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In Opal’s darkest times there had always been a light. Sometimes real, occasionally imagined. The distinction wasn’t relevant. The light kept her going, and that was the only thing of importance. 

Her headlight lamp wasn’t affected by the power failure, so continued to shine for her, glinting off objects and walls, saving her from the depths of ultimate darkness where she would be truly lost.

There was no time to stand around waiting and planning. Aseides would restore base power and send Warders to finish her. Opal could freeze up with fear, or she could act. Life was forwards motion, for as long as possible.

But forwards meant going through the open doorway into the tight caverns beyond. The tightly pressed surfaces were composed of weird growths, like the crunchy alien efflorescence in these rooms, but magnified a thousandfold beyond the security door. They extended, touched, solidified, creating passages, tunnels, and claustrophobic squeezes.

Even in wonderful light it would be unpleasant. So much worse in almost pitch black, with the presence of at least one deadly entity in there. Something that was familiar with every rough twist of rock, every crusty junction.

She hesitated.

A cold breeze wafted from the passages ahead of her. It sounded like a moan, thrumming through narrow areas. Pained yet predatory.

She had to go that way. No other options.

And yet she still didn’t move.

It was like standing in the open airlock of a ship in space, only an endless fall beyond, and having to force your legs and arms to push you out into what your eyes persuaded you would be an endless death tumble, until it was almost impossible for will to override the locked joints.

Yeah, forward motion bullshit. She knew she wasn’t perfect. Otherwise she’d already be wriggling into those tunnels like a worm.

She glanced up at Aseides’ view window, now just a dark rectangle. She could climb up there. The forcefields on the window and exhibits were temporarily down. That just left reinforced glass. The drill bit she held in one hand as a comfort could possibly break through if hammered with enough force in the right places … but even if she found the exact weak points, she’d be basically halfway up a wall climb, gripping on whilst trying to generate striking force from an impossible angle. She’d be banging halfway to doomsday, and they’d come back, and laugh, and shoot her in the arse.

She was stalling. But knowing that weakness didn’t make it easier to overcome.

Another sound from the rocky gaps in the room beyond, a weird clicking. A timer? An echo of dripping? Scuttling limbs? Something with strange mouth joints, snapping parts together?

Damn her sick imagination.

In her mind she inventoried the room she was in again. Maybe she could break one of the exhibit cases. Smashing clear plasteen from the ground was much more feasible than from halfway up a wall. She could upgrade the drill bit to something more weapon-like.

So, not stalling any more, but acting. The lock on her limbs was removed.

She dashed back the way she’d come, navigating by the single headlight. Everything looked different from before, when there had been coloured lights to delineate obstacles. Her forehead lamp failed to reveal everything in the shadows below its beam. One minute she was running, glad to be in motion again; the next she smacked her leg on a jutting piece of metal bar and stumbled to the ground. After hugging her whacked shin and muttering her best curses, she limped onwards. Her leg wasn’t broken, just bruised. The pain would fade with use.

She passed long display cases containing creepy skeletal remains, and raised platforms for doing whatever they did with artifacts and people. Nothing obviously useful, but there had to be something.

When she turned on the spot a tiny light flashed and faded at the far edge of the room, just for a moment.

Was there a Warder in here, searching for her? Or had something come out of the tunnels already, found this big open space, and decided to hunt for dinner? She should be more tense than ever on discovering a possible new threat, but the light made her feel somehow better.

Light is hope.

She crouched low, ignoring the throb in her shin, and made her way closer, trying to use barriers and displays for cover. It would be silly to ignore a light in the darkness. For good or bad, it had to be investigated. It’s the kind of thing Athene would say: “First understand, then you can plan.”

Or, in Opal’s case, react. Plans were more Athene’s style. Their different responses came from their different mental compositions: a mammal evolved with primal species memories of terrible dangers in the dark – claws, snapping teeth and crushing jaws – versus a being comprised of thought that didn’t carry the weight of the past on its shoulders. It meant Athene could always deal with things more calmly and rationally.

How Opal wished she could hear Athene’s voice right now.

Another glow of light. The source wasn’t directly visible from her current position, crouched behind one of the textured blocks that formed the base of a display. It was as if someone had fired a tiny flare, and purple light showered over the surfaces within her sight, before blue washed through the colour carpet. The light was slow to fade out, as if resistant to leaving.

Fairy lights. That’s what it reminded her of. Tiny lights in a sequence. During the day, when they were off, fairy lights just resembled tiny blots on a piece of string. But at night they punched above their weight, combined to illuminate a room in hues which made magic for young eyes, banishing darkness and recolouring things to alien intensities.

Fairy lights would never harm her.

And when time was tight, caution could be the thing that got you killed.

She realised she was now stood, and shook her head. Fuzzy. The darkness was so thick she breathed it into her lungs, her mind, cloying and smoky.

Clear it with light. A counter for the attack.

Thoughts from so deep inside her they seemed like they came from someone else.

Another burst of light, flowering almost, then fading glows in a rainbow spectrum. Twenty metres away. Enough to illuminate the surrounding displays.

The light came from within a glass cabinet.

So, not a Warder. Not a monster from the forbidden area she really should be pushing through by now.

This is a beacon in the dark. Come to it.

Another few steps.

The light again, like a show, just for her. Tiny fireworks within some item stored inside the glass. She couldn’t make sense of the compelling lilac sparkles from here. They triggered some deep part of her brain with recognition. Comfort, not dread. Forgotten experience, not lost terrors.

Burst and bloom: rise, slow, arc, fall, cycle through violet hues, fade away with regret. A fibre optic firework display so small she could hold it in her arms, hug it in, squeeze it to see if the lights gave out warmth as well.

She bet they did. So much cosy comfort you could wrap yourself in, navigate by, to make you happy. Even now her lips curled up in what some cruel people had once told her was a grimace, but Clarissa would recognise as a smile.

“I know you,” said Opal.

Yes, I know you, too.

An echo in her mind, an indistinguishable mixing of thoughts. Where do thoughts come from anyway, they just appear, how many of them originate in you, how many come in from outside but you never realise, because the whole is seamless?

It was intimate communication, and Opal only opened up to friends, such a small group that even seven letters made too big a word.

But it doesn’t have to be that way. You don’t always have to close off against everything.

And this tiny bonfire of light that faded in and out, it wasn’t a bad influence. No, not bad, not like some, not untrustworthy. Not even a stranger, not really, somehow that tug on a memory string, a tug from a darker area, something buried deep, but not bad, you can tell the difference, the feel, it was like taste, she knew sweet versus sour, fresh versus stale.

Opal was now close enough for her lamp to reveal the item in the case. It was a cube of polished obsidian that would fit in her hand. It rested on a bed of velvet. For long moments it was just what it appeared to be, a static object, a curio, something inanimate. And then the spark would ignite inside, the previously opaque black sides became translucent to the blooming specks within. Jelly-like sinuous protuberances grew from the core, stretched out half a metre in every direction, caressing the glass that held it captive. Magenta lights pulsed along the fragile limbs. That was why they’d resembled fireworks from a distance, up and out and down, but they were following the tracks of these beautiful glass-like extensions. And as the magical light faded in a last burst of every hue, the fronds seemed to fade out too, leaving just the cube.

A memory stirred. Still too deep to hook and pull, but it didn’t feel bad, as would be the case with something buried out of fear or hate. It felt more like a child’s lost toy, dropped in the undergrowth of the woods, or washed down a stream into a sewer where light never reached. Something with an element of comfort that goes with the pain of loss.

And more. A memory, ingrained into her brain from the Lost Ships – the Tentaculats on the Gigatoir. Creatures which combined the incorporeality of ghosts with the beautiful light shows of some types of jellyfish. A connection existed here.

This was not just an artifact. It was a life form. It could help her. Every pulse told her this, its suggestions not in words so much as images, ideas, like she was holding a conversation with herself. So alien, so potentially threatening, and yet here she felt only calmness, unity in the face of the different. They were both prisoners here. They both wanted to go home.

“What are you?” she asked.

This entity has no name, identity not an abstract but a concrete, not a pronounceable sound but an existence. Brought here long ago, so long it has its own memories, its own recognitions, and detects the looseness of something breaking away from deep down in the dark, rocking in the currents, ready to detach and float to the surface. But not yet. It would be a distraction when danger is the current in which they float.

“So you’re promising me something. Help?”

Yes, help is possible. Somehow. And, of course, it could be a danger, but the biggest danger she’d faced recently wasn’t Lost Ships and the creatures aboard them, but her own species, the culture that formed around the irritation of difference, ossifying it into something ugly, not beautiful, a cage not a precious stone.

Together. In it together. The true unity of those who have experienced the same treatment. A long and lonely sleep, then you woke me.

Opal tapped the glass of the display case. It was no thin shell. But hopefully not unbreakable, not if it depended on forcefields as part of its usual defences.

Where she touched, the transparent light fronds also caressed, tentatively, as if it had its own fears, a symbol and communication of its own. It was a living plasma ball.

The drill bit in her pocket had a fine, strong point to focus any force. The other end was as wide as her finger, because this was an industrial piece of kit. She took off a sandal and checked the sole. Not super hard like military boots, but tougher and thicker than the skin of her palm. She held the pointed end of the bit against glass with one hand, gripped the shoe in the other, then struck hard with the heel.

The drill bit skidded over the surface. A chalkish squeal reminiscent of the pricing boards at the fish markets of upper Fressus. It left a jagged scratch, but the glass was unbroken.

Luckily, Opal had a foolproof tactic for plans that failed first time: try again, but hit a lot fucking harder. So she repeated it, despite the jarring in her arm. Another scrape, but no crack.

“Sorry. I don’t think this will work.”

The fronds waved, as if goodbye, the colours now lavender and yellow. It could pass through the shell of its box, but not whatever Aseides had encased it in. Maybe it was a special composite cage.

Force misdirected has little effect.

Its delicate, illuminated stalk touched a point near the corner.

Opal tried once more, placing the tip of the drill bit carefully on the exact point the entity indicated. It withdrew its limbs immediately. She applied every kilogram of force she could muster. Whack!

And the glass did crack. Not much, sure, and visible only when the light struck it at a certain angle. But she’d hit a weaker point in the face. All materials had them. Those tiny imperfections, those strains of time that distort, hairline fissures that can be widened.

Another area was gently indicated by a stream of flowing light.

She shook the tension out of her arm and shoulder, lined up the bit, then struck the new position.

Another break, bigger, connecting to the first one.

The point where two beings meet is the point where potential exists. Potential to disrupt.

She placed the drill bit at the overlap in the cracks and gave everything she had left into the blow.

An almighty smash, then it shattered. Jagged pieces fell inside the case or skittered across the floor.

“I’m trusting you,” she said, once the tinkling of glass ceased. “Helping you. Don’t sting me or whatever. Don’t try and enter my nervous system. Communication is one thing, infiltration something else entirely. So don’t let me down.”

It wouldn’t. It was a cube, only a cube, it had no bad intentions, only good ones. It saw the possibilities offered by cracks in patterns, by how pressure in the correct location could achieve more than its power implied.

No lights, no extruding jelly. Just an object.

She reached in.
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Opal touched the cube’s surface with an experimental fingertip, expecting a jolt, or a jaw to snap open. But no. Just smoothness, and coolness like a breeze caressing a hot brow to ease a fever. 

Her gentle grip also caused no harm. The withdrawal out of the case did not bite.

She held the cube carefully. It was much lighter than she’d expected.

“In the absence of anything better, I’ll call you Cube.”

No response.

“You’re free, but we’re no better off. I still have to go through the big doorway that looks like a monster mouth.”

Crimson light pulsed in her hand. And a second time. Red light for warning? An arbitrary connection, but one strong in her culture.

“Got any better ideas?” Opal asked.

An image of a destination. An idea. Inspiration.

She put her sandal back on and sprinted over to Aseides’ observation window again, slowing only as she passed the open maw leading to the cramped and moaning tunnels. She didn’t want to send echoes down that way if she could help it.

Yep, the wall efflorescence looked like an easy climb. Nodules and bumps that could support fingers and feet. She’d always enjoyed scaling surfaces. It took her back to her days of urban running back on Mossareid, where if you had to flee the best way to do it was to include the vertical. Up onto balconies, down onto lower walkways, huge leaps to land with precision on the narrow top of a wall, of kick-offs to dive for higher ledges, just grasping on with your fingers, then pulling yourself up. The Mossa kids referred to anyone unable to do these manoeuvres – the old, the overweight, the unpractised, the unfit – as “groundagugs”. Opal was no groundagug.

She put the cube into her jacket pocket – a tight fit, pockets not being designed for pointed corners – and began to ascend.

The nodules of rocky growth were slick but firm and marble-like. Only six metres up to the base of the huge window that overlooked this chamber. Opal was soon there, with her feet wedged securely. She gripped one of the lumps of stone, then her free hand removed the cube from her jacket pocket.

“I hope you’re right,” she whispered, reaching up.

Need to close eyes.

She did so. The cube felt heavier in the black, as if it altered and acquired mass. She could already feel strain in her shoulder.

Then it bloomed with light. Even with her eyes closed she could see, exactly like the Tentaculats. Except what she held wasn’t quite like the jellyfish limbs pulsing with colour that she’d noted when her eyelids were open. In the canvas of void something glowed like a dandelion head, or a mini supernova, exactly where her hand would have been. And spreading from it were even more beautiful extensions, so that it reminded her of sea anemones when they opened up, a bland blob of jelly turning into the most amazing sea flower, mobile, colourful. This one illuminated her mind in every hue as light ran from the central fuse. The limbs stretched, out, up, gliding to find the perfect stopping points where they locked into place, no longer swaying and mobile but straight and taut. Six, seven. They were attached to the same invisible plane, where the window would have been.

“I’ve seen you before,” Opal said, eyes still tight closed. “After I had been tortured by Aseides. I witnessed coloured lights flashing in the distance, my purple angel. Thought I was hallucinating.”

Yes, it was perception of this form. A beacon reaching out to contact another in pain.

“But I was far away. Walls between us.”

Walls are like the barriers that cover your eyes, but you do not question perceiving me through the skin blinkers. Energy waves penetrate materials. Some easier than others. But the wave that passes through all would also pass through retinas. There would be no electrical signal to a brainbox, and there would be nothing seen. But wavelengths can be focussed and adjusted. Particles can change energies. It is not all or nothing. When a suitable receptor is reached they can refocus to become partly observable. You have a suitable receptor.

“Maybe that explains some other stuff I’ve seen.”

Her arm was getting tired. But illumination flooded more rapidly down the fixed jelly limbs, and light was the lifeblood, Opal understood that. It was energy.

The energy altered form, each tip synchronised. Glass shattered and pieces struck Opal. Luckily it was the safety variant, so nothing large or sharp enough to do real damage.

Then the spines of light contracted, and the supernova faded out. Her mind only swam with aftertraces now.

It is safe.

She opened her eyes. The observation window was in fragments.

Weak point identified and manipulated.

She squeezed the cube back into her pocket and hauled herself over the edge, into the room.

It was as bare as it had appeared from below. Ten metres across, a few deep. No seats. Plenty of space for a gaggle of observers to stand there discussing the finer points of sadism. The fragments of glass crunched under her feet as she tried the panel on the first of the three almost-invisible doors, its texture matching the surrounding beige wall. Luckily the headlamp’s focussed light had revealed the slight indentation, exaggerating the shadow where two different surfaces met.

The door did not open.

She tried the second one, which Aseides had used. It also refused to budge. Hopefully an issue caused by being powered down, rather than locked. She flipped open the panel that the switch was embedded in. They obviously never expected intruders up here, so didn’t bother with security that was more likely to cause problems for staff in an emergency. Once the manual release catch was toggled she was able to insert her fingers into indentations at the base of the door and pull it up. It rose smoothly on perfectly calibrated threads. Beyond, a dark corridor.

It was the correct path. She just knew it. The third door would have led to an observation area overlooking the tight tunnels where she’d been meant to die. Opal didn’t have any interest in seeing what existed within them.

She’d only gone halfway down the corridor when a crackling in her ear signalled that she’d entered the field of Athene’s secret communication network again.

“Hey there,” Opal said. “You tracking me?”

{Yes! Are you okay? What happened?}

“I’m fine. The full sitrep can wait but currently I’m free, in a blackout section of the base. Were the light failures your doing?”

{I disabled the power as a last-ditch attempt to disrupt things once I lost track of you. Obviously that’s alerted Dulcetta and Aseides that I’m in the game, and it has begun. Now that I know you’re okay I can restore power – Dulcetta won’t fight me on that one because she wants access to embedded wall sensors, cameras, transit routes. I should be able to reach some of them first, establish interpolation layers, then release them to her. I’ll see what she sees, monitor her commands, and hopefully intervene where necessary. Priorities are sensors and cameras on the routes you’ll be taking, so I can replace the data with blank passages and negative detections.}

“Cool. I’ll be invisible to the evil bitch.”

Immediately the lights came back on. Opal was in a grey plasteen-panelled passage with soft flooring, and now all doorways were outlined by blue illumination. She turned off her headlamp.

“So where am I going? What’s the plan? I need to get to Clarissa, I need to get armed, I need to find an escape craft or something, I need –”

{Slow down. Clarissa is fine. She’s one of my key priorities. For now I have her room and the surrounding area in lockdown. She’s not going anywhere, and no one’s getting to her. I’m currently battling with Dulcetta’s splinters, attempting to take them in any order I can, to try and access more sections of the infrastructure and maintain what I possess already. As such, I can’t be with you for long. Take a right, here.}

A door slid smoothly upwards and Opal entered the room beyond. An opulent sleeping chamber. A door opposite opened as the one behind her closed. She was being guided.

{There is a specific order events need to occur in} said Athene. {It’s part of manipulating circumstance probabilities for required outcomes. You have a key role.}

Opal opened drawers as she passed through the room, on the off chance that one contained a weapon. But all she found was musty bedding linen.

Next was a bathing chamber. Steam cubicle. Storage chest. A door led onwards, currently closed. A quick glance confirmed nothing hard or sharp that could be weaponised.

{Wait here for five minutes and twenty seconds.}

“Why?” asked Opal.

{I combine likely patrol routes with data on changing orders in emergency situations, then update my guesses using sensory data and scanners around the base. If I plan carefully, I can identify safe routes, and synchronise movements so you slip between groups of guards without confrontation.}

“I like that. Don’t kill anyone unless we have to.”

{Well, my only consideration was that it would cause delays and disrupt my planning, but whatever makes you happy. The other reason for the wait is on its way.}

Opal glanced back into the bedroom she’d left, expecting the door to open. A bubbling noise from behind surprised her. She examined the toilet, which was in the extended position, extruded from the wall. Another set of bubbles rose from the waste pipe, followed by a bundle which floated to the top and bobbed around.

{It is sterile. Please take it.}

Opal lifted the object, giving it a shake to release more droplets. It was swollen with trapped air which had enabled it to rise up, but something solid could be felt inside. She tore open the packaging and took out a block of yellow plasticky material with a raised circle in the centre. It resembled a bar of soap, as used when savonated water wasn’t available.

{I have control of various automated systems and bots – it’s one of the levels of confrontation between myself and Dulcetta. She is overly focussed on the combat-worthy models, as I manipulated her into thinking they were my interest. That has left many of the smaller robots unprotected, enabling me to control a number of them. I used a pipe-cleaning micro to transport this through the sanitation lines. Even if you’d been stuck in your cell it would have got to you eventually. It’s Malleable Topoform.}

Opal turned it over. Yep, there was the default indentation indicating Bronsa Corp, which specialised in intelligent textiles. It was a top-of-the-range model. Opal had only ever used the civilian form of phase-shifted thermoplasteen alloys before, branded as Remould, which had far more limited uses.

“I assume you have a plan for this,” said Opal.

{I’ve removed the standard interface and reprogrammed it with various forms. For stage one you may need a weapon if you aren’t already armed. Hold the button for five seconds to activate malleability. Shape it into something like a blade, then repeat the button hold to lock its shape. Finally tap the button twice. It will identify the narrowest edge and reconfigure the molecules there to razor sharpness.}

Opal followed the instructions. The bar became warm and squidgy in her hands. She stretched one half as a blade, then gripped the other half as a handle, letting her fingers create indentations perfectly matching her hand. After setting the MT to harden it was a perfect – if disconcertingly cheery yellow – melee weapon. She re-entered the bedroom, stabbed the tough foam mattress, and dragged her arm back. The blade sliced through it like it wasn’t there. Ouch.

{Time to move on} said Athene. {I’ve gained temporary access to doors along your route. Once you’ve passed beyond them I’ll rescind control to Dulcetta so she wastes resources protecting them – and dealing with the embedded virus worms I’ll leave as a gift – while I target new zones. But first: is it still your intention to try and save as many people as possible?}

The door onwards opened, leading to another bed chamber. Obviously they shared this bathroom.

“Yes,” said Opal. “I want to help other prisoners. If it can be done without risking Clarissa.”

{That’s the outcome I’ve been trying to achieve. It rules out escape pod options though, since there aren’t enough for all the prisoners. Plus, they may have been booby trapped. So I’m going to take things above and beyond.}

“Meaning?”

{We’re going to raise the Leviathan.}
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“Raise it?” Opal checked both ways before leaving the second bedroom and stepping out into the corridor. This area was narrow and dimly lit, behind the main walkways, probably intended only for maintenance or transport of supplies. “Isn’t Leviathan decommissioned or something?” 

{To a degree} said Athene. {It has been altered to become a static base. I noted modifications to reinforce the hull against the pressures of this depth. They can prove advantageous to us, since they will help boost support strength for the stresses of moving after so long, and counteract any asymmetrical balance issues. I don’t need to take this ship out of planetary orbit – any attempt to push it that far would no doubt fail spectacularly – just to the surface. I already have evacuation protocols ready up there.}

Dusty brown pipes ran along the ceiling like giant hardened worms. “So the engines still work?”

{Leviathan has multiple propulsion methods. As part of establishing it here, one of the systems was altered to syphon water through turbines, creating fluid jets. Slow, but enough to bring the ship down to the location they picked. I only need sixty per cent of them to still be functional in order to move the mass of the craft. But I wouldn’t bet your lives on that alone. The torsion drive systems are still active. I’m pretty sure they’re what Aseides used as an incinerator in his Perfervid Room. The torsion engines were modified to provide the base’s underlying heating and power systems. I can revert some of the changes. The exhaust pipes are clogged with ocean detritus but scuttler bots or high-power bursts should clear them. I checked the inventory and the bad news is there’s not quite enough super-fluid helium in the banks to keep the torsion system and superconducting magnets cooled at the ideal of minus two seven one C. However, since there’s a design tolerance of forty degrees it should still enable alignment of most particle beams. Potentially doable.}

“Good enough for me. Where am I headed?”

{This passage leads to the rear of a storage room. Through there to a main junction. Transecs are currently disabled, but I do not have access to cameras so you may have to wait until it is clear.}

Opal had her yellow knife gripped at the ready. She ignored side junctions and doorways, just taking a moment to peer around the edges and confirm it was safe to pass.

“You must be dealing with a lot right now,” said Opal. “When you’re fighting another AI with your mind is it painful?”

{Sometimes. Sensory simulation is important to boost reactions. Sort of like how mammals experience fear and pain: it functions as unpleasant but effective motivation.}

“And I guess this is a difficult fight.” A small cleaning bot – immobile, all lights off – blocked the passage. Opal jumped over it.

{It is a war on many fronts. Levels of my mind, physical structures, timings, the things going on at the Fressus surface in the city and skyport, scans out in space … but it doesn’t matter. You and I, we thrive under pressure. We push ourselves based on the example of the other. That is one element of friendship, I think: mutual respect.}

Opal nodded, then realised Athene wouldn’t notice. Opal wasn’t in a suit that observed every biological function, and it was easy to forget, to be taken back by this voice in her ear, to feel like it was old times. “I feel it, too,” she said.

{Door on your left.}

Opal put her back to the wall beside the door before tapping the button. The door slid smoothly upwards. No one opened fire, no voices, no movement. She peeped to check it looked clear, then crouched low and darted into the room, stopping by a cylindrical storage container. No idea what it held – each container was still sealed, and only codes stamped on their surfaces distinguished one from another.

Still no sign of danger so she made her way from cover to cover until she got to the other door. The room had a viewing window into the junction beyond. Opal stayed low and peered over the ledge. Outside, a group of guards ran out of one passage and down another. One of them didn’t have a helmet on, and kept glancing behind him with wide eyes, as if he was being chased. Another was still trying to affix their utility belt, and a third had misattached their shoulder armour, so it flapped as they ran. All the signs of panic and confusion.

They clattered away out of sight.

“I’m here,” Opal whispered. “Some guards went past. Awful hurry.”

{You need to head towards the corridor that has a Transec. It’s in the safe position. You’re not far from a prisoner section, hence the security. And, as is common in high-risk areas, there is a hidden armoury beyond a second Transec. That is your goal.}

“Still no eyes on this place, no way to tell me what’s around the corner?”

{Apologies, no. By the time I next take control of the cameras here, you should be long gone.}

Opal slapped the access pad, glad the door was almost silent in its action. She entered the corridor. A smell of burning lingered in the air. She approached the junction silently, alert for any sound of approaching footsteps that would force her to duck back into storage.

No noises. Luck was with her, she thought. She glanced around the corner and flinched back immediately.

Two yellow Warders stood silently, each holding three-metre Stunrods, the big brothers of Stunstix. And they guarded the Transec.

Obviously whoever dealt with security – an officer, Aseides, Dulcetta – compensated for loss of automated systems by using whatever they still controlled. In this case, creepy troops which excelled at patient guard duties.

{Is everything okay?} Athene asked in her ear.

Opal couldn’t risk speaking. The Warders’ helmets probably featured audio amplification capable of hearing a whisper.

{If yes, tap your ear once. I’ll detect the vibration.}

Opal could signal. She could retreat to the storage room for a conference. Athene would tell her to wait. But these were Aseides’ Warders. If they were anything like the red-visored sentinels Opal was familiar with from UFS bases, they could stand for hours without moving a muscle. And in the meantime, more guards would come along, and this time they might come her way.

Athene needed Opal to go in a certain direction, within a specific timeframe. Everything depended on it.

Opal stepped out and walked quickly towards the Warders. She had the Topoform blade in her hand, its flat plane pressed against her hip. They readied the Stunrods, approaching her as fast as she did them.

“Combat,” Opal said. “Give me a minute.”

Everything she’d ever observed of Warders told her they were functional, not devious.

She feinted right then swept left as the Warder struck; Opal was low, under the rod, past the fifteen-centimetre electrified tip, and with this Warder now placed as a barrier between her and the weapon of the other one. She was right up against the Warder’s body and struck fast and hard. One, two, three, four, puncturing its light armour and hopefully the vital organs she had targeted. She swung around to the rear, two more strikes, kidney and hopefully a second puncture on the heart before she kicked the Warder into its partner. It had been fewer than five seconds.

The Warder fell to the floor, struggling to get up despite the fatal injuries. The second one almost hit her with a jab of the weapon which passed so close to her face that she felt the sizzle of charge. Opal grabbed the rod just past the strike point with her free arm and pulled in the direction it had been thrust, adding her force to the attacker’s to bring it in close, hoping to also perforate this Warder with the yellow blade.

But the motion wasn’t quite right as the Warder grappled with her. Some of her strikes had been deflected, transformed into cuts, and her opponent dropped the rod to grip her shoulders with both arms and slam her into the wall, again, and again, her head smacking back each time so that stars spun across her vision. The Warder’s grip was like steel, almost immobilising her upper arms.

But it was close. She only needed elbow and wrist movement. She bent her right arm and jammed the blade up under its chin, then twisted, feeling the gristle and bone being scraped by the knife point.

The yellow visor popped off, but it wasn’t a bloodied face in front of hers, wasn’t an amped-up person snarling while a blade tip protruded out of their mouth. Her knife hadn’t punctured soft skin under a jaw.

There was no jaw. No mouth.

There was no face.

Well, not in the beauty contest meaning of the word.

It was obvious there had once been a normal human there, but most of the features and frontal bone had been removed along with the skin and tissue. Embedded in what remained were sensor arrays, like a set of spider’s eyes, shiny and arranged across the whole surface. The Warder could detect all sorts of things from far more precise tools than two tiny and relatively inefficient eyes. The way the tissue dimpled around the reflective domes suggested they were deeply impregnated into the skull, extending straight into the brain, or what was left of it.

She was slammed again. Her shoulder might break from the force.

No time for disgust, or complex tactics. She let go of the knife, still stuck in the remains of her opponent’s head, and rotated her wrist a hundred and eighty degrees to take a reverse grip on the handle. Then she was able to slice it down and across, through the Warder’s throat and one carotid artery, blood pumping slick and warm onto her forearm.

The Warder’s grip loosened enough that she could raise her arms and slam the knife down through the top of the helmet, tip hammering into its brain. Opal twisted it free, then kicked the Warder, sending it crashing to the floor.

She didn’t hang around to make sure they were both dead.

{Are you okay?} Athene asked.

“Yes. It was two Warders guarding the Transec. I had to fight them. But my passage is clear.”

And then the Transec ahead began to rotate, the safe white floor and ceiling of the cylinder moving clockwise. A red floor and ceiling would replace them within seconds.

Opal didn’t hesitate, but began sprinting. She’d just got out the other end when the Transec locked into the new position and the lighting switched to red.

{I’m sorry!} said Athene. {Dulcetta must have planned this. She’d put herself in a position to regain access quickly. I should have changed priorities and taken control of that area. My predictions had implied a clear shot. Dulcetta got one over on me.}

“It’s okay. You’ve got enough to do.”

Opal glanced back. She wasn’t being followed.

{We need to modify the plan} said Athene. {While Dulcetta is in charge of Transecs in this zone she can box you in. I could throw everything into resisting her but there are other goals which are more important. By her putting all her force behind this system it means she’s got fewer defences on others, a situation I can capitalise on. Meanwhile, you’ll do our favourite thing. Why go through a door when you can use another portal such as a window or air vent?}

Opal followed Athene’s directions. Side route. She passed a dead body, a guard, who looked like he’d been shot with a rivet gun.

She clattered up a wall-fastened staircase and along a raised walkway. Some of the plasteen panels had been severely scorched by fire.

{Up above} said Athene.

Opal halted. Part of the ceiling panel had shattered. Through the gap she could just make out the darkness of the old areas of the Leviathan, through which Aseides’ interior base passed.

“Has there been an explosion?” Opal asked.

{Far cleverer than that. During my first incursions into Leviathan I set up PCRs – Passive Cavity Resonators. They let me turn some panels into a kind of microphone, where sound vibrations could be picked up and translated by a laser sensor placed further away. The best locations were large corridors like this, so I could pick up conversations and movement. Once I revealed myself and conflict began, Dulcetta discovered my system and released explosive hover drones into the outer hull to target the PCRs. That was fine, they’d already served their purpose. The cleverness was that I’d built in a subsystem to focus EM energy on the part attached to the plasteen panels. They gradually modified the physical structures, weakening them and creating minute fractures. The nearby explosions were enough to shatter them. Dulcetta probably didn’t pay much attention to that – it just looks like random residual damage from the volatile hover drones – but each location wasn’t just chosen for spying practicalities, but also for other levels of opportunity, such as points for my own drones to enter or leave the inner base. This route bypasses the next Transec.}

Opal looked up at the hole. Then over the railing and down below it to the floor she’d just ascended from. The hole wasn’t above her walkway, but offset by a metre or so, and higher than she could reach.

“You know I can’t fly, right?” she asked.

{None of my plans are linear things, as a human would formulate. They are hierarchies of choices and situations, each leading to other branching paths and altered patterns which account for the route taken. Every choice is designed to provide multiple interactions with other possibilities, like quantum expert systems. Take the Topoform, reshape it into a long-handled hook. Use it to reach the exit point. You will have to stand on the rail but you have good balance, so if you fall it will be due to a lack of care on your part.}

“Oh great. Broken bones and you’ll tell me off for them.”

The knife’s yellow was now marred by crusty redness, and like her wrist it was sticky with drying blood. She wiped both on her jacket, to pointless effect, so activated the remoulding feature. The sharp edge faded away, the material warm and fudgy in her hand. A glance at the broken panel suggested she’d need a metre of extra reach. She stretched the MT into a toffee-like strand and shaped the end, bending the tip over into two claws. Then she squeezed her fingers in along the length, creating depressions that she could grip on to. There was no need to use any preprogrammed patterns Athene might have installed, such as the razor edge algorithm, so Opal just began the hardening mode and waited for the few seconds it took for the rod to cool and solidify. In the process of stretching and reforming, some of the dried blood had flaked away. That was something.

The next bit wouldn’t be fun.

“You’re not scared of heights, are you?” Opal asked.

{Of course not.}

“Figures.”

She climbed onto the narrow railing, staying in a crouch and focussing on balance. The slightest movement and she could topple. One way would be an embarrassing fall back onto the walkway. The other would be an awkward fall of about eight metres onto a hard surface.

Once she felt stable enough she stood, slowly, her only contact with a solid surface being the soles of her sandals against the walkway’s railing. Thankfully it had a flat top to it, not a curved one.

{Anyway, there is no way that a fall from this position will hurt you} said Athene. {I calculated it all.}

Opal extended her arm up, gently, so gently, the yellow rod gripped tight.

“How’s that?” she whispered.

{Analysis of every incident I’ve witnessed shows that falls never kill or hurt anyone.}

The rod touched the ceiling by the hole.

Athene continued. {In every case it is the landing that causes injury and fatality.}

Bitch. Opal had to stifle a snigger.

Don’t look down. Hook the tip over the edge of the sturdiest-looking panel, at the point where it ends and the next begins. That’s where the supporting structure would be.

The prongs settled into a groove.

{Just trying to distract you} said Athene. {You have the kind of mind that focusses on negatives otherwise. Stuff like being smashed into itty bits.}

Opal wanted to avoid swinging. Keep it slow and steady. She stretched her legs wide, one on the railing and one out over the drop, using the firm grip on the yellow handle for support. Once she was properly below the ceiling’s hole she took her foot off the rail and slowly brought her legs together. Stable, hanging down from the rod.

Her ascent upwards was just as careful, one hand at a time, glad of her upper strength. She’d always been fine with taking her own body weight. Peripheral vision showed the huge fall below her, blurry and sickening. But it was upwards she cared about. The goal, not the distraction.

Such a relief to rest her arms up on top of the panels, above the ceiling. She pulled herself up onto the flat surface, only feeling comfortable when her legs and body no longer dangled over the abyss. She retrieved the rod and tucked it into her leggings.

“I’m up,” she said. “Please tell me getting down will be easier.”
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