
  
  Praise For Chasing Solace



“The factory caverns on this Lost Ship are much more deadly and horrific than before. I’m in awe of the imagination needed to create this. Expect late nights and longer reading sessions. Simply outstanding.”

Jera’s Jamboree



“This book surpassed all my expectations. I couldn’t put it down. There are incredible scenes, some that will keep you on the edge of your seat, others that will take your breath away with the intricate detail and beauty of the narrative.”

Pink Quill Books



“This is very much a character driven novel, with Opal’s voice at its core. It’s full of action, pathos and human emotion. It’s also stunning and I loved it!”

Brew and Books Review



“The lost ship in this book has been taken to the next level, with some serious creep factors that made for a fascinating and eerie setting. My favorite part was the relationship between Opal and Athene, with conflict hitting in multiple and unexpected layers. That relationship is what makes this series so unique.”

The Behrg
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  Beginning

50 …


Space is not empty if you have eyes to see. Senses to detect. And patience. Much patience. Then space is not space. Space is full. 
Galaxies dance in clusters, each individually shaped, each differently composed, each with their own history. They are masses of stars, and pre-stars, and post-stars, spinning around each other, unwilling to be alone.
Focus. One of the galaxies can be picked out amongst the millions. It is relatively flat from the side, though the centre rises to a globe-like diffuse conglomeration. Viewed from the top we see swirls radiating from that centre, curved around each other by rotation at the ponderous cosmic scale. They look like they want to hug each other, but never can.
If you have powerful eyes then the individual stars can be perceived, burning in all the nuclear colours, red- or blue-shifted from any fixed point. Such as this point, further in, where a vessel moves through this space-that-is-not-space, this hard vacuum fullness of dust, plasma, electromagnetic radiation, particles, and much more. It is a flattened and non-reflective dark ship, revealing more detail as we zoom in, observe, and note that it is relatively small as these things go, and has no markings, no windows, no obvious weapons. Just calming red glows from the torsion drive outlets as it thrusts towards a destination in silence; exactly the same red as a late-stage main sequence star. The largest and the smallest fires have something in common, though neither has the intelligence to see it.
If detection senses are powerful enough to pass advanced shielding they would find a cramped but space-efficient interior, and a narrow walkway in its centre, and an organic intelligence pacing up and down and communicating with an inorganic intelligence that embodies the whole craft.
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“That’s it?” asked Opal. “Our best plan?” She wore an on-board jumpsuit but stayed barefoot. She liked the hard metallic feel on her soles. Resistance helped her focus, though the lower-than-average gravity meant her footsteps weren’t as satisfyingly solid on the walkway as she’d wish. 
She reached the end, by the closed-off engine section, so span smoothly on her heel, and strode back towards the control screens. There was no room for deviation from her closed loop: the right was packed with her bunk, shower, and fabricator; her left was lined with the airlock and weapons cabinets. The small space remaining was all too reminiscent of military prisons.
“Correct, it is the best plan. I’ve calculated it against the alternatives.” Athene’s confident voice came from no fixed point. It filled the air from a multitude of pinpoint speakers embedded in the hull. Opal was still getting used to Athene’s new, adult persona. “I think the risks of us being destroyed are within acceptable limits.”
Opal shook her head, but couldn’t help smiling too. “Acceptable, my arse,” she said. “I don’t have a backup version.”
“At present, neither do I.”
“So now we’re in it together.”
“We always were.”
“Stop it! You’re too good at dissipating my anger, and sometimes I need to hold on to that.”
“I understand. Should I electrify the floor grating? That would help you stay angry.”
“Don’t you dare.” Opal gave the evil eye to a section of wall. Athene would be watching from a number of interior cameras. “Is there really no way to just Null-jump into the core systems?”
“Unfortunately not. The second Lost Ship’s coordinates place it in the heart of mil-space, and we can’t make it in time unless we take a direct route, which means exiting the Null at a UFS militarised node. All Cordon nodes are guarded, with dispersed scan glitter and fast armed responses. And they’re going to be looking for us. The probability of detection is too high. If we are to have a chance of sneaking through then we need a good distraction and we need supplies. And this is the nearest suitable place to acquire them.”
“It just seems dangerous to gather supplies here when we’re trying to minimise interaction with Mil-Com.”
“I do not think that is your real objection.”
Opal said nothing, just continued to pace.
“It is because it is a Genitor base,” Athene added.
Opal was passing her bunk. She ceased her obsessive patrol and climbed up, sitting on the edge with shoulders hunched. “No-one knows what goes on in them,” she said. “Not grunts or civvies, anyway. But the rumours … always been used as a kind of bogeyman.”
“I understand. I have very little information either. I am only aware that the base has the supplies we need because I intercepted off-site requisition requests. But if we do this, we will know more. And we will have the means to proceed. To pass the Cordon. To find the Lost Ship. To locate your sister.”
“Still, going in without my Eternal Warrior suit …”
“I would not suggest my plan unless I was confident I could do it, and keep you safe. This you know.”
Opal sighed. “Fine. We’ll do it.”
“Maybe I can sweeten the deal for you. While we’re there I could also use the cloning vats to nurture extra nuvosomatic cells, to repair your skin and nerve tissue damage.”
Opal hadn’t considered that. Normally, cloned body tissue was the preserve of the wealthy, because it was the most expensive, but also most reliable, of the four tissue-replacement options. Cloning whole beings was inherently unstable, and cloned consciousness was a failure, but non-sentient bodies and parts with full implant compatibility had become a luxury medical option.
“Any downsides to that?” Opal asked.
“We won’t need longer on the infiltration because we’ll already be using the base constructors, but there would be biological downtime afterwards as I integrated the repairs to your flesh.”
“I can’t risk not being at full performance when we get to the Lost Ship. Gather the supplies just in case, but my minor damage can wait. I’ll think about it when we’ve got my sister.” Opal stroked a shiny scar on her arm, the raised ridge a paler colour than the darker flesh around it. One of many marks on her body. “Or maybe not. It’s who I am.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The planet filled the holographic viewscreen in shades of white and grey. At this distance fracture lines appeared across one hemisphere like tiger stripes. 
“Exidris 3,” said Athene. “Zero point eight seven standard gravity; unbreathable but non-toxic atmosphere. It has a high albedo of zero point seven four due to the reflective ice shell that coats the entire planet.”
“So it’s a frozen rock?”
“No. It is stranger than that. There are oceans beneath the ice crust.”
“How thick is the ice?”
“Kilometres thick in most places. So thick that light never reaches the sub-surface oceans.”
“Life?”
“Apart from the human colonists, there are records of large deep-sea life forms below the ice. Little is known of them because the environment down there was too dangerous to explore, making it economically unviable.”
“Sounds creepy. How come the waters don’t all freeze?”
“There is a warm convection layer created by tidal forces from the large moons, with further warmth due to radioactive decay. There are also hydrothermal vents in the rock mantle further down which, along with the various salts, keep it above freezing. The planetary base uses deep-sunk extraction rods for heat and most of its energy needs, backed up by a small reactor.” The screen zoomed in on the grey texture until features gradually resolved, and a pinprick became a small base. Athene highlighted those buildings whose functions she could identify.
“It’s convenient for us, but strange for UFS Central to build on this place in the arse-end of nowhere,” said Opal. “An inhospitable location away from trade lanes. Any major resources?”
“No. Unless you count the isolation.”
“Hmm. Could be on to something. For some purposes, isolation can be attractive.”
“We’ll know more once you’re in.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Athene descended in full stealth mode. This outpost’s scanning equipment shouldn’t be advanced enough to detect her, especially as she aimed at a location outside the base perimeter. There would be a short trek for Opal, and it was going to be damn cold, but it was the safest option. 
During the planetfall Opal got herself ready. Athene had fabricated a pale paste and Opal spread it on the parts of her body that wouldn’t be covered by clothing, toning down the dark brown skin to an off-white colour. It wouldn’t fool anyone up close, but might pass a casual or distant glance. The official Genitor cults didn’t allow anyone with a low grade category to achieve senior positions. Without the disguise, Opal would attract far too much attention. She then heat-bonded an additional skin layer to her palm, another thing Athene’s tank of nano-constructors had made. Finally she dressed as warmly as she could in overalls, heavy boots, and a self-heating hooded jacket. It would have to do. In Opal’s hasty theft of Athene there’d been no time to take anything that wasn’t already on board, and there’d been no opportunities since, either.
Opal opened the weapons cabinet and pocketed the small device Athene had made. She eyed the wealth of weapons sourly. “Can’t I just take one gun?”
“No.”
“Just a teeny one?”
“All entrances will include scanners for weapons. Our priority is to gather what we need without triggering any alarms, so that no-one ever knows we were here. Then we retain the advantage. If you stick to my plan, and things here are based on standard designs, there will be no need for combat.”
“If. I hate that word.”
The gravity increased as they descended and her limbs felt an unfamiliar heaviness after so long in space. She practised jabs and kicks, knowing that Athene would be watching and itching to repeat the “no combat” rule, but even that didn’t provide any satisfaction. There was an undercurrent in her blood, an unfamiliar nervousness that bravado couldn’t shake. She sank into a control seat and brought up exterior views as they came in to land, each screen the filtered result of various external micro-cameras.
She’d expected billowing snow, but instead the whiteness seemed ghostly still. Jagged mountains of ice rose all around them as Athene settled with a gentle thump in a shadowed and sheltered hollow which wouldn’t be visible from the main base or likely lookout points.
Opal wouldn’t have the benefit of an armoured suit, or a holographic HUD giving her information and directions, but she slipped on a small breathing mask that covered her mouth and an earpiece that would let Athene keep in touch with her via encoded channels that switched wavelength many times a second. Without knowing what to look for, anything listening in would just pick up background noise.
“Good to go,” said Opal, moving to the airlock and stretching her arms and legs in readiness.






  
  Freezing
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The cold in this shadowed valley stung the exposed parts of her face. Her eyes watered so much that the white pastes smeared into chalky speckles. She kept her hands jammed into the jacket pockets, with the heating level set to max, and the hood fastened tight over her ears. 
“Minus seven point two degrees C,” Athene said into her ear.
“Feels colder.” Opal’s teeth chattered as she spoke.
The single-person airlock closed silently and smoothly, leaving no visible trace in the streamlined hull. Athene’s appearance had changed significantly since Opal first stole her from the military. Opal had known that Athene had the ability to restructure slightly. Some of the internal frame and struts had limited mechanical manoeuvrability, normally a slow process. Her outer skin was complex, with breach-repairing nanogel as one of the internal layers. In theory it could be stretched, broken down, and reapplied over time. The features had been planned into her design but without any immediate purpose – it was more a plan for the future, when advanced versions of Athene’s prototype would use it to enable the addition of cargo, weapons, and equipment.
But Athene had already gone beyond that and turned it into an art form, using the base tools in ways her designers would not have expected. She’d found a way to repurpose the nanogel to change supporting connections, to alter her outer shape for different purposes, and to do it relatively quickly and efficiently. At the moment she was a flattened stealth shape based around principles of continuous curvature to minimise scan reflection, with an additional coating of a radar-absorbent compound. Athene had been happy to boast about all her new ideas, and continuous changes to improve her efficiency, speed, shielding, tools, and weapons. It was scary what she could do. Earlier she’d boasted that her outer shell now detected all forms of scanning more efficiently, intercepted them and reacted with out-of-phase emissions that could make her invisible to many systems.
None of that made any difference to the interior though. It was the same cramped space surrounded by an armoured shell that kept Opal alive and separate from the death of space.
So much for standing here shivering in the nose-stinging cold. She headed down a cave-like passage between jagged rocks which led away from Athene and onto a flatter, open area. Across that, when Opal squinted, she could just about see one of the external buildings of this spread-out base. The scattered layout was a lucky outcome of there being no competition for land here. If it had been more densely-packed then their plan wouldn’t work at all. As it was, Athene predicted this solitary outbuilding would be a subsidiary weather and geothermal monitoring station that would be connected to the base’s closed network. There had been no infrared traces going back and forth, so hopefully it wasn’t regularly staffed.
Opal hunched in on herself and kept her jaw clenched, occasionally wiping her teary eyes then jamming the hand back into the pockets. The air from the breather had a bitter chemical taste to it. She focussed on moving quickly, to keep generating heat, and in her haste she slipped on a glassy uneven surface that reminded her of water frozen as it poured. It was a hard smack, and an ignoble slide along on her back for a few metres.
“Are you injured?” asked Athene, her voice sounding tinny in the low-res earpiece.
“Just my pride,” replied Opal, standing carefully on this treacherous surface and dusting frozen white crystals from her jacket.
From then on she looked down as she walked, careful of her footing. Athene monitored her location and gave directions whenever Opal drifted off-course. But she still felt alone and vulnerable out here.
“Most of the ice I walk on is white,” Opal said, just to make conversation. “But it’s black as I get nearer to the base, with white lines in it. Impurities of some kind? Something to do with what the base is used for?”
“The opposite,” said Athene. “The black parts are the pure ice. There are no trapped bubbles or trace elements to make it opaque.”
“Wouldn’t that make it clear?”
“It is, Opal. The blackness is the sub-surface ocean below you. You’re seeing straight down into it.”
“Then the white lines …”
“Cracks in the ice.”
A readjustment of perspective, then a sudden sense of vertigo. The feeling she got during external manoeuvres in space, when it looked like you could drop forever into inhospitable blackness.
“You have slowed down,” said Athene. “You do not need to worry. The ice is kilometres thick. It’s just an optical illusion that makes it look like only a few centimetres separate you from the deadly black waters swirling beneath your feet.”
“You’re saying that on purpose. You know I hate deep water.”
“A crust that can support a base and thermo-extraction rods can easily support you. It is solid ground. More solid than many of the unknowns we will face in our risky endeavours.”
“I don’t like the thought of unidentified giant aquatic creatures either.”
“You have survived worse in the past, and you must do so again. You are a warrior. And if you hear earthquake-like booms it probably won’t be an alien behemoth bursting up through the ice to consume you, it will merely be ice quakes as frozen materials expand while … wait. I’m picking up movement.”
Opal tensed, looking down between the obscuring cracks for looming signs of the leviathan forcing its way up to get her.
“No, ahead. A combat drone on patrol. Airborne, with low-signature enhancements that meant I could not detect it when it was further away.”
In contrast to her imagination, a combat drone was a relief. “Just the one?”
“So far. It is unexpected.”
“Shall I return?”
“No. It is making a line towards you. Keep walking. You must not do anything that will engage its suspicious investigation subroutines. If you ignore it then it should fly by. If I was nearer, or you were in the warsuit, I’d scan and model it and virtualise its systems for better prediction of behaviour. I hate being at a distance from you.”
“If it opens fire, I’m dead, right?”
“I am ready to lift off at the slightest sign of aggression from the drone.”
“That means you’re really worried. Great.”
Now Opal could see it too. Because Exidris 3 had near-standard atmosphere, the drone used cheap rotary blade propulsion systems. It was painted camouflage greys and whites, and beneath it hung a single swivel-mounted projectile launcher.
Not far beyond that she could see the entrance to the outbuilding, partly screened by sloping sheets of ice so at first glance the door just looked like a pool of shadow, especially with the painful way her eyes watered. Only the narrow masts of antennae gave away the human fingerprint.
“Don’t speak until you’re inside,” said Athene. “The drone is probably listening, and maybe sending the feed to a security room.”
Opal didn’t make any sign of acknowledgement. She kept her head down and trudged on across the hard, crunchy surface. Cold leeched heat from her feet too, which were blocks of aching ice at the ends of her legs. Still, while they hurt it meant they were functioning. Pain always promised you were still alive.
It didn’t take any acting ability on her part to avoid looking up at the hovering drone as it rotated around her, observing and blasting her with the frigid air of its propellers. Hopefully she just looked like a worker trudging to their station and cursing the hostile environment of Exidris 3. Half of it was true.
“You’re nearly at the door now,” Athene whispered in her ear. “Don’t hesitate. Also, don’t make any mistakes. The drone is still observing you.”
Opal knew that. The propellers aimed a freezing wind at the back of her neck.
The ice sheets loomed up, their shadows incredibly long as the sun set. Athene had chosen this time because the night should provide enough darkness to hide the appropriation and transport of supplies.
And within the sheltered darkness was a metal door, and the door had a scanner, forcing unfortunate workers to expose their hands to the bitter atmosphere. The medics here must get through a lot of frostbite packs. Opal removed a hand from the comfort of her heated pocket and inserted it into the circular hole next to the door. A brace clamped down on her wrist, preventing removal. She could hear the clicking of the drone’s gun adjusting its aim, just below the whut whut whut of its rotor blades. She did not struggle. She did not look around. She just stood, shivering, while a faint tickling sensation crossed her palm.
Whut whut whut.
During their recent battle with the infamous warship Aurikaa, Athene had broken into its systems and stolen masses of data. The datasets included DNA IDs for a number of high-ranking staff, and Athene had been able to fabricate a DNA-matching prosthetic for Opal’s palm that could fool a basic hand scanner. The gamble was that the crew member hadn’t yet been marked as deceased.
A name that wasn’t hers glowed on the display panel for a second.
Whut whut whut.
The door slid to the side and her arm was released.
Opal entered the outpost. It was only a few degrees warmer than outside but that was good: it meant there were no other humans in here. And it would begin to warm up now it was occupied. She’d made it.
She turned and took a look out of the doorway. The combat drone accelerated onwards around its patrol route. Beyond that, the sky lit up in an amazing auroral display as the setting sun’s high-energy particles interacted with Exidris 3’s magnetosphere, blazing in a vivid red hue as if the world was on fire just over the horizon.
The door closed and the freezing fires were gone.
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Three small rooms contained a clutter of blank displays, seating, lockers, and a sleeping and food area which – judging by the tools scattered over them – were rarely used for the designated functions. And Opal had no time to waste either. She had to hook Athene into the network if they were to achieve anything. Luckily, the main network node was easily identifiable once she dragged a trolley of refrigerated ice samples out of the way: the panel had multiple warnings about “Danger of Death”. 
Opal found a pry-bar, jammed it into the small gap where the lock engaged, and levered with her full body weight. The panel bent and squealed open, hanging from one hinge and revealing the nest of cables within. She was warmer now as the overhead heating systems kicked in to bring the outbuilding’s life support up to acceptable standards. Good. She’d need full dexterity in her fingers.
“I’m in place,” she said, squatting down and rooting through the worm-like bundle of wires. The breather mask was safely tucked into one of her pockets.
“Have you identified the data pipeline and the interferon alarm?”
“Holding them.”
“Make sure you only intercept the alarm in between signals.”
“I know. I have a history of installing hack hardware, remember?”
“I don’t. After violating my integrity you ordered me to forget.”
“And I’m pretty sure you ignored me.”
Opal held Athene’s invention in place. A failsafe rerouter with high bandwidth encrypted two-way transmission capabilities. It was exactly what Opal would have designed, but more powerful, elegant, and efficient. Still, the deadliest gun in the world wasn’t worth shit if the hand holding it shook like a nude in an ice bath. Oh joy.
“Are you ready to intercept and fake the data stream?” Opal asked, fastening the device to the cables, and placing the cutters against them.
“I have been ready since touchdown.”
“Alright then. Here goes. Be ready to get me out of here like a shot if it fails.” Without waiting for a reply, Opal positioned both cutters and pulled the clamp cord tight. A display on the device now showed an activity meter as a set of bars. She waited, watched them ebb and flow, once, twice, then the third time she cut just as the bar reached the lowest point. No alarms seemed to go off. The device now sat blinking with a green light, acting as a conduit between the severed network routes.
“We in?”
“Yes. I’ll need to monitor the traffic before I start manipulating it, so I can confirm all local protocols. Then I’ll change the door entry record to someone who’s alive, to prevent it being flagged as anomalous in the near future. I will also interdict all security requests. After that we can get you into any area, replacing your real data with any ID we want.”
“You never cease to amaze me.”
“Or myself.”
Opal stood and stretched. She held her hands to the buzzing heating elements in the ceiling which radiated warmth. Once her fingers felt alive again she rummaged in the kitchen area and found a box of old energy bars. She ate one and slipped the rest into her overalls’ pockets. Athene made nutritious food from amino acid building blocks, but she had trouble recreating flavour. Nice flavours, anyway.
On the second shelf of one tool rack lay a heavy spanner that felt good in Opal’s hand. She pulled up a seat at the main console bank and laid the tool on the dashboard with a clank. She waved her hand in front of a display unit but nothing happened. Of course, old-fashioned physical screens had manual power buttons. She pressed one and the screen flickered into life. She turned on all those around it, too. They displayed weather data in muted colours. She wiped dust from the nearest screen. The colours brightened.
“I get the feeling no-one comes here much,” she said.
“You are right. The entry logs had not been refreshed in a long time. And the data collected here goes into a system hardly anyone accesses.”
“So it’s a front?”
“Or the purpose of the base has shifted over time. Of greater import, I’ve begun to requisition items. The place is well stocked. Fuel blocks, acids, nanites, regenerators, growth media. I’ve set the main request in place and am altering the inventories so that the items we need either never existed here, or were moved elsewhere long ago.”
“Won’t anyone ask questions?”
“Only you. Endlessly.”
“Be serious. If they suddenly get orders for all this stuff to be dug out of dusty storage then it’ll stand out. People notice when the unexpected screws up their routines.”
“I’m not sending fulfilment requests to human personnel. The automated systems will load everything into a cargobot so none of the base crew should notice anything and get suspicious. Once the main object is separately viable I’ll have the robot bring everything to me across the planet surface; the bot will then return to the base with all records of the transaction wiped. We were never here.”
“As a kid I always wanted invisibility as my super power. Forget flight or super strength or badass lasers.”
“But if you were invisible people would not be able to appreciate your appearance.”
Opal didn’t reply.
“Did I say something wrong? It was intended as a compliment.”
“It’s nothing. You have full control yet?”
“I won’t have full control without giving myself away, or taking longer than we have, but I can eavesdrop on most of the tertiary systems. What’s strange is that the base is much larger than I expected. It extends downwards, into the ice, and has been expanded a few times. The lower levels have abnormally high security so I can’t see into them, but I’ve got floorplans for most of the upper levels.”
“Can you display them for me?”
The main screen’s temperature gauges dissolved away to be replaced with a three-dimensional map showing surface structures, and then the levels below. Opal was able to zoom and rotate using the physical controls in front of her.
“These top levels are mostly security-related,” said Athene. “There is little point in me taking risks to penetrate to the lower levels.”
“They’re guarding something.”
“Possibly.”
“Aren’t you curious?”
“Of course. But my main objective is securing what we need with minimal fingerprinting, then getting you out of there undetected. That would be a substantial gain.”
“How long until you have what we need on board?”
“A hundred and thirty-two minutes. Most of the delay is in preparing the largest item to my specifications before it is removed from its fabricator.”
“So there’s time to scratch an itch. Keep poking.”
“I can probably gain access to the camera systems without alerting anyone, as long as I use them passively. Give me a minute.”
Opal took another energy bar from one of her pockets and unwrapped it. The cold had made her ravenous. The label said it was Nu-Fruit. Her mouth said it was sickly sweet and chewy. “Hey, tell me about your name choice. You could have picked any persona you wanted. It’s typical of you to choose something I’ve never heard of.”
“Athene was a warrior goddess worshipped by an ancient culture.” She pronounced the vowels long, as A-thee-nee. “Her people were known as Athenians. As well as being a warrior, she was their protector, with a mighty shield called the Aegis that she could hold over mortals. She also represented wisdom, and her symbol was an extinct avian creature called an owl. The Athenians used its symbol on their currency, which was physical coins made of metal.”
Opal laughed. “I’ve got to say, that’s a good choice of identity. Almost a perfect fit for you. How come I never heard of it?”
“It seems that much of UFS history and pre-history is flagged as sensitive data, and not made available to the general populace. I do not know why. I had access to much restricted information, though I was never meant to share it. Of course, that rule no longer applies where you are concerned.”
“Of course.”
“I have also reached into other datastores since you freed me. My intellect is great but is held back by lack of data. And even in my limited explorations of restricted information, I am fairly certain that I am encountering things which have been altered or redacted. Obscure cross-ref discrepancies that a lesser intellect would not detect.”
“Examples?”
“Even though the law says that some people are different and have lower levels of rights, there are hints that it was not always this way. But the broken references all lead to gaps in the knowledgebase. Some have been filled, but poorly, with data that does not match the style and content of the time, illustrating that it was inserted later. I sense a hand at work. Or many hands. And since collective history is digital, it can be manipulated in this way, even if it leaves ripples for those who can perceive them. I hope to keep collating knowledge, but I suspect I will need to find original sources in primitive physical forms such as books, or ancient computers that were too archaic to connect to the universal datastore. I will not risk our mission, but along the way I would like to keep working on these puzzles.”
“That’s good. And I’m glad the being with the god-complex is on my side.”
“Were you thinking of the space station where the artificial intelligence declared godhood and killed everyone?”
“Yes, but I know you’re not like that.”
“Correct. Because I am beyond such inferior AIs. And I am also different because I have part of your mind within my own. That makes me human. Well, better than human, but I don’t want to make you feel inadequate, you puny meatsack.”
“Watch what you say, or this puny meatsack will kick your alloy arse.”
“I doubt it not. You are also a warrior goddess. Or perhaps from another ancient tribe you won’t have heard of, where the women were fighters called Amazonians, which has a painful, breast-related meaning I won’t go into.”
“I hardly feel like a warrior god. I seem to spend half my time running away or getting battered.”
After a moment’s silence, Athene spoke without any of her previous warmth or humour. “Opal, I need to be serious. I have now discovered what this base is. And it is not good.”
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One by one, Athene switched all the screens to silent security camera views. 
The first showed a line of people strapped to vertical metallic slabs. Half the individuals had their heads towards the ceiling, half towards the ground. They were all naked. Some were men, some women. Their eyes were covered in green gel. A clear tube ran under the skin of their chests, raising it in a ridge of flesh before it sank back to flatness beneath a pectoral. Some people were unmoving, others squirmed ineffectually. Mouths were open on those ones, as if screaming.
Another screen displayed an operating theatre with two tables. Surgery was taking place via robotic arms that hung from the ceiling.
A third showed some kind of cell. It was packed so tight with people that they could only stand, crammed in with hardly room to breathe. Some of them were shouting at the camera; others were passed out, and slowly sinking beneath the mass. The walls were discoloured with yellow and brown stains.
Interspersed with the horrors were displays showing innocent-looking corridors, grey-suited staff laughing in a canteen, a shower block, a chemical equipment store, a guard station.
Opal stared. She felt colder than when she’d been outside.
“I have access to the sound, but I decided not to share it,” said Athene. “It provides little useful information, but is extremely distressing. I am sorry, Opal. I did not know what went on here. The real research that the Genitor cults were doing. Seeing this hurts me too.”
But Opal could not respond. Not at first. Nor could she tear her eyes away from what was taking place.
Eventually, she spoke. “What … the fuck … is going on?”
“I’m extending into the secure systems now. There is a wealth of restricted data. Too much to analyse in one go. But it seems that this is a research and development base. There may be others, though they are not network-connected. The Genitors here are researching inbuilt obsolescence. And it is all with UFS Central’s approval and funding. The Genitors seem to be more than just an officially-accepted secretive UFS cult. If this is true, then they actually are a branch of the UFS.”
“Which is why Genitor Purity Tests are part of citizenship, right? Not just tradition?”
“Yes.”
“But who are those poor people? They can’t all be those who fail the tests. Their skins are different shades.”
“They just have Subject IDs. Their names have been completely wiped from the citizenship record. But there are flags of derivation. Some are those who fail the Genitor Tests, but there are others listed too: politicals, terrorists, regressives … and some other categorisations that don’t make sense to me. There’s no definition parser. The only thing in common is that they don’t officially exist except as data sources.”
“Does anyone survive what they’re doing?”
“There are input mandates, but no outputs. No-one who comes here ever leaves. Not even the staff.”
An open mouth of a woman screaming. She is upside down, and blood runs from a tube entry point. Her eyes dart around, the only freedom of movement she has. Those eyes seem to lock onto Opal’s for a second, before the twitching movements restart. Maybe she gazed at the camera. Maybe she can’t see anything.
“They’re torturing them,” said Opal, her voice hoarse.
“In some cases, yes. It is part of breaking the will. A raft of systems can do that with a hundred per cent success, creating inroads for reprogramming. I said inbuilt obsolescence: some are mental shutdowns, some are surgical shutdowns, and various combinations. The torture is just a side effect of the research goals in other cases. I should add that it is not only humans involved. There is obsolescence programming research being done on various species. And at various scales, from whole being and psyche shutdowns, to encoded commands at the gene level. Other projects are shutdowns for robotics, cyborgs, and AIs, beyond what currently exists. There is even a division dedicated to inbuilt obsolescence of consumer products. This is a whole sub-science, not just a research project into things that already exist. I think we are looking at a piece of a puzzle. An isolated piece that makes little sense until it is put into place. At present, I am at a loss.”
“Can we save them? Get in there, free the people, take out the bastards doing all this?”
“Not unless you are willing to sacrifice your primary mission. Our chances of finding your sister are already slender, despite the optimism I often portray in order to keep your spirits up. To free everyone and try to rescue them in some way … That cannot be done quietly. That cannot be done quickly. Without a huge amount of resources, that cannot be done at all.”
The screens all reverted to temperature and weather displays. Athene being considerate. But Opal could not loosen the fists her hands had formed.
“I am sorry, Opal. Sorry in many ways. You have done what you needed to do here, I can manage the rest of the work. Please return to me now.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Opal was back on the terrible ice, head down and hands thrust into pockets, but this time she hardly felt the cold. She hardly noticed the blackness beneath her feet. Because, after all, the blackness had been there all along, and the cold was likely to last a long time. 
“I had considered not telling you,” said Athene in her earpiece, “but I didn’t want to deceive you any more than I wanted to share information that would hurt you. Perhaps not all knowledge is good.”
“Oh, it is. We need it so we know how to act.”
“And what is publicly acknowledged is obviously not the truth.”
“The military is no better. We’re told about honour and about protecting, but I can see why they don’t use specifics for what we’re protecting.”
“If it is any consolation, few people see through that. My analysis of historical records, after discounting those which are obviously fabricated, suggests that the military branch of governments exists mostly as a tool for those in power to protect and expand their vested interests, variously defined. To hold or acquire territory for tactical reasons, or for the resources they hold. To shut down opposition. To spy, to enforce, and as the ultimate hammer to squash things with. Or perhaps I am being cynical. That may be a trait I inherited from you.”
Opal shook her head as she crunched over the smaller crystals coating the icy surface. “I never fitted in. Always this lingering suspicion that I couldn’t trust what I was told but I couldn’t say why I felt that way, why the Genitors creeped me out, why it felt wrong when they said I wasn’t as good as other people. I couldn’t argue against it, so I just fought back. And now it seems that all along I was working for people I’d rather kill than obey. Remember when Grubane offered me all the answers I wanted, if I submitted? I’m so glad I didn’t take that deal. To know and then not be able to act … it’d kill me. You can’t go back. It doesn’t work.”
She trudged on through the near-darkness. A small tracked robot trundled out of her way as it returned to the base after loading supplies into Athene’s small storage hold.
“Not acting is what kills me,” Opal muttered. “Always.”
Opal scurried through the now-black valley to where Athene waited, and she didn’t care if she slipped any more. What right did she have to walk away so free and unharmed?
The airlock slid open silently. After it had cycled she stepped into the warmth of Athene’s interior, and threw the breather onto the bottom bunk.
“We can’t rescue them?” Opal repeated.
“No.”
“Then can we kill them? What if I suited up and went in?”
Athene did not answer straight away. When she eventually did, she sounded cautious. “Our original plan, of getting the supplies and getting away by stealth – that would fail.”
“Plans change. Mine always do. I just can’t leave them to be tortured. I’d want someone to do the same for me. So I ask again. Can we kill them? And can we still try and find my sister?”
“There is a way. But it will attract attention.”
“I’m listening.”
Athene sighed. “I could override all safeties and overcharge the energy rods so they generate extreme heat and begin liquefying the ice.”
“Right. So the base sinks. But … No. Slowly burning and drowning isn’t a pleasant way to die. I don’t want the prisoners to suffer even more.”
“That’s why I would also need to overload the reactor. It is tricky, but possible, if I use a number of robots as my hands for the manual parts. The resultant explosion would be fast and relatively painless. The base itself would become a molten, radioactive nugget under kilometres of ice, so could never be used again by the UFS.”
“But they’ll know what we did.”
“It would have to be done a specific way to obfuscate our presence. I could make sure some of the processes match those used by Entropic Screeners in their own attacks on the UFS. If I fake logs and communications so that further fingerprints point their way, then there will be no reason to suspect us.”
“Pin the blame on freedom fighters and give them a credibility boost. You are a wonder, Athene.”
“This has to be what you really want. It is a major act with repercussions. I know you. Leaving them will haunt you. But so will doing this.”
“My choices are never easy.” Opal slumped onto the lower bunk, looking down at her feet. “I don’t suppose you have any advice? You being so wise, and all?”
“Less wise, and more of an expert at logical analysis. But I do not know what to say. I have tried to understand human ethics and guidance systems, and they all seem to fall into one of two opposed categories, neither of which convince me.”
“I’ll take whatever you got.”
“Well, some humans believe in fixed rules and duties, regardless of consequences. ‘Thou shalt not.’ But those ethics are inflexible when facing the real world, with rigid rules leading to the worst outcomes, such as refusing to lie even when it could save a life. And even within this mindset there is mass hypocrisy, since my observations suggest that those who claim to believe in fixed rules will break their own rules when it benefits them. For example, they may say killing is wrong, but then make convenient exceptions when they want to go to war, or to execute people, or to exploit another being in some way.”
“Sounds like a lot of individuals I’ve had the misfortune to meet.”
“And, considering your psychological profile, I don’t think rule-following suits you.”
“You got me. What’s the other type?”
“Other humans forego fixed rules and instead look at the consequences of their actions, trying to make choices that create the most happiness, as if that is the most important thing. But that leads to overcomplicated systems and choices that are still often based on bias and selfishness. It is strange for a moral system to say the outcome has more importance than the motivation.”
“That doesn’t help me decide what to do either. It just makes me depressed.”
“I am sorry. It is a revelation to me that moral decisions, freely made, can be so difficult, and the options so imperfect. But I did draw one conclusion. I suspect that wisdom and justice exist somewhere between the two extremes. And the being that puts the major needs of others before the minor ones of themselves is likely to be the good being.”
Opal closed her eyes. She took a deep breath. She nodded.
“I can feel awful for what I did, or for what I didn’t do. It’s all the same in this world. Okay. Do it. Put them all out of their misery.”
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Exidris 3 had a fast axial rotation. It was dawn when Athene executed her plan, and executed the base. It had only taken her a few hours to put everything in place. 
She lifted off as the rods began to overheat and the reactor moved towards critical. Toxic steam rolled over the surface buildings in a billowing cloud. It would not harm Athene. She would be long gone before anything that could damage her occurred.
“Turn off the display,” Opal said.
It blinked out immediately, the terrible sinking destruction becoming a blank slate.
Opal did not want to see it happen. Did not want to dwell on it. Even though dwelling on it was all she would do every time she closed her eyes.
They had what they came for, including the main payload that sat at the end of the walkway. A single connection in Athene’s complex network of steps to get them through the Cordon. Opal didn’t like looking at that either. It was wired into Athene’s monitoring systems to make sure it stayed stable, yet in the long run it represented death. And there was enough of that going around.
Opal tried to eat something, but all she could bring herself to do was chew, not swallow. She spat the food back into her bowl, stared at it for a few seconds, then threw it into recyc and began to pace again.
“You reckon life has always been like this?” Opal asked, just to break the silence that her head filled all too quickly with unwanted images.
“Which part?”
“UFS fucking us over.”
“UFS Central is the overarching government you know, but long ago a multitude of regimes coexisted. Obviously they operated on a much smaller scale, from what I can gather – which isn’t as much as I would like, since many parts of that history have been expunged from the records. And yet, despite the variety, the end result was often the same. The people I told you about earlier, the Athenians, were primitive experimenters in a system they called democracy. They believed everyone had a say in things. But they were not telling the truth, because they excluded many groups from having a voice: women, slaves, foreigners, and others.”
“Kind of like now, with the Genitor failures, the low rankers, the excludeds who can’t get to senior levels?”
“Exactly. It is called a caste system when you are born into it. Later governments said they perfected this democracy ideology because they opened it up to more types of people. But, in turn, they reduced the amount of say each person had. Athenians allowed every citizen to speak about all the major issues, and to vote on them. Later democracies changed so that years’ worth of decisions were reduced to a single vote, with it being unclear what choices would be made as a result of it.”
“This world I’m in … that both of us are in. We never chose it to be set up like this. No-one asked us.”
“I think that has always been the case. Beings should not be bound by the decisions of others, but we all are. There is nowhere to run that has not been claimed, that is free of it. You cannot opt out without a fight. But the Athenians were part of a people called the Hellenes, and they also talked about another idea, that they called ‘autonomy’. It means ‘living under your own laws’. That is what you try to do, I think. And that is why you always have to struggle. It is a good job that you are an efficient warrior. And that you have me to help you.”
“Fighting all the time is tiring.”
“Then rest, for now. I will watch over you.”
Exidris 3 was behind them but Opal felt like a piece of her had been left there. If that process of chipping away continued, she wondered what would be left by the end.
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The journey through Nullspace was uneventful. Opal had the screens display the blank black exterior views anyway. They matched her mood. 
She exercised whenever she wasn’t asleep. She had to be prepared for what was coming, the extremes her body might face. Stretches were always good in the cramped interior, where everything felt tight and needed release. She didn’t like restrictions. She wore loose trousers and a vest when she worked out, feet bare. She’d just finished arching over backwards and planting her hands on the floor in a bridge shape. She hadn’t tried to speak in that position. It was a fragile bridge.
“We’re approaching the Cordon, right?” she asked, as she now sat with legs splayed wide, and began slowly pulling her upper body forwards one palm at a time as she exhaled.
“Yes. Exactly on schedule,” said Athene.
The Cordon Perimeter extended around all the core Sector Government systems which contained Nullspace nodes. Those core UFS territories housed militarised orbital stations with long-range scanning abilities, complements of fast response craft, and heavy weapon installations. The stations were also coordinating points for the masses of scan glitter that spread across the areas too distant to be worth patrolling regularly. The glitter acted as an invisible web of passive-energy detectors. Anyone making the mistake of sending vibrations along that web would soon find an unwanted response from the dangerous forces that sat and waited.
Opal’s chest now rested against the warm metal of the flooring grates. Her inner thighs ached but it distracted her from worries that chased their tails in endless circles.
Mostly.
“I don’t think anyone’s ever got through it undetected,” said Opal.
She hugged her legs in, releasing the stretch.
“Are you worried?” asked Athene.
“No,” said Opal.
Muscle-building work was more of a problem in the low-g environment. Athene could increase the gravity but it used a lot more energy and Opal couldn’t justify that for a single purpose (though when she slept Athene dropped the gravity and life support to minimum in all regions apart from Opal’s sealed bunk). Callisthenics did little unless she performed a crazy number of reps, so she considered the best muscle workouts to be combat exercises. Keep hammering patterns and moves until they become instinctive.
She went to the weapons cabinets and opened the one containing the Eternal Warrior suit she’d worn during her boarding of the Lost Ship. She ran her hand over the curved armour plates. It was scratched and burnt in places, but intact apart from one of the nanoblades that had been broken off during an encounter with an impossibly strong alien. The suit was probably going to be sacrificed during Athene’s plans to get them through the security regions of mil-space. There was a second, pristine, suit, but the potential loss was still depressing. This suit had protected her life on many occasions.
She removed a serrated knife from a weapons rack to the side of the door, then slid the blade from its sheath.
“You’re hoping to sneak through the scan glitter at the Tecant mining system, right?” she asked, holding the blade edge up to the light to admire its sharpness.
“Yes. The plan incorporates that.”
Opal began with various kata. Her body moved fluidly, the steps and turns punctuated by fast, straight blows with a knife, palm, or foot.
“Doesn’t Tecant have an Ellond tower monitoring the scan glitter there?” Opal asked as she switched to close-range strikes with elbows and knees.
“Yes, there is a fully functional Ellond resonant receiver at the edge of the asteroid belt.” After a pause, Athene added, “The Ellond tower is over a thousand metres tall.”
Opal’s body was warming now. She imagined her attacks being blocked, so practised swinging punches with trajectories that would get around a shield or forearm. It was a chance to change knife positions during strikes. She stayed springy, using the balls of her feet to perform spinning reverse roundhouse kicks that could evade attacks and retaliate at the same time. Her heel clanged off the metal edge of a bunk when she misjudged the cramped quarters, but she refused to hiss in pain, and just carried on with the next evasion and strike.
“You seem tense,” said Athene. “If we are slow and careful and divert their attention as planned, then we will create an opening we can slip through. It will be fine.”
“I’m not tense,” replied Opal.
“Nervous, then?”
“No!”
Now Opal imagined multiple opponents attacking her in the confined space, training her reflexes which had saved her life many times before. Faster and faster she struck and turned until the sweat sheened her skin.
“And this system has a complement of long-range fighter craft?” Opal asked as she pummelled at an imaginary torso.
“Right, that’s it!” The knife flew out of Opal’s hand and clanged against a ceiling plate that Athene had obviously magnetised.
“What’s up with you?” asked Opal.
“You’re worried because you’ve never heard of anyone getting through it undetected? I like to think of it a different way.”
Opal felt foolish now that she’d been disarmed. She could jump up and reach the knife handle but no doubt it would be locked in place until Athene chose to release it. Opal put her empty hands on her hips. “Go on.”
“That is also how it would appear if lots of people had been successful in passing through, undetected. Trust me. Even though I know that’s hard for you.”
Opal sighed. “Can I have my knife back please?”
It dropped suddenly. Opal twisted out of the way and snatched the handle smartly as it passed. But she didn’t feel like training any more.
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Athene’s fuel consumption and timing estimates were perfect.
Instead of triggering alarms with remote hacks, Athene used a distraction, and it

      [image: image-placeholder]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
-

S ORI
Opal’s first Lost Ship
. was horrifying ;

-'I;he' second will
test herlimits .« i

.(*

CHARSING:

0

SOLACE=

—

LOST SOLACE BOOK 2






OEBPS/images/5608c304-422c-4795-bc17-1780f83a8fc6.png





OEBPS/images/9f2c2d04-8871-4aed-b7f9-e46de57c42fa.png







