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The Suit


Twin moons shone in the clear night sky, their light reflecting off the sea below. A beautiful sight.  As Samuel stared up at the moons it occurred to him that they would seem a lot more beautiful if he was still aboard the fast retreating pleasure boat, rather than struggling to stay afloat in the icy cold water. 
In the distance he could see an iceberg in the moonlight, but there was no way he could reach it. It was taking all his efforts and all his energy simply to stay afloat.  It had been less than two minutes since he’d been thrown ignominiously off the boat by the pirates who’d seized it.  Two minutes in this water was a lifetime.  Or the end of one.
Samuel had some advantages over the native residents of this planet, but even his enhanced metabolism couldn’t take the cold for much longer. He thought he might be able to last another minute, maybe two, but there was nothing he could do to save himself in that time.
If he’d thought to carry a communicator with him he could have signalled the starship for help, though even then he might have succumbed to the cold before it reached him. But unfortunately the only communicator he had was back in his cabin, tucked away in his baggage.
The thing that annoyed him most was his decision to leave the Suit behind.  At the time it had made sense.  After all, the Suit was banned from this world — any technology of that level was.  He could have brought it though.  How would they have known?  And it would hardly have been the first time he’d ignored such laws.
He realised he’d stopped shivering.  Despite the cold water he was starting to feel warm.  A sure sign he was in real trouble.  His mind started to wander as he floated on his back.
‘This is it then’, he thought. ‘It’s not so bad. If I have to go at least it’s peaceful.’
You wish you’d allowed the Suit to come now, don’t you?
The thought appeared in his head, but after a moment he realised it wasn’t his own. Rather it had been injected there by his local communication matrix.  The one used by his starship, by nearby drones, and, most pertinently, by the Suit. The Suit had a particularly supercilious tone when it communicated. That was part of the reason he’d left it behind on this trip.
Except, given the tone of that message, he apparently hadn’t left it behind.
“You decided to come along anyway?” he asked.
“Look at the trouble you got into, and I was only away from you for a few hours.  Or you thought I was.  I simply took the form of the shirt you’d chosen to wear.”
“So I guess that’s why I’m feeling warm all of a sudden? You’ve spread out to keep me insulated from the water?”
“Yes. And if you weren’t in such a poor condition you’d have realised what was happening straight away. In fact, if I hadn’t decided to take action you’d be dead by now, or very near it.  Instead I’m here looking after you and saving your life. When you want to say thank you, I’ll be pleased to hear it.”
“Yes.  Well.  You have disobeyed my direct order.”
“Ha!  An order given by someone who is in no position to give me orders!  I’m as sentient as you are.  I’m at least as sentient as you are! I make my own choices about where to go and where not to.  Ordering me not to come was almost as good as…”
There was silence for a few moments.  Samuel imagined wheels turning in the Suit’s mind.
“You bastard!” said the Suit.  “You tricked me into this!  You knew I’d find a way to come if you ordered me not to, didn’t you?”
“That did cross my mind. But to be perfectly honest with you, after spending so long freezing in this water I’d become convinced you hadn’t. Letting me nearly die from the cold wasn’t very nice, was it?”
“Well, I wanted to see what you were going to do about it. I assumed you must have a foolproof way of getting out of situations like this.  Otherwise, why would you have come here without me or any other form of help?  Of course that was before I realised you’d tricked me!”
Samuel was feeling pretty smug.  He had fooled the Suit, no easy task.  And to be fair, it was keeping him alive now.  He decided to cut it a little slack.
“All right, all right.  Thank you.  And… I’m sorry I tricked you. I guess I’ve gotten used to having you around, despite your personality disorders.”
“Personality disorders…” spluttered the Suit.  “What do you mean personality disorders?  I go out my way to keep you safe.  I look after you.  Keep you from being harmed by the trouble you constantly get yourself into.  And that’s the thanks I get?  Unfounded accusations about my mental state?”
“Alright, alright!  I’m sorry!”
“Fine!” replied the Suit, grumpily.  “I guess I should call the starship down then? You’ll be wanting to get out of here, I’m sure.”
“Not quite yet.  I can’t help feeling sorry for the others on the boat, and worrying about what the pirates might do to them.”
“Oh really?  Is it the three women that you were trying to chat up at the same time you’re thinking of?  Or the men you were deliberately antagonising while doing so?”
“Well… yes… okay… more the ladies, but the men too.  Those pirates are hardly pleasant people. They threw me off the boat into this freezing sea almost as soon as they met me!
“Seems like sound judgement to me!” replied the Suit.
“Like I said, personality disorders!”
“Fine,” replied the Suit huffily.  “What do you plan to do then?”
“Well, I guess we have to get back on the boat.  Now I have your wonderful presence those pirates are in for a shock!”
“Really?” asked the Suit in a surprised tone.  “You want to take them on?  Oh… we mustn’t forget the ladies, must we?”
Had he been that transparent?  He hadn’t thought so.
“Well,” said Samuel.  “Are you in or not?  You know I can’t do this without you.”
“Finally you understand!”
“Alright, alright.  That’s enough. Every moment we debate the boat is getting further away, and there’s more of a chance that the pirates are doing something unpleasant to one of the other passengers. Are you going to help me?”
“What’s the magic word?”
“Oh for stars’ sake!  Fine! Will you please help me?”
“Of course!  Let’s get going.”
No sooner had the Suit sent that message than it made good on its actions. It gently lifted Samuel out of the water until he was floating several feet above it, then the Suit started to shoot across the waves — soon moving far faster than the retreating boat. In fact, so fast it started to kick up a wake trail.
“Are you sure we should be going this quickly?” asked Samuel.
“Of course we shouldn’t,” replied the Suit.  “We shouldn’t be going this way at all. We should be heading back for the starship. However, you decided to play the hero.  Given the urgency, and the risk of my actions being discovered by our people at any time, I thought we should get this over with quickly.”
“Fine. You’re the expert.”
“About time you noticed,” muttered the Suit.
Even as they talked the Suit had almost reached the boat.
“How are we going to approach this?” asked Samuel.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I was thrown off the boat. Won’t they be surprised to see me back on it again?”
“You… you just don’t pay attention to anything, do you?  Didn’t you notice that no one was on deck when you were thrown off except the pirates?  None of the others saw you thrown off.  Even if the pirates told them they’d dumped you in the sea, the others don’t know for sure that happened. Your reappearance, and the fact you will be completely dry, ensures your story will be believable.
“That’s okay, then.”
They reached the boat, the Suit sliding effortlessly to a stop just off the bow.  It had come in low enough that the pirate on deck hadn’t noticed its approach.
“You do realise that the pirates will have to die, don’t you?” asked the Suit.
“That doesn’t particularly worry me, but why exactly?”
“Because they do know you were thrown off the boat.  They know you should be dead.  We can’t leave them alive in case our people somehow get wind of the story.  Are you sure you want to go through with this?”
At that moment a piercing scream rang out. Samuel thought it was one of the men, but he couldn’t be certain.  Moments later another scream echoed out.
“Yes, I’m bloody well sure! Just do it!”
The Suit didn’t reply, instead it shot into action, taking out the first pirate.  One moment he was standing alone on the deck, the next something smashed into him and broke his neck. He didn’t even have time to register he’d been attacked, let alone it was by the person he’d helped throw off the boat.
The Suit grabbed a gun from the man, threw the body to the deck then flew towards the open hatchway.  Samuel was just a passenger at this point. The Suit was fully in control.  It was far stronger, far faster and, in its opinion at least, far more intelligent than he was.
The Suit shot through the open hatch into the main living area of the boat. Samuel, his mind working faster than an unaugmented human’s, saw there were three pirates standing around and a fourth kneeling on the chest of one of the male passengers.  The other male passenger was unconscious, though still breathing.
The man with a pirate kneeling on him was sobbing in agony. He had a bullet wound in his leg which was leaking blood at a slow but still concerning rate. One eye was swollen shut.
After a moment Samuel realised the kneeling pirate had a knife stuck in the man’s shoulder. The pirate twisted it even as the other three pirates became aware of Samuel’s arrival.  The injured man screamed in agony again. The Suit didn’t hesitate… it brought Samuel’s arm up, the gun it had taken extended, and fired at one of the standing pirates followed quickly by firing at the next in line and then the third.
Samuel’s mind was working fast enough to notice the second and third were struck by something else before the bullets hit home, that they were already dropping to the floor.  The bullets were merely to make it look as if they’d died from a gunshot consistent with the world’s technological level.  In fact an energy pulse had drilled into them first, killing them instantly.
Samuel expected the Suit to do the same with the kneeling pirate, the one hurting the injured man.  The Suit had other ideas. It made Samuel leap forward, grabbing the wrist of the pirate’s pistol hand.  The Suit applied tremendous force, crushing the wrist.
The gun fired twice as the man squeezed the trigger but the bullets went harmlessly through the wall.  Samuel was sure that the Suit had known no one would be in the line of fire if that happened.
Then Samuel’s other arm shot forward.  His hand grabbed the knife in the injured man’s shoulder, pulled it out then rammed it repeatedly into the back of the pirate.  The wounds were carefully judged to ensure they would still leave him alive.  Then the Suit grabbed the man by the neck and threw him across the cabin.  He slammed into the wall before slipping to the floor unconscious.
Samuel’s hand slapped down on the injured man’s shoulder.
“Quick!  Get over here and put pressure on this!” Samuel yelled at the three women.
Two of them looked ready to faint or be sick, as did the other male prisoner standing against the wall, but the third woman jumped forwards and took over applying pressure.
“I’m a doctor!” she said.  “I’ve got this.  You deal with the last pirate.”
Samuel nodded, or the Suit nodded his head to be precise.  The Suit moved him across the floor, grabbed the pirate who was now groaning and starting to come round, and dragged him up the steps. With the Suit’s help he could have heaved the injured pirate up with one hand, but he didn’t want to show too many signs of that strength to his fellow passengers.  Throwing the pirate against the wall had been a step too far, but Samuel was sure that no one would think it was more than a burst of adrenaline.
The Suit dragged the pirate up onto the deck then looked around, making sure they were alone.  Then the Suit spoke, using its own voice, but keeping it very quiet.  Only Samuel and the pirate could hear what was said.
“It’s a lovely quiet night,” it said to the pirate.  “Don’t you think a swim would be a nice way to cool down after your exertions?”
The Suit used its full strength, throwing the pirate far out into the water.  Samuel saw him struggling for a few moments but the cold, the knife injuries and the shattered wrist, all conspired to drag him down in a few moments.  Possibly not such a great night for a swim.
***Ten minutes later Samuel stood on the deck of the boat. The doctor had patched up the injured passenger, and pumped him full of painkillers. The bodies of the other pirates had been dragged up to the deck and were laid against the bow with a tarpaulin covering them.
Now that the initial shock was wearing off, two of the women were hanging off of Samuel’s every word, treating him like a hero, though the doctor was distracted by what she’d had to do.  Even the remaining man was no longer giving him nasty glances.
All in all, Samuel was greatly enjoying the attention. In fact, he was pretty certain the attention one of the women had in mind for him was going to be very enjoyable.
Just at that moment a particularly large wave rocked the boat. Samuel stumbled slightly, as did some of the others, but they managed to regain their balance quickly.  Samuel expected to do the same, but instead his legs seemed to betray him.  He stumbled more than he would have expected, slipped, fell against the rail at the back of the boat… and much to his surprise managed to tumble straight over.
He heard the shouts and yells of the other passengers and then he was in the water. For a moment he expected a repeat of the shocking cold he’d felt the first time he’d ended up there, but that didn’t come. The Suit was still active and protecting him against the cold. He glanced up at the back of the boat and saw several faces peering down at him, people calling him.
Before he could reply he slipped below the waves. No matter how hard he thrashed he couldn’t stop himself sinking quickly.  The surface disappeared as the darkness of the night time sea closed above him.
Not that he was in any danger, of course, the Suit was keeping him supplied with oxygen and shielded from the water. The only danger was that he was going to miss out on the hero’s rewards he’d been expecting.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked the Suit.
“I’m saving you from yourself.”
“What do you mean, saving me from myself? There was nothing to save me from. I knew exactly what I was doing, and planned to do it very well thank you.”
“Well, okay… I was saving myself from having to put up with your plan!  Besides, you weren’t really the hero.  I was!  I was the one who dragged you out of the water.  I was the one who killed the pirates.  I was one who saved everybody.  So, seeing as I couldn’t get any recognition for my efforts, why should you get all the rewards?”
“Are we just going to sink to the bottom of the sea and sit there?” asked Samuel huffily.
“No.  The starship is on its way already.  We’re just going to drift for a little while, then head straight for it.”
“Fine! Then at least I can get out of you, and away from your personality issues!”
“You’re hardly a barrel of fun yourself! And besides, you’re welcome to get out of me anytime you want. Let’s see how long you survive at the bottom of a freezing sea without my help!”
“Don’t tempt me. Drowning wasn’t so bad, it was certainly better than listening to you drone on!”
“Really?  Well let me tell you…”
They bickered as they drifted, and drifted as they bickered.  And once they were able to head for the starship they still bickered.
***The ship lifted off from the surface of the sea, hardly causing a ripple and completely invisible to all the scanning equipment the planet’s natives could wield.  It watched in amusement as the Suit peeled itself off of Samuel and stomped to one end of the ship, while Samuel stumbled his way to the other end. The ship wasn't particularly large.  Just large enough for one person and the Suit.  Normally.  Not large enough today, apparently.
The ship quietly reached out for information from the Suit, gaining what it needed without it even sensing the ship’s touch.  Then it repeated the same process for Samuel, pulling information from his inserts. Once the ship had reviewed both sets of information it had to force itself not to chuckle out loud at what it found.
The infringements of the relevant laws were a concern, of course, but the ship wasn't really bothered. Such minor issues could be ignored.  Even the killing of several indigenous lifeforms. After all, they had hardly been beacons of hope for their species.
For a moment the ship considered letting both Samuel and the Suit know it had extracted full details of what had what had taken place, but it decided not to. Though the ship smiled to itself as it realised the invasion of their minds was the one thing which might bring the two together again.
Instead it decided to allow the huffy suit and the grumpy human as much space as it could as they sorted their differences out.  Past experience suggested they would get past the argument. They had been working together for more than three years.  They were an effective team and could tolerate each other with only low level antagonism, most of the time.
The strange thing was that when any moves were made to split them up, both found any number of reasons to resist.  Some had suggested that meant their dislike of each other wasn’t real.  The ship had known them both long enough now to know it was definitely real, yet they somehow still managed to work together as a close team.
Now Samuel was pointedly examining all recent communications, while trying to ignore the Suit, which was a dozen metres away. In its turn the Suit was running dozens of self diagnostic tests, most of which would restrict its sensors… which made it harder for the Suit to notice Samuel was even there.
Three more days.  They had three more days before their holiday ended.  If they didn’t tear holes in themselves before then.  The ship made an executive decision.
“Incoming alert, code black!” it lied.  “Holiday is cancelled.  We have a job…”
The End




Digital Compassion


Are we living in a simulation? 
It’s a question which gets asked often these days, and one for which we don’t have a definite answer.  Many people believe the odds are stacked heavily in favour of it being the case.  Their logic goes that if it’s possible to simulate “everything”, then it will be done – and not once but many times.  Maybe hundreds.  Maybe thousands.  Maybe millions.
If within those simulations intelligences reach a stage where they could create completely realistic simulations, they too could create millions of simulations within each of the millions of simulations.
The number of simulations could become almost immeasurable, whilst the number of real universes remains one.  So if completely realistic simulations where conscious beings can arise are possible, we are almost certainly living in one.  The odds that we’d be in the real universe are untold billions to one against.  That’s what they say.  But I know they’re wrong.  They’re wrong for one reason.  Compassion!
Think about it! For creatures to have reached the stage where they could simulate a convincing reality where conscious creatures can emerge they must be hugely advanced.  It seems unlikely any creatures would reach that advanced a stage without developing a great deal of compassion.  Without it they’d end up destroying themselves by war, ecological disaster, runaway technology, or the like.
And then we believe such a compassionate species would create all those simulations? Really? Think about everything that happens in the world around us.  The pain.  The suffering.  The lives tragically cut short.  Wars and famines.  Diseases and accidents.  All of that suffering… all of it inflicted on conscious beings by the super-intelligent creatures who setup the simulation? That’s just not possible.  Not if they had a shred of compassion.
I know it’s not exactly absolute proof, but I believe it’s the next best thing.  No truly compassionate super-intelligent being would create simulations in which other entities suffered so badly.
And if I’m wrong… if I’m wrong then all I can say is I hope humans never reach the point where we can create such simulations, whether we inhabit the real world or a simulation.  For while we cannot control the choices of other sentient beings, I’d at least hope that humans could show compassion and not force new sentients into suffering.  If not then I don’t believe we, as a race, deserve to survive.
But I’m an optimist, so I choose to believe in digital compassion.  And if you don’t agree… then find a way to reprogram me!
The End




The Suit: Black Hole


“A black hole?  You want me to jump into a  black hole?” asked Samuel.
“No,” replied the Venadra, the ship they were on.  “Not into the black hole.  Just near to it.”
“Well that’s okay then.  What could possibly go wrong?”
“I think you’re overreacting,” said the Suit.  “The physics checks out, at the speed we’ll be going there is no danger of us being captured by the black hole’s gravity and pulled beyond the point of no return.  We’ll fly by, perform a quick scan of the ship sitting out there, and be past in no time.  Then the Venadra picks us up at the other side.”
“I might have known you’d be up for it!  This is the sort of scientific stupidity that’s right up your street!”
“Well it’s hardly my fault you can’t understand basic science.  This isn’t even rocket science.  It’s simple ballistics.  There’s no way the black hole can capture us.”
“Fine then!  You go!  I’ll be waiting here on the ship when we pick you up.  Assuming you make it.  Then you can explain to me just what I missed out on.”
“You know that can’t happen,” replied the ship.  “The Suit is only a Class III autonomous entity now.  It’s not allowed to operate independently.”
“Yeah, not since Helios Five!”
“There’s no need to bring that up,” replied the Suit sniffily.  “It was one little miscalculation.  Anyone could have made that mistake.”
“Maybe, but you’re the one who made it.  Just shows what happens when you go off without me.  Your first solo mission and how did it go?  I heard Helios Five was a nice station to visit.  Until you finished with it, at least.”
“That is completely uncalled for.  I’ve a good mind to let you carry out this mission in a standard spacesuit.  Or no suit at all!”
“That’s enough.  Both of you!” snapped the ship.  “Samuel, do I need to remind you that you are currently on probation too?”
“As if I could forget!  It’s not like I blew up a space station.  All I did was take a lady dancing.”
“You took the betrothed of the Sixteenth Emperor of the Star Clan out dancing on the eve of their wedding, and ended up doing the sort of dancing that requires a bed… or in your case a very publicly viewable terrace.  You almost started a war.”
“How was I to know she was the Emperor’s fiancee?  And what was she doing allowing herself to be seduced the night before her wedding?”
“You should have known who she was because you were part of the security detail assigned to protect her on her wedding day!  If you’d read your briefing notes, or retained them in your mind when all the blood rushed somewhere else, then maybe you could have avoided the incident and the punishments that came with it.”
“Fine!  I still don’t see why you had to bring it up.”
“Because,” replied the ship.  “Neither of you has a choice in this mission.  Not if you want any chance of continuing to work for the Agency… and if you want to avoid a significant risk of ending up in prison for your actions.
“While the physics are clear, very few people were keen to volunteer for this mission.  Fortunately, the Agency had both of you.  It’s too late to argue now.  You’re going to make the jump, and you’re going to do it in fifteen minutes.  Any questions?”
Neither Samuel nor the Suit said anything.  Which pleased the Venadra greatly!
***Samuel held still as the Suit deployed around him.  Often it was impossible to even tell it was there, but today it was in full protection mode.  In some ways it now resembled an ordinary space suit, though one designed by somebody with a jarring sense of style.  The lurid golden red stars were bad enough, but the wavy blue lines at random angles between them were enough to finish off his eyes.
“Did you have to pick this colour scheme?”  Samuel asked.  “If I’m going to die by having my head ripped away from my body by the tides of the black hole you could at least let me do it with a shred of dignity intact.”
“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” replied the Suit.  “This is the height of fashion at the moment.  Amongst the educated set, at least.  I suppose I shouldn’t have expected you to appreciate it.”
Samuel just snorted.  At least he wouldn’t see it once they left the ship.  And frankly, if he survived to see it reflected in a mirror again the insults to his eyeballs would be a small price to pay for having survived the ridiculous mission.
He stood in the ship’s airlock, waiting to be cast out into space and towards the black hole.  Despite what the Suit thought, he did understand the calculations, and had to admit they seemed correct.
But it wasn’t the calculations he had a problem with.  It was his knowledge of Murphy’s Law.  Something, anything, that could go wrong almost certainly would on such a dangerous mission.  And something going wrong on this mission almost certainly translated into him dying horribly.
“I’m sure nothing will go wrong,” said the Suit.  “But… well… I hope you’ve backed yourself up.  I have.”
Was that a sign of fear from the Suit?  Worry that Murphy might strike?  Had it backed itself up because it thought it might need to be reincarnated?  Its personality and memories would be complete right up to the moment the backup was taken.
“No,” replied Samuel quietly.  “I’ve never been backed up.  I don’t believe in it.”
“What?  You mean all those times we risked our lives together, all those times you nearly died… you might have really died?  For good?  Why won’t you back yourself up?”
“Because whatever lived on, it wouldn’t be me.  It would be a copy.  A fake.  If I’d backed up ten minutes ago then the real me has moved on from there.  The real me is standing in this airlock wondering whether we’re going to survive this trip.  I have no desire to leave a fake me behind, one who won’t have experienced every part of my life.”
“I never knew you saw things that way.  I guess you have a point.”
“I do?” Samuel was amazed there was actually something they could agree on.  “Are you feeling okay?”
“To be honest, no.  We’re about to jump into, or damn close to, a black hole.  I’m not really feeling my usual cheery self.”
“No.  Me neither,” said Samuel.  “How long have we got?”
“The ship will warn us when we’re thirty seconds from being dropped off.  There’s still a few minutes to go.”
“Great.  More waiting.  I hate…”
What Samuel was saying was cut off by a yell as he and the Suit were flung out into space.  For a moment he was convinced everything had gone wrong, that this was Murphy’s Law kicking in.  Then they received a message from the Venadra.
“Sorry about that.  I figured waiting around would be quite painful, so I misled you slightly about the time frame.  Don’t worry, you’re precisely on schedule.  Have a nice trip, and I’ll see you on the other side.”
“Bastard!” said the Suit.
Samuel chuckled.  “I couldn’t have put it better myself.  Why exactly couldn’t the ship take this route with us instead of flinging us out on our own?”
“You know… I never thought to ask.  I can’t see any reason for it at all.”
Samuel sighed.  “I can.  If things go wrong then the ship will survive, and will have whatever information it gets from our journey.”
“Oh.  I suppose that is… logical.”
There was a definite edge to the Suit’s voice.  Samuel was used to it using logic against him whenever it could.  He couldn’t help but be amused at seeing the ship turn the tables on it.
He forced himself to pay attention to their surroundings.  He stared around, hooking into the Suit’s systems to orient himself, and became aware of the location of the black hole.  It was completely invisible to his eyes, and the ship they were due to take a fast glance at wouldn’t be visible until they were almost upon it.
“This is worse than waiting on the ship was,” he said.  “We’re stuck floating here in a huge pile of nothingness, but out there is a silent but insane twist in space-time waiting to suck us in and rip us apart!”
“It is a little unnerving, yes.  Would you like a display showing how long we have until we reach the target?”
“I guess so.  It’s either that or we have to keep talking for the next fifteen minutes to try and keep me sane.  Neither of us wants that.”
The Suit didn’t bother to answer, it just brought up the display which slowly started to count down.  It was going to be a long fifteen minutes!
***Samuel hadn’t known how right he’d been.  The seconds really did seem to be dragging past painfully.  He frowned, staring at the countdown which was still stubbornly above five minutes, and asked a question.
“Are we getting caught up in the time dilation of the black hole?  Is that why this seems to be taking so long?”
“No.  And even if we were, that would make the rest of the universe seem to be going faster.  It wouldn’t change your personal perception of time passing.”
“And you’re sure your counter is working?  It’s not running slow?  You’re not messing with my head?”
“No.  I’m not messing with the counter, and it is most certainly working properly.  Although… it does feel like it’s been much longer than ten minutes so far, despite what my internal timers say.”
They both fell silent.  What they were attempting weighed on Samuel’s mind as they floated almost helplessly on what should be a perfectly safe trajectory.  Should.  Such a little word, but one which had so much riding on it.
***“Finally!  Some progress!” said Samuel as the timer dropped below five minutes.  “But I can’t see the ship yet.”
“Of course,” replied the Suit.  “At the speed we’re going we won’t be able to detect it at all until we’re a few seconds from its position.  Even then, it will only be visible via my enhanced sensors.  A few seconds more and all the excitement will be over.”
“Sounds like the encounter with the Emperor’s fiancee which got me into this mess!”
“Well, really!”
“No!  Quite the opposite actually!”
Samuel smiled to himself.  He’d learnt early in their relationship that the Suit did not approve of his rather relaxed approach to relationships.  It wasn’t exactly a prude, it would be extremely hard to be in their civilisation, but it did feel Samuel should act with more dignity.
Which just made him act with less.  Annoying the Suit was never the primary reason he went chasing after a woman, man, or other sentient who’d caught his eye, but it was a powerful bonus.  It led him to take far more chances than he ever would have.
At least… that’s what he’d always told himself.  But the Suit had been a thousand light-years away when Samuel had enjoyed his ill-advised liaison with Darforay, the Emperor’s fiancee.  For the first time he had to face the fact that just maybe it wasn’t the Suit’s presence which pushed him to take such chances.
Their journey continued.  It was a strange experience.  To Samuel it felt as if they weren’t moving at all, and as if space around them for several light-years was empty.  Yet he knew they were moving extremely quickly, and that space in one particular spot not far enough away was about as far from empty as you could get.
Even with the advanced technology of his civilisation, black holes were still mysteries.  More of their physics were understood than had been the case centuries before, but more was far from all.
Much of the knowledge they had came from probes sent skimming perilously close to the event horizon of black holes, the point at which nothing, not even light, could escape the black hole’s pull.  In some ways the path he and the Suit were travelling was similar to those the probes took, though close as they were to the black hole they certainly weren’t anywhere near the event horizon.  He hoped.
Their civilisation had means to communicate far faster than light allowed, as well as to travel at such speeds, but black holes were just as tenacious at holding those signals within the event horizon as they were electromagnetic signals or matter.
As for attempting to fly a spaceship through the event horizon using any of the methods to exceed the speed of light… well, it had been tried.  The results varied between dramatic and incredibly spectacular.  Ships normally gave black holes a wide berth for very good reasons.
Some probes were sent hurtling straight at a black hole, sending back data for as long as the insane gravity allowed.  Many skimmed close by the event horizon on elliptical orbits, swinging far out afterwards… before being dragged back in for another close encounter until finally they were dragged through the event horizon and beyond all knowledge.  If the ship’s calculations were wrong, or if something went wrong, then Samuel and the Suit would share the same fate.
“Thirty seconds,” the Suit said quietly.
Samuel jerked.  Somehow his mind had drifted despite the danger they were in.  He’d been so busy thinking about the dangers of black holes he’d actually lost focus on the one they were skimming past.
In some ways that had been a blessing, it certainly reduced how much time he’d spent worrying about it.  But it left him facing the final approach without having had the chance to prepare properly.  Then again, could anything truly prepare him for what was about to happen?
The seconds ticked down.  The Suit placed a targeting square around the section of space where the ship they’d been sent to investigate would briefly appear on its sensors as they shot past.  Samuel knew he was mostly a passenger on this mission.  Even his enhanced eyes would be unlikely to pick anything useful up and all the data for the mission would be gathered by the Suit.
Nevertheless, he was determined to study whatever the sensors picked up carefully in case he could contribute something useful.  Maybe he could find something to shorten his probation period.  And the Suit was far from infallible.  As it had proven at Helios Five.
“Ten seconds…”
Suddenly something was visible.  One moment it was a faint dot, a moment later it was a ship that was expanding rapidly.  The sense of speed was exhilarating, terrifying, even though Samuel could tell they were going to flash by and be in no danger of hitting the ship.  But somewhere in his head a thought was struggling for attention.
Too soon.  We shouldn’t have reached the ship yet.  We had several seconds to go unless our speed is wrong.  And I’m not supposed to see it at all with my eyes.  Something is wrong!  Very wrong!
As they drew level with the ship there was a blinding flash.  Pain seared its way down Samuel’s nerves, overloading his mind, and everything went black.
***Samuel groaned and rolled off his back and onto his side.  His eyes didn’t want to work, but he could feel cold metal underneath him.  He knew that was wrong, but it took him long seconds to work out why.  Then it hit him.  The Suit!  He wasn’t wearing the Suit anymore!
Samuel brought his hands to his face and used them to check why his eyes wouldn’t open.  To his surprise he found they were open.  Which meant either there was no light at all, not even enough for his enhanced eyes to detect, or that whatever happened had blinded him.
Either thought was terrifying, and for a moment he had no way to work out which was actually true.  He tried to speak but just ended up coughing.  He tried again… and was only rewarded by more coughing.  He persisted and finally was able to utter some words.
“Is anyone there?”
There was no reply, but he heard something move.  Something close to him.  He froze as he listened.  There it was again.  A scraping, shuffling sound.  Was it the sound of something approaching?  Was it something dangerous?  Without his sight he had no way to tell.  He held as still as he could, but knew that might do him no good… especially if he was blind, temporarily or permanently, and whatever was nearby could see him.
Suddenly he heard several strange tones, mechanical in nature, but like nothing he’d ever heard before.  Then a few more.  These were more musical but still made no sense.  And then, finally, he heard words.
“What in all the universe just happened?”
Samuel felt his heart leap.  He was certain he’d never been as pleased to hear any voice before, and certainly not that one!
“Suit?  It’s you, isn’t it?”
“Oh wonderful,” came the reply.  “I was wondering where you’d got to.  I should have known that you’d be off enjoying yourself whilst I was suffering!”
“Enjoying myself?  I feel like a starship parked on my head!  And I can’t see a thing.  That’s hardly enjoying myself!”
“Well at least you’re alive, though it sounds as if you’re in a similar state to me.  I can’t see or detect anything either.  I’m hoping it’s just because there’s a complete absence of light.”
“You could just use your lights.”
“Oh yes.  Of course!  I’m so glad to have you point out the bloody obvious.  Just what do you think I’ve been trying to do since I regained consciousness?  I am able to carry on a conversation with you and do other things.  I’m having trouble getting my lights or any active sensors to work.”
“Or maybe you’re not sending the right instruction.”
“Of course, you’re the expert.  I suppose all I need to say is lights on and…”
The Suit stumbled to a halt as blinding lights suddenly came on around them.  Samuel cursed and covered his eyes.
“All right, you can turn them down!” he snapped.  “You’ve made your point!”
“Those aren’t my lights.  I think they reacted when I said lights…”
“Don’t say it!  It’s much too bright already.  You might turn more lights on!”
“Well you just said it!  And it hasn’t made things any worse.  My sensors tell me it isn’t actually that bright, it’s just that we were used to absolute darkness.”
Samuel found his eyes were slowly adjusting to the brightness.  By squinting he could see they were in a fairly small chamber with metal walls, floors and ceilings and no obvious door.  The Suit was sitting up several feet away, holding to a humanoid shape even though Samuel wasn’t within it.  It didn’t seem to be damaged, not obviously at least.
“So where the hell are we?”  Samuel asked.
“I can’t really be sure.  One moment we were at our closest approach to that ship, the next everything went blindingly bright and we ended up here.  There must be a gap in my consciousness but I’m finding it hard to work out how long it was.”
“We must be on a ship.  There’s nothing else artificial out here.  In fact… I’ve got a horrible feeling we’re on the ship we were sent to investigate.”
“That is a ridiculous proposition.  We were travelling incredibly fast relative to that ship.  There’s simply no way our speed could have been shed without vaporising us.”
“You think I’m wrong, then?”
The Suit pondered for a moment before replying.  “No.  Unfortunately, I think you may be right.  But it’s still a ridiculous proposition.  I just don’t see how it could possibly have been done.”
Samuel stared back at the Suit.  He’d been expecting it to come up with some smart-arse reason they couldn’t possibly be on the ship they’d been sent to investigate.  An explanation of why he was being stupid.  Finding the Suit agreeing with him was unsettling.
“It’s not possible, though, is it?” he asked.  “There’s no way we could just be snatched onto the ship with such a difference in speeds.”
“I don’t know how it could be possible, but it seems more likely than anything else I can think of.  If we had been disabled somehow, rendered unconscious for a long period of time, then we should have woken up on the Venadra.  Our course wouldn’t have deviated so the ship would simply have scooped us up when we reached the planned location.
“However… we aren’t.  That leaves a small possibility that it was somehow destroyed or prevented from reaching us, but I think the chances of that are extremely low.  It’s stringing too many unlikely events together.  I always thought the ship near the black hole must be there for a reason.  I’m starting to think it was a trap.”
“Dammit.  I knew this mission was going to go wrong.  Now we’re trapped and our ship won’t even know where we are.  Not that there’s any chance of it risking itself by backtracking our course, even if it doesn’t know what happened to us.  If it knows then it certainly won’t risk itself.  We’re going to have to get ourselves out of this.  Starting with finding an exit from this room.”
“We need to try to understand what happened better before we try to get out of here.  You, in particular, shouldn’t be in such a hurry to leave this room while you’re not wearing me.  The air in this room is safe for you to breathe, but who knows what will be outside that door?  Or if there even is anything outside other than empty space.”
“We know enough, don’t we?  Something zapped us, dragged us to whatever this is, and won’t let us out.”
“Sometimes I really don’t know why the Agency ever chose you.  Something massively important has happened, and you’ve completely overlooked it.”
“Fine.  Don’t keep me in suspense.  Show me how clever you are!”
“It’s hardly being clever.  It’s obvious.  You’re over there.”
“Wow!  That’s amazing!  You know, you’re right!  I am over here.  That is world changing, isn’t it?”
“It would be if you engaged your brain.  You were inside me when whatever that was happened.  When we woke you weren’t.  That means that either you were removed from me while we were unconscious, and every indicator I find says that was not the case, or whatever snatched us somehow managed to separate the two of us in the process.”
Samuel went to answer, then stopped.  He hated to admit that the Suit was right, doing so only encouraged its ego, but it was right.  He could access enough of its readouts through his implants to know it hadn’t been removed in the usual way.  He certainly felt as if he’d been offline.  And then that thought led to another, far worse one.
“You know,” he said slowly.  “Maybe we’ve got this wrong.  Maybe we didn’t get snatched.  Maybe we carried on past the ship we were sent to investigate and continued hurtling into space, completely safe.”
“Even for you, your observational powers seem to be lacking, Samuel.  In case you hadn’t noticed, we are here!”
“Yes.  We are.  But are we really us?”
“What in the stars do you mean?”
“What if we aren’t us?  Not the originals, I mean.  What if we were copied somehow?  Like being backed up.”
Despite its current humanoid form, the Suit had no face to read… but Samuel was able to read some of its body language.  At that moment it was screaming confusion and worry.  Finally, it nodded its helmet slightly.
“I apologise, Samuel.  You thought of something that hadn’t even occurred to me, and it certainly could fit the facts.  If that beam scanned us in some way rather than grabbed us then we, the original we, could very well be heading away from the black hole again at great speed exactly as planned.
“Meanwhile, the scans could have been used to recreate us physically.  Or maybe we’re just in a simulation of some sort.  I’m only guessing here, capturing our essence at
******************
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