position. 

She was about to enter the engineering rooms, the sensor alerts she was running were on a fine hair trigger as the door to the first section opened under her gentle tweaking. There was nobody around, but there were two consoles which as she approached detected her presence and not checking her authorisation, automatically activated, awaiting input. 

RIGA looked at them closely. The words over the dials and switches indicated their lack of importance, they were only there to monitor and not to manage the power flow. She needed to move deeper into the complex.

As she prepared to open the next portal RIGA sensed something approaching on the other side. Quickly flipping her hood and digging her heel into her leg, she went invisible again as the door opened. A human and an AI walked through. RIGA barely managing to slip behind a cabinet full of some kind of tapes before they were fully into the room. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be detected by the AI from there.

“I’m telling you, there is nothing out there, there is rubble slipping down the shaft all the time. It’s a waste of time,” the human guard insisted.

“We have been put on high alert, there is a high probability we will be infiltrated in the next period. The Master has insisted we check out every single abnormal reading wherever, and whatever, it seems. We will do as ordered,” the AI escorting the human guard insisted.

The two walked through the doorway

‘Gossie, hide the drones in passive-mode. Give me thirty minutes and switch them back on again.’ RIGA instructed while the door was open.

‘..a... will... done,’ Gossie’s garbled message came through as the door closed.

Damm! RIGA thought. She now had to finish the task and get back to this point in thirty minutes. She raised her right arm and pulled back her hand exposing her wrist. A tiny dart gun ejaculated a magnetic tipped hair-thin probe which contained a homing device on a frequency set too high for human ears. It would be of little interest to AI’s who would reject it as high pitched humming from badly tuned equipment. The emitter landed above the door the guards had exited through. Nobody should notice it there. It had a reliable life of only fifteen minutes, hopefully, time enough to complete the mission and get back to the corridor.

RIGA opened the door, still cloaked by her leathers which made her whole body invisible ensuring she showed nothing to the world. She had a little time before it needed replenishing; time to move. The room was empty but had an array of machines, all illuminated with an array of lights. These were routing controls, they could be dealt with on her way out. She needed to find the actual generators.

In the next room, she struck lucky. There were six generators set in a circular pattern around a large control console with cables running up through the centre of the building. It was manned by two AI’s and two humans as well as a guard on the other door probably leading to the central hub providing access to the main building. RIGA anticipated there would be a greater number of guards on the other side so had to work fast. The guard had seen the door open and nobody come through, and he had his gun raised, looking suspiciously for any threat.

She sped, still invisible, around the room in a few seconds and dropped the guard, leaping from there towards the central console before he had fallen to the floor. 

RIGA decided the two AI’s were now the greater risk and took them both out with her blaster before she landed in the middle of the control room. She checked they were actually unable to connect to any networks by blowing off their heads which would contain their comms antennas. The two humans went down as fast; one with a steel heel in his head from a high kick and the other from a throat punch that RIGA found particularly effective with human targets. They always fell silently clutching their throats. She had never seen one even try to hold a gun once their airways were crushed.

The room was clear and gave RIGA complete access to the generator systems. Now she needed to ensure she was uninterrupted for a while. Had the cameras been manned by AI's they would have seen a whirlwind effect in the generator room and in seconds complete carnage of the workforce. As it was, no alarms sounded giving her time to approach the inner door from the side. It shouldn’t react to her presence as she wasn’t visible, but RIGA wasn’t about to take that chance. Her tendrils made short work of entering the control panel and within a few minutes, the doors were locked with a very complex security code.

Next, she concentrated on disabling the power system. It appeared to be a mixture of fusion and hydrogen. Interesting, but no time to investigate. She need to shut it down, but with this fuel mix she was more likely to start a chain reaction that would destroy the asteroid; she needed to disable it without wanton destruction. Accessing her database to update her knowledge of the system, it promptly gave her a quick ‘how to do a quick and dirty shut-down’ without taking too much time.

RIGA, being no scientist, nevertheless understood what was important. The ice from the asteroid was being used to convert into hydrogen and the temperature was crucial to the ongoing process. If she dialled down the temperature, it would stop the reaction and the power would go off-line. She scanned controls for heat and pressure. She found them, they were installed in multiple sets of two generators per feed.

Using her speed again, RIGA raced around the room first dropping the temperature, then immediately afterwards, the pressure. One by one they fell. RIGA continued to repeat the process, then watched the gauges plummet. She knew that they were about ten minutes away from hitting break even on the dials. When they dropped below that figure it would take an extended effort to reverse the flow and regain the lost temperature and pressure. Given she hadn’t yet been discovered RIGA calculated it would give her at least half an hour to access the building from above.

She blasted the dials locking them into their downward spiral. They would have back-ups somewhere, but this would make it more difficult for them to recover control. Her sensors detected activity towards the door which made her look up at the locked entrance. 

A bright light illuminated a spot on the locked door, where a plasma torch was being used to cut through. RIGA had been discovered. Her sensors evaluated the readings she was getting, calculating from the speed of the cut that they would be inside within ten minutes.

With no means of bringing the power back up they would need a further five minutes, or more, to organise backup consoles and then a further ten minutes to achieve a working power source. She had enough time to get to the bottom of the corridor and jump out. Her inner clock informed her that she had another ten minutes before Gossie turned on the drones. 

It would be close. She ran, her invisibility no longer operating and no longer necessary; they knew she was here.

RIGA ran for the outer door, knowing she had to deal with the two guards who would be somewhere in the corridors. They would have been warned and were probably laying in wait, or fast-tracking back to catch her within the complex. As she raced through the entrance into the corridor beyond, RIGA heard a warbling sound and ducked her head. 

Dammation! Her forward motion sent her into a roll and she went with it, using the motion to carry her closer to her assailant. She was still going too fast for her sensors to provide threat analysis so used the speed she had built up to give her the advantage.

Her blaster pointed towards the threat as she came upright out of the roll, still running, her speed her saviour. The AI guard was calculating the next shot. The human guard didn’t, he simply fired at her without trying to aim. The hit took her in the chest, but the shield she had long forgotten about, now protected her, the red overload dissipating in a millisecond. Her blaster took the human in the head in a single burst. RIGA now only had to deal with the AI.

It was quick, using the delay the human had provided to hastily retreat. It ducked back through the doorway out of range of her blaster. RIGA, calculating the shield would protect her, allowed her momentum to take her on through, rolling again to reduce the chance of a direct hit.

The AI had set its blaster to wide dispersal, thinking a blanket of lower power would still take her out. Wrong! The shield didn’t even notice the power spread leaving RIGA with an easy shot. Her blast took the AI in the chest and upwards through the head. It was a pile of junk before it hit the ground. 

Pausing to analyse the situation, RIGA sensed guards approaching from two sides, the perimeter corridor that fed off the one she came through and the generator room behind her. Time to go.

A laser glanced off her shoulder as RIGA leapt up, on the run, to grab the tiny drone that was still passively lodged in the ceiling, silently waiting to be reactivated. Only it's anti-grav controlling its position in the dark corner had kept it out of view. She didn’t want to leave any trace behind that could lead back to ESSG and didn’t trust the self destruct protocols built into the device when in the hands of sophisticated scientists who could dismantle them.

Running through the dark corridors, using her mental map and memory of the route rather than lights, RIGA counted on the pursuit being unsure and having to move slower. She was all too soon at the edge of the hole with nowhere to go until Gossie switched on the drones. They would be chain-switched, which meant they would awake in a cascade from the closest drone to Gossie.

RIGA decided she might have to manually activate them. Her sensitive hearing caused her to turn her attention to the route she had come. Pursuit was on the way, she had maybe two minutes before they found her, then escape would be impossible if Gossie didn’t switch everything on. 

RIGA calculated there was still three minutes to go and she would need every second, she needed to speed things along. Concentrating on the two drones in her hands, her heel connectors accessed the first one, manually reactivating it and instructing it to hover by the hanging cable in the centre of the black hole. RIGA then directly linked the second to the first so they would share any load sent through their links. It followed the first but waited a hundred feet out into the blackness. She now had good strong links between her and Gossie.

A blaster burn hit her on the shoulder, the unexpected impact nearly throwing her into the cavernous black hole. Her shield flashing viciously as reinforcements arrived creating a stunning reflection of light down the corridor, which was even now, pouring a combination of blaster and laser fire at her. She turned to fire down the corridor, her blaster ten times more powerful than theirs. The plasma beam created a weird effect as it ploughed through the corridor and into the leading edge of guards. They could only proceed two abreast, easy targets for RIGA if they didn’t pull back. They were getting closer, being pushed from behind by the AI's. RIGA fired again to slow them down some more. 

The shield continued to reflect and dissipate the intense fire coming in a solid stream down the corridor glowing incandescently on the side receiving the blasts. RIGA instructed the two drones to move off centre out of the direct line of fire, should it reach that far. Then noting a small remnant of metal extending where the worker hadn’t cut cleanly, RIGA gripped the edge and swung her body onto the tiny ledge. Temporarily protected, she pulled herself out of the line of fire while counting down the seconds.

When an arm extended out from the corridor entrance, holding a blaster angled toward her, everything went black as her body instantly disintegrated. 

Gossie was twenty seconds early.

 


21. The Pinnacle

“That was close enough - what’s the situation in the pinnacle?”

“I have located Fregal, Pelon is in there too, but I cannot tie down his locator. He’s using some kind of diffuser that puts his location in multiple places which often change. All I can say is, he’s in there,” Gossie informed her.

“Jump me to Fregal’s location. Access their systems while I distract them, I need to know destinations of all deliveries for the last six months,” RIGA said.

The jump took RIGA directly into Fregal’s office. Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t expecting anyone to appear inside the room. He screamed for the guards protecting him from outside as RIGA materialised yards in front of him. 

Not wanting to use her blaster, RIGA had released her fring, now activating it as she swept it up and across the space between them. Fregal’s head was off his body before the human guards piled through the door. Another cut with her whip and Fregal’s chest cavity was a smoking ruin. No coming back from the dead for you, she thought. 

RIGA leaped across the room towards the door, firing her blaster directly into the guards while they desperately tried to bring her down with their own weapons. Her shield protected her while two very surprised guards who thought she should be dead, went down under her return fire. The remaining two guards backed up determinedly to block access to the door. 

RIGA stopped in front of them holstering her blaster momentarily, then swiping her whip alternately left and right in front of them. The hot plasma sliced straight through flesh, cauterising the initial bleed before it had time to start while the severed limbs dropped to the floor, blasters still gripped by dead and useless hands. 

Being human, they panicked, trying to fall back away from her whip which still smoked from the contact with human flesh. RIGA helped by pushing them with force, needing the doorway clear. They went flying backwards into the hallway, sprawling in a heap. They were suddenly very interested in stemming the flow of new blood from their wounds, giving her no further cause for concern. Guards poured into the corridor firing both blasters, flechettes and lasers at her.

RIGA had nowhere to hide and flinched expecting the worst, but her shield absorbed the combined fire. Blackened walls remained testament to the ferocity of the attack. Wondering how much the shield could take, RIGA had no choice but to run forward firing into the densely packed guards. Unable to aim as the shield was now a deep crimson from the concentrated blaster and laser, she relied on her sensors, but they were hampered by the interference from the weapons fire. If she was continually blinded, they could potentially overcome her.

Firing blindly, RIGA slowly advanced down the corridor, her determined pace forcing the unshielded guards to fall back, taking more pressure off her shield. As her sensors began to work reliably and the shield cooled RIGA had a moment to consider that she had probably taken the shield to its limit and had been lucky to get through the firefight intact.

Running to keep ahead of guards coming up behind her, RIGA realised she hadn’t seen any AI defences yet. 

Why was that? 

She analysed the situation as she ran and quickly determined that AI security here would need to have access to the network which would increase the personal risk to Pelon. He didn’t want anyone to have access, a strange approach to take, but if Pelon were paranoid, then it would explain the lack of AI involvement so far. She remembered the cameras not reacting to her incursion of the power station below.

‘Gossie, how are you doing with access to Pelon’s network?’ 

'I have access to Fregal’s network hub, it's the same one I had access to via the Helis AI, but there seem to be no direct links to the rest of the network. Pelon is one paranoid AI, he doesn’t even trust his partner‘I.'

RIGA thought she understood. Fregal was always only the worker, albeit on a higher level to the others. Pelon was the master here and his secrets were not for sharing. The best security, RIGA had been taught, was to never share information. EVER. Pelon appeared to encompass this thinking. No matter, first she needed to destroy him, then worry about the information and the Tochin later.

As she ran through the building, she looked for a probable access point that might lead to Pelon’s lair. Believing it to be at the top of the building, RIGA ran towards the anti-grav lift at the end of the corridor. More blaster fire followed until she slipped out of sight in the elevator.

At the next level, she was confronted with more laser fire from guards stationed directly at the shaft entrance. The shield held and she blasted them rather than use the whip, deciding it was less messy as humans bled so much when their limbs were removed.

This area was clear according to Gossie, and RIGA continued to the penultimate level. Before she even arrived, guards were firing down the shaft at her head which concentrated the fire into one small area which seemed to take most of the shield’s efforts to divert. 

Not being able to see through the now crimson shield, RIGA aimed the blaster up at their rough position and was satisfied when the fire stopped and she recovered her ability to see ahead.

As soon as she stepped out pushing past the bodies of the guards RIGA knew something was amiss. With senses on full alert, she walked cautiously forward keeping to the wall of the corridor to reduce her exposure. She needed to see and couldn’t afford for the shield to cloud over again. Remembering Kalla, she paused.

‘Gossie, I need two drones.’ 

They materialised right in front of her and hovered while she accessed them and gave them their instructions.

The first one shot forward down the corridor running an evasion routine that had it ducking and diving all over the place. She wanted it to activate any defences, but not get shot if it could be avoided. The second she kept in reserve. It followed her closely, mimicking her own moves.

‘There is a strong burst of electrical activity at the end of the corridor,’ Gossie advised, using the overlaid sensor feed she was giving RIGA to indicate the danger.

RIGA pressed ahead following the drone’s activities closely. As it approached the door the drone seemed to come up against an invisible barrier then dropped to the floor in a burst of flames. RIGA stopped. 

So, Pelon’s defence was some kind of forcefield. Her sensors extended to read the signals coming from the doorway. There was something about the frequency and resonance that seemed familiar. 

It appeared to be linked to an electrical charge. RIGA was unsure how he was managing to create the field. She fired on it and was surprised to see the blast spread over the invisible screen, completely neutralised by whatever technology was operating. It was evidently a shield of some sort, much like the Terran shield she was using.

Would her shield protect her from its defences? She decided it was too risky to attempt to get through it. She needed some way to bypass it and reach Pelon. RIGA pushed her senses out as wide as she could trying to detect the limit of the shield. It was strongest at the door and seeped into the walls and floor around it to a varying degree, but never less than ten feet. However, Pelon had not protected access from above as far as RIGA could sense.

‘Gossie, can you detect the room ahead well enough to jump me there?’ She was aware that the sensors would not give Gossie a layout plan so she could easily re-materialise in the middle of a cabinet or desk.

‘It’s risky. I’m still only getting sporadic readings off Pelon, He might not even be in there,’ Gossie said reluctantly, evidently not happy with the idea. Without a clear signal, it could be suicide.

‘Send in a drone first,’ RIGA suggested.

‘Good idea.’ The drone hovering at RIGA’s shoulder disappeared. A tiny pop sounded near RIGA’s ear as air rushed to fill the vacuum.

Laser fire came from behind her as guards arrived via the lifts and other corridors. RIGA turned to fire back, saw they were carrying some kind of metal shield to deflect her beams. They were close enough to see her smile and probably aware of the carnage she had wrought on her way up here, looked decidedly worried.

‘Get ready... ’ Gossie warned.

RIGA found herself standing behind Pelon while he was inputting commands into his computer manually. He must be so paranoid, she decided, that he wouldn’t risk transferring the commands electronically in case of eavesdroppers. 

So intent was he on what he was doing, he hadn’t noticed her arrival. She waited a moment while Pelon frantically typed into the mobile terminal. Then, as if he suddenly realised he wasn’t alone, he swung around to face her.

“Pelon, how nice to see you again,” said RIGA. She had set her blaster to wide dispersal so that she could totally fry him if he tried to retaliate. He froze, hands slipping away from the keyboard. RIGA grabbed hold of his robe and pulled him away from the control panel so that he was now in the middle of the room. His image shimmered briefly and RIGA knew she had lost her chance to kill him. He had activated a personal shield.

With his defences now up Pelon was looking smug, as if he knew something RIGA didn’t.

“Ambassador, how good of you to join me. I was just going to visit some friends,” he smiled.

“Those friends wouldn’t be the Tochin, would they?” RIGA replied.

“Ah! RIGA, you come so well informed,” he continued with his smug smile. “I was warned about you. Interesting video of your skills on the DAN,” he acknowledged. “I think you will find that I’m a little better protected than they were, thanks to your friend Osachi. He proved very cooperative in the end.”

RIGA realised that Pelon was hiding something, but couldn’t figure out what yet, and her sensors were wavering as if she was moving, which was impossible, wasn’t it?

‘Gossie, what’s he up to, I can’t quite figure it out,’ RIGA called to her AI.

There was no reply. RIGA realised her escape had been blocked. A shield had come on around the whole of the office.

RIGA then saw the background moving through the window behind Pelon.

“Are those stars moving?” she said. 

Pelon chortled out loud, having fully recovered himself. 

“Oh yes, RIGA, it’s moving. What's more, in a few minutes, this ship’s hyper-drive will engage which means you will shortly be in the hands of my business partners. They are most interested in getting to know you better since your unexpected disappearance of the DAN.”

RIGA, impressed despite her situation, took a moment to look out the windows as the view changed to one of Helis more distant, as would be seen from the Space Station above the asteroid. Pelon wasn’t lying. The whole top of the building was a spaceship. Clever.

‘Gossie?’ RIGA shouted across their private network again, hoping her call would get through.

As she called out to her friend, RIGA’s hand covered the console, keeping an eye on Pelon who was keeping out of her reach. He obviously realised that he didn’t need to do anything as his ship would obviously proceed of its own accord into hyperspace when far enough from Artis Prime.

The feelers sought out a connection in the control system and RIGA concentrated on trying to break into Pelon’s systems. She was right, he was paranoid, they wouldn’t operate unless it was him giving the commands. She could identify the different modules but couldn’t access the navigation or the drives. Instead, she concentrated on the defences and found the one that controlled the shields for the ship. It was well locked down. She would have to try something unsophisticated. A brute force attack on the software was called for; she realised didn’t need to access it, just    force it to fail.

“So, what did you sell out your own people for, Pelon? Money? Power?” RIGA needed to keep Pelon talking while she tried to disable the shield.

“Nothing quite so simple, RIGA, as you will shortly find out. There is more going on than  making a few sol credits. Your arrival at the council chambers was, admittedly, a surprise. We had no idea that Terra and the Empirum were communicating. We thought we had more time to prepare things. However, it's not a problem. Your speedy return to Terra gave us what we needed, access to Osachi and the technology from his family’s research. So, we will soon have what we need,” he said.

RIGA’s efforts were still not breaking through the program’s defences. She redoubled her efforts recognising that she was running out of time before they entered hyperspace.

“Why would you help the Tochin, Pelon? They have an inbuilt hatred of Artificial Intelligence. They will destroy you,” RIGA said.

“Ah, but RIGA I’m not an AI, I thought you would have realised that by now,” Pelon smiled grandly, his arms opening as if enlightening her.

“I willingly allowed myself to be inserted into an artificial matrix so that I could infiltrate your world,” he explained benignly.

“Dammation! You are a ‘Trans'? A transhuman conversion?” RIGA was astonished. Pelon had truly surprised her and she hadn’t seen it coming.

With a long hard burst of effort, more in desperation than anything else, she was rewarded as the shield collapsed and failed.

Pelon looked alarmed and then stared at RIGA while he seemed to concentrate on something. He must be mentally linked to the ship, RIGA thought to herself. Had he realised yet, what she had done? She thought not.

‘Gossie, are you there? Get me off, we’re about to jump into hyperspace,’ RIGA called out on their frequency, hoping her call would get through.

“How did you?...” he started, then broke off as he realised that RIGA had somehow broken into his ship’s systems. Thinking she would go after the drive controls and stop the transfer to hyperspace he was mentally trying to shore up his defences.

‘Jumping you now, RIGA,’ Gossie answered.

“Fire on that ship before it gets to leave normal space,” RIGA called to Gossie as she re-materialised on the ship.

“Too late, RIGA. It  jumped. Another two seconds and you would have been either atomic dust or on your way to wherever it’s going.”

“It’s a Tochin ship. Pelon is a Trans,” RIGA responded already logging the information for despatch to Bollida. He needed to know without delay. A response came back almost immediately. ‘Await further orders. Bollida.’

She wondered if Fregal had also been a Tochin transhuman, but if so would Pelon have left him behind? She didn’t think so.

A few days later the effect on Artis Prime, when the news broke that Pelon and Fregal were both being declared enemies of the Empirum, was electrifying. The Helis AI had been compromised by Fregal’s hacking and Kalla used the opportunity to manoeuvre herself into a position of control on the Council. So her ambitions, at least, were being fulfilled. The building at the centre of the momentous news, the Pinnacle, was being taken apart in an attempt to find the full details of the conspiracy. No news had been mentioned of the Tochin’s involvement, but suspicion had been allowed to fall on a transhumanist conspiracy, which in view of Pelon’s admission, wasn’t that far from the truth.

RIGA made no mention outside of Gossie and the ESSG, of transhumanism involvement. She accepted that the rumour had probably been started by the ESSG director deliberately to take away possible concerns across the Empirum. If it were thought that AI's had been blatantly breaking the PACT there would be immediate repercussions that would undo centuries of careful confidence building. It was one of those fragile paths walked to keep the Empirum operating and why RIGA was in so much demand.

Certainly, the few times RIGA had met with Kalla, she had seemed very nervous. RIGA felt the AI must be under tremendous pressure to provide adequate reassurances to the fourteen human worlds, that Artis Prime would still serve the Empirum. RIGA still had a nagging concern in regard to Kalla and made a mental note to come back when this mission had been resolved to track down the cause of it. Kalla, as if sensing she was on trial with RIGA, went out of her way to ensure that everything was seen to be above board. Even to the point of copying her in on all Council appointments to replace the three seats, that were now vacant.

All three were stooges of Kalla, ensuring that she maintained total control of things within sessions so that she benefited most out of any decisions. RIGA had no problem with that, it might be useful for a short period to help reset the balance of confidence. Her remit wasn’t to interfere in local politics so long as the Empirum wasn’t placed at risk. Her memo to herself, to return to resolve her concerns, would also serve to ensure she came back to look again at the situation. Until then she had more important things to do.

For RIGA, it was a time of clearing up loose ends. There were Councillors to investigate for further links to Pelon and the organisation’s manufacturing order records uncovered allowing them to trace virtually all of the shipments that had been compromised by Pelon’s subterfuge.

It was nearly a week before RIGA was summoned to Epsilon Gamma. It was a terse invitation.

 


22. The Enemy Within

RIGA paced the length of the corridor outside the Head of ESSG’s offices. Summoned after her report of the failure to apprehend Pelon was received, she had no doubt she was going to be admonished with a possible demotion.

She was certain she could not have wrested control of the ship from him. Knowing how sophisticated his personal controls were, coupled with his deep-seated paranoia, she was sure the only means of accessing the computers, would have been via his own manual procedures. 

Deep down, RIGA knew that he probably would have succeeded in delivering her unto her enemy. Could she have overcome them? No, probably not. Especially since they had obtained the shield technology from Osachi. Had she let him down? Should she have done something to try and rescue him?

“RIGA,” the gentle voice called her.

RIGA turned, and saw the female administrative assistant beckoning her to the door of the Head of ESSG. She was a kindly woman, very much the soft gentle front of the ESSG, and Bollida was the hard-metal chassis, kept out of sight most of the time.

“He will see you now,” she said. Her demeanour suggested that it wasn’t for a medal ceremony. RIGA pulled herself upright from the slouch she had adopted while pacing, and prepared to enter. The assistant moved aside for her.

“Ambassador Rigel,” Bollida called out in welcome.

RIGA walked in. Bollida wasn’t alone. She could see two other men, recognising them immediately. Her mind raced to take in what she was seeing, and what it might mean. Councillor Talbeck was bad news and an enemy of ESSG. If he was here, it meant trouble for them, for her probably. The man sitting next to him was the clearest indication that it would be directed toward her, Captain Jennings of the Tesperadus. A trap then, she thought.

Bollida wasn’t smiling. His message came through to her on her personal frequency. ‘Run with this, RIGA. Explanations later. Watch yourself.’

“Ambassador Rigel, I believe you know Councillor Talbeck and Captain Jennings,” Bollida stated, using her official title rather than her personal name. As RIGA, she was agent and spy, as the Ambassador she was diplomacy and guile. He was telling her to be the latter.

“I do. Good to see you again Captain.” She nodded at Jennings then looked at Talbeck. A thorn in the side for ESSG, a pacifist who believed that the Empirum should reduce its military numbers in peace time. He attacked ESSG constantly, and had more than once come close to unseating Bollida to put his own man in. 

“Councillor Talbeck, what a surprise. I wasn’t aware you indulged in inter-galactic trade negotiations?” RIGA referred to the fact he was here with Jennings, and therefore, should not be ‘officially’ aware of her investigations. How much had Jennings told him?

Talbeck leaned forward menacingly, no doubt comfortable in the belief he now had the means with which to strike at the heart of ESSG. “Ambassador Rigel, I understand you purport to represent the Empirum in your dealing with the Terran Empire. Yet, I don’t recollect the Council ever being informed of such negotiations.” He paused, turning to the man next to him. “Indeed, until Captain Jennings arrived with his story of  recent occurrences in Terran space, the Council were unaware the PACT Navy was being used to provide ESSG with means to intimidate foreign powers,” he glared at her.

RIGA looked at the man, unimpressed, then at Bollida, who also seemed unconcerned. She knew he would be quietly calculating the moves well ahead of Talbeck’s little power play. RIGA needed to respond and she thought about how to present this. What did Bollida want of her?

“Councillor, I’m afraid you are misinformed.” 

Talbeck sat back, his surprise plain. “Enlighten me,” he demanded arrogantly.

“Councillor, as you are fully aware, the Security Committee empowers the ESSG directly, and in the matter of Terra, I was simply doing what is considered to be the standard duties of its agents. I am neither required to seek permission of the Council, nor inform it.”

“But, that’s only for threats to the Empirum,” he spluttered.

“Precisely, Councillor,” RIGA bowed her head slightly, acknowledging his confirmation.

“So, you are implying that the Terran Empire is a threat to the Empirum?” Talbeck said, confident she was digging her own grave and that of the ESSG.

“I’m not at liberty to discuss ongoing missions with anyone outside the Security Council, Sir,” RIGA said, slipping the question aside.

“You will damn well respond to me when I ask you why you are forcing the Empirum to defend your actions in foreign space, Rigel. Or I will have you forced to explain it in front of a Council Hearing,” Talbeck threatened. “Dammation! You took Pact Warships into Terran space and threatened a Terran battleship within its own borders.” 

Bollida intervened. “Councillor, the Security Council is the officially elected body to oversee the ESSG. Your threat is meaningless. However, I am interested in knowing why it is that Captain Jennings has approached you, and your reason for being here today.”

Talbeck was quick to respond. “We are here simply to order you to pull the teeth from your little avenging angel here...” indicating RIGA, “and avoid a disastrous confrontation between our two empires.” He glared at Bollida, his hatred of the man clearly showing.

“Councillor, I believe you are misinformed in your premise – ,“Bollida began, but was interrupted again by Talbeck, who was becoming very aggressive.

“Bollida, I’m ordering you to back off and pull in your horns before you bring about a border war between the Empirum and the Terran Empire. This man is here to officially warn us of the Terran’s intention to enforce their borders. If this little troublemaker goes back there with Pact ships, they will be destroyed on sight,” he said pointing at RIGA. 

Jennings squirmed under RIGA’s scrutiny. She felt sure that he wasn’t as confident of the outcome as Talbeck implied. Suddenly, she knew how to play this meeting and interrupting Talbeck's tirade, she asked.

“I would like to hear from Captain Jennings on this matter.” She was rewarded with an angry glare from Talbeck who then had to halt his vitriolic attack on her and the ESSG. Bollida almost smiled.

“Ambassador Rigel.” Jennings looked almost relieved to have an opportunity to speak. “I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot. However, after you departed our system, certain things became apparent that required that I try to recover the situation. So, I am here to do just that,” Jennings gushed more diplomatically than Talbeck liked.

“Go on...?” RIGA requested, ignoring for the moment her boss, who was directly behind, and Talbeck who was still pumped from his attack on her and Bollida. Bollida, for his part, seemed happy for her to confront them both. He always did like to watch RIGA interact with humans. He never failed to point out how ‘human’ RIGA actually was, when placed amongst them.

Jennings continued. “It was certainly not my choice to come here. However, Osachi’s family rule much of Terra and his father is influential in all matters pertaining to the Space Navy. His family finance much of our fleet and development of new technology. As such, he gets pretty much whatever he wants. At the moment he wants to know the whereabouts of his son. Osachi is missing, and the rumour mill has it that he is being held for ransom. I have been provided with a small battle force and sent to track him down.”

“Why have you come to us?” RIGA asked.

Jennings looked at Talbeck, then back to RIGA. “We intercepted a communication between you and Osachi just before he disappeared. We didn’t know what it said, or referred to, but it was the last message that Osachi’s comms service has a record of. You were effectively the last person to talk to Osachi, and we need to know what it was about,” he reasoned.

“I cannot tell you why I contacted Osachi, you’re not cleared for that information. However, I can tell you that both he, and I, were kidnapped by an unknown enemy. Whilst managing to escape, I became aware that he had been interrogated, then removed from the enemy ship before I recovered consciousness. I believe he may still be alive, and be the subject of further interrogation, or as you pointed out, offered for ransom,” RIGA explained, unprepared to tell him the truth because he was plainly part of the conspiracy somewhere along the line. To divulge critical information to Talbeck, who would then cause major problems pretending to be acting in the Empirum’s greater interest, would be a big mistake.

“I see, and you cannot tell me why you and Osachi were kidnapped?” Jenning’s anger showed his evident frustration at her evasion.

“Only that it happened on your Space Station and your Political Officer was present,” RIGA offered.

“Wright?” Jennings spluttered incredulously. “BUT... but, he’s a senior member of the government. He is chairman of the sub-committee that ordered me here,” Jennings coughed. “He’s Osachi’s uncle.”

Interesting, RIGA filed that away. Not only was Wright still active, he was also ordering a small fleet into Empirum space to divert attention away from their activities - to delay what - her investigations?

“I’m well aware of the relationship. Osachi told me the history of his uncle being missing; eventually reappearing and entering into the political arena,” she said, giving Jennings a clear indication he would find no support for his argument there.

“Are you saying Lieutenant Wright is behind Osachi’s kidnapping? That’s preposterous!” Jennings disbelief was written all over his face. “What proof do you have?”

Bollida nodded at RIGA, who placed her hand discreetly over his terminal nodes, as if she was turning them on, and not actually inputting from her own memories.

“This is an audio recording of my kidnapping moments after I arrived at Osachi’s place on the Space Station,” RIGA offered. “We have analysed the audio, and there is no doubt that it is the same voice I recorded of your Political Officer on the Tesperadus.”

Jennings watched closely as her hand interfaced with the two grooved slots on Bollida’s desk, distaste evident on his face. He looked at Talbeck as if checking he was seeing the action. RIGA knew that Talbeck, like many others, were used to seeing implants, it would not affect him in the slightest.

She pulled the subject record from her data-banks and played it through the office audio system. The sound of the kidnappers voices were replayed in full. Wright’s voice was clear, sufficiently high enough quality for voice identification.

The short recording stopped. RIGA withdrew her hand.

“Where did this occur, what was happening when you heard this?” Captain Jennings, now ashen-faced, stood facing RIGA.

RIGA glanced at Talbeck who was looking bemused. He had lost control of the meeting and was now trying to gather himself for a further attack. RIGA could see he wasn’t fully in the picture, and the recording had upset him too, for some reason.

Turning to Jennings, she replied, “Captain Jennings, this occurred on the Space Station where I met Osachi. He was presumably captured before I got there and interrogated aboard the ship I was on. Until I escaped and saw the ship’s logs, I had not seen Osachi and had no idea he had been captured, let alone interrogated.”

“Yet, you survived and are here. So, what happened?” He looked accusingly at her as if she had deliberately left Osachi behind. Really, he was hoping to gain some insights into what knowledge she had of the DAN and the Tochin conspiracy. It was evident that all of this was an attempt to get her, and the ESSG to back off. How had Jennings known to contact the one man who would bulldoze his way into ESSG, and threaten all kinds of mayhem. There must be spies in the Council, she decided, making a mental note to investigate later.

She glanced over at Bollida for a moment. To Jennings it was only a second, but to the other two it was sufficient time for a complex and detailed exchange, one they rarely held because of RIGA’s cover as a human diplomat. They were also rarely in the same room and for security purposes could not converse outside of Bollida’s office.

Bollida answered. “We are not prepared to share that information with you, or your government, Captain Jennings. Let’s just say we have concerns enough about our own Empirum security, let alone an external agency.”

Talbot rose from his quiet fury and rallied his ire. “Bollida, it seems to me you are being the usual arrogant lump of asteroid, hell-bent on making trouble to justify your increasing expansion of a secret state. Why on Emporia can you not give out information that might help them recover this - kidnapped prince?” He waved his hands theatrically.

“Because, Councillor Talbeck, there are matters outstanding, that pertain to Empirum security and these override any release of information to you, or a foreign power, however well meaning the intention. That does not mean we won’t help the Captain search for Osachi, will it, Ambassador Rigel?”

RIGA nodded at Bollida, and replied, while continuing to watch, picking up the little physical tell-tale signs, trying to establish where this was all going. “Captain Jennings, am I to understand that you are here to elicit assistance in tracking down smugglers and conspirators operating between the Empirum, and Terra?”

Jennings seemed to think about that. No doubt digesting the news that there was still an ongoing investigation, thought RIGA, who was practically reading his mind from his body language. “Yes, I... Of course, Ambassador.” He suddenly realised that an opening was being provided for him to retrieve the situation. 

RIGA had her own reasons for taking this tack. She needed to put Talbeck out of the picture while at the same time, place Jennings on the defensive. “Yet, I wonder at your initial behaviour towards me when I came to you for help on the same mission. Coupled with this, I’m at a loss to understand your arrival and departure at the site of the exploding communication asteroid, where the other ships present were evidently not Terran Navy.”

Jennings now peered out the window, seemingly watching the dance of flitters in the distance, as they pirouetted around Epsilon Gamma’s capital. In reality, she could see his mind grinding out a plausible explanation.

“Ambassador, I was misinformed - deliberately, it would appear. I understood you to be an emissary true, but had been given information that you were secretly representing the conspirators by Lieutenant Wright. He also called our attention to the explosion and advised us that it was possible that you were behind it. We left because your drive signature wasn’t present, and Lieutenant Wright presented credentials for the other ships. They were supposedly, a secret task force set up to hunt down the smugglers, and deal with them. Our presence was putting their operation in jeopardy, so we left.”

“Yet, you were the Captain of the Tesperadus, why was it, you were unaware of this secret task force?” RIGA queried.

Jennings turned to RIGA with a rueful smile. “It would seem that certain recordings were handed to my superiors by the political division - recordings that showed me in a poor light in a confrontation with your fleet. As punishment, I was put under Wright’s orders for the balance of the operation, and trust me, Ambassador that was not a comfortable situation for a fleet captain to be in.”

RIGA considered his response. It did make sense, her recordings would have severely compromised the Captain’s position in a situation where two sides were competing for supremacy. Also, his contradictory behaviour could easily be accounted for, if the political officer were providing misinformation, as background to her mission. “I am inclined to accept your explanation Captain. It would appear you have found your traitor.”

“Indeed, that may be so, Ambassador Rigel. However, knowing it and proving the fact, especially against one with whom I would be seen to have a grievance against, is highly implausible. They will need irrefutable proof, and it would need to come from someone, other than me to carry any weight with Naval Command and the Space Council.”

He turned back to the window. “However, my main mission is to discover the whereabouts of Osachi and instigate his rescue, if that is still possible.” 

Talbeck went to speak, but Jennings turned to him and placed a hand on his arm. When Talbeck looked at Jennings there was an implicit message in the man’s face that told him to remain quiet.

RIGA had noticed the subtle shift in power between them, knowing precisely why they were taking a different tack. Jennings had accepted the new role that RIGA had laid out for him, thinking it would get them the information without a battle. However, this also took the pressure off Bollida and the ESSG, whilst preparing the ground for RIGA to spring a trap.

“Then, I will see what we can do about that, Captain. I too would very much like to rescue Osachi,” RIGA responded, looking carefully at Bollida, knowing full well they both had to talk, and now.

Bollida, as if reading her mind, which in a sense he was through their mental messages, stood as if to draw the meeting to a close. “In the meantime, I am sure councillor Talbeck has arranged accommodations for you, and perhaps now would be a good time for him to show you to them?”

 


23. Enemy Fleet

RIGA and Bollida sat quietly, their conversation running hyper-fast, a private encrypted channel that, in this room was the most secure means available to the Empirum. They sat in the same room because it also afforded them the additional security of Bollida’s shielding.

‘Talbeck is a continuing problem, he seems bent on destroying the Empirum from the inside. Does he represent a threat that we need to deal with? 

‘No, we cannot do that without good reason. Just because he’s opposed to the ESSG and military force doesn’t make him a threat, although to be honest some of these humans seem to lack any ability for logical analysis, which might make them a threat one day,’ Bollida laughed.

RIGA considered telling Bollida of the grief Talbeck had given her while she was working on a previous mission. She had managed to deal with him and protect her boss, who was Talbeck’s real target all along. Could they gain anything by her bringing it up? Probably not. She would find a way of dealing with him in her own time. She was careful not to let Bollida read any of her thoughts - he would not approve at all. Still, it wouldn’t do any harm to keep his suspicions aroused.

‘I’m highly suspicious of the way Jennings and Talbeck came together. Am I the only one that finds their alliance suspicious? How did Jennings manage to meet up with Talbeck, the only Councillor assured to attack us without us even getting a whisper they were in the Epsilon system? And we still don’t know where they are, or how many ships they have brought with them.’  in fact RIGA was disgusted with their own military alertness. She suspected there was more to that to be uncovered. She made a note.

Bollida responded. ‘We need to be able to trust the Terrans. If we can't, then we will have to go it alone. We could end up with a war on two borders which could decimate us, leaving us completely vulnerable.’ 

‘Yes, I know. The problems come with the agents of Tochin, one of whom we have to assume is this ‘Lieutenant Wright’. We are quite possibly compromised at many levels. We cannot move forward unless we are fully capable of secrecy. Any mission we carry out to rescue Osachi, or discover his whereabouts will be difficult with so many officers and crews. The enemy have communication facilities and battleships all across our systems.’ RIGA’s eyes were closed as she accessed her memories for clues on how to proceed, while continuing to communicate with her superior.

He responded, equally introspective, chasing down his other duties while talking to her. Multi-tasking was his own little specialty. 

‘Well, we have tracked down a few of the enemy network addresses you uncovered. One is here on Epsilon Gamma, another is on Zeta Nine. All indications so far are that the one here is a young cell, not yet fully operational. Several reports had been received of unauthorised attempts to access the fleet’s secure communications. We were able to use the combined intelligence from those, to narrow down the source. Two AI’s and two humans are being taken into custody as we speak.’ 

‘Why would AI’s work with these people. The whole Tochin society is anti-AI. They would be terminated if the Tochin win here.’

‘They do it for the same reason revolutionaries always do it, a deluded desire to instigate sociological change, but on their own terms,’ he answered, knowing she was well able to analyse this aspect of sentient nature, as he.

‘Do we know how they were approached, enlisted, or inserted? Are the arrested humans Tochin? We need to find their contact; they must have a transmitter. Perhaps there is a ship hidden in-system?’ RIGA continued to fire questions at her boss who swatted them onto his mental desktop and allowed them to sit there, while his mind explored his vast communications network, trying to find answers that would provide her with the necessary momentum for her mission.

Bollida went quiet for a few seconds while he received input from one of his sources.

‘It appears we have a lead. The Vasta has discovered a cloaked ship in the Epsilon system. It is passively monitoring for activity. When we monitored the cell prior to capturing them, we noted it maintained communications with an external source. This has since been confirmed by your friend, Xandarl, as the probable recipient of the transmission.’

‘They will run if they realise they have been discovered,’ RIGA responded. ‘I need to get there before they become aware they are compromised.’ 

‘Agreed. If you can, use this opportunity to track down their fleet. Take Jennings with you, he will be useful if you end up back in Terran space. Even if you don’t, it will be politically advantageous to have them as allies in this.’

RIGA knew better than to argue. Her boss rarely ordered her to do anything, he knew her mind worked like his. She could see the larger picture even when bogged down in the intrigue. She would have to tell Jennings the truth, but on her ship where Gossie could monitor his reactions and they could control his communications. It would give them an opportunity to uncover his real allegiance, which still remained in doubt.

‘I’m on it. Tell Xandarl well done, from me and to monitor all communications from and to the ship - patch everything through to Gossie,’ RIGA asked. This was what made Bollida and her such a good team. As much as she disagreed, or had reservations, if Bollida told her to do something, she would commit to it completely, whilst still making sure she covered for her boss.

RIGA opened a channel through Bollida’s shielding and called her ship.

‘Gossie, we need to move now. Can you locate me and jump me aboard. Also, find Captain Jennings, he’s around somewhere close by, and request his presence, if confirmed, then jump him too, but don’t tell him anything.’

Opening her eyes and standing ready to be teleported out of his office, RIGA looked down at her boss.

‘I’m going to intercept the ship and either try to board it using the technology installed on Gossie, or I’m going to follow it and try to uncover the rest of the fleet, or track Osachi and rescue him,’ RIGA advised. ‘ Please arrange for Captain Xandarl and his fleet to shadow us. I will use an encrypted frequency to update him.’ 

‘Good. That technology needs to be made available to our fleet; make that your ultimate goal with the Terrans. I will keep the Security Committee quiet here until we hear from you, and don’t worry about Talbeck - he has no teeth to bite us with.’  He nodded, dismissing her.

RIGA was aboard her ship as soon as Bollida had finished. She knew he would be astounded at the sudden vacuum of space where she had previously stood. She grinned mischievously. Making him jump would have been worth recording.

As she strapped herself into the cockpit in preparation for a fast pursuit, RIGA felt the pressure change as Gossie brought Captain Jennings aboard.

“Sit yourself down Captain, we’re about to pursue the enemy, and I don’t want to have to pick up the pieces if our manoeuvring throws you against the bulkhead,” RIGA smiled.

She looked out the corner of her eye, as the Captain slipped into the seat next to hers, and strapped himself in.

“I need to update my ship on my location and destination,” Jennings said.

“Negative, Captain. We’re on a secret mission and your officers and crew are not cleared by the Empirum military,” she said curtly. Then, as if to soften the impact of her harsh words, remembering Bollida's instruction to keep them onside, “...they need to stay where they are until it is deemed in order for them to either return to Terran space, or be checked for hostiles by our security.”

“Hah! That’s never going to happen, your people crawling over the Tesperadus?” Jennings scoffed.

“Gossie, patch me through to the Tesperadus AI please,” RIGA requested.

“Hello RIGA, how are you?” asked Paris

“Paris I’m fine. I need you to do something for me,” RIGA asked.

“Go ahead, RIGA.”

“Contact the GEN Vasta, speak only to Captain Xandarl and attach your fleet to his command.”

“I can only do that with Captain Jenning’s authority, RIGA, you know that,” Paris responded.

“Yes, anticipated. Hold while I confer with Captain Jennings.”

“Well? Do you want to be part of this, or do you want to go back to your ship and return to Terra?” RIGA asked the Captain, who plainly felt out of his depth by the turn of events. He took a long hard look at RIGA, then nodded.

“Paris, this is Captain Jennings, voice match and authorisation ALPHA, FOUR, TWENTY, ZULU, CAPSTAN. Proceed to contact Captain Xandarl of the GEN Vasta and link the Tesperadus fleet to his. However, on no account allow boarding of Terran ships by any Empirum representatives. Advise officers of the fleet that we are on neutral military exercises with the Empirum Navy and to accept overall command from Captain Xandarl. No engagement with any enemy ships is to be undertaken without authorisation from me, or the officer commanding the bridge. Captain Jennings out.”

“Affirmative Captain. It will be as you ordered. Tesperadus out.”

RIGA smiled. She knew Captain Xandarl would keep the Terran fleet occupied until they were needed. It was unlikely the Terrans would get an opportunity to fire on any other ship, while in Empirum space.

“Gossie, cloak and shield, proceed to designated coordinates,” RIGA commanded.

She turned to face Jennings. “Captain, you should know what is happening, because your fleet may well be called to Action Stations in your absence.”

“They will not fire unless fired upon. The Terran fleet will remain neutral in a fire fight and withdraw. That is the order I gave,” Jennings responded.

“Yes, I’m aware of that, Captain, which is why I need to tell you something that you do not know, and mustn’t be shared until we have established full security procedures with the Terran Authorities,” RIGA explained.

“Go on. I’m somewhat a captive audience at the moment,” he said gruffly.

“Captain, are you aware that the Terran Empire and the Empirum have been infiltrated by an enemy calling themselves the ‘Tochin’ who are even now, preparing to invade both of our empires, after first sabotaging our defence and weapon systems?”

“I’m going to have to take your word on that seeing as I am unable to verify anything. Are you sure, and what evidence do you have?”

‘Are you monitoring his responses, Gossie?’ RIGA sent through her mental message channel.

‘Affirmative,’ was the response.

“Fair question Captain. I have uncovered a pipeline of sabotaged missiles and defence technology that would have failed on a command given by a Tochin invasion fleet, leaving us completely at their mercy. We are currently replacing this equipment with clean hardware.”

Jennings said nothing, his face though showed considerably more. RIGA wasn’t getting a good feeling about this, but continued, she needed irrefutable proof.

“We also believe that the same has been occurring within the Terran system.”

“Who are the ‘Tochin’?” Jennings asked.

“They are an Imperial Empire much the size of ours. They are genetically matched to both Terran humans as well as Empirum humans...“ 

He interrupted her. “Wait, what does that mean, ‘genetically matched’?”

“It means they are ‘human’, Captain Jennings. Their DNA matches Terran and Empirum DNA. You.. We... are all one race,” RIGA remembered just in time to include herself. “They are hiding on our worlds in plain sight, and I believe your Lieutenant Wright is actually a Tochin infiltrator.”

Jennings put his hand up to make her pause while he absorbed the information she was giving him.

She continued when he nodded his understanding. 

“They don’t have a vast fleet, or superior technology. So they cannot afford a protracted battle, and they do not want their home worlds attacked, so are working to disable any long distance threat. From what we understand so far, they are extremely political and so long as they are winning without major cost to themselves, they will happily pursue their objective of subjugation of our nation states.”

Jennings had taken it all on board. “So, you're saying that the fleets and governments of both of our home worlds have these ‘Tochin infiltrators’ who are undermining our mutual security, and the only way to stop them is to give them a bloody nose that will frighten off their political support back home?” RIGA wondered if he was aware his reactions were being monitored closely.

Jennings continued, asking his own questions. “That I can understand, but how are you going to deal with the ‘Tochin’ infiltrators? If they are all human you won’t be able to identify them from anyone else.”

“That’s the really interesting part of all of this.” RIGA offered waiting for Jennings reaction to her next statement. “By chance we obtained their DNA and were able to analyse it. They have a particular DNA signature which can be used to identify them, which was why I said your ships needed to be checked for hostiles,” RIGA answered. “If they can be cleared of any ‘Tochin agents’ then you can use your small fleet to test and clear further ships until your fleet is cleared to defend your Empire. We know what to look for in terms of sabotage, and this data can be passed to ‘cleared’ groups who can check your own armaments.”

Jennings was nodding, very convincingly. “This is all fine, RIGA, but why am I confined on your ship on an unknown mission, when I could be cleaning house on my own ships, as you suggest?”

‘RIGA, his body temperature is cool, but his skin temperature is rising, pupils dilated and pulse is rapid. He’s developing a tick under his right eye. He’s panicking, so go easy we don’t want him to blow just yet.’

“We are hunting an enemy fleet in our system that is acting as contact point for the local terrorist cells. Since I destroyed their inter-system telephone exchange in your sector of space, I suspect they need to use their fleet to transmit communications between everyone,” RIGA explained.

“Hmm! So, you are suggesting that those ships at the site of the explosion were Tochin battleships. No wonder they looked so different, I was told not to ask questions, and my ability to independently verify anything meant I was unable to pass the data along to Naval Command.”

‘He just outright lied, RIGA, I have the recording, keep going.’

“You departed at the right time for your ship’s survival, I think, Captain Jennings. As soon as you left a giant Tochin battleship arrived. I now think it was there to take your ship out if there had been any question of Wright’s ability to control the situation,” RIGA admitted, deliberately leaving Jennings out of the question mark over who controlled the Tesperadus.

“So, what are you going to do when we find this fleet, RIGA?” Jennings mused.

“I am going to board her and attempt to find out more about their fleet whereabouts, as well as try and track down the location of Osachi,” RIGA advised him.

“What? Alone?  But you're just – ”

“A girl, Captain Jennings?” RIGA already knew the Tochin tendency to not have women in battle, or in positions of control. The Tochin were a male dominated race reinforced by old and rigid religious beliefs. She could see the effect it had on them in continually underestimating her, and the artificial intelligences in her world. He, and his kind must never win - everything they had built would all be destroyed.

Jennings looked at her, then down at her hand. It was then that RIGA remembered his look of distaste on the Tesperadus, when referring to her as a cyborg. If he only knew how close he was to the truth, she thought.

“How are we in terms of time and distance to target, Gossie?” RIGA asked. Even though she could check it herself, she required the human to believe her skill set was limited to other humans.

“We are twenty clicks from transfer point and then a short jump will put us in range of the enemy ship. I estimate fifteen minutes,” Gossie updated them.

“Time for me to get ready,” RIGA advised the Captain. “Thanks to your jump field, I can proceed without using the ship as a transfer agent. The field is highly accurate.”

“Yes, but dangerous to humans, RIGA. We stopped using it for personal transfers a long time ago because we couldn’t plan for obstacles at the destination transfer point,” Captain Jennings pointed out in a patronising tone.

“It’s a risk I’m prepared to take, Captain,” RIGA reassured him. She was aware that Gossie’s sensors were pretty good and the despatch of a surveillance drone ahead would give her the few milliseconds needed to tune her arrival. The technology may be new to them, but they were making rapid progress with it as a clandestine operational tool. 

RIGA wondered if much of the humans concern was a Tochin-based fear. How long had they been making their plans to take over the two empires? Decades, she thought, if Wright was Tochin. How long had it taken Jennings to rise through the ranks to Fleet Captain. It wouldn't have happened overnight, unless other Tochin infiltrators had a hand in getting him promoted.

As RIGA placed her helm over her head, her hair disappeared inside as she unconsciously shortened it. The Captain’s eyes blinked as if he had missed something. RIGA didn’t, and admonished herself, no need to increase his fear factor unduly, yet.

Checking her blasters, shield band and fring, she prepared for Gossie to jump her to the enemy location.

“Captain, Osachi was interrogated by these people and had to give up the cloaking frequencies to them to stay alive. As a result we were nearly destroyed when we arrived back in-system. We don’t think he gave up the shield frequencies, as far as we know, but we can't  be sure.” RIGA eyed the Captain seriously. “We may be discovered immediately if all the enemy ships know our drive signature and are capable of reading the cloak. So Gossie is going to do a fly past at full speed. You call it a ‘buzz manoeuvre’ I believe.”

“How do you know he was interrogated? I thought you said you hadn’t seen him, or had contact with him?”

“Because, we had specially adapted shields and cloak, ones that only Osachi, Gossie and I knew about. When they tried to overcome our shields they used codes that would have been valid had we received commercial shields, as ordered by Wright. The specially modified shield Osachi installed wasn’t even issued to your Military, so there were no override codes built in.”

Captain Jennings nodded, understanding. He would know exactly what that had cost the Tochin if he was part of the conspiracy, a fact which RIGA had few doubts about, at this stage. She still had to play things out the way Bollida wanted it, which meant treating him as part of the team until she had irrefutable proof of his involvement with the Tochin.

“Gossie should get us in, and out of range faster than they can arm and fire any counter measures. It is down to exact timing. There are two things I have to do, first send the drone, then immediately transfer myself to a point on the ship that is viable for my plan to work. I need you to stay here and monitor with Gossie. If necessary you will need to authorise your ships to participate in a fire fight, you can only do that if you are safe and out of the line of fire.”

“But you're going in alone; I’m equally as good as you with one of those,” he said pointing at the blasters in their holsters.

He was suddenly staring down two open barrels, one against each eye. It hadn’t been more than a blink in time.

As RIGA re-holstered her blasters, Captain Jenning’s brain was still registering what had occurred.

“Err! That’s fast.” He laughed nervously, looking at RIGA more suspiciously than before. 

She noted the coldness creep into his eyes, the body language indicating he was less than happy with her display. She had been too fast, she realised. No human could have done that.

“Jumping.. NOW!” Gossie announced.

 

“Target is two hundred clicks ahead of us, and cloaked. It is not responding to our arrival. It would appear the modifications to our cloaking device are working,” Gossie announced.

‘What modifications, Gossie?’ RIGA asked on their private frequency.

‘The technical people looked at the new cloaking system and discovered they could improve it with a few tweaks. Apparently, one of Osachi’s technicians hadn’t cleared down the memory cache before departing and the pass-code was still logged. It was a simple matter to rewrite the code and add in some improvements.’

‘Well, that would have been nice to know - before we left,’ RIGA smarted from not checking the maintenance logs, and taking Gossie for granted.

‘You would have known, but the Captain IS a bit of a distraction,’ Gossie teased.

To distract Jennings from the short silence, Gossie said, “Concentrate on the enemy ship. Check if its signature matches the Goliath we saw in Terran space.”

Captain Jennings wasn’t happy. “How can you see the ship’s drive signature when it is cloaked?”

“Because we designed and built new sensors to partially neutralise the cloaking frequencies used by the Tochin, which, incidentally, were stolen from the Terran Empire,” Gossie answered.

“Oh! So, you can see all Terran Empire ships as well?” he asked.

“Not really, only drive signatures. If we know which ships they are, we can readily identify them, otherwise the system simply locates their positions. The GEN Vasta was using this new technology when they tracked this ship to its current location,” Gossie added.

RIGA knew that Gossie was attempting to divert Captain Jennings away from the question of their upgraded cloaking technology, which was also of Terran origin. 

The fact that the best AI scientific minds were able to converge on an issue such as a ship’s cloaking device and its unlocked software, meant they could immediately develop it into a new ‘upgraded’ product with little effort. The Terrans would not be too happy if they thought their technology had been stolen, not only by the Tochin, but also the Empirum. To then discover the Empirum had improved it and then not shared with them, would not go down well, if, and when, the Terrans found out. Luckily, barring accidental discovery, it wasn’t RIGA’s problem, but she felt certain that Osachi would get the upgrade specifications.

The size of their small ship represented an insignificant speck against the enormous battleship. Knowing its proximity meant they could ascertain its bow and aft end, Gossie negotiated their way carefully to a position to the rear of the Goliath vessel and began searching for a break in their shields. Most large ships used multiple emitters to build cloaks and shields around their vessels. However, it was not always a perfect solution, especially if constructed in a hurry. RIGA was hoping for a malformed overlap that might give them a gap to teleport her onto the ship.

“Found one,” Gossie announced.

She had been searching for over two hours while RIGA and Captain Jennings had been going over the previous images of the Goliath taken by Gossie’s sensors in the Terran system. She had a pretty good idea of the layout of the enormous ship now and was identifying and listing possible weapon emplacements in preparation for an attack on the ship if her mission was successful. Her results would be relayed to the GEN Vasta.

“Send in a surveillance drone,” RIGA requested.

Captain Jennings was startled when a small globe flew into the cockpit from the rear of the craft. It remained there for only a few seconds before it was jumped out of the ship and ‘ported in through the gap in the Goliath’s shield, cloaking itself immediately on arrival. 

The feed came through on the sensors. RIGA switched to visual so that Jennings could see them. She pretended to view them too, but she could see more clearly via her internal systems.

The drone had jumped into a hangar bay. While it darted around under Gossie’s deft control, they monitored the feed. The hangar was home to what they immediately identified as fighters. There were one hundred and forty four placed on four decks that looked to be designed to rotate round to provide flight access to the bay doors. This would put them in launch squadrons of thirty plus fighters per wing.

“Zoom in on the fighter on that deck.” RIGA pointed on the screen, whilst at the same time pinpointing them herself via her internal sensors for Gossie to identify.

“Those outer fighters are different to the others,” RIGA noted. 

“They have pilot pods, the others don’t,” Jennings informed her, helpfully.

“Yes, these others could be drones. That would represent squads of six ships with a single controller,” RIGA suggested.

“There aren’t many guards around there. Gossie, direct the drone to search out surveillance cameras and sensors,” RIGA requested.

After five minutes the vidscreen was replaced with a 3D floor plan and placement of cameras and surveillance sensors. These, plus the guards, showed that the hangar was well protected, but only at the main entrances. There were plenty of smaller areas where RIGA could enter, or exit the hangar bays.

“Jump me here,” RIGA indicated to Gossie on the vidscreen following it up with an internal direction which indicated the exact spot on the grid on the top tier, well away from the guards and two of the cameras.

“What do you intend to do there, RIGA?” Jennings asked.

“Hopefully, hack their software, try and retrieve data on Osachi’s possible location, and maybe infect their systems with a virus that will disable their ability to retaliate. I haven’t worked out quite what, or how to do it all yet, but I will,” RIGA responded.

“I want to come,” he demanded, then as if to provide justification to his request, “I need to take a look at those fighters. If I can get into one of them, I might work out how to jam the drones. In a dogfight they might be a problem for our F VII-Marauders.” 

RIGA looked at him thoughtfully, but in reality was conversing with Gossie.

‘He’s making his move, RIGA,’ Gossie said through their private link.

Jennings was looking intently at her, as if reading her mind, which of course he couldn’t do. She needed to decide quickly what to do.

‘We need to keep him out of the way, if he is Terran and something happens they might blame us, if he is Tochin, or in their pay, then we cannot afford for him to divulge what we know’.

To Jennings, she made it look as if she was reluctant to consider his proposal. In fact she was aware the proof she needed would be in his actions. He needed to incriminate himself if the Terran authorities were going to believe her version of events. If they didn’t,  it might reflect badly on any future relations. She just wasn’t prepared to risk this part of her strategy, he would have to wait.

“I’m under instructions from Bollida to keep you with me; informed, involved, but safe. You are here as a representative of your people so that you can verify the events as they occur. I will have no time to protect you down there.”

She watched Jenning's reactions and was pleased to see his anger and frustration, though hidden well, was near the surface. Had he been on his own ship, they would never know the risk he posed. Here she could have a measure of control over the Terran fleet. Captain Xandarl would be watching them closely.

Double checking her gear RIGA silently messaged Gossie. ‘If the alarm goes off, jump away - we can’t afford to let him go now. I have activated my locator beacon so you should be able to follow me.’

‘If they capture you, RIGA, they will transport you back to Tochin space and you will be lost to us. We cannot afford for that to happen. I was instructed by Bollida to let the GEN Vasta know if you are taken. They will mount an offensive to either destroy the ship, or rescue you,’ Gossie advised.

‘Then I will use that opportunity to escape, should the need arise,’ RIGA responded positively, not at all surprised at Gossie’s response.

‘Acceptable,’ her AI answered.

 


24. The TELLUR

Gossie had positioned her out of immediate view, behind a pillar. With her invisibility activated by a hand on her armoured leathers, she remained there, motionless as her senses acquired locations of both guards. 

Although she agreed with Jennings, that the knowledge of the drone fighters would be an important intelligence asset, possibly saving many Terran and Empirum pilot lives, it was also obvious to both her and Gossie, that he would have sought to sabotage her mission in some way and warn the Tochin. 

When RIGA was sure of the sensors and guard placements, she ran lightly across the hangar, intermingling with the fighters, to give herself cover from possible sensor sweeps. On reaching the emergency exit, she placed her hand over the control panel. It would require input codes to disarm it. She had to fiddle, the machined parts were flush and didn’t easily allow her thin tendrils of intelligent wire to insert themselves into the electronics tucked up behind the entrance panel. Once she did manage to get in, the software code slipped into her system and matched up with previous Tochin codes that she acquired on the DAN. 

RIGA patiently rewrote code, loading it back into the processing chip hidden in the door panel, then withdrawing her connections, pulled the handle sharply. It opened, and RIGA was in the clear. The Tochin might be a threat, but so long as they wrote poor and antiquated code, she and others like her, would have an opportunity to stop them in their tracks. 

The only problem was that defeating them meant you became responsible for them, which wasn’t Empirum policy. Direct confrontation was a last resort and even then, only to force them to retreat. It was never Empirum policy to invade and overcome other planets, or empires. They had enough problems containing their own. RIGA was responsible for keeping the Empirum safe, beyond that, was someone else’s problem.

Now, safely through the hatch, RIGA found herself in a long corridor that looked to run through the ship from port to starboard. A central space offered a route fore and aft. RIGA chose to go to the rear; her mission briefing called for intelligence gathering not confrontation. For that she needed a comms console, and somewhere quiet to interrogate it. As she slipped down the grey, empty, well-lit corridor, the link to Gossie faded. She had expected that; the hole in the shield overlap would not provide extensive access. She wondered if Gossie would drop a comm drone relay in, while hunting other access points. It might be difficult to hide even with the miniature cloaking devices they contained.

The area was quiet. The first corridor section contained cabins, most with some form of activity in them. Hurriedly, she moved on to the next corridor until she had passed out of crew areas and into store and utility rooms.

RIGA stopped outside a store room, picking up electronic signals that tallied with her expectations for an active vidscreen.  There were no human sounds of activity inside. The door wasn’t even locked, and she opened it a crack, slipping into the darkness. Closing the door behind her, she activated her low visibility lenses, and surveyed the room’s contents.

It was an outfitting room with uniforms everywhere, black with the same gold and silver piping she had seen on the DAN. Most were still in their packets, a few were hung, ready for fitting. They were all officers uniforms. RIGA strode across the room to the work area where she had detected vidscreen signals and removed a jacket that had been draped over the screen, lighting the room with its display. She was more than satisfied to see it had been left logged in by the previous owner. Humans were so complacent. If they only knew how easy it was to break into a system when you have a key - any key.

It didn’t take long for RIGA to hack into the main computer from here. She was lucky, the outfitter had links to all of the officers and senior crew to enable the scheduling of uniform fitting. She had arrived in their downtime where they simulated a form of night to keep their crew regulated. RIGA could tell from the terminal timetable that the room would be reoccupied in a few hours. It would be good enough. Sitting down at the desk in front of the antique screen RIGA set to work. She didn’t notice when her invisibility wore off. Neither did she notice the winking light of the motion detector locking onto her movements. After a few minutes the light went out.

It was thirty minutes before she successfully hacked into the secure system. She was still unable to reach the battle computer that managed the shield, cloak and weaponry. Their institutionalised brand of paranoia meant different parts of the ship were independently managed. They had a jump drive recently installed as well, and she could access that. They weren’t yet familiar with the technology and she could tell it was a copy of Terran systems. The Tochin, it appeared, were great liberators of other races discoveries, but not innovative developers so were unable to modify, only incorporate. 

It meant they were not as big a threat as they could have been had they evolved their own jump drives. People who understood technology tended to be more adept at using it and this always reflected well in battle. Knowing what a weapon can do, and more importantly, what it cannot, is essential to know how far to push in a fight. Often it was the difference between victory and defeat.

It was a simple matter to sabotage the jump software by creating a hidden loop routine causing it to malfunction when activated. The system would think they had jumped, but the ship would remain where it was. How quickly they discovered the fault, was down to how well they understood the drive software. She felt it unlikely they would go anywhere fast, unless they restored the system from a backup. She didn't have time to track that down.

She really needed to access their battle computer, or she would have to physically compromise their shield generators. She had tracked the possible location of the secure computer to the bridge, and that was heavily guarded in the main part of the ship. RIGA didn’t believe her invisibility would extend to getting through their security and there was no way she could fight half the ship on her own. 

Her warning tingle started up. She activated all her senses within twenty feet of her position. There was nothing, all was quiet. The ship almost seemed to be sleeping. In spite of it she continued to work.

RIGA pulled up the deck plan of the ship. It was very large. There were six shield generators spaced evenly around the vessel. RIGA calculated their output and discovered that the ship had built in major redundancy. It would be difficult to disable enough of the generators to give her fleet an advantage. All she could do was install a worm which would cause the controllers to degrade in use. She had no idea how long it would take and as the shields were active it would start almost immediately. All she had to do was gain access to the battle computer. 

Then, it came to her how she could gain access. She would need to get back to the hangar deck. Checking her sensors to ensure she was still undiscovered, RIGA reactivated her invisibility. As she opened the door to leave the cabin, the tingling, which, in fact, hadn’t actually stopped, resurfaced and was now warning her of something seriously amiss. Poking her head out of the doorway RIGA couldn’t see anything at all. The coast seemed perfectly clear.

She was about to begin walking towards the hangar bay, when she caught sight of the cameras in the corridor. Whilst they couldn’t see her, she noticed that three of them were centred on the door of the room she had just vacated. The other two were covering the corners of the corridor junction, one of which she was about to reach. She stopped short of the corner and pushed her sensors out beyond her usual limit recognising that they might react with equipment in the surrounding rooms. It wasn’t good news.

She decided to get a closer look, ensuring her invisibility was still active, and shield on, she walked around the corner and stood still. There was an officer pointing a device directly at her with a group of guards either side, all holding blasters and lasers. 

“FIRE!”  he shouted at some response from his gadget. She had no time to react.

They all opened fire on her directly without apparently being able to see her. The device must be some kind of electrical field detector, because every single shot hit her shield head on. Standing her ground, she was unable to move forward, or see from the shield’s reaction to multiple blaster fire. But when someone activated an EMP field, RIGA knew it was time to act, before it was aimed in her direction. It would kill her shield and Armillo invisibility and leave her defenceless.

So much for the short route to the hangar, she thought.

Leaping backward in a somersault, she turned, then ran full speed for the other corridor. Without knowing what was there, RIGA had already deduced it would be another officer, identical group of guards, and possibly the same equipment. Her only single advantage would be that they wouldn’t be expecting her, believing she was still at the other end of the corridor, where the fire had erupted - it was her only chance of escape.

Aiming directly for the opposite side of the corridor turning, RIGA leaped at it maintaining her speed, using the bulkhead as the floor. Her speed so great now, that when she her feet touched the wall the friction of her forward momentum allowed her to run vertically up the wall, then parallel to the ceiling in an arc until she lost momentum and dropped to the ground.

The guards, not having seen her speed around the corner, but heard and felt the rush and impact of air as she passed, had no time to react as she landed behind and turned to disarm them. She took out the guard with the EMP device first, then used her physical force to push him into the others, further adding to the confusion. It all happened so quick, that RIGA would only see it properly herself in replay later.

Three seconds! It required no more time before they were disarmed, but otherwise unhurt. She had no time waste. RIGA had to move before any other EMP guns were brought to bear on her. With so many, in a confined space she wouldn’t survive without a shield.

It was important that she avoided contact with crew at all costs. RIGA needed time to get to the hangar before the search parties cornered her. It wouldn’t take long with that device the officer was holding. Dammation, she should have grabbed one, it would be useful to know what they were detecting her with. Maybe her sensors recorded the data. If she came across them again she would obtain one of the devices.

As guard teams scrambled down corridors, RIGA was careful to hang back, or speed up to avoid them. It took her twenty minutes, but eventually she made her way back to the hangar. 

As she re-entered through the emergency hatch, her ship came on-line.

‘RIGA, is all well?’ Gossie asked.

‘Their shields and battle computers are locked down and I need to somehow break into their loop. I have an idea how to do it, but need more time.'

‘Take what you need, I will keep the drone on standby,’ Gossie responded.

Her sensors picked up a guard proceeding towards her vicinity with another one of those detectors. He wasn’t patrolling which meant something had alerted him. He was talking into his comms unit.

“I’m getting a signal I tell you, the spy is here, in the hangar. I’m heading towards it now. Get reinforcements down here now.” He continued to guide the reader in her direction as it picked up the signal.

RIGA activated her sensors, reaching out toward the guard. Picking up emissions from the scanner she was able to read the data-flow and visualise what the reader was displaying. It was showing some kind of electrical field signal and it was coming off her!

While continuing to monitor its transmission, RIGA tapped her neck band, switching her shield off. The display stopped transmitting.

“I’ve lost it, the signal has stopped. What does that mean?” the guard was saying into his comms unit.

RIGA didn’t hear the response but could see the fear in the guard’s eyes as suddenly, realising he was alone with no means of tracking her, he began to look around, warily.

So, she thought, they had an instrument that detected personal shields. RIGA thought she recognised Pelon’s influence. He must have introduced these since her arrival and departure from the Pinnacle ship.

Her hearing picked up the thud of heavy boots on deck, as reinforcements began to arrive in the hangar. Time to disappear before they came up with an EMP in her area. 

RIGA headed for the next level, intending to select a fighter out of the way of the increasing activity her discovery had created.

In the end she went up two levels and found what she was looking for, a fighter where the hatch was already open, evidence of maintenance being carried out, meaning there would be tools she could use.

Inside, the pilot area was cramped. Luckily, her small frame fitted the space well enough. It took her a few minutes to diagnose the correct section of the panel in front of her, after that she went to work with her wandering tendrils, it was quicker than working out how the panel came apart and she wanted as little evidence of her interference as possible.

She found the interface module that connected the fighter to the drones. It was also, very importantly, directly connected to the battle computer. There were, unexpectedly, no safeguards between the simple three-way link.

It took her longer than expected. Humans were such poor programmers it took such a lot of code to make something work. Her time was spent trying to work everything out. In the end she attached her worm to a dozen different files.

‘Gossie, are you ready?’ 

‘Yes, I presume you are about to create mayhem, as usual?’

‘Prepare to jump me out on my command - I may be too busy to do it myself,’ 

RIGA had been learning her way around the cockpit and whilst she might do things in the wrong order, she could now activate the fighter’s electronics, leaving the drive and weaponry off-line for the moment. 

Flicking the ‘activate cockpit’ switch, she was rewarded with dials and controls illuminating, registering the fighter’s environment. As different parts of the cockpit came online, they automatically connected to the ship, and opened a channel to the battle computer. When it recognised the handshake as originating from an authorised source, it allowed access to its processing area. The upload of diagnostic data began, amongst its data-transfer, was RIGA’s virus.

Upon reaching the main processing area it immediately mutated, finding homes in millions of new files, some in the shield controls and others in the weapon units. Each time it replicated it mutated, becoming a completely different organism. Because the code was more advanced than the computers abilities to recognise it, and the source was within the authorised network, the virus spread rapidly, and completely without discovery.

An alarm sounded and red lights flashed across the hangar deck creating a weird lighting effect where shadows appeared to be darker. Something had registered the unauthorised start-up of the fighter. 

The guard that had been wondering around with the shield detection device was first to arrive and ran towards her location with his blaster drawn. RIGA watched him, while continuing to interrogate the Goliath’s battle computer. She had belatedly discovered it linked to the security section and was now trying to isolate and download the log-files from the ship’s intelligence office. 

The security officer had now reached the fighter and was creeping around to access the hatch. RIGA pointed her weapon toward the opening, while she continued to concentrate on accessing the secure files of the enemy’s clandestine operations.

The guard leaped around to put himself directly in view of the cockpit. RIGA’s suit still created her invisibility, so the guard could only see the cockpit, illuminated and activated with no sign of any occupant. Despite this he had implicitly understood the enemy spy onboard had the means with which to disappear, or not be seen. At the same time he was reluctant to inflict damage to the cockpit of the fighter. So, he paused and held his stance. Brave of him really, she thought. She was mostly protected by the seat and cockpit bulkhead, but would shoot him if she detected the trigger was tightening.

“They’re in the fighter on WD4 deck, get up here, NOW.” He spoke urgently into his comms unit. RIGA didn’t bother listening for any response, she could already hear other guards coming. Time was running out.

RIGA had other ideas about getting out of there. She knew that Gossie could jump her from here without fear of entanglement, the term she gave to the potentially lethal problem of jumping into an unknown location. 

She watched on her sensors as she detected targets approaching them from all sides. She paid particular attention to the guard in the hatchway. It’s just a matter of seconds, she thought as she realised she was running out of time. Downloading all the files she could, she watched as other security guards surrounded the fighter, looking into the cockpit and seeing nobody there. RIGA knew they were about to open fire so switched on her shield, just as laser beams erupted from behind her. 

‘Jump me, Gossie.’ 

Seconds later she reappeared in the small control room, still in a partially seated position.

Jennings looked bemused.

“Did you succeed?” he immediately asked.

Distracted, RIGA didn’t respond.

Captain Jennings, who was still seated, waited while RIGA churned through the data files she had obtained from the enemy ship.

“Gossie, is RIGA all right?” he asked.

“Yes, Captain Jennings, RIGA is currently digesting a vast amount of information,” Gossie answered him.

“Humph! I know she’s a mental juggernaut, she did a similar thing on my ship,” he said. “That thing she does with her hand, linking into electrical connections and communicating directly with computers, that’s not something humans should be able to do.”

“RIGA has implants to help her work alongside AI’s - these enable her to interface with computers as well. Her job requires that she can work at the speed and levels of all intelligent machines.” Gossie gave a full, but misleading answer to his comment.

“We call people that can interface with machines, cyborgs,” Jennings spat, his growing disgust evident.

Gossie responded. “We call people who are biological, ‘human’ to differentiate their status from people who are artificial, or non-biological,” she said simply.

“Humph!” He continued to glower at RIGA, who was still filtering data, whilst listening to their conversation.

RIGA finished her analysis of the information she had retrieved from the TELLUR, the name of the ship they called Goliath. It was the Tochin command vessel and controlled the actions of all ships, in both Empirum and Terran space. As such, there was a mine of information for the ESSG to work with. Of prime importance to RIGA at this moment, however, was the whereabouts of the Osachi.

“We need to leave. According to the ship records, Osachi is at the following coordinates. Plot the fastest course there, we leave immediately,” RIGA instructed.

“Gossie, open up a channel to Captain Xandarl,” RIGA said, looking over at Captain Jennings who was looking disgruntled.

“Hailing them now.” 

“Captain Xandarl, I have successfully infiltrated the large battleship, called the TELLUR, and sabotaged its systems. Details follow as an attached file. The ship will shortly be open to attack, although how the sabotage will actually affect their systems is unknown at this point. Effectively their shields should be compromised and with luck their weapons targeting capability. We have another mission of vital importance and must proceed immediately,” RIGA announced across the vidscreen link.

“Well done, RIGA. Please ask Captain Jennings, to advise if he wishes us to proceed with his ships in the battle fleet, or does he have other orders for them?” Xandarl responded not aware that Jennings was an enemy, so giving him the courtesy due to him as a fellow ship Captain.

“A moment please, Captain Xandarl,” Jennings responded directly.

He turned to RIGA with a black look. 

“Are you going to tell me what is going on?”

“We are going to rescue Osachi. We do not need your ships and will return here once we have accomplished our mission. You must decide whether you wish for your ships to participate in the battle, or to remain where they are,” RIGA replied.

“I need to contact the Tesperadus,” he said, directing his communication to Gossie’s interface.

“That will not be possible, I’m afraid Captain Jennings,” RIGA said regretfully.

“WHAT? Why ever not?” Jennings shouted, he stood as if doing so made a greater impact.

“For the safety of Osachi and the paramount importance of maintaining the secrecy of this mission,” RIGA responded. 

“Gossie, have you plotted our course yet?”

“Yes, it’s all in the jump queue. Ready on your command,” Gossie advised.

“What’s your decision regarding your fleet, Captain Jennings?” RIGA turned to him.

“My fleet will take no part in this without my authority and I won’t give that unless I can talk to my officers,” Jennings spluttered. He was intensely unhappy, and RIGA noticed the distinct change in his body language since she had returned to the ship. 

‘Gossie, I have completed my analysis of the intelligence records retrieved from the TELLUR. You should read the full results of my QDE episode relating to it.’ RIGA passed her a file and left her to digest its content.

“Captain Xandarl, please ensure that the Terran fleet maintains its current position, provide communications jamming and continue the operation against the TELLUR without them,” RIGA informed her colleague on the GEN Vasta.

“Affirmative, RIGA, we have additional fleet support arriving from Epsilon Gamma. We will re-route ships to the Terran fleet and advise them to stand down. Xandarl out.” The click signalled the closed connection. He had understood her unspoken order to restrict the Terrans’ movements.

Captain Jennings rounded on RIGA, his fury evident. “How do you get to decide all of this Ambassador Rigel, or RIGA? Whoever the hell you are. Who are you to tell me what I can and cannot do with my fleet?” he shouted at her.

He turned to the interface. “Gossie, I order you to return me to the Tesperadus - NOW!” he demanded.

“Unable to comply Captain Jennings. I’m under orders to follow Ambassador Rigel in all matters,” Gossie responded calmly.

“Just who, or WHAT are you, RIGA?” He turned back to her and pulled out his blaster, pointing it directly at her chest. His other hand held a tiny device which he also aimed in her direction.

He fired.

 


25. Rescue of Osachi

The blaster, operating in such a confined space meant that the whole cockpit was affected by the ricochet of hot plasma as it bounced off RIGA’s shield and dissipated against the bulkhead.

As the smoke and glare cleared, RIGA stood unharmed in front of the astonished Captain. RIGA placed one hand on his blaster and the other on the device in his hand and smiled as she removed them from his possession. 

“Osachi upgraded my collar shield and gave me the ability to change, or disable the disarm codes. He didn’t trust any of you. I can now fully understand why,” RIGA explained as she examined the dissembler that Jennings had expected to neutralise her shield allowing the blast to kill her.

Turning to the front of the cockpit RIGA ignored any further threat from him, knowing that one more wrong move and Gossie would dump him into space.

“Sorry, RIGA, I should have disarmed him on arrival,” Gossie apologised. 

RIGA shook her head indicating it didn’t matter. She really wasn’t bothered. Jennings had played his hand and had nothing more to do to convince her that he was the enemy. She would deal with him once they were out of the ‘soon to be’ battle zone.

“Damage report, Gossie?” she asked as she surveyed the small bridge for any obvious signs of blaster damage.

“None, but superficial smears of bulkhead, RIGA. I am allocating nanites to clean up,” Gossie answered. Her ship had been updated all through its active life as RIGA used every opportunity to cajole the very best out of the Navy’s clandestine shipyards. The addition long ago of a blast proof cockpit was one of the easiest to obtain.

“Proceed with jump,” RIGA ordered, totally ignoring Captain Jennings for the moment.

As RIGA’s sensors came back on-line after the first jump, she grabbed hold of Captain Jennings and roughly pushed him into his chair. Strapping him in, not because he might fall off, but because over the next few jumps he might get the idea of doing something stupid. She hadn’t yet decided what to do with him, besides spacing him, which was a high probability given her present mood.

She sat and conferred with Gossie on their private link.

‘What do you think, Gossie? - I still don’t think we have enough evidence to satisfy Terra,’ 

‘Actually, we do. The results of the DNA test prove conclusively that he is Tochin!’

'Ah, that’s good, I mean bad. At least we know what we are dealing with. When did you find out?’

'While you were on the TELLUR, it was quite a moment, the teleport would have moved him to a new location if it hadn’t been set to jump you at a seconds notice.’

‘Quite,’ RIGA responded, smiling outwardly, duly noted by Jennings leaving him deeply worried and fidgeting in the silence. He had no idea a discussion was being carried out about his future. He glared at RIGA.

“What do you intend to do with me?” he demanded.

RIGA stood in front of him, turned the chair towards her, placed her hands on the arms so that she was close to his face. “We intend to send you for interrogation, our people are experts in extracting information. I’m sure Terra will also be interested in the results,” RIGA said.

“They will never believe you. You’re finished - when I tell them you aren’t human, that you’re a...”

“...A cyborg?” RIGA finished for him. “Captain Jennings, I will provide your people with the opportunity to examine me and they will find my DNA will be 100% human. Their X-Rays will show I have an implant which allows me to communicate with AI's - this hardly represents a transition from human to cyborg. Besides, it’s highly unlikely that your people will ever see you again,” RIGA smiled. 

She wasn’t going to tell him they would also see a strange internal structure, and a teutranium skeleton. Her lack of normal human biology would ensure she would never be regarded as ‘human’ but they didn't need to know any of that, and neither did Jennings.

“My people know I’m here. They are going to know that you kidnapped me. You won’t get away with this,” Jennings laughed to cover his anger and frustration.

“Now, who would ‘your’ people be, Captain? The Terrans, or the Tochin?” RIGA asked him, smiling the most evil grin she could muster, which wasn’t all fake. 

Jennings suddenly looked very unsure of himself. She watched his facial muscles. He wasn’t sure if she was bluffing again, but didn’t want to give her more ammunition. The set of his jaw showed that there was still fight in him. 

RIGA finished securing him to the chair then turned her attention back to the mission. Nothing could be seen out of the windows. Screens protecting the clear crystal had dropped instantly on discharge of the blaster. Neither RIGA or Gossie required the view, her sensors told her everything she needed to know. The lack of any outside view would serve to intimidate Jennings further, and the less he knew the better.

They were in a small system wedged between two Empirum planets, Turmer and Catodee. Both specialised in food production and being purely agricultural worlds they both had a low security level. Their target was the moon of a nearby frozen planet designated as DL5YK on her internal star map.

As they approached, cloaked and on a low powered fly past that would enable them to passively read the surface, Gossie detected their objective.

The Tochin spy base was well hidden in the shadow of a cliff. No Empirum Navy Pact ship would waste any time travelling through the system, let alone investigate any of the small planets and moons. So, it was a reasonably safe place for a hideout. The Tochin would also have probably arranged for this system to have been kept off the Empirum’s search list. 

The scans showed extensive fortifications and laser batteries. They were clearly prepared to defend the base, but RIGA had no intention of going in through the front door. This was where her type of guerilla warfare succeeded over an open attack force. The Tochin’s defence would make rescue difficult for the GEN Vasta.

RIGA remained deep in thought. Her new awareness of the level of penetration of the Empirum Navy and Council was extensive. The intelligence records retrieved from the TELLUR covered the whole of the Empirum and most of the Terran Empire. She briefly conferred with her QDE state, calculating the Tochin were not far from gaining control of the whole Council. The ESSG was mentioned as a target for elimination and herself as primary objective for removal. None of this worried her, she was well used to being hunted. They hadn’t succeeded yet, and with Osachi’s new shield her chances of survival improved tenfold. She worried about Bollida. When would they move against the ESSG? And was Talbeck the opening move? If so it would put a lot of things into context.

It concerned her deeply, the level of penetration into every aspect of Empirum politics. In some cases their people had been in place for the whole of their working lives. How much damage had they managed to inflict on her people. Many names she knew of, were highlighted. Well, there would be a day of reckoning when this was over. 

‘Gossie?’

‘Yes, RIGA?’

‘Have you read the details and my QDE summary of our situation?’

‘I have, it's very worrying. The risk to the Empirum is dire. Even if we can fix this there is an 80% probability the Empirum won’t survive the next six months.’

‘I don’t think we can risk a message to Bollida, there is too high a probability of interception at this moment.’

‘Agreed. That possibility could result in unfortunate consequences for everyone.’

‘We proceed alone?’ she asked her, knowing that, at this point, different rules might be in play if Gossie had been pre-briefed in the event of something like this occurring. 

She needed to know if Gossie had different mission parameters in the event of a major threat to the Empirum. It could be a problem for her if she and Gossie had separate orders.

‘Yes, but we need to prioritise - there is so much to do,’ Gossie confirmed.

‘Definitely, first we deal with the impending threat of a staged war between us and Terra.’ 

‘You’re talking about Osachi as a peacemaker? Then, you must retrieve him – alive,’ Gossie confirmed. 

‘We’re agreed, then.'

‘We are.’ 

They had just decided to take on the full unknown power of the enemy in the Terran Empire and the Empirum, to rid themselves of the Tochin threat. Until they had been completely removed, everyone would be suspect, and all loyal members of the councils and military were at risk. It was going to be a tough time, and it all rested on being able to rescue Osachi and avert what they considered, would be almost certain war.

While they had been conversing silently, Gossie had continued to position the cloaked ship closer to the moon base.

They now hovered alongside it, which was, on the surface, represented by a long oblong building of a grey plasticised mixture, similar to the plascrete used on Artis Prime. The Tochin called it plascon and, according to her newly updated database, its properties were extensive. Heat insulation, low weight, easy pouring, quick setting even in space, and highly mouldable. It also had non reflective capabilities which discouraged stray signals from leaking through into the ether. RIGA wondered if she could jump in.

The security personnel appeared to be contained in adjoining bunker-type barracks, this was good news. They might take time to rally giving her an advantage if she was able to recover Osachi quickly, assuming he was there.

RIGA carefully reviewed her options. There were places where the shields overlapped and it was easy for the jump technology to reach part of the upper levels, but the lower levels were all shielded. She chose her entry point and instructed the portal generator to transfer her.

RIGA’s parting message to Gossie was deliberately verbal.

“If he tries anything - open the airlock and let him breathe vacuum for a few minutes,” her cold smile left Jennings in no doubt that she meant it.

Equipped with a heavy duty lasers, which pulsed rounds at a rate of four per second, with a kill zone of seventy yards on the lowest setting, RIGA was prepared for anything. She intended to permanently silence this outpost and rescue Osachi. All she had to do was find him. The sensors from the outside were muted by the plascon so it was left to RIGA’s sensors to navigate her round the complex.

Her arrival was not the usual attempt at subterfuge. As her sensors came back on-line, the first thing she saw was two security guards half way down the corridor. They turned toward her at the whine of her lasers arming.

The first blast caught one guard still turning, the second bolt of pulsed light hit the other guard’s blaster as his arm raised to fire. The result was a mixed charring of flesh and molten metal. The guard screamed briefly before a third blast removed his head. The wound cauterized by the heat meant little blood and RIGA continued down the corridor stepping over the corpses while monitoring her sensors for tell-tales. She was an agent at war now, and it was one she intended to win, at all costs. She wasn’t surprised the alarm sounded immediately. This was after all, a military outpost. Cameras were everywhere, she could see gun emplacements, but they were fixed and aiming away from her.

She activated the targeting pods on her helm. Optical overlays dropped down, giving her enemy positions relative to line of sight as a composite of her sensor results. It was reliable and allowed her visual cortex to identify threats more readily, response became almost automatic. Her added ability to disassociate her eyes, allowing the HUD over each to select left and right targets when in dual-weapon mode, making her a devastating adversary.

The overlay indicated a group of guards approaching from an adjoining corridor, armed and moving towards her as a team. The HUD, Head Up Display, outlined them as shadows behind walls, tactically leapfrogging each other. They were well trained and prepared. This was going to be a full test of her abilities and her shield.

As the enemy guards rounded the corner, they jumped out firing, covering each other while moving towards her. A steady stream of mixed fire came at her, the long range giving her time to slip sideways, or duck to avoid the blasts.

She tuned the lasers up to maximum, firing independently at the buttresses on either side just as they reached them for temporary protection during their advance. The blast heated each section to white incandescent fury, then sparked furiously, showering them with molten alloy steel droplets. Several fell back with injuries to exposed body parts. The others hunkered down. Firing at her in an ordered manner, each alternating their shots, trying to avoid overheating weapons. RIGA reduced the laser’s power reserve by a full 25%, but still took out four guards in one strafing blast.

Sensing movement behind her, she pivoted on one foot, just as a guard rising from a lower level shot at her with his heavy duty blaster. Her shield took the impact, throwing her slightly off balance, the impact glow meant she was unable to see her target for the few seconds he needed to make a run for cover. 

Just using her sensors to aim, RIGA tuned the laser to minimum again, depressed the trigger and sent a fusillade of bolts up the corridor. As her sight recovered, all she could see was a smoking mass on the floor. She ran to the elevator and leaped in preparing to fire downward if anyone poked their heads up at her. She was relieved they used the anti-grav technology here. The Tesperadus’ metal box elevators were positively archaic.

The lift descended automatically. As she came level with the next floor, her sensors picked up the strategic placement of four guards. Two large cannons built into the walls were primed,  waiting for her to step out of the shaft. They wouldn’t want to shoot her in the elevator, they were probably concerned at removing their only exit to the surface. 

RIGA kept within the recess of the elevator while she assessed the threat fully. The cannons were big, much larger than she had ever dealt with before. Her shield might buckle under their combined power. She must be somewhere strategically important to the Tochin for such defences. Instantly RIGA decided there was obviously something, or someone here she needed to know more about, at least until she could decide its importance. She caught a glimpse of people in white coats and other non-security people being herded to the rear, possibly to a safe room, or another elevator. She would avoid them she had no desire to kill non-combatants, even if they are enemy.

Deciding on her strategy, RIGA switched herself over to high speed. Then, leaping from the elevator, rained fire at the cannons which were faster than the humans in reaction time, but not as quick as her. They came close to hitting her shield several times before she eliminated both of them. The smoking, blackened stumps of the melted cannon mounts drew the alarmed attention of the guards, distracting them from what was going on.

As she slowed down to normal speed she came to a standstill behind them.  They were still facing forward, unaware she was now behind them.

“Looking for me, boys?” she called.

As they swung around, the first, mouth agape in surprise, began firing before he had even aimed. He was so shocked, instead of hitting her, he took out the guard beside him. RIGA shot him in the chest. Why didn’t these people have shields, RIGA wondered idly, as her laser took out the last two across the other side of the corridor.

The momentary lapse in fighting gave RIGA an opportunity to survey the level she was on. 

There was at least one more level below her, although it was difficult to tell with all of the sensor dampers in the plascon. Her attention came back to the door in front of her. She kicked it in with her foot, the weight and power contained within it, sufficient to send the door flying inward. RIGA saw an officer trying to dodge it as it flew towards him; he was too slow. He was definitely not going to be worth trying to interrogate.

Proceeding to kick down each door she came to, she found most rooms empty. Deciding she was wasting time, she moved swiftly to the elevator having taken out two other uniformed personnel who were doing their best to hide from her. They weren’t aware her sensors would pick them up at close range. She didn’t even need to see them, but could tell if they were armed. Blasters and lasers, when switched on, showed up as a concentrated haze of interference.

On the next level RIGA faced the same situation, this time shooting the guards without bothering to warn them.

The doors were strong on this level, as if it needing heavier security. When RIGA tore off the first lock and kicked the door in, she understood why. It was the computer network, a large one. Just in time, she pulled her finger back off the trigger, stopping herself from destroying it. Instead searching out the routers, she ripped them off the wall. It would do for now; no communication in, or out. Was it a comms switchboard, like the asteroid she and Gossie had destroyed? Perhaps she would have a chance to get ESSG in here to dismantle it.

Returning to the corridor, her sensors, set to catch anything unusual, were tuned into an area of blank space ahead. Past experience indicated to RIGA that the room at the end was protected, not only by plascon, but by sophisticated electronics. This seemed a likely location for hiding someone like Osachi from discovery, even from their own people. 

As she made her way down the corridor, she sensed movement as the doors to two rooms, one on either side, opened up simultaneously. RIGA was immediately bathed in plasma beams from four blasters. The impact to her shield was staggering, she was unable to go left, or right; only backwards or forwards. Two more beams front and behind her added their weight to the fury. The soldiers firing having anticipated her moves, had trapped her within the blasts. The force of the weapons holding her in check, her shield was beginning to go deep red and she could feel the increasing heat. They were trying to overcome her shield.

 She looked up to where the red glow wasn’t yet blinding her vision, RIGA noted the ceiling had melted partially from the fire that bounced off her shield. It exposed metal frames upon which the plascon had been moulded.

Holstering her lasers, she leaped upwards, fingers digging into the crumbling substance, the pain sensors in her fingertips recognising the possibility of damage, hardened her skin’s resistance. She pulled herself up until she was flush with the ceiling, partially into the hole created, her shield no longer dividing the field of fire beneath her. 

Without her shield protecting their opposite numbers, none of the guards could see when it no longer held back their opposites blaster fire, and suddenly they became the victims as all hell broke loose. None of them survived the conflagration caused by their own weapons.

RIGA hung for several seconds longer than she probably needed to, letting her shield temperature subside. When she dropped back to the floor, the four enemy lay dead, by each others hand. The sensor screening blankets they had used to cover themselves, thus avoiding detection by her sensors, lay smouldering. 

Interesting, she thought, having not come across such innovation before, a good idea. She remembered Osachi’s office on the Space Station and realised now why her and Gossie had not discovered the kidnappers laying in wait. Unholstering her lasers she hunted for similar blanketed guards, but there was no further indications of threat on this level. 

Whilst checking each of the doors for any more cloaked guards that might lie in wait for her, she found plenty of interrogation rooms, some with operating theatre style equipment. The scattered evidence of sophisticated interrogation equipment all around, she wondered what condition Osachi would be in, if she found him alive.

She stood quietly for a minute listening, sensing everything around her, above and below. The shielding was heavy so she couldn’t see what was happening on the floors above. Her own analysis of her situation warned her that going back may not be easy. Troops and guards that had been manning the outside security areas would have now arrived in response to the internal threat. She anticipated heavy resistance on the return leg. Still, that was in the future, she still had to deal with the now. Being an AI had its advantages, RIGA didn’t concern herself with anything other than the immediate problem, that being where was Osachi being held?

The obvious location was the end room but she sensed nothing within. If they were worried that Osachi had some kind of locator, they might place him there. It was a reasonable supposition, and a place to start.

The door, which ran flush with the wall would likely open inward, would not respond to her touch as before. It had been secured at a sophisticated level, but still had an electronic control interface built into the wall. Access through it was definitely encrypted and highly secure, using some form of protected code that she was unable to hack. RIGA would have to place herself into analysis mode, trusting in her shield to protect her for the time it might take to attempt to discover the key. 

Her mind dropped into QDE mode, considering the problem, looking for possible solutions in her memories, anything that would spark a moment of clarity. Mentally, she flew, racing through possible codes, decryption routines and password combinations. Nothing was working so, she considered that she wasn’t thinking like a Tochin. They would want to restrict access to a chosen few, especially if they had a politically sensitive prisoner in there. 

She ran through the database from the DAN and the TELLUR. There were thousands of heavily encrypted password combinations on the database she held. There was no way she could do this, she thought as she continued to sift through millions of bits of data. She came across a file that referred to single use cryptography and scanned it, taking brief seconds to absorb the Tochin research. It left her clueless. She moved swiftly on and found reports in from various clandestine operations dotted around space, mainly in Terran, but a few in Empirum territory. It referred to daily logs sent by encrypted report. The contents stored were showing as unencrypted, but they all cross referenced a common system file.

RIGA searched. It took another desperate six seconds, but when she found this she saw a list two hundred page list of one-time codes. There were a variety  of indicators against most of them. She deduced they were expired codes. Nonetheless she ran them across the locking mechanism in the hope it might respond. 

RIGA was fully aware that people, all over the Empirum were creatures of habit and laziness. She suspected Tochin and Terrans were exactly the same. It was difficult for them to retain complex information, relying instead on simpler methods, repeating codes across wide ranging sections of secure data. It was entirely possible the base commander would issue a code, expecting it to be changed daily. Equally, it was possible a code might not be change because it made an individual's job that much harder.

Five minutes later she was near the end of the list when an input code turned her lock warning from, red to amber, the humans universal colour system that always seemed to indicate ‘proceed with caution’.

Her log list had input “Temperous4454”

The system came back with an acknowledgement and a data box.

RIGA input the second linked code on that line “A5B542344RTZ”

The door unlocked silently and swung inward on its well oiled hinges, to reveal a cell door set four foot from the entrance. Checking her sensors, which weren’t working perfectly at this point, due in major part to the room’s insulating properties. RIGA walked into the entrance. 

Not feeling the prickle of any electronic defence systems arming she began to survey the interior layout.

Beyond the metal grill was a room split into three zones. One, evidently a sleep area, the middle was a sitting area, the last a small food preparation area. A small door, probably housing a toilet was set into the rear of the cell. Luxurious, as far as being a prisoner goes, she decided.

The seating area was occupied by her friend Osachi, who sat sunk into a couch, reading by the light of an old lamp that had been rigged up. As he looked over his glasses at RIGA, she noted the residual pain and stress that was quickly hidden from view as he cautiously rose up, the surprise at her unexpected entrance evident on his face.

“Ambassador Rigel, how did you...? RIGA!” he croaked. The cracked timbre of his voice indicated nerve damage. She could guess the how, and when. Despite her lack of built in emotion, she felt for her friend, knowing something of the tactics used, and seeing the evidence in the adjoining rooms, RIGA had some idea of what he had been through. She understood the impossibility of anything other than token resistance by humans in such extreme circumstances.

She smiled at him, hoping to encourage his cooperation. She noted his body looked crooked, stooped like an old man. Could she get him out like this with the enemy amassing upstairs?

“Not now, Osachi. First let’s get you out of here.” RIGA nodded at him as he stepped back from the door. He moved further away limping, she could see the damage done to him, still in the early stages of healing.

RIGA didn’t use any sophisticated device to open the door, she blasted it with a laser. The lock melted, dripping alloy across the floor as the cell door swung free. A swift boot took it out of harms way and Osachi hobbled out and helped himself to RIGA’s laser while she unholstered the other and straddled the doorway looking for enemy snipers. Her shield would protect them both if he stayed behind her.

RIGA could see his body wasn’t cooperating fully. She would need to get him to somewhere that could heal him quickly, assuming she could get them both out of here alive.

They made their way slowly, to the elevator. RIGA would go first, but only after making sure the rear was clear and safe. Osachi didn’t look as though he could handle himself, let alone a fight with the enemy right now.


26. Escape

She fought the instinct to pick Osachi up, and run with him over her shoulder. Whilst easily done, and her strength ensured it wouldn’t hold her back, it would embarrass the human, and place further suspicion on her own abilities. She decided to delay the decision, realising as she did so that, it was either keep her secret, or risk losing the both of them to enemy fire. Supporting Osachi, they limped down the corridor, meeting no resistance; she watched him struggle with the pain. They made it to the elevator area and Osachi, observing the dead guards and the burned out defences gave her a grim appreciative smile. 

As they entered the elevator, RIGA went first, so that any enemy fire from above would be directed at her. Osachi, with no shield, would then follow, sheltering behind her.

They needed to move quickly. RIGA analysing, that had she been in command, there would be no exit for the intruder escapees, expected the top floor would now be a sealed trap. Aware they only needed to get within range of Gossie to escape the base, her instincts and the tingle in her spine, told her that it wasn’t going to be easily achieved - she feared for Osachi. Alone, she would have little problem in overcoming the seemingly insurmountable odds - it was what she was trained to do. 

Coming to a decision, RIGA unclipped her shield and grabbing hold of Osachi, pulled him up to her level. Before he could say, or do anything, she clipped it around his neck, and switched it on. The look of surprise on his face turned quickly to anger as he thought she might sacrifice herself for him. He tried to remove it, thinking to return it, but her hand on his, stopped him. “Trust me Osachi, I need you to stay alive, your Empire needs you, more than you know - and I have no time to explain.”

He looked into her eyes, then, as if suddenly understanding the implications, grimaced, gave her a weak attempt at a smile, letting his hand take hers. She felt the squeeze, noticing for the first time the ends of his exposed fingers. “Dammation,” she muttered recognising the damage of physical torture, and offered him some immediate solace. “I killed Trench.” Then turning so that she could see the approaching elevator exit, her lasers in hand, she prepared herself for what she must do.

As they came to the top floor RIGA turned one last time to Osachi. “Wait here. When I shout, move to my location as quickly as you can, I will divert weapons fire away from you. Gossie is nearby, when she picks up your signal she will jump you out.” She waited until he registered the instruction. He nodded.

RIGA had been calculating her moves as they rose to the open area in front of the elevator shaft. The bodies of the dead still lay where they had fallen, giving the impression that nobody was there to remove them. Sensing reinforcements amassed out of sight, RIGA thought she understood their strategy. They wanted her out of the elevator shaft and away from the protection of the wall so wouldn’t trap her in the elevator area. Well, that’s all to the good, she thought. 

With a laser in one hand, she pushed Osachi against the wall, signalling for him to stay. He wouldn’t see what she was about to do unless he poked his head out from the small recess. She judged he would stay there purely on survival instinct.

RIGA pushed her sensors outward as far as she could within the shielded reception and felt the build-up of soldiers nearby. Being the only exit out of the building, she realised they had no idea how she had got in, so assumed it was through the main entrance. They were waiting there.

‘Gossie, can you hear me?’ she called, but received only silence in response.

She touched her hand to the suit, and watched Osachi’s face as it turned transparent, seeing his eyes widen in response, but having no time to explain. Lifting her cowl over her head, she disappeared behind the invisible leather and touched his shoulder in reassurance.

She already sensed the EMP signatures and knew they would be used as soon as they discovered her whereabouts. She needed them disabled before Osachi would be safe from their fire, but didn’t know what effect  the EMP field would have on her leathers. 

She ran, the speed creating an eerie noise in the corridor bringing attention to her location, as she raced to close the distance between them.

Her instincts protected her, as leaping high she sensed the blaster fire pour out from their defence line, but contained below her at the height they expected her to be running. She dropped and rolled, keeping low, still maintaining her advantage, for the moment her Armillo keeping her safe.

Crouching, she surveyed the line-up, timing her next jump just as the officer pointed out her location. He held a similar device to the officers on the TELLUR. Damm! these people catch up fast, she muttered, realising the equipment must have been issued all across the Tochin invasion fleet. That meant much of her advantage would soon be lost. If they could disable a shield, then there would be problems for Terrans.

Her next running leap took her to the furthest corner of their barricade. The nearest guard felt her arrival and put up his weapon in defence of an expected attack, but he wasn’t her target. She was gone before he had the wits to know he had been lucky. RIGA wanted the officer, he could track her and she needed to disable their detector. The EMP blast caught her mid jump as she landed behind the first line. Her suit flickered, but held.

If she could have breathed a sigh of relief, it would probably have been then. Her low stooped run took her directly to the wildly swinging officer, desperately trying to track her with the machine. She was zig zagging to make the impossible more difficult. The black and gold uniform zoomed closer as she reached out and took hold of the arm holding the reader, wrenching it, forcing him to drop the offending instrument. Catching it as it fell, she threw it hard against the nearest wall. The damage to the officers arm left him writhing in agony on the ground, out of commission for the moment.

Now her laser gun began to spit death in fast hot bursts as she ran and jumped amongst them, twisting and turning to take out the bigger weapons and the EMP guns. When she felt it safe, she called out to Osachi telling him to come toward her. She watched to see he obeyed her summons and then made sure the guards were kept occupied.

‘Gossie, do you read me yet?’ she called out on their wavelength. Still nothing.

Keeping up pressure on the guards, who were concentrating on her, she felt the prickle as an EMP gun fired -  Oh! sensors, she must have missed one. Her leathers flickered once, twice, then failed. She was now visible and unshielded. She needed to take them out now, quick and could not avoid Osachi seeing her. 

Moving at lightning speed, RIGA took out guard after guard. Paying attention to Osachi, she saw he was occupied, too busy to watch her, as he used her other laser gun to blast all those who stood in his way. He looked as if he was rallying a bit, but it might just be adrenalin. He could collapse soon, she thought. Then her comms sparked.

‘RIGA, I can just barely pick up your locator, get closer to the exit point.’ 

Signalling to Osachi, to follow her, she moved through the disorganised remnants of the enemy, still travelling too fast to allow their slow reactions to target her, knowing at this point, it would be a lucky shot that hit her, rather than a well aimed blast.

She reached her entry point and turning to beckon Osachi to close with her, saw him fall, his strength failing him at the last. She ran back and picked him bodily from the slump, carrying him back with her, firing at the last pockets of resistance, his shield offering some protection from any return fire. He stood again, weak and white as a sheet. Her concern for him mounted.

‘Gossie, can you hear me?’ RIGA called on her comms frequency, the plascon still interfering with the signals.

‘Loud and clear. Are you ready to evac?’

‘Two to jump,’ RIGA confirmed, pulling Osachi close to her, aware they both had to fit within the cockpit of her small ship; a cockpit which was becoming decidedly crowded for a one-person craft. Knowing Gossie would ensure there was clearance to reconstitute their particles, it still made sense to minimise their combined footprint.

As they reappeared on the ship’s bridge, Osachi, who had already begun to recover, was amazed to see Jennings, observing immediately that he was trussed in the co-pilot chair. For his part, Jennings just glared at Osachi, choosing to remain silent.

“What the blazes..?” Osachi stuttered, his decision to remain standing looking decidedly precarious as he took in the sight of Jennings, the small ship and the sudden change in location and his escape from the base and his torturers.

“Explanations will come soon,” she reassured him quickly. She thought it likely that Osachi would have much to say about a lot of what was occurring.

She turned so it was evident she was talking only to Gossie. “First we need to get a crew into this base to dismantle and remove their main computer system. I have a feeling they might have left some useful data on it – Gossie, pass on a request to Bollida for an ‘AI ONLY’ armed Investigation Team from Epsilon to meet us at a set of coordinates out of system. No further explanation to be given,” RIGA instructed.

RIGA added on their private circuit. ‘I don’t want to draw any attention to this system until our people have gone over that base with a micro-reader,’ she said emphasising the importance of every scrap of information. ‘When they are confirmed in position, jump us there and check them thoroughly before bringing them back here – make sure there are no locators on their ship - AND no humans.’

Now able to concentrate on the cabin occupants, she sat Osachi in the remaining cockpit chair and ran over his wounds with a medical scanner. He wasn’t in a life threatening situation, but he would need proper attention and soon. She decided to make him a priority as soon as they could leave this sector of space. Maybe he could be transferred to the GEN Vasta. Peeling back dressings, she examined some of the worst, opening a medical kit to rummage for things she needed while trying to keep Osachi from getting back up again. He was fidgeting.

In the end Osachi turned to RIGA, obviously not happy to wait for an explanation. 

“What is Captain Jennings doing here? He’s obviously your prisoner, but why, and what in Terra’s sake is going on?”

Jennings spoke up. “She kidnapped me when I arrived at their headquarters looking for you. This woman is a cyborg, she is in cahoots with the AI’s to blame Terrans for the problems in their Empire. When I tried to stop her, this is what happened.” He grimaced and indicated his bindings.

RIGA decided not to divulge everything she knew about Jennings and get into lengthy or awkward explanations about how she gained evidence and how she knew who he was. It could come out better if she could direct the conversation immediately to the conclusion.

She sighed. It wasn’t going to be easy to explain so she simply said. “Osachi, Captain Jennings is a Tochin spy.”

“How did you find out?” he asked as he turned his head back towards her. He watched interestedly, while she cut and peeled off the last piece of dressing that had stuck to the skin of his shoulder. It was a weird way of treating a wound, she thought, distractedly. She took out a small canister and continued, seemingly ignoring him and what was going on around her, while she sprayed a nanite solution and artificial skin over the open wound. 

In fact she was discussing with Gossie the means with which to bring Osachi up to date. She didn’t know quite how to handle it yet. The opportunity needed to present itself in the right way. She looked up at the young man to see how he was coping with it all. He looked older, pale and tired, the experience had taken a lot out of him. He would survive, but could he manage to absorb all of the information he needed to before he was returned to his own people.

He tapped her on her shoulder as if to bring her out of her reverie. “But, how do you know all of this? How did you discover about the Tochin? They had told me the coup was almost ready to begin; a simultaneous takeover of both Terra and the Empirum,” Osachi said. He was looking for confirmation or denial of the the information he had been fed.

RIGA nodded at this confirmation of her own QDE data conclusions. ‘It’s true, but I think we can stop it, or might already have brought a temporary halt to it. I have no idea what is happening in Terran space, though.”

“It sounds like you might have saved both our empires, RIGA,” he said admiringly.

“Actually, it’s all thanks to you Osachi, literally. Your shield and cloaking upgrades worked so well, we took them by surprise and managed to follow their trail across two empires,“ RIGA complimented her friend.

“Really! As simple as that?” He sounded completely unconvinced. He was young, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew there was a lot being left unsaid.

“Well, it might have taken a bit of investigative work as well, but truly your shield and cloak helped immensely. I’m told by Jennings here that your family were very concerned and he was sent with a small fleet to hunt you down and rescue you,” RIGA said.

“I doubt that, RIGA. We have a family policy of no ransoms and no recoveries because in the end they always cost other people's lives. My father always said none of us were worth more than any other man, woman or child. So, if Jennings says my family sent him, then you shouldn’t believe him,” Osachi responded derisively.

“We have a problem, then,” RIGA advised him. “How well are you known amongst the small fleet that is here in Empirum space?”

“Probably on sight by all officers on the bridges of any fleet ship. I’m supposedly their next Commander-in-Chief, after my father.”

“OK, next question. Are you aware of who kidnapped you?” RIGA asked him.

“Yes, it was that weasel, Wright. The bastard called on me while I was waiting for you on the Space Station and the next thing I know is, I’m being interrogated by that scary bastard, Trench, on an unknown ship.”

“What was it they wanted?” RIGA asked.

“Initially, they demanded the cloak disarm codes for your ship. Then, he said they weren’t important as you were the next in line for interrogation. I thought the bastard was lying. Anyway, I didn’t give him anything then because another officer came down and stopped it. I was apparently worth more unharmed and alive, than dead.” he paused, shifting to a more comfortable position.

“They transferred me to another ship that brought me to this place,” he indicated the moon base below. “ I was given chemicals to force the truth from me. They didn’t stop there, though. They took great delight in telling me that as the plans progressed, they had less and less need for me, so used torture to extract more information. In the end I gave them all they wanted, but they never asked about your shields, so I hoped you would understand and realise that I had no choice, but to give them something - I gave them the cloak.

RIGA smiled. “It wasn’t a problem. I guessed as much. However, now we need to get you safely back to Terran space where your family can take steps against the threat in your systems. First though, you must speak to the captains of the Terran fleet. Then we must remove the Tochin threats on board those ships. From there you can safely return home. You will have time to read and act on the records we have obtained from the Tochin ships on your way back to Terra,” RIGA explained.

“Talking of ships....” Gossie interjected. “Flash message off the nearest comms drone. TELLUR destroyed. GEN Vasta damaged, but operational. Two other Empirum cruisers damaged. No losses. Terran fleet under arrest pending your return. Update on time-scales soonest. Terrans are unhappy,” Gossie reported.

“But – ” Jennings looked shocked. 

“Oh! Sorry, Captain.” RIGA said with false sympathy.

“YOU DAMNED CYBORG...” he shouted at her. “Your kind will be finished once we takeover. Humans will never be controlled by artificial intelligence so long as the Tochin are in power. “ Jennings frothed in his fury, straining at his straps in an effort to get to RIGA.

“Damned by your own admission, Captain Jennings, if that’s your real name. We have a list of all of the Tochin agents in the government and military forces, and as soon as I reach Epsilon Gamma, my job will be to eliminate them all - with extreme prejudice.” 

“Hah! You think you’re clever, you only have a fraction of the agents we have in place. We have been planning this for years. You have no idea,” he spluttered.

“Really, Captain? Did you know that the DNA of the Tochin has a marked difference to that of say, a human from Terra, or from the Empirum? They represent a minor branch off from Earth origins, but it is clear and unassailable evidence of your origin. The ESSG has been testing people in positions of high office for the last three weeks under the pretext of a dangerous virus outbreak. It won’t be long before all of your people are identified.” She paused to give him time to digest the information. Osachi was watching the exchange and RIGA knew he was making his own mind up.

She continued for Osachi’s benefit. “Back that information up with the database of agents that we have recovered from the TELLUR, then add it to the core we recovered from the Tochin telephone exchange in Terran space and we can probably cross-identify and confirm 99.9% of all your agents within a matter of days.”

“The core was destroyed. I saw the debris. You’re bluffing,” Jennings accused her.

“Yes, it was damaged, but sufficient amount of the memory core remained intact and we photographed the complete telephone exchange before it blew up. We have a visual record of every cell in Terran and Empirum space. We can tie all that in quite easily with the logs we retrieved from the TELLUR and the DAN.”

Jennings was thinking. “You are still too late. Our fleet will respond as soon as they learn what is happening. It is going to take you time that you don’t have to neutralise our agents. They will go underground as soon as they are discovered.” 

He shook his head. “It won’t halt the invasion. It will be put into immediate effect and you will lose all of your fleets and your defences.” He smiled as he realised, “you cannot defend yourselves against our superior forces, not even the Terrans can stop us.”

“Oh, and why is that Captain?” Osachi asked. His pain temporarily forgotten in growing concern for his Father’s empire.

“Ah, I cannot say, but it won’t be long. If I were you I would take sides with us now, you could be ruling both empires. We only want to secure our borders from these abominations.” He scowled at RIGA.

“Actually, you're wrong, Captain. We discovered Pelon’s plan to install missile and defence weaponry compromised with Tochin over-rides. Now, when you press the button on your little invasion, all you are going to do is seal your own death warrants,” she responded having had enough of his tiresome behaviour.

Jennings fell silent, slumped down in the chair, all of the previous arrogance replaced with dismay as he realised that RIGA was right. She had identified all of their plans. The look of dejected disgust on his face was evident. RIGA decided it was probably the thought of being ruled by cyborgs and AI’s.

She had one last point. “The only decision left to me at this precise moment, Jennings, is what to do with you once your debriefing has been carried out.” 

“Oh! I think my father would like to deal with him, personally,” Osachi piped up, smiling at RIGA in open admiration.

‘The inter-system shuttle Met Tampa is in hyperspace and will be at the coordinates in two hours,’ Gossie announced on their private circuit.

‘We should be there to greet them, but remain cloaked. We cannot take any chances until we are sure,’ RIGA responded.

“Osachi, please strap yourself in, we are about to jump the ship.”  She smiled quietly - mission accomplished.


27. The Clean Up

RIGA arrived at the main door to the Secret Committee of the High Council. They formed the nucleus of support for the ESSG and were fully aware that the ESSG had thwarted an invasion plan by an enemy empire. At this point the Leader of the Senate, Conver Legurre, would be the only one who knew the whole story, but she wouldn’t know the names of those involved in the conspiracy until afterwards. This was because she would have to deal with them on a daily basis until such time as complete security was restored. To avoid compromising the ongoing trace of all cell members and their contacts, it was deemed best to restrict that information to the Operational Unit, headed by Bollida, with RIGA as Director.

The emphasis was on not creating panic over which of their colleagues might be the enemy, the confidence in the Council had to remain intact. The whole matter needed to be handled delicately and all of the known enemy watched in a major operation to establish their level of involvement directly, and indirectly, in affairs of State. Every move they made was recorded, monitored and judged.

RIGA proceeded with a debrief on recovery of the Terran Empire’s prodigal son, Osachi, and the unfortunate accident that cost the Captain of the Tesperadus his life. Cut to pieces by a fusillade of laser fire in the secret base at DL5YK , the Captain had died attempting to protect Osachi during the recovery operation. Unknown to the Council and In actuality, Captain Jennings was being extensively debriefed by ESSG and would, shortly be passed back to the Terran authorities.

The Tesperadus and its fleet had recently returned to Terran space with Osachi on board. It had been delayed in quarantine while Empirum medical staff inoculated all crew members and officers against a deadly virus that had been released by saboteurs. Unfortunately, a small number of officers and crew were already infected and had died before the antidotes could be distributed to the crew. 

The replacement PO, several Deck Officers and two Ensigns across the three ships as well as four senior crew members on the weapons decks were all fatally infected. As per standing Space Navy protocol, all dead were disposed of through a short service of remembrance, their sepulchres committed to space on a fast trajectory into the system’s sun.

As with Captain Jennings, a cloaked Empirum vessel standing by, recovered all coffins. These were transferred to a secure facility where sedated Tochin agents were prepared for debriefing by ESSG. Again, these enemy agents would be transferred to Terra at some point. 

With the destruction of the Goliath and the DAN, the Tochin had suffered a setback to their planned invasion. However, they had no idea that their operations had been completely compromised by RIGA’s efforts in obtaining the databases of agents, and infiltrated agitators. 

The lack of any retaliation against their secret assets had left the Tochin complacent, believing them still secure, which was exactly how ESSG’s Director of Operations wanted it. The Empirum’s revenge against the threat needed to be complete, which meant a total blackout on all investigations while each and every conspirator was tracked down, and dealt with.

Bollida, unsurprisingly, gave RIGA a free hand to conclude the matter, safe in the knowledge she would deal with everything efficiently and quietly without any trace back to the Council. This was what she had trained for and, in this particular matter, she knew it was a matter of extreme importance, that no Tochin was left behind.

***

Few would ever know just how close the Empirum had come to the outbreak of interstellar war, or that it had been averted largely through the efforts of just one agent of the ESSG. The Council themselves were only partially aware of the immensity of the averted threat. As a result nothing changed outwardly in Council as the ESSG went about quietly picking up all of the pieces, clearing all of the debris of treachery and minimising the fallout from internal breaches in national security.

Then, for the Empirum it was a time of great sadness as, through a combination of accident and illness, the Empirum lost four great bastions of strength and leadership in a short period of time. The Council quickly came together, human and AIder, to assure their subjects that, despite the loss, there would be immediate steps taken to elect new representatives. Thus reassuring everyone that business in the Empirum, would continue as usual. 

Even before the dust settled, the new Council quickly changed the ‘usual’ balance of thinking, forcing old decisions to be overturned. New, decisive policies took hold, ousting previously ratified decisions. The Empirum moved forward dynamically, finally marching in tune with the majority population of its member planets. It was a time of amazing progress and the Empirum’s popularity improved by its new thinking, looked ahead and considered new treaties, the first on the table being the Terran Empire with which trade was already proving beneficial to all.

In the military, there were similar tragedies. A flitter explosion, airlock malfunction, and a missing shuttle, took three senior members of the PACT Navy out in one month. Filling the resulting vacuum in strategic management with worthy successors created an early opportunity for radical changes in military strategy. 

This resulted in the dismantling of unpopular policies of appeasement in matters of Empirum security. As a consequence, immediate expansion of Navy operations, along with reorganisation of priorities, brought an immediate end to the plague of smuggling and pirating within the Empirum’s borders. There was a new confidence in the Pact and the promotion of Captain Xandarl to Fleet Admiral ensured that the future Navy would prove more responsive to any perceived threat of its borders. The Empirum was more secure.

***

The delicate wires completed their intrusion of the small control box built into the recessed entrance to the building. The glow, previously a dim red outline around the switch now turned green, the universally accepted colour of approval. Still the figure delayed, waiting for some unknown signal to proceed. Then, when the built-in timer should have returned the switch to red, it flashed once and turned off. An audible click indicated the lock had disarmed. The figure, a shadow in the darkened recess of the unlit street moved silently through the now open doorway and into the blackness beyond. As the door quietly closed, its self locking mechanism awoke the control box which, newly reactivated, resumed its dim red glow. 

Inside, the figure worked quickly in complete darkness, efficiently moving between items and obstacles as if in broad daylight. The shadow moved down the corridor to the door of a room with a strip of light showing underneath. The dark shape knelt down on one knee and placed a hand to the lit area of the door. There was a tiny flash as glass briefly reflected the beam of light and the shadow stilled, observing the room via a miniature camera placed within the gap.

The hand came away. The figure stood, silently waiting, listening for something beyond audible reach. When it was satisfied that things were as expected, it took hold of the door handle and turning it smoothly, entered the room. 

Facing into the room the door swung shut behind them, the figure’s hand unerringly guiding the latch to its closed position, returning the corridor to darkness. The light underneath interrupted by the movement of shadows as the figure now on the other side, moved closer to the light source and away from the door. Within a few seconds the slit resumed its uninterrupted gleam.

Inside the room, the small framed figure of RIGA, ESSG’s top agent and assassin, padded silently across to an archway and stepped silently onto the old fashioned stairway, testing each step for traps, or alarms. She had switched off all human mechanisms such as breathing and heartbeat. Silencing all sounds that would identify her as a human also meant keeping her sensors on passive to avoid tripping finely tuned receptors in the walls and ceiling. She knew one false move, or sound, would probably mean her instant death and failure of her mission. It was not her intention to be the victim tonight.

She continued to move silently and warily upward, another eight steps to the top, before her eyes came level with the first floor. She used zoom lenses built into her optical implants to examine the hidden traps that could only be detected by minuscule differences in height of the flooring. She could see the safe path so continued forward, stepping carefully through a minefield laced with CED’s (concentrated energy disruptor) cells; designed to explode upwards in a circle of explosive heat, they would melt all flesh and metal in a furious release of energy. Of limited duration and specifically created as man-killers, these were equally effective against synthetic and artificial intelligence. There would be little, or no trace left of a victim, requiring a little sweeping up and replacement of one square metre of floor and ceiling. A perfect defence.

RIGA reached the end of the corridor, listening, using her heightened auditory perception for any sound on the other side of the door. There, a heartbeat, but not close, its thump regular and at rest, the breathing even, and shallow. Asleep then, she decided, as she made to open the door. 

On impulse she hunkered down and slipped a finger beneath the door, it had a small optic attached and could rotate by mental command. She scanned the room at floor height looking specifically for trips, wires or pressure points that would set off defensive devices. 

Seeing nothing specific to give her cause for concern, RIGA nonetheless, remained extremely cautious. This was her profession and she excelled at this beyond all other skills that she had learned. She could count the kills she had made, but it was moot as nobody would ever ask her how many assignments she had carried out. Nobody outside the ESSG knew she was anything but an Ambassador - only Bollida knew everything.

RIGA knew that he had a superior, an overlord, not of the council, but had never successfully tracked them down. Always, they seemed one step ahead of her, but one day she would find them. Her QDE mode had already calculated that the day was coming when she would know who it was that had designed her, had her constructed in synovats and bio chambers, hidden her away from prying eyes until she was mature, then ensured her training and abilities were honed to perfection. 

She had a destiny, she was not someone’s tool and RIGA knew there would come a day when she would know what she was.

All she had to do was stay alive until then.

Opening the door, RIGA moved silently into the room, looking carefully at the man lying on the bed. Humans, she thought to herself, they want to conquer everything and everyone, yet the one thing they cannot conquer is their own weakness. Sleep was always their undoing, that and the desire to have a single point of existence. She looked around the room, noting all the personal items that this human had collected around himself. He needed the security of his home around him, even when travelling to foreign worlds.

RIGA zoomed in on a holopic of the man on the stand and viewed the image. She zoomed in further picking out details that were hidden from the human eye, but picked up by most digital image recorders. She observed the vegetation, the distant traffic and an aircraft frozen in time as it flew across the sky in the background. She could resolve the logo on the tailplane. She had it seen it before - on naval vessels belonging to the Tochin.

This only served as additional confirmation of the sleepers identity. She knew him well. He was Talbeck, Senator Talbeck of the Empirum’s High Council and he was a Tochin agent. One of the identities uncovered by her discovery of the intelligence records on the TELLUR. Only she, Gossie and Bollida knew of that list. It had been a month ago and since that time RIGA had silently eliminated twenty two of the enemy agents. 

Councillor Talbeck would be the last of the civilian agents to be removed. He was the leader of the opposition and his actions had been spectacularly successful in undermining the military spend in the Empirum. It was he that had tied the hands of the Navy and forbidden them to act against hostile forces between the planets. His consistent undermining of the Empirum’s defence over the decades represented high treason in military circles, but was described as the actions of a healthy democracy in political circles. RIGA knew the truth was neither. It had been a secret army of Tochin agents working towards the day of an invasion to take over their empire.

He had planted seeds of pseudo-pacifism that had allowed the Tochin to grow their forces within Empirum space. Now, he would have an unfortunate death. One that would send a clear message to his home world and wake them to the fear that would follow and haunt them. There would be no escape, their exits had been locked down, and every move they made was monitored until RIGA arrived to carry out their sentence.

RIGA took one last look at the items on the table and desk. There were no more secrets to uncover, ESSG knew all of them now. Sentence was to be carried out tonight, before the Senate meeting in the morning. She lifted her leather jacket to expose her abdomen. A small container emerged into her waiting hand. Opening by mental command, it exposed a small glass vial with a broken stopper. It was damaged enough for the contents to leak out, given the right incentive. 

She removed a tiny comms transmitter pin, allowing it to fall to the floor near the sleeping form. It only had a very short range, but didn’t need to be more for her needs. 

RIGA sprayed the area around Talbeck’s head with an enhancement drug, used by many humans to improve their senses. In her line of business and in this concentrated form, it ripped into the nerve endings and laid them bare so that any feelings of pain or pleasure, inside or outside of the body, were enhanced one hundred times over. As a tool for torture it was impressively effective. 

RIGA wanted him to feel the pain in revenge for another's life taken. The agony she had witnessed, while being bound by an oath to not interfere; one that had marred her early career in ESSG, and had stayed with her. Now, here in this room and in the process of righting a wrong, RIGA felt good about herself, and the work she had to do.

Talbeck inhaled the drug as it drifted around him. It was also absorbed by his skin. This version had been specially formulated to work quickly. He would feel the effects within minutes.

RIGA raised the local temperature of her hand by ten degrees. The heat quickly transferred to the glass tube in her hand which proved more than enough to begin the hatching process. Loosening the stopper slightly, she placed the vial on the table near Senator Talbeck’s sleeping body. Watching the process RIGA was satisfied that justice was about to be served. 

She moved back to the door, retracing her steps to the stairs and cautiously returned to the street. The quiet click of the door behind her confirming its reset.

Standing outside in the darkness, RIGA’s sensors picked up movement from the newly hatched nu-worm as it sensed body heat and emanations from the sleeping body nearby. Its frantic efforts to reach its natural prey eventually forced the broken stopper out enough for it to squeeze through the narrowed opening until it was free and able to fly. 

 

THE END
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