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Chapter 1 – Return from Oblivion
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I feel cosy and warm, as though in cotton wool. I do not have a care in the world. My head feels as big as a planet and the room feels like pink candyfloss. Although I see white, winged creatures in the rafters I’m not aware of another human being in the world. I take another pull of senthe from my pipe. I feel good.

An ugly, fat head wakes me from my reverie.

"You're in my seat!" it shouts.

I blink, try to focus. There is a fat addict in front of me with two heavies.

The next thing I remember the addict and the heavies are on the ground, groaning.

The flabby Senthe Den Owner hurries over. 

"Sir, you'll have to leave," he says.

"Why, they started it?"

"He's a government official Sir."

"So. Give him a double on me."

"Sir, I don't know, I think..."

"My credit's good."

The Den Owner just looks at me. He may seem flabby, but there is muscle there. He is tough. Must be. Yet I can see fear. He looks at the two heavies recovering on the floor, crumples, turns, and leaves me.

I look around. Fuzzy images clear for a moment. There are more than a dozen other addicts. The room is filled with smoke partially obscuring the peeling, green walls. It is crowded. I start to feel guilty for my actions. Then stop. “What the heck can you expect if you push your face into someone’s business when they’re high on drugs?” I settle back, take a pull on my pipe, and drift off into dreams.

Next day I am disturbed again and really start getting irritated.

"Colonel Miller?"

I blink and shake my head. Two blurry images come into focus. Both are in military uniform. 

"Yes?" I snap.

"Sir, we have bad news."

That got my attention and my anger with it. 

"Go on."

"Your sister and her husband are dead."

"What?"

"They've been killed Sir. A hit and run shooting."

My sister Suzie is three years my junior and two years older than my brother.

"And your brother has disappeared. It is thought he has joined the rebels."

"Am I dreaming all this?"

"No Sir."

The other officer speaks, "Sir, you have been called back to active duty."

"Great. Don't I get some time to grieve?"
"It's been two months Sir."
“How long?”

The first officer speaks again, "Sir, you're ordered to report to General Cole tomorrow morning."

"We'll see about that. I'm going to find my sister's killer. Bet it's down to that damn husband of hers."

"Sir, your orders are quite specific."

"Orders, hell!"

"Sir, please."

"Do I get transport?"

"Naturally."

Next morning a car comes for me and deposits me at headquarters. I enter the building and go up to the top floor. I am shown into General Cole's office. I have washed, shaved, and tidied myself up. It feels strange to be wearing a stiff uniform again.

He continues writing without looking up. 

"Please sit," he says.

"Sir, I prefer to stand."

He looks up. "Colonel you're one of the best undercover operatives we have. What the hell happened?"

"My wife died while I was undercover Sir. The rest is a blur."

"I'm sorry about your wife. And your sister. Trying to escape into a fog of senthe smoke is not the answer. Sooner or later we all have to face reality Colonel."

"Yes Sir. Sir I have a request. I want to find my sister's killer."

"Request denied."

"But sir, I'm best placed to do this with all my contacts."

"Your orders are to ensure the safety of the President. If you can do both I have no objections."

"Thank you Sir."

"Don't thank me. Either one involves danger."

"Sir!"
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Chapter 2 – Investigation
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I leave the General's office with a measure of relief. I go home and change into some casual clothing, jeans and polo necked sweater. I then make my way to the poorer quarter of Washington. Getting my bearings, I make my way to Gem's Shoe Shop. Gem, if that is his real name, runs a fencing racket with his shop as a front. I enter the shop and make my way to the Assistant Manager. She is a neatly dressed woman in her forties with short, brown hair and green eyes.

"Is Gem in?"

"Who wants to know?"

"Brendan." I use several names in my job and Brendan is the one by which I am known to Gem.

She picks up a communicator. 

"Guy called Brendan wants to know where you are."

She puts the communicator down and looks up at me. "He's out back. Go on through."

I find Gem with some gems. He quickly locks them away.

"Brendan, my man. How's it goin'?"

"Oh, you know."

"Yeah. What can I do for you?"

"Information."

"Two hundred credits buys you most things I have to tell."

"Okay. What's the gen on the President?"

"Rumour has it a pro-Vashnu group is plotting to assassinate him."

"What's the name of the group?"

"Call themselves the Mulla."

"Indians?"

"Yeah."

"What would they have to gain?"
"Don't know as the Deputy President is Chinese."
"What do you know about Suzi and Tony Swainbank?"

"Rumour has it she got too close to something."

"Ahhh." Suzi and Tony always claimed to be in the police, but all my instincts said CIA. He always seemed impetuous so I am surprised to hear that their deaths might be down to her good detective work.

"Do I get paid then?"

"For rumours? I don't know."

"Come on Brendan, you know my rumours are close to the truth."

"I'll see what I can do."

"I can give you a name."

I give him two hundred credits.

"Is this all you can do?"

I give him another three hundred. 

"Name?"

"Shrem Patahl."

Next morning, I report to the General via my wrist communicator. 

"General."

"Colonel. Report."

"I have reason to believe that an Indian group called the Mulla is plotting against the President."

"What do you suggest?"

"An Indian officer can try to infiltrate whilst you keep them under surveillance."

"I'll get right on it. What are you going to do?"

"I have a lead to follow."

"Very well. Out."

I find my ‘lead’ in downtown Washington. I follow Shrem Patahl into a club. He has three women on his arm. Someone is generously financing this Romeo, or he is expecting some generous finance. I watch him for hours. No suspicious contacts. I decide to take a different tack. When he finally arrives home I am waiting for him. He is fast and throws a knife. The pain in my chest is severe. He grins. Then the colour drains from his face when I pull out the knife and there is no blood.

"What the hell are you, a robot?"

"I just heal quickly." I can tell he is thinking about going for the concealed laser pistol.

"Don't. You don't need to. I just want in."

"How can I possibly trust you?"

"You can check me out, surely?" 

I figure he has access to police databases. I figure right.

He logs on to the Police Network.

"Name?"

I gave a false alias, "Simon Steele."

"Age?"

"Thirty-four." 

"Correct."

My mug shot comes up, along with a series of false misdemeanours. I am glad I updated this false ID recently.

"We can use someone with your...talents."

"Now you're talking."

"So, how did you find out about us?"

"I have my sources."

"Those sources might shop you. It bothers me that there are people around who know our business."

"I'll take care of it." I go into the night and find a safe harbour in a shop doorway. I call the General. 

"Sir, I'm sorry to bother you at this hour."

"Go ahead Colonel."

"I've contacted a Shrem Patahl. He thinks I've gone to plug a leak. Can you circulate a report about some minor informant being killed?"

"Sure."

"Thanks General. For the time being I'll stay undercover."

"Go carefully."

"Always do."

I leave it a while and go back to Shrem. "Problem solved."

"That was fast," Shrem says.
"Don't like to hang around."
"Mmm. How do I know you’re telling the truth?"

“Check on minor informants ending up dead.”

“I will.”

"So, what are your plans for the President?"
"The President? Where's the profit in that? We're going after the Grand National Cyber Bank."
"Oh, crap."

"What?"

"I think I've made a mistake. Before I leave do you know anything about Suzi Swainbank?"

"Nothing."

It bothers me that he broke eye contact. I promise myself to revisit Shrem once I’ve followed up my other leads, maybe bring him in for questioning.

"Gotta go. Here's my comms. Let me know if you hear of any action involving the President will you?"

"Okay, but you're missing out on lots of credits."

"Bye Shrem. Good luck with the heist." 

I feel like I have hit a dead end and it is frustrating. I try to sift through all my other contacts and finally decide on Dem. Dem Fiske is a petty thief, but he moves in all the right circles to get underground political information. 
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Chapter 3 – The Plot Thickens
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I report in using my wristcom. "Good afternoon General."

"Colonel. How is it going?"
"Hit a dead end with Shrem Patahl. You might want to alert the Feds. He's planning to rob the Grand National Cyber Bank."
"Good work Colonel."

"As to my next move, I'm going to talk to Dem Fiske. He's a petty thief with lots of contacts."

It takes me several days to find his whereabouts. He has many haunts.

I get in my car and drive across town to Washington Avenue. It is dusk when I approach Dem’s apartment. To my surprise there are police cars. I get out of my car and walk over.

"Sir?" The Policeman on guard says.

"Yes?"

"This is a crime scene. No unauthorised access."
"But..." I fumble for my well-hidden ID. "This do?"
"Sir!" He motions for me to enter.

The chief investigator is at the centre of all the activity. I walk up to him.

"What happened?" I ask.

"Looks like a robbery that went wrong."

"Mind if I look around?"

"Be my guest, just don't mess up the evidence."

I put on some gloves. I find sets of small drawers containing items of stolen jewellery. I find money in a few places. I go back to the officer in charge.

"Seen enough?" He asks.

"Thanks. I don't think this is a robbery."

"Fine. You're entitled to your opinion, but you can leave it to the professionals."

"I am a professional."

"Oh?"

"MIC."

"Military Investigation Corps?"

"Yes."

He
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