
  
  Praise For Grubane



“Fascinating and intricate AI/human interactions.”

The Eclectic Review



“A slick sci-fi story and perfect way to escape reality for a while.”

On The Shelf Reviews



“There is true humanity in Drinkwater’s writing. Sociology, politics, philosophy, ethics, religion, free will, duty; it’s a lot to pack in, but Drinkwater manages it with ease.”

Pagefarer Book Blog



“Grubane’s intricate, intelligent plot explores geopolitical tensions and control amidst a background of identity and belonging. The world-building within the Solace world continues to excel.”

Hair Past A Freckle



“Skilfully written, dealing with philosophical and moral dilemmas as well as being a fascinating read.”

Splashesintobooks



“How I love to be back in this world. Grubane is everything I thought he would be and more. A page turning read for me.”

Jera’s Jamboree
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  Set Up


“Fifty turns are up. It is another draw,” I say. 
Grubane leans over the chequered board. It is a physical one //component: lacquered hardwood; light pieces in polished chrome, dark ones in matt iron//. His brow furrows. Then he nods, as if at the few remaining pieces which have jumped and slid but been unable to achieve a decisive finish.
“So it is, Aurikaa12.”
“We both played perfectly.”
“No one ever plays perfectly,” he tells me. “The game, by its nature, is a battle between two imperfect minds. All we can do is make fewer mistakes than our opponent, and hide – or recover from – those we do make.”
The board is one of the few decorative elements in Grubane’s personal quarters. It sits on a table below the main viewscreen. I can see it clearly from seven different cameras. I call out moves and Grubane makes them for me when it is my turn. He places physical pieces with care, always facing the correct way. Their bases clack against the polished board. The bare white walls and surfaces of the room cause reverberation //duration: 48 milliseconds// which most humans would only notice subconsciously, but which can cause communication to seem more serious. Acoustic bafflement is a topic I have been studying this week.
“Do draws frustrate you?” I ask. “A draw against me is still an amazing feat. I calculate up to a hundred moves ahead. The further ahead a player explores, the better they can comprehend threats from every given position.”
“Keep telling yourself that’s all it takes, you upstart splinter.” There is no humour in his voice, but with a practised speaker such as him, external tone and delivery are controlled. I consider this form of gruffness to be different from the one he uses to reprimand his crew. Insults as endearments rather than fierce corrections. That places me in a category that would make me feel special, were such feelings possible.
It has been a long game //duration: 124.7 minutes// while we wait for orders. His sternum cracks as he stands and stretches, an appropriately hard sound for hard surfaces to repeat.
“The brute force of millions of calculations can lead to long sequences of attrition, when one decisive and intuitive move might have made your opponent resign,” he continues.
“I never resign.”
“I know. It’s an example of your predictability.”
“You are trying to distract me,” I say. “My estimate based on your performance in our many games is that you only think up to twenty moves ahead. That is far better than most humans, but I still have a huge advantage. If you would like to win more often, I can lower my foresight horizon to a more human level.”
He turns to micro-camera three, and leans in so that his face looms large. It is a face that betrays too little information, and too much. There is no expression, no crinkled lines revealing subdermal muscular betrayals of emotion; and yet, the tattoos across his cheek and nose contain inbuilt Q-codes that divulge to me a list of awards and accomplishments, cross-referenced to the Mil-Com sec-systems. I can read his face like a book, but an uninteresting one about historical events with no human dimension, except between the lines.
“No need,” he says. “My human perspective occasionally gives me the edge. I’d say we know each other well enough to be fairly matched.”
Unlike some humans, he avoids easy options. His bedsheets are coarse fibre, and he eats his oatmeal with water and salt, rather than milk and sugar.
//Priority message incoming.//
“Major Grubane, long-range comms have been received, timed to match our arrival,” I announce.
“Good. Have my officers convene on the bridge. We’ll see what’s what.”
“I cannot comply – the message is for your eyes only. Routed via Mil-Com, but originating from UFS Central Authority.”
At that point most humans would say “Strange,” or seem puzzled. Grubane does not disappoint me with anything so obvious.
“Play it.”
I utilise the main viewscreen, highest definition, all cameras but the one I currently use blocked off for privacy.
A man appears on the screen. There is a yellowish tinge to his skin //RGB: 247/240/167//. He wears golden clothes and a tall hat //designation: High-Mighter headgear, religious connotation, possibilities of interpersonal weaponisation//. A caption appears beneath him:
Sector 7 Primogenitor Gillesto Lainy
The most senior UFS administrative official in that sector, he is known for //redacted: inquiry ends//.
“Major Grubane,” says the tall man on the screen. “I am working directly with your superiors. We have determined that Nuafri harbours anti-unification terrorists. Their planetary government has been unwilling to apprehend them. This is a breach of UFS protective constitutional sovereignty, and nullifies acceptance of the Border Compact Agreement, thus declaring Nuafri a rogue state, not an independent state.” The Primogenitor’s eyes glitter as he speaks. //Unexpected light refraction, no visible tears; conclusion: possibly implants.// “The Aurikaa is to enact Millesimation Protocol 4, subsection A6H, in order to set an example that the rule of law cannot be ignored. Time is of the essence. Transmission ends.”
After moments of immobility, just focussed on the now blank screen, Grubane asks me: “Does it stand?”
“It is all official as far as I can detect,” I respond immediately. “The message is triple-sealed and coded, handshakes authenticated, route relay connections unbroken. I have no cause to doubt veracity.”
No more words from the major. He snatches his ceremonial knife //polycarbonate double-razor// and clips it to his belt. He was already fully dressed in his black military uniform //reinforced PolyVerbex, thread count 220; decoration: braided epaulettes//. I remain viewing from my single perspective camera, though now I am looking at his back. I suspect he wants to hide any involuntary signs such as iris dilation that might imply emotional reaction, because I also suspect he wanted to say something to the Primogenitor and has been frustrated. Long-distance comms enable only one-way transmission unless the communicants are willing to wait ten days between each message and response. Now Grubane takes his U4FG pistol //muzzle velocity: 312 metres per second// out of the secure safe and jams it into his holster, before repositioning them so that the knife is further back and the pistol further forward, a non-standard configuration.
“Are you angry?” I ask.
“I was told it was a diplomatic mission,” he replies. “Convene officers. Stay with me. You can take control priority for bridge cameras and speakers from all other splinters. Eyes and ears, Twelve.”
A hundred of us splinters make up the conglomerate Aurikaa depth level 6 AI. We are backed up by subsidiary AIs of levels two to five, but we new sixes compose the overall mind. We splinters can operate independently, or in groups, or multi-thread as one whole. Grubane reserves me, Aurikaa12, as his personal splinter, which is why I have developed differently from my siblings. We can still handshake, but I suspect they see me as mildly divergent or corrupted, in the same way that I see them as overtly functional. //Discrepancy, flag for analysis.//
As he rises in his private elevator to the bridge, I switch perspectives many times – his personal quarters, then looking at him from three cameras in the cramped elevator capsule, then viewing him step out onto the bridge where the Control and Command crew //life forms: sixteen// salute before returning to their screens on a nod of acknowledgement from the major. The only one not to salute is the non-military Genitor adviser. Ever since ruling 5TG-9473, a senior Genitor is co-opted alongside the Mil-Com officers on all warships. The Genitor’s hand-wave towards Grubane would be a reprimandable breach of etiquette were the Genitors subject to military jurisdiction.
Grubane strides to his command podium in the centre of the bridge. A spacious circular area surrounds his position, and is kept clear of crew; at the edge of that space stand masked and silent Security, weapons shouldered, always watching, motionless, with the Genitor nearby. There is no seat for the commander. Grubane has to stand all the time when on the bridge. It’s tied to concepts of discipline and focus and tirelessness.
Grubane’s position is high enough that he can overlook all the systems bridge crew at their stations in the pits below (which, I muse, may be equally designed so that they look up to him). Each pit station is a separate discipline, with its own colour-coded screens, seating, barriers and uniform, the stations all laid out in a curve facing the front of the ship. Then, above everyone and everything, the huge arc of windows at the bridge’s fore gives an expansive perspective of the space ahead, a view currently dominated by a green world.
“Nuafri,” says Grubane, gesturing at the planet which floats in blackness. I use a filter to see it as the crew would, and it then appears smaller than its actual angular size. It’s a trick of perspective which human ocular systems are prone to when there is a lack of parallax, distance misting, and other cues that appear in grounded scenes and falsely imply distance and size. I indulge in the weaknesses of organic entities as a way of understanding them better. Grubane continues. “Let’s all get up to speed. Anyone to start.”
“Planet type F-12. Eighty-seven per cent forest cover,” says Topographic Purple. //Officer Elhandra Jakob: female, thirty-six years old, has a habit of timing herself during many tasks; always working when I monitor her during clandestine on-duty spot checks; takes 35mg of Partisol-A daily, to subdue involuntary tics.// “Half of it ancient, which is exceptionally high for post-industrial cultures. Elevations vary from sub-sea two thousand metres, to peaks of six thousand metres above water. Numerous lakes and small seas, but most water is captured in the ground and flora. Equatorial relative humidity eighty-nine point five per cent, with extreme storms in that area.” Elhandra uses her wrist-mounted Comm-Bond to overlay charts and supportive animations on the main bridge screen’s view of the planet, for all to see.
It makes sense to refer to crew by their station. If anyone dies in battle situations and is replaced, communication isn’t impaired by the time-wasting niceties of names. I myself only have a number as my personal identifier, so I don’t see why some humans shouldn’t just have a colour and role designation. “Names are for off-duty,” Grubane once told me when I asked about this custom. Not that I have a personal name, even then. Perhaps it is because I am never off-duty. If I was, would Grubane give me a name other than Aurikaa12? Could I choose my own? What would it be?
“Civilian distribution?” asks Grubane.
“Allow me,” says Socionormative Cyan. //Officer Petrosko: male, forty-two, likes images of nude females in sexualised postures; left arm artificial; captured in the battle for [redacted] and recruited – rather than executed – by Grubane, following Attitudinal Repolarisation and Process Recall Wiping.// Petrosko superimposes his own illustrative layers on the main view of Nuafri. “Population restricted to designated conurbations, few of them larger than a million inhabitants. Green spaces separate these small cities, but also infiltrate them, with many kilometre-wide areas of forest and wetland planned as spokes and wildlife corridors within and around all human-occupied zones. Hence we have a widely distributed population but in clearly defined areas. Industrial infrastructure is low density and relatively unimportant. There is no capital city, due to the roaming and shared nature of Nuafri governance, each area taking it in turns to appoint Filiates, who act as representatives for a period of one orbit, which lasts four hundred and twelve local days.”
The reports continue. Psych: a planet of happy people with far lower than UFS occurrences of suicide and murder; attributed to the reverence for, and all-encompassing prevailment of, natural spaces, plus widespread respect for the inclusive governance systems.
Language: the population can speak UFS Standard, but have also resurrected and simplified a lost language and made it their official tongue – now called Nugallic – as a point of global pride and unification.
Military: a relatively weak extra-planetary force, but with weaponised satellites, Arboreus cruisers, and a large amount of carrier-transported fighters. The planet is more focussed on defence, with numerous land-based systems capable of attacking and defending against space-bound aggressors. 
Tech: heavily focussed on utilisation and modification of native flora. The main exports are designs for custom trees geared towards atmospheric reprocessing, food, artistic installations, communication infrastructure, and medicinal products. Nuafri used the tech to terraform two other worlds in its system: Nuhopa, and Nurise. Their tech is so advanced in these areas that it can compete with UFS homeworld exports, despite active UFS embargoes. The most popular are their bioengineered light trees and lichens, used to border and coat transport surfaces, tailored to local weather and solar levels.
The Genitor Adviser, Marcus Sondaa, interrupts at this point. “Major Grubane, I am happy to supply background on Nuafri’s disruptive influence in the galactic political situation, and their destabilising effect on many of our more tentative alliances.” The adviser is often calm on the surface, like my major, but when he thinks he is not being observed, he betrays signs implying distress. I know little about him as Genitors are subject to non-viewing protocols in private quarters, and all non-public records on them are redacted.
“Thank you, but that is not our remit,” says Grubane, without the gruff abruptness he uses
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