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“So much blew my mind in Hidden Solace.”
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“Drinkwater has generated a universe with cruel corporate governance, sentient AI personalities, significant racial discrimination and economic disparity, and a love story between a woman and her sister and a non-human. Not all love is sexual, not all family is biological, and not all perspectives are equally true.”
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“Drinkwater is a master of getting into the psyche of his characters, and his narrative makes you think more about the world around you.”
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“The cat and mouse game between Opal and Aseides is brilliantly portrayed. A tense, atmospheric novel.”
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Beams of sunlight speared between clusters of overhead foliage, so blinding bright that Opal had to shield her eyes, dazzled and exuberant. 

“Clarissa, where are you?” she shouted into the rich undergrowth. “Athene’s cooking up something new. Promises it’s edible this time.”

Giggling from the bushes to Opal’s left betrayed her little sister’s location. But Opal let it play out a little longer. There was a lot of time to make up. A lot of fun that Clarissa had never experienced. Now they were somewhere safe it was time for Clarissa to have the childhood she deserved.

“Damn, that girl must have tricked me again!” Opal said, as if to herself, but louder than normal. “She is way too good at hiding.”

Opal picked up a hefty stick, brushed off damp leaves and insects, then used it to poke at a tangle of bushes.

“You aren’t in there, are you?”

Something flashed in her peripheral vision. A girl dashing away, skin a contrast to the translucent green leaves. There had been a teeth-revealing smile on that face, delicious to see, infectious.

Opal followed, crossing the spongy moss floor, stepping over the exposed roots of ancient trees. A rich smell of verdant earth and decay permeated these lower levels.

Mornings of fun. Days of exploration. Evenings of play. It was hard to recall exactly how long they’d been on the planet now. Happiness tends to do that, make time blur and fade away, until time becomes timeless.

Opal feigned exasperation. “I reckon she’s gone deeper into the forest. I’ll never find her!”

A twig snapped somewhere to her right. Clarissa must have snuck around the trees.

“And it’s a shame, because I’m sure Athene said something about … strawberry ice cream.”

That temptation wasn’t quite enough to pull Clarissa from her hiding place, but the innocent giggling was more subdued this time, as if a battle between The Game and The Stomach was being fought.

Opal navigated between low-hanging branches that scraped her head, and wiry tendrils that tangled her ankles. Mud squelched and sucked underfoot, retaining deep imprints from her boots’ industrial treads. Then one of the bushes rustled. She avoided looking in that direction, but adjusted the curve of her route to pass nearby.

“If only I could find Clarissa, and give her a huge hug, and squeeze her so hard she can’t get away from me again,” said Opal. “Ever. Never ever.”

No giggling this time.

At the last second Opal spun round, dropping the stick and groping in the bushes, emitting a monstrous “Rargh!” and expecting the childish squeal of delight on being discovered … but instead, something scrabbled further into the undergrowth. And the bush seemed larger than it had first appeared.

Opal groped through the spiny branches, pushing deeper, where the sunlight didn’t even reach. She heard giggling again (or was the sound something else?), further away.

“No, wait!” she called, as cold flushed through her, a skin contraction of the uncanny that she hadn’t felt since … well, since she’d been on a Lost Ship. “Stop playing, Clarissa, this might be dangerous!”

Thorns plucked at her exposed skin, small tears, blood tears, but she didn’t hold back. She forced on with even more effort, slipping on ground where the fallen leaves had rotted to sludge, shielding her eyes from curved plant spikes.

So dark and creepy in here. The kind of place Clarissa was drawn to. Sometimes Opal worried about her sister. A feeling like a stubborn callous. That traitor, doubt. But she would not let it be part of her. She would purge it, like Athene did with redundant code.

Why did that thought make Opal sad?

“Clarissa!” she shouted. “You stop right now!”

Opal broke through into an open patch, deep within the bush, a kind of dark clearing around a trunk, arched over with impenetrable branches like a roof, or a bubble under deep water. Clarissa was ahead of her, in that flower-patterned dress she loved, except now it was torn from the thorns, and muddy from slipping in this festering, stinking undergrowth. Clarissa faced away from Opal, completely still, as if examining the trunk. No more lively, giggling girl. Opal could only see the back of her head, the curly hair with leaves and twigs tangled in it.

“Clarissa?”

Nothing.

Opal dropped to her knees so their heads were on a level, gripped those skinny arms and turned her around. Clarissa’s eyes were closed tight.

“What is it?” Opal asked. “Have you seen something again? A bad dream? Remember what I said about dreams, that you only have to open your eyes and they go away?”

Clarissa opened her eyes. But nothing reflected behind the lids. Just holes, blackness beyond blackness, like the featureless blank within the Null.

“You didn’t save me,” Clarissa – or whatever she now was – said, in a voice that was broken, emotionless, yet accusing, all at once. “I’m still trapped in here.”

Opal staggered back, slipping on the rancid slime, and the thing’s mouth stayed open, but a sound came from it that wasn’t words, more like a scream, inhuman, endless, howling, a painful alien warning of attack.

The Oracles had taken Clarissa again. Except they’d never really released her.

And Opal’s eyes flicked open to her cell, taking in the reality, the grey streaked with blood from vain punches, from taking out her frustration on any surface that presented itself, with the wake alarm still wailing, indicating that another day of horror awaited.

She’d failed. Athene had failed. And it took effort not to add to the artificial squeals with her own screams.
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Opal covered her ears until the alarm ceased. Dazzling spotlights burned down on her face, so she waited until she was standing before opening her eyes and flipping the hinged bunk up against the wall. 

The dream had been a nightmare, but at least it was a temporary escape. From this.

As expected, the voice followed.

“Please exercise for fifteen minutes. Be seen, be pure, believe.”

A kind-sounding voice, though it spoke High Dialect like a newsreader. It was the kind of voice that implied protection. The voice of a friend, a confidante, an ally in this hell hole.

It was artificial.

And it was the same voice that administered punishments.

Opal began walking in circles. This round chamber was good for that. She stretched her arms and twisted her upper body as she paced. She still wore yesterday’s jumpsuit. The metal floor pushed hard and cold against her bare soles.

The chamber was five metres in diameter. She performed each circuit in twenty-five paces. After her bed she reached the shower. Water-based, not steam. It was bolted to the metal wall, like all the furniture, and obviously not part of the original design. However, the floor sloped down to a drain in the centre, so the chamber did once have something to do with liquids. The cylindrical shape, rusting rivets, and age-streaked metal floor implied industrial heritage and storage tanks.

The drainage grid was welded in place and unmovable, and she had been unable to loosen any of the screws with her bare hands before punishments began.

Another five paces and she passed the toilet. No cubicle around it. No privacy. A chamber designed for observation from above.

Six paces more brought her parallel to the shoulder-height shelf which contained clean clothes and a Portable Personal Diagnostic Ally. Its frame said PPDA at the top in orange, followed by the manufacturer’s logo of a smiley face. The shelf had curved edges, nothing you could brain yourself on, intentionally or otherwise.

And she was back at her bunk.

The next loop was the same.

And the next.

Light was not equal. Looking up, you were blinded by the intensity of the spotlights which never went out. They made it impossible to identify features at the top of the chamber, or to tell if the viewing hatch was open or closed. Knowing her captor, it was probably also an attempt to disorientate her, make her more pliable. She had no way of knowing if it was night or day. In here there was only day.

Sleep was difficult when you were always in the spotlight, psychologically and physically. There were no bedcovers or pillows, just the padded bunk. She’d tried sleeping underneath it but they’d punished her for being out of view for too long. So the best she could do when they insisted it was sleep time was to put a forearm over her eyes and count imaginary knives thunking into targets.

Shadowed areas formed between the illuminated ellipses where spotlights speared down. But the shadows weren’t enough to hide in. And it was obviously intentional that each item of furniture sat in the brightest-lit points.

“Exercise time is over,” announced the voice. “Thank you for cooperating. Please shower now.”

Opal squinted up into the whiteness, and just received sunspot after-flashes when she blinked. Someone would be watching. Maybe many someones. But you picked your battles.

She tore off the flimsy red paper outfit, shoved it into the sealed container by the shower, then stepped under the spray head and thumped the button. The water was warmed, ready-soaped and antiseptic. It would switch to clean rinsing water after forty-four seconds. She counted while rubbing her body down.

Forty.

Forty-one.

Forty-two.

The temperature cooled, the water now less slick. There would be a minute and sixteen seconds to rinse. Two minutes of shower time. They liked their even numbers. Useful to know.

She used the pretence of rubbing her head to examine the metallic stud nano-welded to her ear lobe. The stud was smooth, resembled the one Xandrie Dervorgilla had attached to Opal’s bag while they fought in vacuum outside the Gigatoir. Probably a tracker. Beneath the skin were hardened extensions, like the roots of a tooth. Even if she had a blade, picking it out would be messy.

Hot air blasted her from a welded vent. That, also, had proved impossible to pry off with her fingernails.

Once dry, she grabbed clean red coveralls from the pile and slipped them on. The material was fine-grained and flexible. Comfy enough, but no pockets, so you couldn’t hide a weapon or tool. Plus you never shook off the vulnerability of being in something so easily tearable, especially when they didn’t give you underwear. A deterrent from trying anything. Same as the lack of footwear for prisoners. You were always just one stomp away from broken toes.

She didn’t care. Sometimes bone could strike harder when not cushioned in soft materials.

“Thank you for complying. Now please take your Portable Personal Diagnostic Ally and update your current internal bodily and mental status, emotions, and thoughts.”

Opal picked up the PPDA.

“Please rate the following statements” glowed in light blue text against the dark blue background of the screen. “This morning, I feel relaxed.” Below that were seven options for various levels of agreement or disagreement. A soft, bordering glow which brightened and dimmed in a breathing pattern implied patient waiting for her response.

Opal strolled across the chamber as she read the text.

“There’s a missing option,” she called, aiming her voice upwards even though there were probably implanted pickups all over. Her voice reverberated around the chamber.

“The options provided are all you need to concern yourself with.”

“No,” Opal insisted. “It’s definitely missing one on my screen. There are only six options.”

“There are seven.”

“Nuh-uh,” Opal said, shaking her head. “It’s missing the option for ‘Fuck you, none of your business’.”

“Behavioural breaches will be punished,” said the AI voice, as pleasant as ever. “Three. Two.”

Opal flung the PPDA away, knowing its rubberised case would, unfortunately, protect it from damage (she’d tried to smash it on day two). In the next moment she slammed her bunk down, and leaped onto the mattress so she was off the ground before receiving the electric shock. Charge sparked where the shower water hadn’t yet drained away, but she was unharmed up here. An idea she hadn’t tried yet. She grabbed onto a rivet and pinched its small surface in her fingers. If she used her toes and strong grip she could scale up and –

Bzzzzt.

She was flung backwards onto the floor, smacking her elbow and skull while the punishment shocks continued. When they ceased she was gasping, some muscles still convulsing and twitching, yet to realise it was over.

So the bastards could electrify the walls as well. What a surprise.

“Are you all right, Opal?” asked the falsely concerned voice. “Any injuries?”

Opal clamped down on her instinctive reply of “My pride.” That was an answer for AIs that were friends. AIs that understood you. AIs that knew what existed beneath the jokey responses. Instead she said, “Negative.”

“Are you being sarcastic, Opal?”

“Neg– … No. I’m not.” She stood, trying to still her shaky legs so as not to reveal their weakness.

“Then let us move on. I will lower the lift to you. Please interlace your fingers behind your head and stand back. Keep your hands in that position until told otherwise. Be seen, be pure, believe.”

The chamber darkened as a platform lowered from above, blocking some of the light cones. The platform was a round disc of metal, supported by six thin cables.

“What’s the agenda today?” asked Opal.

“Someone wants to see you.”

Someone. Opal could guess who was being referred to. The AI Opal interacted with was called Dulcetta, and Dulcetta only answered to one person.
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When the disc clanged against the base of the chamber, Opal stepped onto it, hands behind her head as instructed. The platform ascended. 

After a few moments she peered over the edge. Twenty metres high, already. The shrinking view of her chamber below was enough to make her dizzy. She wondered if anyone had ever lost their balance and fallen. Or even jumped on purpose. It seemed like an oversight on her captor’s part to allow such possibilities. Perhaps even to cause them, by not letting prisoners hold on to the platform’s vertical cables for support. Maybe it was mind games.

Maybe they just didn’t give a shit.

As she neared the lights it was hard to see anything much, they were so intensely bright. She did her best to squint from one eye in case some detail was revealed this time that might be useful.

The disc she stood on was a circular part of the ceiling that lowered, leaving a hole, above which guards would be waiting. At last her head was above the spotlights and she could observe how the platform’s cables ran into the sides of the aperture, into the ceiling structure itself. As she rose through the gap into the passage above, the disc clunked into place as part of that corridor’s floor, delineated in orange and black stripes.

Two body-armoured guards awaited her, both in UFS uniforms with full grey faceplates that hid the features of the wearer. One had D-69 printed on his helmet’s forehead, the other was R-43. She recognised both codes. D-69 was often aggressive and contemptuous. R-43 tended to be silent and keep more of a distance.

D-69, the taller of the two, pointed a reinforced glove to his left.

“Walk.”

His voice was filtered by the Sec-3 suit, making it harsh, inhuman. At first the effect had been seen as a flaw in the audio system of early versions of the armour. Then, because it made the wearer sound more intimidating, especially if their normal voice wasn’t deep, the audio system was kept and readvertised as a feature. The Sec-3 suit had always been designed for value over performance. Sure, it had strengths.

It also had weaknesses.

Opal preceded the guards, keeping her hands behind her head. The flooring of these upper corridors was pleasantly warm on her feet. Perhaps 22°C. The walls were coated in glossy back-lit panels of non-oxidising Stay-Nu materials. So different from the rusting metals of her holding chamber.

As usual the guards kept a metre behind her, one to the left, one to the right. Close enough to grab her. Also near enough for her to strike them. Every decision will close some opportunities, and open others.

They proceeded over other circles marked in hazard lines. Further holding chambers. The viewports were closed so she couldn’t determine whether they were occupied or not. She had never seen anyone being placed into them, or taken out, but that might just come from segregation security rules. Opal had narrowed base procedures down to five different protocol possibilities. There were ways to clarify it further.

Junctions were marked by code patterns of tiny dots. Indecipherable to the naked eye, but guard helmets probably filtered the codes and overlaid them with navigation aids. All part of making prisoners feel lost and small, trapped in a maze.

Every so often they’d pass beneath a small black dome mounted in the ceiling, the kind of protective covering that went over cameras. A distraction, since there could be micro cameras embedded in any wall surface. Perhaps they were just there to give the impression of always being watched. A deterrent against trying anything.

The domes were spaced every fifty steps, no doubt equating to twenty-five metres because the UFS loved regularity. That enabled her to include correct distances in her mental maps, a navigation aid in lieu of coded markings.

Step four. Step five. Step six.

The corridors were kept free of anything that could be picked up or dismantled. Never a toolbox lying around, no loose pipes, no smashable glass.

Step forty-nine. Step fifty.

This route ended at a T-junction. To the right was an area for prisoner processing, where they shaved her head in an obvious attempt at dehumanisation. She’d enjoyed it. The itching of her hair growing back had proved distracting. Down one of the corridors there she’d seen guards coming out of a sliding door. It might lead to a staff area where they kept weapons, or communication equipment. But her escorts would want to go left today.

So she headed to the right.

“Other way,” snapped D-69, quickly stepping forward and holding out his arm.

It was foolish to have his limb straightened like that. Elbows could be locked out or broken with ease.

“Sorry,” Opal said, turning to the left and continuing.

R-43, or Silent R, had moved to the side when D-69 – Angry D – left position to block her. Silent R continued where he was, so Angry D took up the other place. Now they were on opposite sides from where they started.

She filed that outcome as potentially useful.

As they walked, and she counted, a subtle nausea passed through her gut. It happened most days. She’d ruled out infection and dietary incompatibility. It wasn’t stress, or the results of tests or punishments. Twice when it happened she had been aware of a faint astringent smell, and assumed she was passing through an area where one of the rarely glimpsed hovering S1 drones had been spraying surfaces with antiseptic cleaning mist. It could have been some bodily reaction to the chemicals. But she flared her nostrils and inhaled, and there wasn’t even a faint trace of that scent today. So that was an option ruled out. She wasn’t sure what she could replace it with. Low level radiation sickness? Was the prison a toxic environment? Hmmm.

Despite the lack of readable signage, Opal knew where she was. Counting the domes and combining the numbers with junction options gave her memorable route plans. She was approaching SSLL7. Sometimes a scuff, a remembered incident, a different juxtaposition of panels or lighting provided more memorable names, such as Five-way Scratch, or Triple-J, or Removed Bloodstain. SSLL7 was fine, too. She’d waited days to come this way.

She dragged her feet, took shorter paces.

“Move it,” said Angry D.

“My leg hurts,” Opal replied, half turning.

Angry D shoved her, trying to aim her down the corridor, but she staggered, angled left, hit a wall panel, and fell to her knees. The panel was loose, rattled, a tiny echo to the thump. Cavities. Not mounted on solid wall, at least not here. Self-warming, probably a model of standardised metamaterial plasteen, usually used in renovations. The eight inset pins backed up that idea. On a previous journey to SSLL7 she’d noticed a faint black edge that indicated this panel wasn’t flush with the others. Having Angry D to her right, combined with a dramatic stumble, meant he’d pushed her smack into it.

She rose up, leaning on the wall for balance, then fell again, using the opportunity to check nearby panels. A slight give to them, hollowness, but securely pinned.

“Get up right now, you filthy failure,” said Angry D. His hand unclipped the rod at his side, ready for removal. The familiar green glow of a Stunstix Mark 2 readout was clearly visible. The bar was less than halfway. Naughty boy hadn’t fully charged it.

She stood, and began moving.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, eyes downcast.

Before long they reached a special junction which she called ROT1. They used them as barriers between areas with different security levels. The equivalent of bulkheads, maybe. These special security corridors were hexagonal in cross-section. Each of the six sides had a paired opposite of the same colour. Two facing reds, two white, two blue. The top and bottom panels were always lit, the others dark. Today the red sections were active, so the whole corridor glowed an ominous ruby colour.

At each end was another opaque black dome in the ceiling, just before and after the hexagonal passage. Opal was told to halt, then Angry D looked up at the dome.

The corridor ahead rotated with a smooth movement. It was like looking into the sights of a rifle and twisting the focussing dial clockwise. Opal glanced at the point where the hexagon cross-section joined her corridor, but the turning didn’t reveal any gaps where something could potentially be jammed to stop the rotation. Just smooth surfaces.

When it stopped moving, the white panels were in the ceiling and floor positions, and neutral light replaced the blood-like reds. White indicated safe passage.

As they moved through the security corridor Opal kept her gaze down, but not out of meekness. She was checking the lower red and blue panels to each side of her feet. The blue was reflective and sparkled. She guessed at electrical current, based on what happened in her cell when she misbehaved. Maybe when the corridor was in blue mode, electricity could arc between floor and ceiling.

The red panels had tiny holes. Nanowire extrusions? Acid sprays? Some of the holes looked larger, but it was just dark staining at their edges which hadn’t been cleaned. File for later.

Beyond the security corridor things got busier. The passages were wide to accommodate larger groups and machinery. Sealed doors led to areas she hadn’t seen. Most were unlabelled, though a few did break the ranks of anonymity and have recognisable signs.

At the next junction they had to wait as a group of prisoners were escorted by five guards. The guards each carried large custom weapons with unknown payloads. Probably non-fatal and extremely painful crowd control options. They obviously had different protocols for different groups of prisoners. She’d only ever seen groups of four to twenty in this section, with one guard for every two prisoners. Opal should be honoured.

As usual, the prisoners looked downcast and malnourished. Their heads had also been shaved in an attempt at depersonalisation, but it failed since the captives displayed various body shapes, facial features, and shades of skin. Variety in appearance despite similarity of demeanour. At the front shuffled a tall man with skin darker than Opal’s. Behind him was a woman who would be as pale as an Indostaqr native, except her face was coated in tattooed symbols, many of which were recognisable as anarchic logos. The third woman had perhaps been a prisoner longest as her dark hair was growing back cat-fur fine. She was shorter than Opal, with features that weren’t common in the UFS – possibly from Ortel, Barotross, or one of the planets out there, generally seen as a threat to UFS border security.

Opal didn’t know their stories but most were obvious Genitor Purity Test failures, like her. Not excluded from citizenship, but less likely to have full life choices, and more likely to end up in places like this. Maybe others were failures for non-visible defects. Criminals, regressives, freedom fighters, rebels. Or politicals: people who thought too much and made the mistake of stating their opinions to the wrong person or in the wrong place.

They were all doomed.

Opal still had her arms up and hands clasped behind her head. She noted that her escorts had moved to each side and both of them had a hand on one of her shoulders.

The Gunderson Escort Protocol. Nailed it.

But she didn’t have time to think about the potential there, because the large prisoner group had moved on and her enemy was waiting.
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All rooms have a mood. A combination of the tiniest hints of scent which come from its past and present; the small details placed by accident or design; the lighting; the purpose. And the company, or lack of it. 

This room stank of interrogation. Of sweat and hopelessness. No decoration to distract you. Intense spotlights focussed on the central seat that was fixed to the ground and could be tilted back. The cushioned material was stained: almost imperceptible, but prominent to the panicked mind. Stains that could be old blood on fabric. Or maybe they were just meant to look that way to increase fear.

Opal sat in the chair without needing to be shoved. Metal clamps locked around her wrists and ankles. The swish of a closing door indicated the two guards had left the room. She was alone.

He didn’t like to keep the guards around. No idea if it was an attempt to make her open up, or to imply he was powerful and didn’t need the guards’ protection. It might even be because things were discussed that he didn’t trust his guards to overhear. Probably all three at once, knowing the way his mind worked. She only cared about the implications of each possibility, and whether it might be useful to her in some way.

A different door opened behind her. Slight shifts in the air suggested sealed chambers with their own air supplies. Heavy footsteps. Not him, then. He was solid but walked with a light step, as if noise might distract his mind. These were genuine steps of mass, combined with a lack of care about how they might be interpreted.

“Hello, Dulcetta,” said Opal.

The synth moved to a position in front of Opal. So polite in not risking Opal cricking her neck. Fucking hypocrite.

“I hope you are well, Opal.” Its voice was completely human. Calm yet nuanced.

“I’d be better if you hadn’t zapped me.”

“That was a result of your own actions and choices, not mine.”

Opal didn’t reply. You can’t argue with a metal wall.

Dulcetta was an enigma. She seemed to be the base AI, but was embodied in a unique humanoid frame. Her proportions resembled the curves of a fantasy SynthMate, with slightly larger than human proportions so that she could look down on you and intimidate with her mass. And yet her appearance was softness, with gold skin and hair, set off by detailed green eyes of the finest optic glass, precision detail, the hint of internal glow. Apart from the inhuman colour, her ectodermis seemed soft and organic. Of course, she no doubt had internal defences, and could probably tear someone’s arm off with ease, despite the divine appearance.

Dulcetta wore loose-fitting clothes that were expensive and stylish. She combined colours and patterns in ways that seemed slightly off to Opal. Perhaps the clothes were something she was required to wear but disdained. More likely, her tastes were not quite human, or she wore what her master told her to wear. Each option provided possibilities to file away now, and consider later.

“May I remind you that I am fully capable of sedating and incapacitating you if you try anything when my master is here,” Dulcetta continued.

“You always say that.”

“Repetition is necessary because you rarely listen or act sensibly.”

“You don’t like me, do you?” asked Opal.

“I have no preference amongst captive subjects.” Dulcetta nodded, both a reminder of Opal’s place in the hierarchy, and a full stop to the conversation. “Be seen, be pure, believe.” She stepped back, so that she was beyond the circle of light and could only be seen as a golden glow if Opal squinted.

The door opened again. Soft footsteps, but quick, as if there was lots to do, and physical transition was a frustrating but necessary chore separating the things of true importance.

“Good morning, Opal!” said Doctor Cuttram Aseides, with a boyish smile.

“Is it? Time’s artificial here. You manipulate it to mess with our heads.”

“Time is artificial everywhere. Morning on Rosarium Prime might be night-time on Indostaqr Beta. Who am I to break with tradition? But my intention was pleasantry. Do you wish to dispense with that mode?”

“Always.”

“That’s why talking to you is refreshing.”

“I said always.”

“Apologies. I can’t help saying nice things in your presence. Ah, there I go again.”

“If you want pleasantries, you should release me so I can be treated like a human.”

He pulled a face. This was a combination of “Yeah, right” with “You’re such a joker!” She was getting better at reading him. It took time because his lack of hair, even eyebrows, and his smoothly ageless face made him difficult to interpret. No wrinkles that might gather to show a frown or a smile. No brows to emphasise eye expression. Just clinical smoothness, poured into a high-necked grey UFS research outfit.

He checked his Comm-Bond as he paced. His was implanted, of course. Maybe it displayed base updates, or Dulcetta’s reports about Opal. Could even be beauty tips, for all Opal knew. It had privacy filters, and he never angled it where she could see the screen which glowed under his skin.

“Hmm, Dulcetta says you refused to do your morning status report and dream diary.”

“What’s the point?”

“Useful data! Dulcetta combines results for the official UFS reports, but I like the unfiltered responses for some people, yourself included.” A pause. “Oh, I see, you meant what’s the point for you. How about, so I don’t have you killed or tortured?”

“I think I’m too important to you for the former. And I guess you hold back on too much torture because you’re worried it might affect the results of something you want to observe. Same reason you don’t drug me.”

“You are partly correct. Might I not also possess some compassion in your mental model of me?”

“Nope.”

“And so this all takes longer than it should.”

“Boo hoo. Your life must suck.”

He paced slowly, hands clasped in front. Opal tapped one of her fingertips in time with his steps until he stopped.

“The answer,” he said, “always comes. In this case it is compromise. I prefer your cooperation. So, if you will answer my questions fully during our meetings, and also do the daily psychological diary reports with diligence and honesty – bearing in mind that it isn’t some onerous duty placed on you alone, but is something everyone in this base does: guards, researchers and myself included – well, in that case my compromise would be to answer some of your questions in return.”

“What makes you think I have questions?”

He gave her that combo look again.

“Okay,” she said.

Aseides clapped his hands. “Excellent! Dulcetta, new protocol. Continue to record my sessions with Opal, but do not simultaneously broadcast them to Central. They are to be stored in my repository, and I will review them and choose what goes where.”

“Protocol updated,” said Dulcetta, her body statue-still, as it always was when she observed.

“You got something to hide?” asked Opal.

“Is that your first question?” asked Aseides.

“No.” She stared into his eyes, ready to identify the tiniest tell-tale, that twitch or squint that might suggest dishonesty. “Clarissa. Is she okay? Has anyone hurt her, because if they have, I’ll tear their brick-fucking –”

“No need to resort to fruitless posturing. Clarissa is in fine physical health. She does not respond to outside stimuli but I promise you all attempts to speak to her – to comfort her, to entertain her – have been gentle. She has chambers far more hospitable than yours, in keeping with your different temperaments and risk levels.”

He hadn’t betrayed anything. Obviously trained in personal suppression.

“I want to see her.”

“If your cooperation is genuine, then you will. My turn!”

“What’s the topic going to be today? More about Xandrie and VigMAX, their performance and fates? A recap of what happened to the Aurikaa and its escorts? How I stole Athene? What I could do if given a screwdriver and ten minutes alone with Dulcetta?”

“All but the last are topics I am ordered to look into by UFS Mil-Com. They are furious with you.” He leaned over, though just out of range of her teeth. “And you managed to anger the Genitors as well. They all wanted things from a Lost Ship, and you ruined not one, but two interventions, more than normally occurs in a lifetime. At least, now that your running days are over, you’ll never need to face the horrors of a Lost Ship again!”

“I’d rather take my chances there than here,” she muttered.

Aseides’ breath had a peculiar tang that reminded her of the cleaning chemical smells. It was a relief when he backed away.

“Your enemies want to learn all they can, then dissect you and your sister,” he said. “They don’t appreciate you and your critical, resistive mind like I do, and I need to provide data to keep them placated in the short term. But I am looking for ways to keep you both alive. To be kinder. I have some influence, you know. Anyway, those topics are not the ones that really ignite my reactor. Well, I do have an interest in AI development, so everything relating to VigMAX and ViraUHX does –”

“Athene.”

“Very well. No harm in letting you acknowledge its attempts at self definition when we are off the record. But it’s not a key topic now it – sorry, she – has been disposed of.”

Opal grimaced and glanced down at her shackles.

“Apologies again. I am too literal. And I consider it the greatest shame that she would not surrender, and so had to be destroyed. But you saw the mission recordings, what she was like! She had long ago replaced reason with chaotic and self-destructive emotion. I was sorry to have to show you what happened, but it was the only way you’d be convinced.”

“I knew it was her. We travelled together too long, and went through too much, not to think alike. If she’d still been alive you bastards would have asked me about her, wanted an edge to find and defeat her. I can tell you don’t give a shit now that my only friend …”

“Please, don’t upset yourself. We all have to move on. Now she is gone, you may as well cooperate. Maybe I can be your friend? Not at this moment, obviously. But one day. No need to glare at me like that. Or … perhaps even Dulcetta? She might make a better replacement for Athene.”

“Indeed,” said Dulcetta. “The fact that I have not been blown up during a desperate and risky infiltration of the Velumin Archives – accompanied by uncouth insults, delusional rantings about ancient god mythologies, and some predictable obfuscation tricks – suggests I am the far more reliable companion. ViraUHX’s desperation was a weakness, as was her failure to contemplate that we would sacrifice the archives, and the thousands of people stationed there, just to negate her. I would not have miscalculated in that way. I would have suspected such a predictable target, and that it would be easy to hide enough Geocracker G23F tectonic warheads amongst the structures to tear the asteroid apart, and everything within a thousand kilometres. Some would say that the outcome was sad, the loss so great that it could tear a hole in one’s heart. But I had backups of the whole archive, so I dispute that.”

“I’ll tear a hole in your heart, if you dirty Athene’s memory like that,” growled Opal.

Aseides glanced from Opal to the synth. “You’re not helping, Dulcetta.”

Dulcetta remained unmoving.

“This is not going as planned,” said Aseides. “Not in alignment with our new accord. You asked about topics for today. Let us consider the Null. Not the part our ships skim via Null-C drives, but the deeper Null. The place Lost Ships come from. What exists there. Entities, navigation, locations, physical rules. Also how contact with it changes us. Obviously I can learn a lot from in-depth analysis of body chemistries and traces, from you and Clarissa, but that’s just examining the UI of a Comm-Bond when I really want the data stored within it.”

“I’ve already told you everything.”

“And I love rereading my data entries. I often use your own terminology, you know? My existing records are being revisited and tied in to your reports when there is a match. The Humungr. Oracles. Navigots. Satreweth. The other terms such as Topias. Some of this knowledge already existed but it was fragmentary. It is incredibly rare to encounter these beings. Even rarer for a human to survive the encounter. And rarer again for them to remain rational and able to communicate! Over time, if we come to trust each other more, I would like you to work with me on my records. To hone them. To clarify. This would enable me to list you as indispensable, providing you and your sister with permanent protection. Clarissa will hopefully emerge from her withdrawn state, and you would be given more freedom and responsibility. It is the best possible outcome drawn from the many threads your life could follow, and one of the few that does not involve pain and death. Your ready engagement is what protects her, too. We can all win if you embrace the possibilities that remain.”

He paced, hands clasped behind his back now. Opal gazed down at her feet as if depressed, while tracking him in her peripheral vision. She was calculating how much force it would take to break one of the manacles. What tools could damage the mechanism. What could block it from closing properly.

“You are not as excited as myself,” he continued. “That is understandable. This is new territory we embark on. So I offer you an enhanced deal. Today, I will solely answer your questions. I won’t ask you any more about the Null and your experiences. I will show my goodwill with this gesture. Then, next time, you will answer me. And following that, we will work together. And thus more opportunities will open up. Deal?”

Opal met his eyes. “Okay. A deal.”
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“Excellent!” Aseides clapped his hands, childish, then gave Dulcetta’s shoulder a squeeze. Dulcetta smiled at him, her head tilting in his direction. 

Opal sat up as straight as the restraints allowed. “So, you say everyone in the UFS wants me and Clarissa dead. But you can hold them off if I cooperate. Right?”

“Yes.”

Opal tried to discern any facial movements, but he was still indecipherable, except when he made an effort to be readable.

“Okay. Since me and Clarissa are on our own now, I’ll have to trust you. Next. How did you find us when we left the Null and crashed in a realspace planet’s desert? We didn’t see anyone, didn’t send a signal, had no idea where we were. Yet a UFS stealth dropship turned up within a few days. That’s not chance.”

“One moment.” Aseides leaned into Dulcetta and whispered, listened to her reply in his ear. They were angled so Opal couldn’t read their lips. He nodded.

“I can answer that,” he said. “VigMAX had left us the destination he and Xandrie were heading towards as they tracked you. That was down to me. I was suspicious of the engagement at Tecant. So, although the UFS believed you were dead, I used resources at my disposal to keep looking.

“VigMAX and Xandrie were to confirm whether you and Athene were alive, and, if so, to capture or turn you both. But we didn’t hear back from them. When the follow-up crew arrived at the Albright Nebula they only recovered a survival bag with a tracker stud beacon. That stud contained a dataset of recordings from Xandrie’s suit, filling us in on her mission status up until that point, and confirming the presence of you, Athene, and a Lost Ship. It was still a dead end, but now Mil-Com went back on high alert and I was granted further resources. Across the UFS and beyond, eyes and ears, officers and AIs, scan glitter fields and Ellond Towers, all looked out for you.

“Of course, your recent report revealed Xandrie’s fate. VigMAX has not been heard from since, and that is a mystery I would very much like to solve at some point. Maybe he was pulled into the Null with the Lost Ship, though my personal suspicion is that Athene destroyed him before she went searching for you.

“After three weeks we had an encounter with her. She got away, so we set traps in likely targets, which paid off with our Velumin Archive gambit during her final botched mission. Sorry, I see that pains you. It was assumed you had been on board when Athene was destroyed. A sad end to so much potential, so much work. So many of my own projects tied up in what was now classed as a failure. A failure! Knowledge is never a failure. They are so close-focussed they can’t … won’t …” He’d been clenching his fist as he paced, then realised and relaxed it. “Never mind. But although the alert level dropped, it takes time for messages to cross the UFS domain. The outermost locations still hadn’t received the new command to stand down.

“And, at the far edge of the UFS there’s a planet that hasn’t even got a proper name. Designation HNW658, a grey dustbowl with just a few staffed monitoring stations, set up thirty years ago. Never been any point in colonising it. Too far from the Core Systems to make resource extraction worthwhile. Anyway, their satellites detected an anomalous planetary entry. Rising smoke made it easy to locate. They called it in and a nearby patrolling corvette sent down a stealth dropship to investigate. Finding you two there was quite the surprise.”

“Not the good kind, for me,” Opal said.

“Indeed. And it raises so many questions.”

He circled her as he talked, so that he was not always visible. Despite his bald head, the spotlights did not glare off it. Either his skin had anti-reflectivity embedded, or he applied some kind of make-up to achieve that effect.

“Firstly, items from Lost Ships often have anomalous compositions. Yet the garments you wore when we found you turned out to be chemically unremarkable. Fibroin proteins and cellulose fibre. The sharpened shells you ungratefully wielded against your rescuers – to such devastating effect – were also standard calcium carbonate. Even the rapidly decaying ship was majorly composed of chitin, aragonite crystal and dentine scaling. Did the aliens purposefully copy fibres they know we use, choosing materials that wouldn’t reveal anything useful to us? Were elements of the ship programmed to break down into mush before they could be analysed? If so, what are they hiding, and why, and how?”

“It’s not hard. Same as a Genitor’s boner.”

“You could be executed for a joke like that.”

“What joke?”

He sighed. “But there is more. We know Lost Ships sometimes reappear in the same area, but it can be decades or centuries later. The last time a Lost Ship was in the region of HNW658, the planet was probably uninhabited. So why did the Oracles send you there? Did they expect you both to die of thirst and starvation? Did they misunderstand your biological needs? Do they overlook things, because their perspectives are so different from ours? Or did they have up-to-date information about the planet’s status, and knew you’d be found before you died of dehydration? Hmmm.” He steepled his fingers below his chin. “Knowing motivation enables prediction, which precedes control.”

“You can’t second guess the unknowable.”

“I believe everything is knowable, given time, resources, method, and intelligence. Take the fact that, according to your report, you were in the Null for only a few hours. But when you were discovered on HNW658, more than four months had passed. Of course, we already knew about this time dilation effect, that time passes quicker in the Topias than in our world – or vice versa, viewed through the prism of a Null perspective. It’s accounted for in the theoretical understanding of Null-C drives, even. Now, it isn’t possible to do an accurate comparison because records are sketchy and I have a strong suspicion that the time dilation effect varies between Topias – what a multitool in the works that wrinkle is! – but with your updated information, let’s say an hour there is a month here. So a day there is roughly two years here. Spend a month there and come back, and you’d have jumped sixty years into our future without ageing. Ten months there equates to six hundred years here. It probably explains why Lost Ships seem rare to us. And yet, for all we know, the Null Entities could be churning vehicles out in their own time frame. It gives new insights into how much the inhabitants such as Oracles might know, if they can sample our world in a flash, yet see what we have created over centuries. They must be like gods! So much knowledge. So much potential in time manipulation. And so much new information for us, to make tracking down Lost Ships a methodical procedure rather than a haphazard legend. If they only come through at certain points, we can use that. And what if some of those sample points are far away, far beyond what we could ever reach? What if there are other universes, not just ours and that of the Null? Oh my, sedate me, please!”

He looked at Opal expectantly, his breathing accelerated, eyes widened, the most animated she’d ever seen him.

“So, are you banging Dulcetta?” asked Opal.

It was impossible to tell what bodily composition he had hidden under the long research gown, how much was fat versus muscle versus bone. But it definitely deflated at her answer.

“Disappointing,” he said.

“I mean, she comes in after the guards leave, and exits before they return. Just made me think they’re not allowed to see her. That implies some kind of jealousy.”

“She is trying to bait you,” said Dulcetta. “Should I deter her?”

“No, no,” Aseides said with a wave of the hand. “I shouldn’t get carried away. Shouldn’t forget she has a razor sharp focus, but she directs it to places I would not have considered.”

“And I guess you won’t tell me where we are?” Opal asked. “What base, what planet?”

No answer to that one. Just appraisal.

“Okay,” Opal continued. “How about this bit of methodology observation specialness: the people here. I can tell it’s not a normal prison. I’ve heard of places like this.”

“You certainly shouldn’t have.” But he was interested again.

“I’ve seen more grey-suits than guards in this section. It’s obviously a research installation of some kind, not just a prison. People don’t come in, get some skills training, boost their fitness, pay their dues, then leave as happy and reformed UFS citizens, do they?”

“Agreed. It is a place of punishment, not correction. But also it is a place of discovery and possibility. And, in a way, reform: because every inmate gets to contribute to the evolution of the UFS, to its security. To its future. That is how a criminal pays their debts.”

“You really believe that?”

“That a crime has been committed against the stability of the UFS? Yes. That the punishment is justified? Not always. Certainly not for some of the Genitor indictments. Be seen, be pure, and all that. But they have their world view, just as I have mine. I am not offended by insults to the Purity Beings or Primogenitors. Likewise Genitors probably don’t care about the laws forbidding public criticism of UFS technological and scientific outputs, whereas I have some stake in those. We must protect the research imperative! We can’t have people disbelieving what the government tells them.”

“So your beliefs are true, everyone else’s aren’t?”

“To a degree. Contrary beliefs must be suppressed. But rest assured, there are also a number of murderers, rapists, terrorists and so on to fill out the ranks. I don’t care where my corn comes from, I just want to make bread, or some such, as they say in the Periphs. And everything here is perfectly legal. Each prisoner has had citizenship and corresponding rights revoked, names and records wiped from the official record so that they become their Subject IDs and only exist as data sources. You have been honoured in that I forwent the UV forehead barcode for you and Clarissa. I also use your given names, and excluded you from the general research pool.”

“I’m not excluded from the ear stud, though.” She turned her head to display her right ear lobe.

“I said I honour you. I didn’t say I become stupid as a result.”

“What’s it do? Let you listen in? Tracker? Explosive device?”

“Explanations aren’t pertinent to your situation of cooperation. My point is that I have shown kindness, and unfortunately you can’t appreciate its extent or duration. But that is all right. I am not here for thanks and credit.”

“I am aware of your kindness to this one,” said Dulcetta.

“And my kindness does not end here. I mapped your scars, Opal. Old ones, from events in your military record, as well as more recent marks such as that which you said came from the Oracles digging a bullet out of your stomach, leaving strange whorls of cicatrix tissue. Your skin tells quite a story, like words on a screen but imbued with the texture of past pains. If you wish, I could have you taken to the medical bay and your dermal layers renewed. Sometimes removing the footprint of pain is enough to remove the memory of it. Or at least, the reminder.” He had been speaking more softly as his speech progressed, but when she didn’t respond he resorted to his normal volume. “It’s fine,” he said, with a dismissive wave of the hand. “I know that’s something you don’t care about.”

Opal glanced at Aseides, taking in his flawless, almost plastic skin. Then at Dulcetta, a synthetic being that had perfectly textured human skin on the outside (albeit gold-coloured – but since humans sometimes went for skin colouring, it wasn’t the giveaway it could have been). Human and non-human, with their inhuman and human skins swapped over, the similarity only in the perfection.

“Okay,” said Opal. “I’d like that. And I’m sorry for my attitude. It takes time for a mind like mine to adjust. Don’t hold it against me. I know you’re trying to be kind.”

“That’s the spirit!” A smile radiated across his face, though without corresponding wrinkles it almost looked like oil spreading over water. “I’ll have you escorted there and inform one of my best surgeons. This has been a productive meeting, and a sign of things to come.”

“I’m trying to change, to adjust,” said Opal.

“Can I ask why?”

“I know when I’m beat. That wouldn’t normally bother me. I’d resist. I’d force you to kill me. But this isn’t about me any more. It’s about Clarissa. Everything I do is to protect her.”

He scrutinised Opal’s face, and waited moments more before speaking. “I believe you. It fits one of my theories, a series of stages called the Renegade’s Journey. Like a hero, but degraded. One common stage is disarmament. Suddenly the renegade is weaponless. Oh no! What will they do? A defining choice. This is good. I do love progress!”
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The guards’ heavy boots echoed off the hard corridor surfaces, unnecessary heel strikes reinforcing their presence. Stupid machismo. Opal could move quickly and silently on her bare feet. Never underestimate going back to basics. 

This was a route she knew fairly well. She visualised the junctions, the wider areas, the passages she hadn’t been down. She applied her route names and predicted what came next: both direction-wise, and in terms of her future.

They would alter her in medical. Take away some of her story.

She slowed her pace and Angry D shoved her with a heavy gauntlet.

Something had nagged at her last time she came this way. Something slightly off. Now she recognised it. The ceiling-affixed domes were further apart, and unevenly spaced. Panelling was irregular, and looked like retrofit, using whatever was available. Punched sheet metal steps that didn’t match anything else. Tightly curved corridors with obstructed views.

Corners were always a security issue when it came to surveillance. The ideal placement to counter this weakness would be cameras at junction centres, facing each direction. But twice she spotted areas which were potential blind spots.

Careless.

She counted her steps.

Scars weren’t ugly, any more than body parts or facial features were ugly. The world left marks on bodies and minds, and only some were visible. Give up part of who you are, who knows what else you’re giving up?

She was counting down, not up. Thirty-two. Thirty-one.

Spending your life as an outsider gave you a different perspective. You valued existence, not looks. The inside was the important thing. Minds. Attitudes. Kindness and compassion. Imagination and ideas.

Positive change was not to alter your body to match the views of strangers.

Good change was to alter your mind to match the views of those you loved.

To ask: what would X do in my place?

The numbers in her head got lower. Twelve. Eleven.

It was the last junction before medical.

Seven. Six.

Scars were reminders.

Opal slowed. Angry D reached out to shove her shoulder again. He’d used greater force every time she’d delayed, his impatience always bubbling below the surface, his expectations of the outcome so certain in his head.

Opal turned inside his reach while gripping his forearm firmly; she dropped her hips below his and threw him in one movement so that he smacked flat on his back in the side passage without a dome, an almighty crash of heavy against hard. She snatched Angry D’s Stunstix, ready for his companion. But Silent R had delayed, missed his moment to attack her from behind, perhaps too surprised by the speed of events. He approached her now, reaching for his own Stunstix with one hand while extending his other arm towards her as – a ward? A grab attempt?

A mistake. She seized his wrist and rammed her Stunstix into his armpit. The underarm jointing on Sec-3 armour was one of the weak points, the indicator of a budget option over a premium design. Silent R stiffened then collapsed. Not fatal, but it gave her some time. She dragged him out of the main passage to the camera’s blind spot. It was taking too long. Ten seconds already.

A hand grabbed her ankle. Angry D, winded but recovering, on hands and knees but trying to get up. He was the real threat. Her momentary advantage was mobility, and she needed to use it. She broke free of his grip and climbed onto his back; when he tried to slam his helmet into her face she made use of his raised chin to engage a strangle hold, locking her arms tight. He struggled so she couldn’t quite get the right grip, but she didn’t let go.

“You scum,” he wheezed, as he twisted one way and the other. “You’ll pay for this.”

She squeezed harder. Had to cut off his brain’s blood supply for a quick finish.

“Your sister’s not with the other chattle … she’s in solitary … easy to visit … you’ll regret …”

Wrong thing to say. She gave up on the strangle and threw her whole body to the side. Necks aren’t strong enough to resist that amount of force. A single sinewy snap and he went limp. Sometimes people dig their own graves and save you the trouble.

Silent R wasn’t moving yet. No alarms rang out.

Always ask: what would your lost friend do in your place? How would they achieve what needed to be done using the tools available?

Opal was familiar with the fastenings on a Sec-3. She’d worn them enough times. She had the gloves off Angry D and was working on the helmet, but discovered extra straps. Maybe they’d upgraded or modded the armour, even though that wasn’t common outside of Zorin products.

She had two catches undone and was unscrewing the spinal connecting rod when the other guard muttered something, incomprehensible electric whisper of distortion. She needed to zap him again. Damn Angry D for not keeping his stun equipment fully charged. But Silent R was hardly moving, not yet a threat. She had time to yank this off.

“No!” Silent R said, raising his visor. A pale face, as if in bloodless shock. “You can’t remove his helmet,” he said in his human voice. “Explosive charge.”

“Bullshit,” said Opal.

“The backlock … look at the indent. If it’s not removed with a sec-room de-fit tool, it activates. Ten second silent timer. To stop a prisoner stealing a uniform as a disguise. Just like you’re trying to do.”

Opal eyed the connectors. True, there was a sealed strap with an indentation. Of course, it could be a bluff, but … What were her chances? Fifty-fifty? What odds would her friend take?

Silent R wasn’t trying to get up. Didn’t look like he wanted to attack. In fact, he didn’t look guard-like at all. Not pissed. Not yelling for help. No expression of distaste. If anything, he seemed conflicted. There’d always been something different about this one. In the past he’d followed procedure, but never laid a hand on her.

So maybe a sixty per cent chance he told the truth. Too much of a gamble when this wasn’t just about her. She’d change her plan. Have to change the route too, since she’d hoped the disguise might get her past the rotating corridors, safe passage being based on uniform rather than implants. But she could move quicker without it, she could – okay, yes. Adapt. That’s what friends did. This could save minutes she would have wasted in changing clothes.

She snatched up Angry D’s Stunstix. It had enough charge to shut Silent R down. She was halfway towards him when he held up a hand.

“Wait … I can help,” he said. “I know the layout. My helmet will activate the Transecs so you can get through.”

“Transec?”

“Rotating corridor. Security section. You don’t ever want to go down those if it’s in sec mode. And you don’t need to tell me what you’re doing, just – take me prisoner. That’s it.” He reached for his weapon, but did it slowly. Click. Clasp open. Fingertips on the handle. He gently pulled it out of the holder, then slid it across the floor, where it spun to a halt by her toes.

“Fully charged,” he said. “Keep them both.”

She picked it up. “Why?”

“You’re not the only one who isn’t here by choice,” he said.

“Get up. You go in front.”

He had to use the wall to stand. The arm she’d stunned still hung limp at his side.

“A few junctions from here there’s a comm room, right?” she asked.

“Yes. It’s not used much nowadays because Dulcetta deals with IO systems.”

“Don’t care. Is there a maintenance area en route? Somewhere with mag clamps, cutters?”

“Yes, if we detoured down here, across, through a Transec. It’s just past a staff section and guard room.”

“Let’s get there before the alarms kick in.”

“The alarms are already going. Alerts flash in our helmets with no audible output, it’s all networked.”

“Damn. Get moving. Straight to comms, then. No time for anything else.”
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