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As midday approaches on a calm summer day, the great grey bulk of the HMS Silver Lining cuts through the green-tinted waves of the English Channel. Grey foam gathers at the ship’s bow, dispersing in sun-kissed ripples in its wake. Gulls gather overhead, whilst beneath the surface, fish avoid its passage, otherwise minding their own business; crustaceans scuttle far below, avoiding the attention of bottom-feeders.

In the deep, darkness reigns, the murk of these waters blocking the sun’s rays. So dark, in fact, that the passing of a dozen bodies goes unnoticed, even by the sea life.

Aboard the Silver Lining, Captain Juliet Jones stands at the bridge with her hands clasped behind her back, watching the horizon. Home lies but a few miles ahead, a dark blur marking the town of Arkbridge, home to their Royal Navy Base. It’s hard to make it out from so far away, but Captain Jones knows the place well – she grew up there, under the shadow of the old smokestacks, watching the navy ships come and go, wishing she could be on them.

Now she is, and it has been the highlight of her life. Still, it’s good to be home – nearly, at least. After weeks at sea, she and her crew are more than ready for some well-deserved rest.

Despite the relief of their destination coming into sight, however, the crew of the Silver Lining remain tense. It is not simple discipline that has them so stoic, though, but the knowledge of what sits within their ship: dangerous cargo that must be delivered to Arkbridge Base, transported in secret from half the world away. Only a handful of the crew know exactly what it is; those that don’t are perhaps even more nervous.

Checking her watch, Captain Jones realises it is time for the hourly check-in. She grabs her radio, calling down to the compartment in which the cargo is stored – not with the rest of the consignment, but in a secure room that acts like an electromagnetic cage.

‘Status report.’

‘All secure down here, captain,’ the quartermaster replies – usually, he would be on deck on this final approach to the base, but his orders are to stay close to the device in that room. ‘No activity from the cargo.’ There’s a pause, in which he seems to have said all there is to say, and then, ‘How far to Arkbridge Base?’

‘ETA twelve minutes,’ Captain Jones relays. ‘Nearly home, Tyler.’

‘Thank you, captain.’

Now, the conversation is over; Captain Jones returns her radio to its hook and watches the shape of her hometown coalesce. The old factories, the rows upon rows of houses on the hills, and the ever-familiar walls of the naval base.

‘Time to let them know we’re coming,’ she commands the Communications Officer.

‘Aye, captain,’ the officer replies, adjusting their headset and tapping at their control console. ‘HMS Silver Lining to Arkbridge Base, repeat, HMS Silver Lining to Arkbridge Base. We are on approach to the dock, cargo secure, ETA ten minutes.’

The crew on the bridge listen for the response; there is only static. Frowning, Captain Jones orders the hail be repeated – still no answer.

‘Are you on the right frequency?’ she asks.

A few taps of the console are followed by a nod from the Communications Officer; they repeat the hail again, but there is still only static.

Stepping to the front of the bridge, the captain raises a pair of binoculars, seeking any signs as to why Arkbridge isn’t receiving their hail. Nothing stands out.

‘Switch the frequencies. Try to raise someone – anyone. We need to know whether this is a problem on our end,’ she commands. Looking up at the circling gulls, she wonders whether one has – somehow – caused damage to their communications array. Unlikely, but all possibilities must be considered.

‘Still nothing,’ the Communications Officer informs her. ‘Systems say we’re broadcasting, but there seems to be some interference.’

The hairs on Captain Jones’ arms stand on end; instinct tells her trouble is coming. Keeping her calm, she turns to her crew. ‘Anything on radar or sonar?’

‘Only the fish and the birds, captain,’ the officer replies, but his smile falters as he senses the captain’s nerves. ‘What is it?’

‘Hopefully nothing,’ Captain Jones replies. ‘Full speed, just in case.’

The officers comply, the ship gathering speed. It’s a risk; too fast and they may not be able to slow down to dock, but if the interference means trouble, they need to reach safety as fast as possible. The cargo they’re carrying must reach Arkbridge Base, and the captain can’t help but draw a connection between it and this sudden loss of communication.

She doesn’t know that the dozen bodies in the water are closing in, untouched by the ship’s sensors. A stealth squad set to confirm her fears.

Over the roar of the engines and the crashing of water against the hull, the thunk of metal is unheard by the captain and her officers. They keep their eyes ahead and on their consoles, oblivious to the danger.

Beneath sea-level, however, chaos is seconds away from erupting. The metal-encased bodies cling to the shell of the ship, readying their weapons: super-heated blades spring from their bracers, are jammed into the steel, cutting through with ease. Water spills into the Silver Lining; crew panic, retreat, slamming shut the ballast doors.

But it’s not enough. The armoured invaders break through the doors, flooding the ship one compartment at a time. Alarms blare, warning of incoming water, but the damage is done. At the bridge, there is panic – the attack came from nowhere, but already the ship is listing, filling with water.

‘Show me the lower decks,’ Captain Jones commands, and camera footage appears on computer terminals. Bodies are swept below inrushing water, whilst figures in green and red stride through, unaffected by the surging sea. She can only stare as they tear through doors, cutting down her crew.

‘What do we do?’ someone asks – Captain Jones can’t answer.

It’s a massacre down there, water turning red, and the invaders’ advance is taking them all in the same direction: the cargo.

She looks up, out the window and towards Arkbridge Base, still too far away. And the ship is sinking. Taking initiative, the Communication Officer starts yelling a mayday, but it’s unlikely that anyone will hear it.

Finding her voice, Captain Jones croaks, ‘Get to the lifeboats.’

The crew hesitates. Then someone hits the alarm to abandon ship before darting from the bridge, and the rest quickly follow. Despite it being her order, however, she stays put, adhering to the tradition of a captain going down with the ship. She watches the armoured invaders, instead.
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Water gathering around him, the ship groaning as it loses buoyancy, one of the armour-clad men stomps through the ship. He raises his gun, fires red-hot shots into a pair of sailors trying to slam a door in front of him, sending them to the sea-soaked floor. With a powerful kick, he slams the door aside, continuing his relentless passage into the depths of the ship.

He knows what he’s looking for. Not because of any signal it emits, nor thanks to insider information, but because of the dead zone his scanners detect – the electromagnetic cage creating a void at the ship’s centre.

Other men in high-tech armour appear from down a corridor as the water rises. One nods to him. ‘Sergeant Barracuda,’ she says. ‘All resistance has been eliminated.’

‘Good.’ He taps the side of his helmet and a radio buzzes into life. ‘Lionfish, Bluefin, Skate, to me – you’re helping me collect the payload. The rest of you, out into the sea. Make sure no one escapes.’

A chorus of affirmatives respond over the radio. The armoured woman in front of him nods, smiles behind her visor. ‘Well, I’m already here.’

‘So you are, Corporal Bluefin,’ Barracuda grumbles. He gestures for her to follow him deeper into the ship, passing the bodies of more sailors. The water fills each compartment, and the pair take to swimming rather than walking to combat the leaning of the ship, boots propelling them at speed. Another two armoured invaders join them further in, on approach to the dead zone.

A corpse greets them, already drowned, loosely gripping a pistol; Barracuda pushes it aside and activates his blade. Water bubbles around it as he jams it into the door and starts to cut – Bluefin joins him, cutting from the opposite edge, and within seconds the door is off.

The four enter the room with the rushing water, staggered but steady enough to walk rather than fall.

Before them sits a large metal box, lid strapped on tight. Behind his visor, Barracuda smirks. ‘This is it,’ he announces. ‘Help me with it.’

The others leap to his aid, each digging their gauntleted hands into a corner, lifting, dragging it through the water, back through the ship, past the destruction they have wrought.

As they make their escape, the remaining attackers fire superheated bullets upon sailors in lifeboats; the ship begins its final descent beneath the waves, dragging men and women down with it. And on the bridge, Captain Jones holds her breath, praying silently as the water closes in around her, snatching away her last vision of Arkbridge.

Within another minute, all hands aboard the Silver Lining have been lost, either drowned or torn apart by the attackers’ weapons. And then the armour-clad killers are gone, powering through the deep with their quarry.

It doesn’t take long for the scavengers to descend upon the scene – Arkbridge Base send a ship to investigate soon after.

*
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In his office, with its walnut walls and portraits of esteemed admirals, Admiral Cain sits at his desk, thick white eyebrows furrowed. He rubs at his moustache, then drums the desk with his fingers, processing the news he has just received.

The HMS Silver Lining has sunk, barely eight minutes away from base. There was no distress call, and by the time the observatory realised anything was wrong, the ship was already halfway on its side. When they got a rescue team out there, the ship was already below the surface, and any bodies above the waves were already dead.

According to those initial reports, there were signs of gunshot wounds on many of them. That alone is concerning, but more so is the knowledge of what’s on that ship. Cain knows he needs to retrieve it, but the cargo’s nature is also highly classified. He can’t trust just anyone to handle the matter.

A twinge of guilt in his chest reminds him that some hundred lives have just been lost. If anyone survived, there’s been no sign of them – unless they’re trapped in the ship, in which case it’s unlikely anyone will reach them in time. His hand is already itching to set his signature to the condolence letters.

But the cargo. He knows that securing the cargo could help protect millions more lives.

Admiral Cain reaches for the phone on his desk, jabs the keys, waits for an answer. It takes a few seconds, but then a refined voice speaks from the other end.

‘Yes?’

‘Mr Remington?’ Cain asks; he receives an affirmative. ‘This is Admiral Frederick Cain. I’m afraid I have bad news regarding the HMS Silver Lining.’

‘Yes,’ Remington replies with a sigh. ‘I’ve already heard. Regrettable. But tell me, Admiral, is the cargo intact?’

Suddenly, Cain doesn’t feel quite so cold-hearted. At least he acknowledges the losses. Keeping his cool, he explains, ‘Unclear as of yet, sir. However, I am working on getting answers. As you know, Arkbridge Base is home to an elite team – I will be sending them to investigate.’

‘My understanding was that they are currently on mission,’ Remington retorted, ‘and we need fast results.’

The Admiral allows himself the narrowest of smiles. ‘I assure you, sir, Agents Depthcharge and Torpedo won’t be away for long, and there is no one I trust with a task of this importance more than them.’

‘Fine,’ Remington says. ‘Keep me updated.’

The phone call ends, and Cain is satisfied that he no longer needs to hear the voice of the man on the other end. With the news passed on, he can act on getting answers. All he needs to do is get in touch with his team.
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Many miles away, a short distance from the northern coast of Spain, a small freight ship drifts on calm currents. It is lightly loaded, carrying only a brace of shipping containers with barely space for as many more. Men with tanned skin patrol the deck, but they’re not regular sailors – freight workers don’t need machine guns.

And the contents of the shipping containers isn’t headed for any legitimate market.

Though they patrol and watch the waves, the crew of the freight boat are relaxed. Guns aren’t held at the ready; they’re rested on shoulders or strapped to their backs. It’s unclear how long the vessel has been in their hands, but it’s unlikely to be a recent acquisition. No blood on the deck, paint scoured away by sea salt, and the pilot manoeuvres its bulk with practiced ease.

None of that is particularly pertinent to the mission at hand, but the pair who pursue it can’t help but be curious. How many times, they wonder, has this ship docked at British ports to offload its contraband without being challenged?

‘Seems to me,’ says the larger of the two, ‘that some customs officials might be looking the other way whenever this crew shows up.’

He is clad in thick, blue-tinted armour that near doubles his size, yet he glides through the water with ease. Over each shoulder sit missile batteries, waterproofed pistols sitting in holsters at his waist, further armaments fitted in his legs and arms – an aquatic armoury. A green-hued visor obscures his face, yet his vision is clear, his suit’s systems sharpening his vision.

‘I’m sure they’re paid handsomely to do so,’ the second replies, her voice coloured by the traces of an accent reminiscent of South American dialects. ‘They’ll have a little less in their pockets this month, though.’

Her equipment is closer to a wetsuit than armour, yet it possesses a resistance to gunfire to rival her partner’s gear. Her helmet, though, is more closed than his, with only her eyes revealed by the green of her visor. Three prongs, like the tip of a trident, form a crest at the top of her head, whilst a hybrid harpoon-rifle is strapped across her back.

The pair move fast enough that they are gradually gaining on the freight ship, and both know that it will soon be time to strike.

The mission is a simple one: apprehend the smugglers, secure the cargo, and mark the ship for collection by the relevant authorities. Casualties permissible.

Their conversation becomes more serious.

‘Alright, T,’ says the man. ‘I’ll work on immobilising the ship, you start clearing the deck. Ready?’

‘Ready,’ Torpedo replies.

The pair separate, Depthcharge staying low, heading for the keel of the vessel; Torpedo surges upwards, cutting through the water like her namesake, leaving a narrow trail of bubbles in her wake. She sticks to the wake of the freight ship so she won’t be noticed, but after a few seconds of swift swimming she emerges, helmeted head above the waves.

She is battered by the wavelets left behind by the vessel, but her vision is clear enough to check the ship’s stern for a patrolling smuggler. A head bobs along the gunwale, from left to right, then its owner turns the corner.

The way seems clear. Torpedo dives under the surface, kicks forward, escaping the waves; she closes the distance by a few feet as she descends, then she turns underwater and powers herself upwards, her suit lending power to her breach.

Droplets of ocean water cascade in her wake as she springs from the water, reaching out with both hands to clutch the metal of the ship. Her landing is accompanied by a clunk, but she hopes the sound is a familiar one in a ship this battered. After some seconds hanging from the hull, she climbs, digging her fingers into the steel, pressing her body close. Wind rises, snatching at her, but her strength holds her steady.

Beneath, she knows Depthcharge will be getting into position just ahead of the turbines, latching onto the ship’s bottom, priming his weapons to attack.

If she’s going to take down any smugglers before her partner acts, she needs to do it now.

Fortunately, the patrolling smuggler rounds the pilot’s cabin again, out of sight from his crewmates. Torpedo hangs over the edge of the gunwale, fingers on the rail, waiting. Metal clunks under his feet as he approaches; he passes her, oblivious to her presence, not expecting a threat – especially not one that climbed aboard from beneath the sea.

She lunges for him, grabs him around the neck, applying pressure. Her weight as she hangs suspended, paired with her strength, renders him unconscious in moments. Then, Torpedo swings herself over the railing and aboard the ship, where she readies her weapon.

Keeping low, she follows the deck around, noting the window that surrounds the bridge. Two smugglers are inside, locked in conversation, eyes forward; she pushes the door open and takes aim.

Their eyes turn towards the opening door, jovial expressions dropping into confusion. Before that can become panic, Torpedo fires two quick shots.

Her gun isn’t silent, but she knows stealth won’t serve her for long. Not when Depthcharge is about to...

A blast shakes the ship, the rumble of its engine ceasing, though it takes a few seconds to become obvious. Shouts go up from the deck as Torpedo’s targets fall with shots through their chests. The lethality is regrettable, but sometimes survival calls for it.

And wasting time trying to disarm can give the foe an opportunity to fire back.

With the smugglers on the bridge taken down, Torpedo leaves the cabin and positions herself on a railing, taking aim. There are a further seven smugglers below, guns in hands, scanning their surroundings. A pair of them head to the edge of the ship, looking down; the sea rises to greet them.

Or rather, Depthcharge does.

Armour shining, he emerges, arms outstretched to grab the smugglers by their shirts. They scream, fingers squeezing triggers without taking aim as the power of his emergence lifts them off their feet. A few shots sing on his armour, but then he’s dropping onto the deck, slamming the targets down, their guns clattering across the deck.

His arrival, however, also shocks the other smugglers into action. Levelling their guns on him, they unleash their magazines; bullets ricochet off his armour, but he can’t last long against this level of sustained gunfire.

Squeezing her own trigger, Torpedo can take the time to shoot guns from hands now that none of them are trained on her; Depthcharge draws a pistol and returns fire, shielding his visor with one arm.

After several seconds of roaring gunfire that echoes over the deck, silencing the sea, the smugglers are either felled or surrendering. Gathering rope, Depthcharge and Torpedo secure their prisoners.

Standing guard, Depthcharge makes the call to the authorities – from this location, that happens to be the UK. Whilst he does this, Torpedo heads to the shipping containers, grabbing the lock on one door and tearing it away. A moment later, and she pulls it open.

Voices inside, fearful, whispering. Light falls upon filthy faces and emaciated bodies – suddenly Torpedo doesn’t feel so bad about her kills on this mission. No one had told her what cargo was being carried.

‘It’s okay,’ she tells them. ‘We’re here to help.’

No one seems to understand; she listens closely to what the people are saying, hearing words in Farsi. She’s fluent in several languages, but this isn’t one of them; wracking her brain for what little she knows, she repeats her assurance. Some semblance of calm spreads amongst the captives.

Then, she hurries to the next shipping container, repeating her actions. There must be around forty people crammed onto this ship, all destined for the UK – for what purpose, she does not know.

‘Make sure they send medical,’ Torpedo calls to Depthcharge.

‘Already done,’ he replies, approaching, armour clanking. He rubs at the scuffs on his armour, though does so without really noticing. ‘We’ve got another mission – no time to hang around.’

‘We need to make sure these people get somewhere safe,’ Torpedo protests.

‘One of our ships has gone down,’ Depthcharge whispers. ‘Admiral Cain wants us to investigate.’

Behind her visor, Torpedo frowns, though she doubts her partner can see it. ‘These people have already been through so much. We can’t just abandon them.’

‘We’re not,’ Depthcharge retorts, keeping his voice level. ‘The authorities are on their way. T, I’m sorry, but orders are orders. Cain says this is a matter of national security.’

Sighing, Torpedo nods, sparing a glance for the people they’ve just saved. They outnumber the smugglers, and the weapons have been removed from the equation, but they’re not in good health. It feels wrong to leave them.

But her partner is right. “Orders are orders”, and Admiral Cain doesn’t use the words “national security” lightly.

‘Fine. Let’s go.’

First taking time to reassure the people they have liberated, Torpedo then joins Depthcharge at the gunwale. Both get their bearings with the readouts on their visors, and then they’re leaping over the side and into the water, headed northeast, towards the site of the Silver Lining’s sinking.

*
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It takes a few hours for the pair to swim from the smugglers’ ship to the scene of the sinking, by which time the sky has turned a purple-grey colour, the already dark waves reflecting the gathering gloom. As they approach, they find a small boat awaiting them, little more than a dinghy; there is one no one aboard.

A remote-controlled boat, no doubt sent by Admiral Cain.

Rather than diving to the wreck immediately, Depthcharge and Torpedo climb aboard the boat. Immediately, its systems light up, a beam scanning each of them, their codenames appearing on a screen. After a moment, the screen switches to a video feed of Admiral Cain.

‘Good to see you both,’ he says. ‘Thank you for responding so quickly. You know I hate to interrupt a mission.’

‘Nothing to worry about, sir,’ Depthcharge replies, standing to attention – Torpedo emulates him. ‘We were just wrapping things up anyway.’

Torpedo holds her tongue. Now is not the time to question her superiors, or her partner. Still, she can’t avoid picturing the frightened faces of the captives. If they could have stayed for a few more minutes, to make sure they knew they were safe...

‘Very good, Agent. At ease.’ Depthcharge and Torpedo relax their stances. ‘At around 1320 hours, HMS Silver Lining was sighted in trouble, sinking rapidly. By the time a rescue team could make it out here, the ship was gone, all hands lost.’

‘Any ideas as to the cause?’ Depthcharge asks.

‘None,’ Cain replies, and that piques Torpedo’s interest. ‘We received no distress call. If it hadn’t been for the watchtower, we wouldn’t have even known they were on approach. Our hypothesis is that their communications were blocked somehow.’
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