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CHAPTER ONE
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I WAS A SPECTACULAR failure as a Predatorbot.  Humans had tried to make my fierce female lion self into a heartless killing machine.  So far, I've failed to kill dozens of them.

I was created by the Human Collective's Predatorbot Programme, bred in one of their artificial wombs.  They implanted me with processors, memories, and behaviour module when I was four months old.  They bioengineered me to speak, and they taught me language.  

I currently lay on the deck beside the captain's seat in the control room of the Collective Starnavy frigate Thunderstrike.  Thunderstrike had been my home for the last five Standards.

"Stripping the sats now," Strike said.  Strike was the sapient machine intelligence who inhabited Thunderstrike's systems.  He was my best friend in all the universe.  "Coms traffic is your regular ag colony minding its own business.  I'll run the encrypted messages through my code keys before you drop.  We'll make orbit in twenty hours."

Above me, in the captain's seat, Bahar yawned.  She was a small, wiry, human woman with night-black skin.  She wore faded blue fatigues, and her hair had been released from its braids and formed a curly black halo around her face.

Bahar and I were the only bridge crew Strike had, if you could call me crew.  Fugitive, and sometimes argumentative friend, described me better.

"Go get some sleep, you two," Strike said.

He let us out of the control room and I padded into the long hallway. My quarters were the First Officers' suite, through the door on the left next to the control room.  The bunk which had taken up most of the space when I arrived was folded into the wall.  In its place was my large cat bed.  I smoothed out a wrinkle in my blankets with my paw, and settled into it, turning over onto my side, burying my nose into the familiar and comforting scents.

"Sweet dreams, Snap," Strike said.

I didn't have a name before I met Strike.  The Predatorbot Programme only gave us numbers.  Strike refused to call me by my number.  He named me Snap, because my jaws are reinforced and I can snap... you get the idea.  

It's another part of the heartless killing machine.  They should've removed my heart if that's what they wanted.
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When I first came aboard, Strike disabled the kill switch which the Programme had added to my behaviour module.  They'd started out adding shock circuits, but you know the jokes about herding cats.  The shocks hurt, but we ignored them.

We had no intention of being used as tools by corrupt politicians.  The data they'd filled our memories with had changed us.  We were no longer simply cats.  We were beings who –sort of – understood human culture and politics.  We were not going to kill protestors who had legitimate grievances against the Collective.

I'd wanted Strike to remove my behaviour module when I came aboard, but he'd refused.  He said it had dozens of connections into my brain, and trying to remove it might kill me.  So it still sits in my chest, a malevolent reminder of my origins.

My mentor at the Programme, Nyla Vatan, got me onto Thunderstrike shortly after she learned about our kill switches.  She later outed the illegal research the Programme was doing, and sensibly went on the run.  I haven't heard from her since.  

Strike suspected that Collective President Klas Jorrak had ordered the Predatorbot research.  He'd been President for fifteen Standards now, and the complaints against him – and the corruption rumours – were steadily growing.  Presidential elections came up again in a Standard's time.  Stike thought Jorrak planned to use the Predatorbots to dispose of people who threatened his re-election.

Strike had found corruption linked to the President on Arjun and Naretha, and he'd decided he had to act against the man.  But Strike was part of the Collective Starnavy, and openly acting against the elected President was technically treason.  So he'd had to get sneaky about it.

He founded the Special Investigations Unit.  The Collective Starnavy was vast, and there were dozens of offshoot units nobody knew much about, so it was good cover.  Strike made sure the Unit looked official, and that we stayed 'under the radar' as he put it.

We are the keepers of the Collective's conscience.
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We'd been travelling along the Central Spine route towards the Zurrial Triangle.  Strike thought we'd have the best chance of finding Nyla there.  But when we docked at Olianna Station our Unit contacts had forwarded files about an illegal mining operation on Reeva.  Someone on the planet had sent a message, hinting at colony charter violations.  

Something about it had bothered Strike.  He suspected that Jorrak was involved in the mining operation.  We'd soon find out whether his suspicions were right.
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Eighteen hours later we entered low orbit around Reeva.  As we circled the planet a massive open-cut mine came into view.  It was in the barren north of the planet's biggest continent, and wasn't destroying any habitat – yet.  That wouldn't last if they scaled up production, which our contact here clearly thought they intended to do.

Bahar was wearing one of her Starnavy uniforms this morning, something she only did if she had to look official.  We avoided those situations as much as possible.  

"Contact with colony initiated," Strike said.

A brown-skinned human's face came up on the wallscreen.  Strike added data in a sidebar: Umran Cahul.  Colony Chairperson.  Male.  

"You're on," he told Bahar.

Bahar sat up straight in her seat.  "Good morning," she said.  "This is the Human Collective frigate Thunderstrike.  We've received a message from you requesting assistance.  Can you clarify what help you need?"  

She sounded calm, but her smell had an edge of anxiety to it.  That was one of the things the Programme's bioengineering had done to me.  I can smell humans' emotions.  It wasn't always an advantage.

Umran's face shifted to that expression humans use when they're trying not to react to something.  "I didn't ask for assistance.  No-one on the Council did.  Our colony's functioning just fine."  He sounded defensive, and his body had stiffened-up.

I secured a feed line to Bahar and Strike.  Ask him about the mine? I sent.

Not yet, Strike replied.  We need to figure out what's going on here first.

Umran was talking again.  "We have had some satellite outages recently.  Perhaps our engineering chief asked for help with those."  Something in the way he said that told me him and the Chief didn’t get on.

"We'll take a look at them.  And if you do need help, here are our com codes."  Strike sent them, then broke the connection.

"What do you think of that?" Bahar asked.

"I think we worried him.  He wasn’t expecting a call from us," Strike said.

"That's my reading too," Bahar replied.  "Now we have to work out who our real contact is – and what's going on here."
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[image: ]


"RECEIVING NEW CONTACT," Strike said.  "It's a shielded line."

The face which appeared on the wallscreen was black-skinned and lined, with long locs streaked with grey.  He had the lean look of an ex-trooper.  

"Hello, Thunderstrike?  Are you receiving me?"

"Loud and clear," Bahar said.

"I'm Xannon Naaman.  Engineering chief here.  An' I'm not happy about what's going on."

In the feed, Strike sent, The line's secure. 

Xannon smiled.  Was that an attempt to charm Bahar?  Good luck with that.  She described herself as 'sex repulsed aromantic asexual'.  She'd had to explain to me what that meant.

"What's the problem?" she asked.

"They're mining.  Trashing our world illegally."

"I'm guessing you want us to stop them?"

Xannon's face cycled through a complicated set of emotions.  I identified relief, anger, fear, and uncertainty.  

"We should talk face to face about this," he said.  I saw Bahar hesitate.  That was a classic flytrap.  "I'm not confident I can keep our coms secure."

That... was interesting.  Who didn't he trust here?

"Can you guarantee us safe passage?" Bahar asked.

"Can guarantee you a safe reception."

"So where are you?" she asked.

A set of co-ordinates and a map appeared on the wallscreen.  I saved the data to my memories.  "This is a remote engineering station.  I work out of here now.  Left Prairie City when certain people grabbed power," Xannon said.

Right.  I've lost count of the number of corrupt governmental structures we've helped to demolish.  No, I haven't.  The total currently stands at 23.

"Who approved that mine?" Bahar asked.

"Rotten elements on our Council."

That's the tricky kind of intervention.  We don't know for certain how many hostiles we've got.  And if you think all colonists are idealists wanting a fresh start away from Central, think again.  Sometimes they're just criminals looking for a new opportunity.

"When would be the best time to drop?" Bahar asked.  

"18.00 local.  Going dark here then, and it's changeover for security shifts.  Easier to slip past the scanners.  Here's my com codes."

"Look out for us then," Bahar replied.

Strike killed the line.  "No attempted hacks of our coms.  You'll be taking the Xenophon down there."

"Are you suggesting that because you're expecting trouble?" I asked.  That shuttle was armed and armoured, and had room for all twenty of our troops.  They were currently in cryogenic suspension in Strike's bay.

"You're taking it because it has the best stealthing," Strike said.  

"So who's going?" I asked.

"Me," Bahar said.  "Five of the troops, and Snap."

I don't think you should go, Strike said over my private feed line.

I need to go to keep Bahar safe.

The troops...

Are obvious targets.  I'm not.  Nobody here should know what a Predatorbot is.  I'm the secret weapon.

Bahar turned to me.  "Have you two stopped fighting?" she asked.

"How did you know we were fighting?" 

"Because you're glaring at the camera.  You only do that when the two of you are disagreeing."

Right.  Yeah, that's totally a thing.  She says we bicker like an old married couple, whatever that means.  The thing is, Strike is very special to me.

Someone else who is very special to me is Nyla.  She's an animal neuroscientist.  She kept asking awkward questions at the Programme, and got told to shut up.  When our kill switches were installed someone leaked the information to her.  She quit the Programme then. She's been laying low ever since, and I really wish I knew where she was.

I panicked when learned about my kill switch.  I couldn't block its operation.  They had no intention of letting their Predatorbots escape from their slavery.  But I did escape, and Nyla was the person who arranged that.  I owe her for my freedom.  Now I need to find her, and her sisters, and make sure they're all safe.  I hope we find some clues to them here.

––––––––
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In the hours before we dropped Strike sent drones down to check the planet out.  They did a full orbital sweep of the land.  Reeva's feed was pretty quiet, most of the talk about farming or trading.  Their security system was tougher to hack, but no match for Strike.  And that turned up a curious thing.

You'd think people would object to miners putting a big gash in their planet without their consent, but there was no mention of it.  The mine was on the northern side of the mountains, and all the settlements on the southern side of that continent.  But even so, I'd expect more noise.  Humans complained about everything.

Which meant that most colonists probably didn’t know the mine was there.  And that the colony's Council was probably involved in the mining operation.
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Bahar fretted as usual while Strike thawed the troops out.  In between missions they slept in Strike's cryo bay.  Strike was a modestly-sized ship, and he only had four decks.  The cryo bay was on Deck Three, and took up a large part of the space at the rear of the ship.  

Bahar rode down in the lift to Deck Three, and Strike let her into the bay.  It was long and narrow, with ten pods on either side of a central accessway.  Bahar paced along the rows, checking the readouts of each pod as she passed.  It was all totally pointless.  Strike ran the show here.  He could've told her everything was fine, but this was one of what Strike called 'Bahar's essential rituals'.  Humans had lots of those.  They really are a weird species.

Strike had chosen Howin to lead the squad, and she strode into the galley an hour before drop.  She was tall, broad, and white-skinned, and wore her black hair short in the style of most Starnavy troops.  Her scent was completely calm.  This was business as usual for her.  She flopped into a seat at the galley and said, "Feed me.  And brief me."

"Food coming up," Strike said.

I was glad we were taking some of the troops with us.  Something about the situation down there didn't feel right.
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A shipboard hour later Bahar and I went down to the vehicle bay.  The troops had already settled into the shuttle.  The lift car let us out on Deck Four, the ship's lowest level.  The vehicle bay was the biggest of Strike's three holds here.  I padded across the cold deck beside Bahar, and Strike opened the shuttle's airlock door for us.  We went to the control room.  Bahar took the captain's seat, but Strike would be piloting.  The troops were already strapped in in the passenger compartment.

"Sealing up now," Strike announced over the shuttle's com.  The vehicle bay doors opened, revealing a square of black outside.  "Out you go." 

What's the satellite status? I asked over our private feed line as we came into the black.

You're stealthed.  Nothing they have up here can register you.

I'd heard that before.  Once Strike had been spectacularly wrong about it.  I hoped he was right this time.

"Commencing drop now," he said.

We came into atmosphere over the ocean, around the farside of the planet from our destination.  "No pings yet," Strike said.  "Defence sats coming back on-line now.  Still no pings.  Not much traffic on this ocean."

Reeva seemed to be the perfect ag colony.  I didn't trust that.

We crossed the terminator into the nightside of the planet.  Our destination was coming up fast below us.  The engineering station was totally dark, and the drones Strike had sent over the area ahead of our drop had recorded minimal power usage.  

"Ping from our contact's security system now.  ID request received," Strike said.  "Let's see what happens.  Sending our data."

Why are our weapons hot? I asked over our private feed connection.

Just a friendly warning, Strike replied. 

That's not going to get his co-operation.

He asked for our help.  Just letting him know what he's dealing with.

Bahar turned to me.  "Are you two fighting again?"

"Having a difference of opinion.  I don't think we're being very friendly," I said.

Bahar's gaze flicked to the console in front of her, with its weapons status lights.  "We'll see," she replied.

I was wearing my armour, but it wasn't sealed up.  When it was retracted it covered only my back.  I'd set the camouflage to look like a metallic coat for a petbot, complete with a bogus manufacturer's logo.  Strike had got the armour for me shortly after I came aboard.  Don't ask where it came from.

I don't seal my armour up unless I'm in trouble, and by then it doesn't matter if people find out what I am.  I have a weapon on my forehead, and one on each shoulder of my armour.  They're operated by my tongue and shoulders, and they stay retracted into my armour most of the time.  Most of the time I'm pretending to be a petbot.  It works better than weapons for getting information out of people.

Bahar has a saying about us always walking a tightrope.  She had to show me images of one to get me to understand.  She's right.  

The Special Investigations Unit is a large network of humans and machine intelligences. The Collective sprawls over a huge area of space, and you know humans.  There are always some who can't resist the lure of a corrupt 'get-rich-quick-scheme', as Bahar calls it.  These are the people we find and expose.

If the Starnavy knew about the Unit it would label us traitors.  But traitors like overthrowing elected governments.  We don't want to do that.  We have no desire for power.  We just want to see it used fairly and legally.

Lights appeared below the shuttle, outlining a drop pad.  The cabin went quiet as the main engines shut off and the antigrav system lowered us onto the pad.  

"Just got another ping," Strike said.  "Xannon says welcome."

"Let's hope we are," I replied, as I padded to the airlock in front of Bahar and the troops.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BOOK 1 OF THE IHU‘NT:’)?ERSTRIKE DIARIES

WENDY METCALFE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





