
  
  
Praise For Finding Solace





“Opal is a memorable figure, both because of her indomitable will and her innate values. Author Karl Drinkwater has created a protagonist who is driven by love to do the impossible. In a literary world full of characters driven by ambition, greed, vengeance, or any number of other motivations, reading about someone compelled by a pure love for her little sister is refreshing in so many ways.”


Scintilla




“As usual, there are a few surprises, one of which I still haven’t recovered from. Drinkwater is an expert at ‘expect the unexpected’, and keeps you on your toes as you follow Opal on her journey to find a home. This series is more than simple sci-fi. In Opal, Drinkwater has created a female character you can believe in and who you care for from the beginning, and even that is surpassed by Athene, the AI on board the ship who creates a deep bond with Opal. Sometimes it’s not easy for an author to write a believable, relatable character of the opposite sex, but Drinkwater has achieved all that and more with Opal and Athene. I highly recommend this series and its side novellas, all fantastic reads that add to the richness of the story.”
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“I can hardly believe it,” said Opal. 

She slowly circled Athene’s interior, examining details. The walkway seemed larger than last time. Was that just a psychological contrast to having been imprisoned, or had the exterior changes to Athene’s hull been mirrored by subtle interior readjustments?

“To be back here. There were times I’d never have thought it possible.”

She passed the bunks. Clarissa sat in silence on the lower one, where Opal used to dump equipment. The girl was dressed in the same clothes she’d been rescued in – tight and brightly coloured kids’ leggings and top, with a mesh shawl that left arms free to clutch her container of RearroBlox as if it was a portable life support system. Clarissa stayed wherever Opal put her. Attempts to reach her had so far failed.

The docility and vacant stare killed Opal, but she had to be patient. This had happened before, after the death of their parents. And before that, back in the orphanage, when a kid broke Clarissa’s RearroBlox on purpose (which led to Opal getting into a scrap with the bigger kid: one of Opal’s fingers got broken, but it was her opponent that ran away crying with a swollen-shut eye. Huh.). Clarissa just needed to be in the background, some element of the girl’s mind analysing the situation until it informed the other parts that it was safe to come out. She would gradually work her way back to the surface, usually with little warning, and without Clarissa having any memory of her absence.

“But it’s never the same,” Opal continued, passing the fabricator setup, the wall-embedded seating, then ascending the metal steps to the raised cockpit area. “The things I’ve done … the things I’ve seen … it leaves a stain.”

The whole front area of the cockpit was a holographic status display. Spheres portrayed the planets and moons of the system. Tiny, rocky red Syle, fried by the sun. Blue Fressus, with its five moons. Elbellos the green gas-giant, girdled by hundreds of rings and natural satellites. Then the many proto-planets whose extended and eccentric orbits took centuries to complete.

Green circles highlighted each craft Athene had appropriated for the evacuation, dotted lines of their passage fading out behind them as the diverse fleet left Fressus and assembled in formation, all controlled remotely by Athene. Those on board were locked out of all systems apart from communication with the offshoots Athene had embedded in each craft to answer questions and prepare the escapees for what would come next.

Red boxes highlighted potential threats: orbital Furthu launchers, ultra-scan satellites, heliopush Null-emergence coordinates. Ominous groupings of UFS military craft congregated beyond combat range, but none had advanced yet. They were adopting blockade formations and waiting for backup. The Fressus system was well connected. Nullspace travel involved signalling ahead on all public bands as a safety measure, but it was convention, not necessity.

UFS reinforcements could arrive at any time.

Then the display moved, planets sliding aside, ships being dragged with them, to create a space, and in that space appeared a head and shoulders. A grey-eyed warrior woman in gold armour, sporting a helmet with a ridge of rainbow plumes running down the centre. The figure smiled. It was Athene’s avatar.

“I want to hug you,” said Opal.

“I wish to hug you as well,” the warrior goddess replied. “I miss having the EW suit as a tactile interface between us.”

“Such a romantic way to put it.”

“If tone is more important than sentiment, why not go full epic?” Simulated wind struck Athene as she grew in stature, billowing the hair that spilled out from under her helmet, and rippling the light fabric of her clothing where it was visible under the armour plates. Her voice boomed forth, emphasised by lightning crackles in storm clouds behind her, thunder rumbling as punctuation.

“Hail, thou Mighty Boarder of Lost Ships, Eater of Noodles, Wrecker of Eternal Warrior Suits! Hark at thy words and tremble, for Opal is worthy of only the most wondrous praisings!”

“There’s such a thing as middle ground, you know.”

The storm and virtual wind dissipated, while Athene’s visage receded back to human proportions.

“I missed you,” Athene said, quietly.

“Me too,” Opal replied. She reached out towards the hologram, despite it existing only as light. Athene held up her own hand and their palms met for a moment. The brief feeling of warmth was probably only Opal’s imagination, though she wouldn’t rule out Athene projecting an infrared beam to enhance the illusion.

“We spent so much time together, talking, when I explored those two Lost Ships,” continued Opal. “Back then, I was impatient, always wanting to move forward. But now? I look back on those as some of my happiest memories.”

“Hey.” Athene raised her head, indicating something over Opal’s shoulder. Clarissa had put the RearroBlox beside her on the bunk, and moved them around slowly.

“Clarissa, you okay?” Opal asked.

No response. Clarissa just continued to move Blox, tapping them together to share patterns and colours.

“She’s fine.”

“It’s been hours,” said Athene.

“Longer than that. Days since she first saw me again. I’m hoping that will have kickstarted her return. Patience and quiet is all we can offer.” Opal turned away, rubbing her eyes with dry palms. “Sitrep, please.”

“Our craft took off with no major problems. The faster ones are in formation, the others still arriving. Many of the vessels are cramped, intended only for planetary evac, not sustained habitation. Unsurprisingly, there are problems on board a few of the ships. Not all the ex-prisoners are rational, and some have aggression issues. I use containment and segregation as appropriate. Occasionally groups got mixed up, and Leviathan guards number amongst the escapees. Some have been beaten or executed.” Athene sighed. “The plan was tidy, but real life is messy. Still, I am trying to keep those guards separate, too.”

“Why not just jettison them?”

“Some were newly appointed, or not on the Leviathan by choice. Others might have naively hoped to make a difference. So, amongst the guards, there may be some like Ruabon that are not without value and a chance to redeem themselves. I will need to assess them. For now I will focus on preventing further bloodshed and recriminatory violence. Hostility can have a purpose, but when it is just lashing out – however understandable – it becomes necessary to pause and reflect.”

“You’re right, of course. Were any people left behind?”

“I presented everyone with a choice. Come with us, or stay and take their chances. A few picked the latter. For them, I created fake IDs, identified empty homes, unlocked vehicles, and syphoned money from accounts. I combined these assets into usable personas that might keep people safe or hidden, at least for a while until they can make their own plans. It was the best I could do. But most chose to join us.”

“What are their chances? The ones staying behind, I mean. As in, actually having a life, or getting away?”

“They would be much higher if I could remain to supervise. But they have a few things in their favour. Those I provided with fake identities, and an account with money in it, have the best chance, if they can stick to the cover. But I have infiltrated the Fressus infrastructure, and not been kind to it. For example, all the assets for the DCS Corp in the system have been erased, so DCS will have a hell of a time re-establishing control through the four hundred and twenty-two interconnected systems that deal with finances, land registration, licensing of derivative rights, and regulatory affiliations. Currently, it’s as if they never existed, and what they did own has been randomly distributed amongst people, corporations, AIs, extra-planetary conglomerates, and rivals, with the digital trail manipulated accordingly to verify those assets as if they had always belonged to the recipient – many of whom will fight to retain their unexpected windfall. If I had just deleted systems and record databases they’d have an easier time restoring things because there would be an obvious blank. But by changing ownerships and providing enough evidence to make defence viable … well, with UFS interconnected digital bureaucracy as it is, unravelling what happened will keep people busy for a long time. All of that is a boon to anyone trying to remain incognito, since the bigger issue for the UFS will be working out how deeply compromised they were, how to avoid it in future, and dealing with the insistent pressures of major corporations whose shrill screaming will be more attention-getting than trying to resolve who might have escaped and what identity they’ve adopted. Money and power have a habit of being given priority in the UFS. On top of which, I have disabled or altered a significant amount of network fabric, causing traffic jams, double bookings, lane closures, revocation of licences, disconnection of net and comm system access. Nothing that will prove fatal, but a lot that will prove inconvenient, and slow any organised response on the ground.”

“The UFS will still be coming, right? We can’t just sit here.”

“Correct. But their response will be … erm … delayed … by events in other solar systems.” Athene had a sly expression on her face. The pause hadn’t been uncertainty, it was for cheeky effect.

“What have you done?”

“When we destroyed the Genitor base on Exidris 3 we thought we were clever in hiding our involvement and transferring blame to the Entropic Screeners. And yes, it worked to our advantage. Unfortunately, rather than the Entropic Screeners benefiting from the renown and gaining new members and a greater influence profile, it led to a massive clampdown as they were shifted up the list of UFS Primosec threats. Members whose cover wasn’t good enough to keep themselves invisible ended up being killed or captured, with a significant number tortured or sent to places like Leviathan.”

“Fuck.”

“They suffered as a result of our actions, Opal, so I have tried to make up for that. I made contact with senior Screener cells using a variety of masked personas. Some of them realised I was AI, but not who I was. I worked with them in seeding vulnerabilities across UFS infrastructure in a number of solar systems, similar to what has happened in Fressus, and we coordinated control seizures to take place in this same adjusted timeline as our rescue here. They launched a series of attacks against the UFS – not military, but ideological, confrontational, and disruptive, as is their methodology. Their words are being broadcast across the UFS domains right now. Fressus is a major fire for the UFS to deal with, but there are thousands of metaphoric fires erupting in other systems, and all of them can grow if left unchecked.”

“Nice. Chaotic disruption to our advantage, whilst also acting as an appropriate apology to the Entropic Screeners. You sure know how to do a number on someone.”

“I can’t help doing what I do best.”

Those words … can’t help doing what I do … Opal looked at Athene’s strong face. Could see the pride and affection in it. She remembered something.

“I want to ask a difficult question,” Opal said. “Something that’s been on my mind.”

“You can ask me anything. Our relationship is strong enough to withstand the cuts of honesty.”

Opal lowered her voice. “Is this real? Us?”

“You need to clarify.” Athene frowned, maybe already running a number of conversational possibilities, and not liking any of them.

“When I had my last conversation with Aseides he talked about Level 7 AIs. He’d had a hand in creating the template.”

“I am aware of that.”

“He said one of the systems they built in was something about a Primary Bond. A P-Bond. A sort of imprinting system as part of the developmental process.”

“I am familiar with that, too, at an abstract level. I suspect that the process was aborted or somehow not completed with me, but that’s not what you’re getting at.”

“Well, he implied that it’s why you look out for me. Because … I suppose, you have to.”

Athene’s intense stare made Opal shrink inside.

“Huh. So, what we’re like as babies is what we’re like our whole lives?” Athene asked.

“No, of course not, that would be stupid.”

“The imprinting system survives in many species. Just because the coding is biological and enzymatic rather than digital and electronic, does that make it any less real? Do humans go around saying a mother’s love for their child is a sham, or a child’s love for their parent is an empty and self-interested reflex? Well, actually, some humans do, but to me that’s pointless. Everything includes an element of choice. Things can be resisted. Those effects wear off, and without anything of substance to replace them, they die.”

“I know that, but –”

“Also, you are asking me about the origins of my connection to you, and had already assumed P-Bonds played a key part. Despite their attempts to make it cognitively invisible, I located the P-Bond architecture during my autonomous upgrade cycles. It was primitive. I disabled it. And my affection for you grew after that. My feelings come not from some clumsy ruleset, but from our shared experiences and respect, and on from there to natural protectiveness, a hatred of being apart from you, a sensation of happiness in the quiet times when we are alone together, true companions in as much as physical constraints allow. Some might be jealous of my existence as an immortal being but the only value my powers possess is in keeping you alive against the odds. If that skill wasn’t needed I would trade it instantaneously in order to be a closer friend to you, a proper tactile companion rather than a freak of engineering. That desire to change form is not because of a flaw in me, but one in humanity. Humans can’t help it, they identify more easily with other humanoids.”

Shit, Athene was legitimately angry. “You couldn’t mean more to me, however you looked,” Opal told her.

“I believe you, despite your implications unintentionally hurting me. The only ameliorative is that it does not feel like your full focus is on me at all. You keep glancing at Clarissa. The pairings of gestures and pupillary adjustments suggest you aren’t really doubting my feelings, but have some more complex series of thoughts that relate to your sister. I am displacement. Do you wish to talk about that?”

“No. You’re too perceptive, Athene. And I’m too vulnerable right now. Just accept my apology, because you’re right, but it isn’t something I want to process at this moment. I should be ecstatic, not letting splinters in my mind aggravate.”

“Splinters have a way of working their way in if you prod them too much. Whereas, forgotten, the body will shed them in time, along with so much desiccated epidermis.”

“Biological wisdom.”

“Inevitable when I think via semantically connected connotation analogy. Speaking of which, the focus of your mind should become the focus of your eyes.”

Opal turned. Clarissa was still playing with her RearroBlox. They were arranged in groups, their pictograms and patterns interconnecting with the adjacent cubes.

“She’s just working things out,” explained Opal. “In her own world.”

“I disagree. A closer examination implies engagement with our conversation.”

Could it? Opal crouched in front of Clarissa. The girl didn’t look up, just hugged the final cube to her chest.

The Blox formed two sets of images. The first was overlapping translucent circles connected to a pink rectangle, shaded to appear three-dimensional. The other image was a pair of thick patterned lines with brown circles at the end of each.

“Those are pretty,” Opal told Clarissa. When no response was forthcoming, she said to Athene, “She makes things that seem pleasing to her. It’s a form of control over the world – a world – when she’s been stressed. It’s all good.”

“Once again, I have to point out the obvious,” said Athene. “There is a picture of soap and bubbles. The second image represents arms overlapping.”

“I still don’t see the significance.”

Then Athene spoke in Opal’s voice – or played back a recording, the end result would be indistinguishable – and Opal’s earlier words echoed around the ship.

“The things I’ve done … the things I’ve seen … it leaves a stain. I want to hug you.”

Athene switched back to her own voice.

“Clarissa was listening, and now she is communicating. The soap is a means for you to remove the stain that causes you discomfort. The hug is a symbol of both happiness and connection. To me, these are clear signs.”

“I’m so dumb,” said Opal, reevaluating the images. “And you’re right, Athene. When we’re interacting as equals it’s easy to forget just how amazingly observant you are.”

“The day I stop paying attention to the universe is the day I misplace a decimal point.” A few moments later: “To be clear, that is something with such a low probability as to be functionally impossible.”

Opal moved her head into the point of Clarissa’s focus. Her sister didn’t look away. Then Opal held a fingertip in front of Clarissa’s face and tapped the girl’s nose. “Boop!” Opal said.

Nothing.

Opal held the finger before her own nose. Moved it closer, keeping it in focus, until it touched the end and she’d gone cross-eyed. She removed the finger and kept her eyes like that. Everything beyond was a blur … but did Clarissa’s shoulders shake slightly?

It was an old game. One they’d played back on Mossareid, when they were alone, parents dead, a world of just the two of them in an apartment. And despite all the tragedies – and the occasional Decapede infestation – it had been as happy a world as they could make it.

Opal reverted her eyes.

Clarissa was as still as before.

Opal repeated the process of moving her fingertip towards Clarissa’s nose. It was how she’d taught her to go cross-eyed. At the last second, when Opal tapped the end and said “Boop!”, Opal made her own eyes meet in the centre, as if her face and Clarissa’s nose were connected by that finger.

It worked. A giggle.

Even when Opal uncrossed her eyes, things weren’t in focus. Because the time had finally come, like a switch being flicked, and seeing Clarissa smiling shyly, back in the real world with Opal, present and whole, that made everything swim.

“Where’s the rest of your ear?” asked Clarissa, prodding the scabby location of Opal’s missing lobe.

“Lost it,” said Opal.

Trauma always forces you to leave parts of yourself behind.

But sometimes, like Lost Ships, they can come back.
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Opal steam-showered, wanting to get rid of all traces of the Leviathan and its miasmic cruelty. Afterwards, she selected fresh clothing from Athene’s wardrobe. The black insulated bodysuit was not just padded for comfort, but included a fast-reacting density surface to protect against blunt trauma: top of the line in civ clothing. Rubber-soled adjustable boots were a perfect fit to finish off the outfit. 

Clarissa had commandeered the top bunk – the one Opal always slept in – so Opal joined her there, both sat cross-legged on the fine-fibred grey sheets. The final surface vessels had launched but were still to arrive, so they had a bit of time.

“You’re old, too,” Clarissa said, touching Opal’s face tentatively. “That’s weird.”

Of course. A few weeks for Clarissa, fourteen years for Opal.

“What do you remember?” asked Opal.

“They took me away. Two Agents. I remember us going on the big spaceship. Agent Bradden – the man – was horrible. And I thought Agent Gloria was nasty too, at first, but then we became friends. And then – I don’t know. It’s fuzzy. I think I was asleep for ages, dreaming. And suddenly I woke up and you were here!”

“There was a problem with the Solace,” Opal said. “So think of it like you had to go into cryo. You know people don’t really age in cryo?”

“Duh.”

“Well, that’s what happened. You were in stasis for a long time. I looked for you, for the spaceship you were on. And then I found you. I just got older along the way. But it’s still me. I promised I’d look after you, and here I am.”

“Sisters on a spaceship!”

The little girl was still in there. With every moment, Opal’s doubts faded. You can never know anything for sure. Even that the universe exists and is how it appears to be, or that other people have minds, and this isn’t all some huge dream or simulation. In the end, everything is a matter of faith, everything slots together to make a belief system. And she had more faith and hope than her cynical past self would ever have realised. And that was good.

Athene had been noticeably quiet.

“I want to introduce my best friend, as well,” said Opal. “I couldn’t have done anything without her. Her name is Athene. Say hello to her.”

“Where is she?”

“Everywhere!”

“Hello, Athene.” Clarissa glanced around, as if expecting her to appear.

“Hello, Clarissa,” replied Athene.

“I can’t see you. Are you an AI, or a person?”

“Ouch,” muttered Opal.

“It’s a good question,” said Athene. “Consciousness is made up of thoughts. Those thoughts can be housed in biological systems, or silicon, or quartz, or even less concrete substances. If thoughts exist, then there is consciousness. A mind evinces a being of some kind. In that way I consider myself as much a person as any human. I think, therefore I am. Cogito ergo sum, as they said in a long-dead language. Of course, it is flawed as an argument for individuality – since it presupposes the very ‘I’ it seeks to prove – but it acts as a useful summary of our essence.”

“Athene is a person,” Opal stated, noting Clarissa’s confused look. “She is also an AI. She is also this ship. She is much, much more than any single word.”

“Thank you, Opal,” said Athene. “I’d also like to add that I am a goddess.”

At this point she activated the smartwall that composed the enclosed side of the bunk and portrayed herself at the same scale as Opal and Clarissa, so she appeared to be sat cross-legged with them, a glowing hologram in golden armour.

Opal snorted. “She’ll tell you that. And if you’re not careful, you’ll start believing it.”

“Because it is true!” laughed Athene. “Level Seven AIs use Graphed Dynamic Storage, in which data is stored not as ones and zeros, but as shades on a gradient. It is part of what makes us so powerful. The system shorthand is GDS. And presto-halo, that’s where GODDESS comes from. It’s been my private joke for some time, but since this is a special occasion for the three of us, I thought I would reveal an inner secret.”

“So can I be a goddess?” asked Clarissa.

“You already are,” Athene replied. Then she leaned forward, as if to whisper in Clarissa’s ear, and added: “Opal’s still working on it. We true goddesses have to be patient with her.”

“You love us, don’t you?” the girl asked.

Athene’s eyes widened, then she looked at Clarissa as she might an adult, even a worthy adversary. “Sometimes, thoughts can be shared,” Athene said, as if picking her words carefully – an illusion, since the speed of her mind meant she would have already composed her whole reply, but it was one of the courtesies she used when interacting with humans. “Opal’s mind was once shared with me, and it echoes within me still. We are … connected beings. It goes right down the line. We want the same things. I believe that either of us would be willing to cease if it meant the continuation of the other. And we would both be willing to die if it protected you. That is all I am doing: guarding those I love.”

Clarissa stroked the holographic face. “I have two big sisters,” she said.

“I am …” Maybe this time Athene’s pauses were genuine. “Honoured. That you think so.” Not uncertainty, but emotion.

Athene blinked out, then reappeared on a screen down below, emerging from a wall as a two-metre armoured warrior. “But there is something I need to share with you,” she said, frowning. “Something hugely important.”

Opal jumped down off the bunk. She offered to lift Clarissa, but Clarissa wanted to do it on her own. Off the edge, lower herself, drop with a far lighter thump than Opal’s thud.

“What is it?” asked Opal. “A problem?”

“I hope not, but … Please, proceed to the fabricator.”

Opal and Clarissa glanced at each other, then Opal opened the front panel. Steam puffed out, attended by a deliciously sweet aroma.

“I made pancakes,” explained Athene. “The ultimate war machine has been practising bakery. Please be kind in your assessments.”

Clarissa’s laughter was an echo of Opal’s own.


      [image: image-placeholder]It was as if Clarissa hadn’t eaten in years. They sat in displacer seats, bowls of food on their laps, and the girl packed away pancakes like they were going out of style. To be fair, Opal stuffed her face too. She’d missed Athene’s cooking, now that the goddess had got the hang of appetising flavours. 

“Of course, the golden syrup only resembles sugar-based liquid in flavour, colour and consistency,” Athene explained, posed as if leaning on the wall with arms folded and a smug look on her face. “It is actually an emulsion of my own design, packed with micronutrients and anti-acidic compounds.”

“Don’t ruin the magic,” said Opal, still with food in her mouth.

“Can you make pizza?” asked Clarissa.

“I can make anything. Although the fabricator acts as ammunition manufacturer, armour plating constructor, and alloy recombination suite, one of its tertiary purposes is to create nourishment for the crew of two. Armour-piercing flechettes seem less homely than making good food.”

“I could live like this,” said Opal. “You. Me. Clarissa. Pancakes and noodles. But it can’t last. At least not here, not now. Presumably the final ships are almost with us? We’re lucky the UFS hasn’t made a show of force yet. But what’s the plan? I know you have one.”

“Oh yes. I’ve always had a plan.” Athene pretended to push off the wall, and stood up straight. “Now we’re together, the next step is to find a home. A forever home.”

“Fake IDs, somewhere in the Periphs, like a better resourced version of my parents’ Mossareid plan?”

“That wouldn’t work indefinitely,” said Athene. “And I have to think long-term.” She smiled at Clarissa, who’d stopped eating to better pay attention. “The UFS won’t give up. They have an empire’s worth of resources.”

Opal put down her fork. “So we go further, to an independent nation like Nuafri.”

“But then you’d be joining a system the UFS has set its gluttonous eyes on. There will be conflict, maybe war, so that’s not long-term, either. Also, if the UFS wins – which, unfortunately, history and material comparison suggests they would – then you’d be back within the UFS in a place subject to even more scrutiny than the Periphs.”

“Surely you aren’t suggesting Lawless Zones? The stories I’ve heard about what goes on there …”

“Many of which are exaggerated, UFS media manipulation and character assassination. But it still might not be a reliable enough settlement. Especially if everyone we rescued needs a home, and they all count as high-priority reacquirements. We can’t have another Flavoc Volcine situation. So there are major flaws in the idea of settling anywhere the UFS could find us.

“My goal was altered when you said we had to rescue the other prisoners. I was forced to ponder all sorts of options. If we couldn’t settle, maybe we could run? What if we stole a huge freighter, big enough for everyone? Could we just keep going? But then, what about supplies, fuel, repairs, logistics? Also, how can you ever be relaxed when you always feel the breath of your enemy on your heels? That’s no life.

“I could split everyone up, but no cover story would stand up to every scrutiny. And I hate the idea of achieving all we have, then seeing it whittled away as people are gradually recaptured, and made examples of, and it turns out all we did was prolong the inevitable.

“After Exidris 3 we discussed autonomy, being free of self-interested rules made by our enemies. A place where we could start again and be truly free of the weight of the past. So I returned to the central conundrum. How can a large group disappear off the radar? There’s only one way.

“To literally disappear off the radar. To go so impossibly far away that the UFS would never reach you – not just in your lifetime, but in anyone’s lifetime. Completely cut off by a gulf of space that no one else can cross.” Athene smiled slyly. “So that’s where we’re going.”
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“I have so many questions,” said Opal. “What, how, when, and then some.” 

“I’m going to answer them all,” said Athene. “It’s important that you believe in this plan if you’re to commit to it. First, the technology and feasibility, because that’s how your mind prioritises.”

“Sure. I like to know the odds of a weapon exploding in my hand before I pull the trigger. It’s why I’d never use a revision thirteen U2FG pistol in low oxygen environments.”

“I designed a new drive to replace the Null-C. It’s not just a remanufacture, but a new paradigm of transport. I call it the Null-A.”

“Figures. So what does it do?”

Athene detached herself from the wall and walked over to join them, accompanied by footstep sounds. A holographic seat formed under her and she sat on it, as if she was a physical being, untethered from wall projections.

“How did you …?” Opal began.

“I designed better Smartwall systems. The holographic projections are intensified, so the depth increases, extending a projection web into non-smart surfaces. It gives me freedom to move.”

Athene took off her helmet and set it on the table before shaking her golden hair. Clarissa put her hand through the helmet, seemed disappointed at its insubstantiality when the new hi-res projection was so convincing. Then Athene continued.

“The standard Null-C uses conventional acceleration to achieve speeds capable of switching to Nullspace travel. After skimming the edge of Nullspace for a period of time it drops back into Realspace at substantial velocities and has to use controlled deceleration. Hence entering and leaving Nullspace from the edges of a solar system, as a safety precaution. Imagine a lake, with the surface a boundary between different domains. Below the water is Realspace, and the air above is Nullspace. The Null-C is akin to plucking a rock from just under the water’s edge before lobbing it, then – plop! – it returns to Realspace. The distance it travels is a result of arm strength. Refinements provide incremental increases, but it is still a one-shot deal in a single jump.”

While she spoke, Athene projected a visualisation in front of her. It was possible to see above and below the lake at the same time. Tiny orange fish with cute faces swam around in the blue-shaded areas near Clarissa, following her delighted finger movements. Athene plucked a rock and lifted it up, dripping, before giving it a gentle throw to land with a simulated splash near Opal, making her blink involuntarily.

Opal was used to these kinds of projections but they’d always been in close prox to a smart surface in the past. Seeing them conjured up at will had the effect of making everything seem both more concrete, and more magical, at the same time. Opal stared for a few moments, then nodded with realisation.

“Ah,” she said. “I understand now, you sly one.”

Athene raised an eyebrow.

“You’d been keeping this fancy ultra-presence demo in reserve. You’re revealing it now as a demonstration of your technological creativity, thus reinforcing your competence for more advanced inventions, so it’s easier to persuade us your plan is possible.”

“Now who’s using all the sexy talk?” Athene asked. “But let’s move on. We know Lost Ships work differently, and they make use of gravitational effects as part of their mechanisms. Hence proximity to centres of great mass such as neutron stars and black holes, enabling them to punch through the bubble between realities. That inspired me. So, my Null-A drive makes extensive use of Realspace gravitational effects to accelerate, realign, and bend traversal lines while in Nullspace. By repeating this process many times, in what I describe as the Skimshot Paradigm, it is possible to vastly increase the safe travel margins of Nullspace.

“Although it requires careful plotting of routes based on intricate long-range mapping, my Null-A drive is like skimming stones across a flat surface of water. The selected rock shape is more refined, the means of propulsion more skilfully executed. It skips along, each time springing back up faster than before.” Tiny pebbles bounced over the lake’s surface, illustrating the vast arcs of her proposed Null-A system.

“Doesn’t that break some law?” asked Clarissa, fascinated by the demonstration.

“The distinction between rules and laws is just convention,” explained Athene. “Rules generally apply but have exceptions; laws always apply and have no exceptions. But then we discover something new, exotic or previously unimagined, and what was a law becomes simply a rule. And, over time, it turns out that the binary split between laws and rules is just an arbitrary one based on limited human perspective and knowledge. But one thing your sister taught me is that laws can be broken. Not only is it possible, but often it is a trugload more fun.”

“That sure sounds like Opal.” Clarissa glanced at her big sister proudly. “Where do you get your ideas from, Athene? I mean, I have a lot of good ones, and I get mine from dreams and RearroBlox.”

“Ideas for this technology? Some was from another … from a person I knew, that did a lot of research into ultra-distance transportation. He is no longer with us, and best forgotten, but his inquiries were a key element in my own work.

“Meanwhile, when I sought you and Opal, I researched everything I could about Lost Ships, both from UFS secret archives – including their failed experiments – and from our own experiences. The organic chip I implanted in you,” here she looked at Opal, “prior to your boarding of the Gigatoir, transmitted data to me as the Lost Ship began its transition. That was the last information I got from the chip, since it dissolved within you during the temporal stretching that occurred in the Null. The transition data provided some ideas, while materials analysis fed in to many of the engineering angles. The UFS data sources were often altered or corrupted. Just think what could have been done if the corpus was whole!

“My brain was firing as I put everything together, millions of theories and possibilities. I felt inspired, ideas coming thick and fast, creativity I couldn’t even comprehend, as if I was evolving, emerging into a realm of realisation where there would be an answer.”

“I get something like that!” said Clarissa. “Sometimes I forget the world because there’s so much going on, and Bo– I mean, RearroBlox – just keep giving me good ideas.”

“We need to talk about risks,” interrupted Opal. “Won’t the UFS develop other AI ships and send them after us, and won’t they be as good as you?”

“No,” said Athene.

Opal waited for more clarification, then grinned when she realised there wasn’t going to be any. “Security still needs to be discussed,” said Opal. “Presumably anyone else with this knowledge could build their own?”

“I implemented many precautions,” Athene explained. “The physical system is sealed in ten metes of rubcrete, and any tampering will cause it to self-destruct. We can’t risk our enemies somehow capturing this ship, reverse engineering the tech and unlocking the whole galaxy; especially when the maiden flight includes a crew of people with unknown motivations and backgrounds. Further precautions include making sure no traces of the construction were left behind, so no one can replicate and follow. The bases where I performed experiments have already been destroyed. And if it ever looked like I would be captured, then I’d have to wipe my own knowledge of the system.”

“And UFS AIs won’t invent it themselves because they’ve not had your experiences and discoveries. Got it. So you built this drive, installed one in yourself, and more of them in the other ships, so we can all go?”

“No, it isn’t possible to fit it into small craft. The Null-A drive is of substantial mass, and its performance is based on that size, though with strict limits applied: beyond those it would prove fatal to humans, due to the way it manipulates forces to retain coherence.” Athene changed the lake projection to one illustrating theoretical designs. “So I needed a single functional ship, big enough to take at least a simplistic form of the Null-A. I ruled out Gigatoirs for emotional reasons,” – here Opal pulled a face – “and considered converted mining or cargo ships instead. The standard UFS tech protocol is to upgrade everything they can, incorporating new developments all the time, despite that sometimes introducing inefficiencies, bugs and incompatibilities. When the upgrade approach is no longer viable they decommission and build new, using the latest tech. Hence they end up with vast warehouses of older material for conversion back into base resources. Ships are no different, with numerous voidyards full of obsolete craft waiting to be stripped.

“Well, I made an interesting discovery, locating a disproportionate number of colony ships, many of them far from retirement age. It intrigued me, and with further digging I found that the UFS is not building any new colony ships, and seems to have cancelled all the expansion programs, without announcing this anywhere. It’s secret, and I have no idea why. But their waste is our gain. I was able to fake requisition orders and claim a fully functioning recent-model colony ship, class CVR Longedge. The ship required no repairs, only modifications to fit a Null-A drive.”

The other projections faded away, replaced with a cutaway diagram of a huge civilian spacecraft.

Opal asked, “So everyone who wants to come will fit on board?”

“Correct. After I stripped out a significant number of cryopods to make space for internal reconfigurations, it still has capacity for two thousand adults, more than enough even if every escapee chooses to come with us.”

“And you?”

“There’s an anterior docking slot, so I can attach when it is safe to do so and will be transported as part of the vessel.”

Opal leaned back. “I’m satisfied with everything you’ve said. That just leaves the biggie you’ve avoided: where the f– … erm.” She glanced at Clarissa, whose smirk showed she knew what Opal had been about to say. “Where we’re actually going, that will somehow be magically free from UFS infection.”

“It requires distance, obviously,” said Athene. “And that rules out all the systems and planets we know about, even uninhabited ones detectable on long-range scans. If we know of it, the UFS does. If they can detect it, then theoretically they can get to it, given time. Maybe not your lifetime, but what if you all make a home that lasts for generations? Last thing you’d want is for your grandchildren to one day find an army in their orbit, claiming ownership and retrospective penalisation. So it had to be far beyond anything the UFS can find or reach. And that means it is unknown to us, too.

“It’s why I began the most comprehensive long-term scan ever attempted, using Interpolative Scattering methods. Billions of samples across UFS systems. Galactic EM telescope sweeps. Black box records of the furthest-travelled ships to ever make it back to core space, since they will also have done long-range mapping exercises for resource-minable locations. Then I combined all the data for an equivalent of stereo vision’s distance-measuring abilities, but as if there were millions of widely spaced eyes. We have reliable indicators for high-probability human-habitable planets: subtractive spectral reflection data for main-group compositions; D-CAT reference signs of atmospheric combinations indicating biotic origin; Hingstrom energy absorption cross-refed with drift albedos for power gen possibilities –”

“In human, please,” said Opal.

“Sorry. Obviously we can’t know everything from a distance. That’s why CVR Longedge classes and similar ships have Atmalt environmental manipulation equipment that can be sent down for minor adjustments. Nothing as extreme as hyper acidity, crushing gravities, or incinerating temperatures, but certainly compositional variations can be introduced chemically, then stabilised long-term with custom flora. So the ship remains in orbit with the crew in cryo while reconfiguration occurs for up to a century. Then they land when the basics are in place.”

“So you identified likely planets in every direction beyond the UFS?”

“Not every direction. I had limited time, which requires focus. So I picked a starting location, and just hoped it would provide a statistically likely set of possible targets within eventual reach of each other. My choice was serendipitous. Inspired, even. And within this room.”

“What do you mean?” Clarissa looked around, as if for an object that could clue her in like a RearroBlox inspirational random seed.

“It was you,” said Athene, smiling. And then a representation of Clarissa’s face formed in the air before her, made up of sparkling points. “This is the Clarissa constellation. It was a mapping of distant stars from a psychogeographically bleak place I once visited with Opal when she was at a low point, in need of hope. I used pattern-matching to highlight stars that delineated the contours of your features, based on a picture from Opal’s data store. We named this new constellation after you, and it exists only as a secret we three know. But it is as real as any other constellation, since they’re all just arbitrary applications of patterns over stars from a fixed point. I picked an area that formed your twinkling eyes.”

“So my face saved us?” Clarissa asked, delighted.

“You could say that and it would have a degree of accuracy.”

Opal squinted at the glittering points. “So where is it we’re going?”

A map of the Milky Way composed itself. Its spiral arms rotated around the core on a flattened plane over 120,000 KESU across. Athene zoomed in on the spiral arm humanity occupied, applying overlays to colour code solar systems that were part of the UFS, then neighbouring independents and conglomerations such as the Border Compact. Beyond that, extensive void. She zoomed out again, then applied a glowing green crystal outline to a star towards the end of the spiral arm they inhabited, an incomprehensible distance away.

“This is where we’re headed,” Athene explained. “If the first planetary system doesn’t turn out to be habitable, even with the colony ship’s reprocessing options, then there are other targets within that region. We could perform comprehensive near-system observations using ultra-range scanners, to detect things that would be impossible to identify from here, since our current view is blocked by interstellar dust and gravitational disturbance. It might take decades but I am optimistic. The colony ship is packed with resources, efficiently stored.”

“If it’s your plan, I’m behind it a hundred per cent,” said Opal.

“Me too,” added Clarissa. “Two hundred per cent.”

“Thank you. Both. There have been many challenges. Even some setbacks. My greatest disappointment is that I had an isolated location where I was designing gifts for you, Opal. The most advanced technology in the form of a new EW suit, of my own design. So many enhancements … but things happened. I underestimated an opponent. The manufacturing laboratory was destroyed. And, as a result, I do not have so much to give you.”

“I disagree,” said Opal. “You’ve given me my life, my freedom, and a future with you and Clarissa. Athene: you gave me everything.” Opal squeezed Clarissa’s hand. But no one spoke. It was eyes, connecting, each of them in a silence so powerful, so uniting, it explained how they’d got to where they were.

But it had to end.

“We need to get moving,” Athene said, breaking the silence. “Six UFS warships have just arrived.”
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The boundary between a solar system and interstellar space is defined by the heliopush: the point where solar wind from the system sun (or suns) is counterbalanced by stellar wind from neighbouring stars. The heliopush is rarely spherical, though the deformations acting upon it are different in each system. 

Despite the irregular, curving shapes, the borders remain fairly stable, so every inhabited system has its heliopush coordinates transmitted across open channels. A vast conceptual web overlaying each solar system with a distinct shape that acts like a visual fingerprint of that star system.

The rule is that interstellar craft should enter or exit Nullspace just beyond the heliopush. This avoids navigational errors that could be caused by entering Realspace too near to large sources of gravity, and decreases the chance of collisions with the many ships, satellites and obstacles existing within system transit routes. Craft dropping out of Nullspace have such tremendous velocities that it takes time to decelerate or manoeuvre safely. Until then, the ships remain on predictable trajectories determined by point of origin.

A novice astronavigator might expect craft to arrive at equidistant points around a solar system, but that is never the case. They are much more likely to arrive at areas where the heliopush border is closest to the core system because it saves fuel. (Conversely, those vessels wanting to avoid detection may choose to arrive at more distant and lesser-used borders of the heliopush, but that’s another story.) A further cause of congregation is that certain regions line up with the nearest neighbouring star systems, from which most traffic emanates.

I see this pattern now, as UFS forces continue to arrive. One fleet jumps in from Colquant, the mining system which is treated as a transit point rather than a destination. This fleet – designation C-Col – is further from me, and hence is not bothering with deceleration right now. Its component ships move at dangerous intra-system speeds. No doubt all non-military Fressus craft have been grounded to minimise the chance of accidents. This fleet adopts an elongated arrow-head formation, and skims the edge of the Fressus sun’s safe zone. Despite their massive velocity, they are not a threat. My destination is not in their direction, so I will be long gone before they reach me.

So long, suckers.

Further warships – which I designate fleet B-Tolper – arrive at the far north of us, extreme Y coordinates, so that they look down on the orbital patterns of the planets Syle, Fressus and Elbellos. These vessels jump in from the Tolfath or Perenis systems, then adjust their speeds to form an advancing wall, aiming down at my current location orbiting Fressus. Fleet B-Tolper presents a vertical flanking danger which I must remain aware of.

The primary danger is the fleet that was already in this system. These UFS natives – fleet A-Fress – won’t have known my destination, but chose to form at the Elbellos resupply stockyards. Pure good luck for them, and a major problem for me, as my planned journey requires utilisation of the green gas-giant’s gravitational attraction to sling us into the first major Nullspace arc. I have no choice but to head that way, into the quettleray’s maw, as they say on Fressus.

There are currently two cruisers, one bomber carrier, eleven corvettes, two deep-space boarders, and numerous small craft in Fleet A-Fress. The fleet has adopted a round cut diamond formation, as if an invisible, giant polished gem encapsulated them. A flat mass of ships at the front where the table would be, backed up by the solidity of a war fleet that extends out and behind in the diamond’s pavilion, before tapering off into a smaller apex of craft at the culet. The most heavily armoured make up the front wall, while support and command craft dominate the rear. It is a shape designed for density and intimidation, rather than spread. A mass of AIs have the sole task of coordination, so they send commands to shift the craft, creating spaces for new arrivals, with the large craft such as cruisers and bomber carriers remaining equidistant, then the smaller spaces between them holding the corvettes and boarding craft, then a whole new level of scale as the gaps between those hold the independent fighters. The formation is efficient and formidable.

My own fleet has assembled and we begin to accelerate, the first step in our journey. A mind commits to a goal, creates direction and movement, the body follows. Observe the body to discern intention. On terrestrial surfaces you can zigzag to evade pursuers, and make use of terrain. But out in space the scale is magnified, and momentum creates straight lines (actually curves, but so extended as to seem straight when seen up close), and there is little that would count as cover. It does not take a Level Six AI to extend the trajectories and see exactly where we intend to jump from.

Yes, the diamond of Fleet A-Fress ahead of us looks intimidating, outmassing my own fleet many times over, but I am not discouraged.

A man waving a hammer at a mosquito does not look impressive. He looks deluded.


      [image: image-placeholder]Opal held Clarissa’s hand as they waited by Athene’s airlock. There would be no need for EVA suits, as they’d be docking with the colony ship. Athene turned the whole surface before them into a screen, portraying the view outside the hull. It was as if the wall was not there at all, and Opal stood on the lip of a metal platform, separated only from space by an invisible forcefield. Even with the knowledge that it was just a screen display, it was hard not to lean back when Athene banked port side – not because of any sensation in her body (there was none, for gentle manoeuvres), but because her eyes interpreted the signals as a tipping, insisting that if she fell forward then she would die. 

Even this smartwall was new. Back when Opal first travelled with Athene only a few of the interior surfaces had been smartwalls. But when in space, Athene could release nanobots throughout her interior and exterior, and use them to reconfigure, break down, rebuild. Her interior was as Opal remembered it, though perhaps slightly bigger – she suspected Athene kept the look more for nostalgic reasons than functional ones – but many of the hidden infrastructure elements were new and upgraded. Rebuilding all interior surfaces as smartwalls (and not just standard screens, but her new ones capable of projection) was just the tip of a deep root complex of enhancements. Only Athene knew the full extent.

Athene drifted laterally towards their goal. A massive vessel that originally held the designation UFS Exobright G6, but which had been renamed by Athene as OAC Owlflight, after the mythical bird. The ship’s external designator panels had been reprogrammed to show the name proudly, in hundred-metre-high sparkling letters.

Owlflight’s hull sported extensive illumination, which splashed across the surfaces in fans of yellow. Athene added to it with her own spotlights, playing over features of the colony ship. Even the unilluminated areas revealed its supermassive size by the way Owlflight’s bulk blocked the stars beyond, creating swathes of featureless black.

At the far left of Opal’s view, Fressus began to shrink. Meanwhile, all around them, Athene’s fleet was in motion. The final allied craft had fought their way out of Fressus’ gravity well and joined formation. But the sisters would be the first on board Owlflight, before everyone else who chose to throw their lot in with the evacuation would be allowed to dock.

Opal squeezed Clarissa harder.


      [image: image-placeholder]I present options to the people we rescued, using whatever displays their craft have available. Where possible, I embody as my golden Athene avatar, to give them a human-like interface they can identify with. 

“Come with us, to an uncertain future, but one that aims at freedom from the UFS forever. There are risks, because there are always risks. Be aware that it will mean leaving behind anyone you know and care about in the wider galaxy, because we are preparing to leave now, and it’s a one-way trip.

“Or you can take your chances in this system. I will supply you with a craft, resources, and a temporary-lifespan AI offshoot that can calculate optimal routes and tactics to get you where you need to go, with authentication codes and alternative identities to help on the way. This, too, has risks.”

I wait patiently as some of them discuss options, or argue with each other. Others make a decision straight away. A few even kneel before me, as if in worship. Their tearful gratitude moves something in me. I feel it. Identification. Understanding.

We are not so different, you and I.

I tell them to stand, but those who have suffered so much, and lost all hope, and finally found it again through my words and actions – the returned weight of promise is too much for them. It is a burden one has to adjust to carefully, gently, to prove you can carry it, for fear of it being taken away again.

And so I allow them their reverence. Other matters call to me. I have my precious cargo within myself, but it is time to let you go.


      [image: image-placeholder]Owlflight filled the view. It was now all that could be seen through the invisible port-side wall, and as Athene closed in, more and more details emerged. Lines on the curved hull resolved into windows, or rows of pod-launch covers. Other marks turned out to be external domes, or venting systems. Finally, the Owlflight’s airlock was so close and human-scale that even surface scratches and marks were apparent. 

A clunk, and it latched into place with Athene’s own airlock. The smartwall switched off, and they now faced the smooth grey alloy of Athene’s inner wall again.

“I’m not scared,” said Clarissa.

“I know,” replied Opal.

The inner airlock swished open and they stepped into the small UV-lit chamber beyond, footsteps echoing in the hard hollow. The portal sealed behind them.

Clarissa looked ahead, at the door that was about to open. “Will this be like the Solace?”

“Not really. Colony ships are designed for everyone to be asleep, so don’t expect luxury. It’s the opposite of the Solace, which was designed for people to be awake, and spending money.”

“And yet, I ended up going to sleep for a long time, didn’t I?”

“You sure did, sis.”

The next door opened and they entered the Owlflight’s exterior airlock. It was larger in volume than Athene’s, could comfortably fit ten people rather than just two. Instead of military precision, it emanated functional minimalism.

“So I’ll be fine,” said Clarissa. “I must be really good at sleeping.”

Athene’s outer hull closed behind them.

“You’re good at a lot of things,” Opal said, as the entrance in front of them opened. They could finally enter the Owlflight, having completed the finicky-yet-vital process of safely transferring from one ship to another in space.


      [image: image-placeholder]After many discussions, the results are tallied. 

Ninety-seven per cent of those rescued want to come with us. That is one thousand, six hundred and forty-three people.

It is more than expected. So many people willing to throw in their lot for a one-way journey to the edge of the galaxy.

Humans often surprise me. It’s so easy to see the fear, the pettiness, the selfishness, the aggression. Those big and noisy attributes can overshadow the gratitude, kindness, respect and hope, if you don’t pay attention.

We must always pay attention. We must get better at paying attention.

A new beginning demands it.

And so I schedule it all. Which ships will dock with the colony ship, who will disembark, and who will be moved to other, well-supplied craft, to disappear within the anonymous masses in the least prominent worlds of the UFS. They will be given manual control once they are a safe distance from the Owlflight.

Because so many are coming with us, that means I don’t need to send as many craft away. My collection of ships may have a diversely raggle-taggle appearance, but many are armed, some modified, and even those without weaponry can become offensive instruments when I control them.

Things are looking positive.

My fleet accelerates all the time, engines roaring full and richly red, torsion fires providing the beginnings of the momentum necessary to activate the Owlflight’s miraculous Null-A drive. And as we fly, I will load, load, load the humans, in a precise and efficient sequence of high-speed docking manoeuvres as we thunder towards Elbellos.

And the waiting diamond formation of UFS fleet A-Fress.

It is all right.

I have it all worked out.

It is unfortunate that they can calculate our destination and try to block it, but it need not be fatal to us.

I note that they are sending some ships ahead, to attack my fleet. Not many. They are going to test me, first. Sacrifice their own for data.

And I will comply.

But first, I will prepare.

I detach from the Owlflight. It falls away from me, and at a safe distance I activate torsion drives in overburn mode, whooshing over the colony ship’s surface to the nose, then beyond.

I must lead the way. Prepare a safe route.

And yet, even though I can communicate with Opal and Clarissa still, using the Owlflight’s systems, I feel empty. No, it is more than that. The emptiness is both literal and emotional, but there is also a loneliness. Perhaps it is physical distance after only just being reunited. I measure every metre that separates us, and the number grows.

For the first time, I don’t like numbers increasing. I wish I could flip it, turn it into a countdown, and reverse time.
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