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Part One: To the Victor Go the
Spoils

 Gwy,
16.4.530 FSC.

Diagnostic messages scrolled past the
inside of Aneka’s eyelids as her consciousness reasserted itself.
As was the norm, everything was ‘optimal.’ Her body was a machine,
and a very well run one. Where a normal robot might need
maintenance periodically, she had billions of tiny mechanics
working tirelessly on her constantly. It was still a comfort in the
mornings to know that all was well and they were still doing their
job.

She opened her eyes and found
herself looking at red hair. Ella was there in bed with her and
that was more comforting than any diagnostic readout. Over two
months ago they had invaded a secret Herosian base together,
implanted a computer virus designed to disable the Herosian
communication networks, destroyed a powerful AI, and escaped with
their lives. Going in, Aneka had been all confidence because Ella
needed it. Going home, she could allow herself to admit that there
had been every chance of it being a one-way trip.

‘Al,’ Aneka said in the silence
of her mind, ‘flight data, please.’

‘Of course, Aneka,’ Al, her
embedded AI, replied and virtual panels appeared in-vision telling
her the current status of the ship. Everything was working fine, of
course. Gwy was not just a ship, Gwy was also an AI and she knew
what she was doing. The ship’s routine operations were not
something Aneka had to worry over. The data she was looking for was
the navigation screen.

‘Two hours, seventeen minutes to
warp exit,’ she noted. ‘We’re almost home. Sort of.’

Home was New Earth in the Joval
system and that was over two hundred parsecs from their
destination. Even her old home on Old Earth was fifty parsecs away.
Gwy was headed for G268, now referred to as Shadataga by its
residents. And given that Aneka and her cohorts had snuck away from
New Earth in something of a hurry, Shadataga might be what they had
to call home at the moment.

Pushing herself up onto one
elbow, Aneka leaned forward and planted a soft kiss on Ella’s
shoulder. There was no immediate response, so she applied another,
and another, working toward her partner’s neck. She had to pull
aside long strands of deep red hair as she moved up; Ella had had
her hair cut for an operation and had been growing it back, and it
was now about the length she wanted, straighter than it had been,
but with rather pleasing, feathered bangs that came down to the
upper slopes of her breasts.

Aneka reached Ella’s neck and
was still getting no reaction, which she considered suspicious. She
lifted her head away, leaning back, and got her suspicion
confirmed.

‘Don’t stop,’ Ella said, her
voice still sleepy.

Grinning, Aneka rolled Ella onto
her back, getting a pouty face to look at for her trouble. Leaning
forward, she kissed Ella’s lips, tongue flicking in to abuse the
pout. Still half-asleep, Ella groaned and squirmed as her body got
well ahead of her brain.

‘Just over two hours until we
drop out of warp,’ Aneka whispered after breaking the kiss.

‘So soon?’

‘Ella, it’s been seventy-two
days since we left Herosia.’

‘I guess, but it’s been like a
holiday, and now we have to go back to work.’

‘We still have a couple of
hours,’ Aneka replied, leaning forward to start the kissing again.
This time her hand drifted down to find a nipple and stroke it into
life, and the groaning got louder and turned into moaning.

Shadataga.

Control directed them straight to the
planet’s surface and the hangars at the rear of the operations
building. Primarily designed to handle surface craft and shuttles,
there was still plenty of room to put the nimble little starship
down through the roof access doors and into a space which almost
seemed to have been built for her.

As Aneka emerged from the
virtual flight environment, the obsidian image of Gwy’s AI was left
standing in the featureless cockpit in front of the chair. She
smiled brightly, but there was a hint of sadness in her pearlescent
eyes.

‘Ella is waiting for you before
going out,’ Gwy announced. ‘I hope that I will have the pleasure of
flying with you again soon.’

‘I dare say you will,’ Aneka
replied, ‘but you’re not stuck here. Aggy projects herself for us
outside the ship. There’s no reason you can’t visit.’

The smile brightened. ‘Thank
you, Aneka. That is most generous.’

Aneka slid out of her seat.
‘Gwy, we’ve just been through battle together. You’ve watched me
having sex. I think you qualify as a friend and I like to see my
friends.’

‘Thank you, Aneka,’ Gwy replied
softly. ‘I… That means more to me than you might realise.’

Aneka grinned at her and started
across to the gravity lift. ‘Maybe. I’m not sure I’ll ever
understand AIs.’

‘If it’s any consolation,’ Al
put in, ‘whenever I feel I’ve figured out organics you seem to
throw something new at me.’

‘I’m not an organic.’

‘Your mind is more
organic than not. Cassandra is waiting outside. Get a move on.’

‘I am.’ Reaching the upper deck,
she turned for the main airlock where Ella was waiting impatiently.
‘If you know she’s there then you’re already talking.’

‘Yes, but she wants to see you
and Ella.’

‘She’s your
girlfriend.’

‘She has explained that she
believes our combined, four-way relationship has become more
complex than that. We have discussed it extensively and I can find
no flaw in her reasoning.’

‘Her reasoning? Seriously?’

‘Her… sentiment then. Though her
analysis of the situation is thorough and presents an entirely
valid argument for why the results were a forgone conclusion had we
thought about it beforehand. She has had a considerable amount of
time to perform her analysis while waiting for our return.’

‘Like I said, I am never
going to understand AIs.’

There were four people waiting
at the bottom of the stairs as Aneka and Ella walked out. Only one
of them was truly organic. Gillian Gilroy was beaming at them,
almost bouncing on the spot as she waited. Winter was there in her
Number Seven body, tall and blonde, and Speaker in his white suit
was beside her. Both waited patiently though Winter’s artificially
created organic eyes were bright.

It was Cassandra who made the
first move, however. The leggy blonde android marched forward as
soon as the two had touched the Plascrete, wrapped her arms around
them both, and pulled them into a hug. She said nothing, and did
not need to. Ella, who had not heard about Cassandra’s revelation,
still seemed to consider this an absolutely natural reaction to
their return, but then she had had a better handle on the whole
situation than Aneka for ages.

When Cassandra let them go,
Gillian took her place. And then, rather awkwardly, Winter gave
them both hugs.

Speaker was looking amused. ‘I
shall refrain from this charming custom,’ he said, ‘but there are
others waiting to repeat it.’

‘Everyone else is in the bar,’
Gillian said. ‘We didn’t want to crowd you. If you’re tired…’

‘We’ve been more or less alone
for months!’ Ella interrupted. ‘I could use some additional
company, and we need to catch up on events.’

‘Oh yes,’ Gillian said
emphatically. ‘You do indeed. There have been one or two changes
around here, aside from things in the Federation.’ Turning, she
lifted up the back of her ringletted hair to show them the back of
her neck where a small, plastic insert could be seen just beneath
her hairline.

‘You’ve had an implant done!’
Ella squeaked. ‘Fridgy!’

‘Yes, and I’m not the only
one.’

~~~

‘Delta and me are the only holdouts,’
Monkey said as they gathered around several tables in the
comfortable lounge bar of the residential building. ‘And she’s only
holding back because I haven’t done it yet.’

Aneka looked across at Shannon.
‘I thought you said you wouldn’t?’

The pilot grinned at her. ‘Well,
circumstances changed.’

‘Or are changing,’ Drake added.
‘We’ll get to that along with all the other stuff.’

‘Okay, so we know we planted the
virus and it seemed to be working…’

‘It functioned exactly as
predicted,’ Winter said. ‘The Herosian interstellar communications
network is offline. They have no way of coordinating their forces
and the war had, essentially, ended. A force was sent out from New
Earth a little over a month ago to retake Lonar and then move on to
Beryum.’

‘We sent ships out with the New
Earth ones,’ Abby, Old Earth’s Ambassador, put in. ‘Ours took less
damage in the battle.’

‘Ape is out there in the
Banfry,’ Gillian added. ‘They came through okay.’

Right now Aneka did not want to
go down that road, and she could tell Ella was the same. She
decided to indicate as much. ‘So, basically, we won?’

‘Bar the shouting,’ Bashford
replied. ‘There’s going to be a lot of shouting.’

‘I just can’t believe you all
got implants,’ Ella said. ‘I mean, war and stuff, but…
implants!’

‘You can blame our esteemed
Ambassador,’ Drake stated.

‘I didn’t do anything!’ Abby
squeaked.

‘You demonstrated that they were
useful,’ Gillian replied.

‘And that you don’t turn into a
psychotic monster from having them,’ Shannon added.

‘We did explain,’ Speaker
intoned, ‘that we would obviously refrain from turning on the mind
control circuits until we had converted all fleshy meatbags, but
they could not be dissuaded.’

‘It was the delivery,’ Bashford
told him. ‘Too deadpan. I will admit you had me nervous for
a second, but it was just too much like a set-up line.’

‘Unless that’s what he
wanted you to think,’ Aneka said. ‘He is a communications
specialist, psychologist, etc. He could be carefully manipulating
you into a false sense of security and then…’

‘Zap! And you’re all mindless
slaves to the new Xinti Empire!’ Ella finished.

‘I don’t think so,’ the
statuesque figure of War said from her place near Aneka. ‘We
wouldn’t do that. It would be unethical for one thing. And, of
course, we would have to pick a different name.’

‘The Shadataga Collective,’
Winter suggested.

‘That has a nice ring to it,’
Evolution agreed.

‘I’ll make a note to discuss it
at the next conspiracy meeting.’ Winter paused for a fraction of a
second and then added, ‘Did I say that aloud?’

~~~

‘Um…’ Ella said, standing in the doorway
of the apartment she shared with Aneka, ‘I could go spend the night
in one of the other rooms…’

Cassandra, who had accompanied
them when the party had broken up, looked back at her. ‘Why?’

‘Well… I’ve had Aneka to myself
for months and you haven’t been with Al in all that time, and…’

‘Don’t be foolish, Ella,’ the
blonde responded, continuing into the room and pulling her short
dress off over her head as she walked, a feat of coordination in
itself. ‘I missed all three of you. I want all three of
you.’ She turned around in the middle of the soft, luxurious carpet
shifting one leg forward and pushing her substantial chest out,
posing for them. ‘If you don’t get your clothes off soon I’ll begin
to wonder whether you’ve missed me at all.’

‘Oh,’ Ella said, stepping
through the door to let it close and reaching for the hem of her
cropped top. ‘Well, we can’t have that.’
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They had managed to put off the
inevitable until morning, but they had to know what the situation
was and it was War and Winter who told them about it in the large
operations room with its holographic display able to render all the
information in far too much detail. Gillian was there too, but she
stood silently at the back watching the presentation.

‘The initial phases of the
battle were… mishandled,’ War stated as the Battle of New Earth was
played out by coloured dots in front of them. ‘Admiral Farmer’s
initial strategy was an attack. Having little idea of the opposing
force’s nature, a defensive posture would have been more prudent.
Losses were high and the Herosians were able to get their gunships
into range for surface bombardment. At that point, the Herosians
fell to the disadvantage of not knowing their enemy since command
moved to the Old Earth ship, the Argus.’

‘Elaine tells me that Pierce was
hoping he would gain control,’ Winter put in.

Jason Pierce, an ex-military man
who could bridge the gap between intelligence service and Navy, had
been made head of the Federal Security Agency. It had seemed a
prudent decision at the time.

‘Old Admiral hoping for glory?’
Aneka suggested.

Winter nodded. ‘That’s what she
thinks. Justine agrees, though she has some worries he’s more
ambitious.’

Aneka gave a nod and returned
her attention to the display where the dots were performing an
audacious bait-and-switch operation.

‘Guardian Norden, the Old Earth
strategist, was more capable,’ War went on. ‘His plan was risky,
but it worked and the Herosian fleet was almost entirely wiped out.
There were significant losses on the Jenlay side, and extensive
damage on the surface, however.’

Ella looked at Gillian. ‘You
said Ape was out securing Lonar, so the Banfry got through it
okay.’ Gillian just nodded in reply.

‘The Delta Brigantia,’ Winter
said. ‘They took out the last gunship attacking the planet, but… No
one survived. I’m sorry. Norden put through a recommendation for
posthumous awards for them. Abby has suggested that Old Earth send
something as well.’

‘Oh,’ Ella said, staring fixedly
at the display.

Aneka closed her eyes for a
second, did not like the images she saw there, and said, ‘What
about the surface?’

‘The spaceport was reduced to a
smoking pit,’ Winter replied. ‘It was, thankfully, the primary
target and they used kinetic impactors rather than nukes.’

‘The university was flattened,’
Gillian said flatly. ‘Which is why… Well, we’ll get to that.’

‘One of my avatars kept your
mother safe, Ella. Sharissa and Elaine were in a mobile command
centre I arranged years ago, so they are fine. All of them are
staying at Gillian’s house, which escaped the collateral damage.
Katelyn and Dillon came off the worst.’ Ella gasped, staring
wide-eyed at the blonde synthetic. ‘They’re alive and also at
Gillian’s house. Dillon suffered a broken back. His spine was
severed. The Old Earth medical teams got to him and replaced his
spine with a cybernetic one. He’s still recovering, but he will be
fully mobile and probably capable of lifting heavier
weights.’

‘Cyborgs are becoming the new
black,’ Aneka commented.

‘Indeed. More than a few Jenlay
have had to choose between functionality and prejudice. A lot of
the taller buildings in Mid-town are still being checked for
structural stability. The Islands are more or less a wasteland. The
other city zones escaped relatively intact.’

‘Elroy?’ Aneka asked.

‘Was with Elaine and Sharissa.
He’s a very busy man at the moment so he’s basically living in his
office. His house is a ruin, so that’s likely a good thing.’

‘What’s this thing with the
university?’ Ella asked, focussing on Gillian.

‘Well, it’s gone,’ the
archaeologist replied, ‘and we’ve been offered new positions, but
we’ve been waiting on you before accepting them.’

‘Me?’

‘Both of you, but especially
you, Ella.’

‘Uh…’

‘New positions here,’ Aneka
said, catching on.

Gillian nodded. ‘The AIs want me
to be the Dean. I said it should be one of them, but they seem to
still have this “natural minds are more suited” thing going
on…’

‘It is not quite as hidebound as
you would believe,’ War cut in. ‘We have exceptional organisational
skills, and our ability to research and implement plans for
discovery is good. We are less adept at teaching and we are,
frankly, not designed for a leadership role.’

‘Speaker will work alongside
Gillian,’ Winter continued, ‘so we get all the talents of a Higher
AI, but without the tendency to indecision since Gillian will be
there to figurehead things. There is one other obvious reason for
doing it this way…’

‘It’ll go down better with the
people coming to learn,’ Ella finished for her. ‘It makes perfect
sense to me.’ She gave her boss a small grin. ‘You’re just worried
you’ll never get to do field work again.’

‘Yes,’ Gillian said, ‘but watch
yourself. If you accept, you’ll be heading up archaeology, social
sciences, psychology, and psionics. Speaker will be helping you
too…’

‘I don’t know the last thing
about psionics!’ Ella broke in.

‘Neither do the AIs. The Xinti
never developed the talent and then they went electronic.’

‘We’re creating our first new
Higher AI in centuries to head the sub-department,’ War said. ‘We
haven’t selected a name for it yet, it’s barely conscious, but your
telepathic pilot, Shannon, has taken to calling it Psyche.’

‘Abraham will be heading up the
physical sciences with Reality,’ Gillian went on. ‘Cassandra is
going to split her time between his department and yours. Machine
psychology fits into both, to some extent, and she is quite
knowledgeable about physics.’

‘Bash…?’ Aneka began.

‘Is heading up “vocational
studies” with Drake, which means you will still be our lead
Facilitator. Again, this assumes you’re both happy with the
jobs.’

Ella was frowning uncertainly.
‘I guess… Do you really think I’m up to it?’

‘Before you met Aneka I’d have
had to say no, but the last couple of years have changed you. For
the better, I might add.’

‘You’re up to it, love,’ Aneka
stated, ‘and there doesn’t seem to be much change for me. We’re
keeping the Hyde?’

‘In a manner of speaking,’
Gillian replied, ‘but Drake and Aggy wanted to tell you about that.
I’m sworn to secrecy.’

‘What’ve they been up to?’ Aneka
asked, narrowing her eyes.

~~~

‘The Amethyst Hyde,’ Drake said as they
looked out through one of the observation windows at the huge bulk
of starship sitting in one of the hangar bays of the orbital
starport. ‘Three thousand tonnes of state-of-the-art science
vessel. She’s ten times the size of the Garnet Hyde, but she’ll do
twice the speed in warp and she’s got one of their high-end
reactionless drives in her so she’ll turn on a pinhead and pull a
hundred Gs.’

She was an attractive vessel,
all gleaming white metal. The hull was smoothly curved and more or
less elliptical with the front slightly raised toward the nose and
more pointed, and the rear a blunter shape housing that powerful
reactionless drive.

‘The sensor systems and lab are
incredible,’ Gillian said. ‘The lab space is not quite up to what
we have at the university, but it makes what we had on the old ship
seem like heaven. And the drones…!’

‘There are two hangar bays,’
Drake said. ‘One’s big enough to house Gwy, and the other is fitted
out for launching ten-tonne drone ships. We can carry ten, and they
come in defensive, survey, or transport models. We can pick and mix
according to the expected needs of any operation. The ship has no
weapons, but between the drones, the exotic matter stealth hull,
the force screen and the cloaking system, we figure we’re covered
for all eventualities. And there’s one other gadget we won’t be
able to test for a while, but Abraham is very excited about
it.’

‘Oh?’ Aneka asked, raising an
eyebrow. ‘Can you tell me, or are you sworn to secrecy?’

‘Wormhole transition shielding
system.’

‘They’re building another
wormhole system? I thought it took a collapsed star to power
those?’

‘According to Abraham and
Reality,’ Gillian said, ‘they’ve got a lot better at it. It’s still
going to take some engineering, however. They’re building another
star tap in one of the nearby systems.’

‘They expect it to be up and
running early next year,’ Drake told them. ‘And then we’ll be able
to hop from here to New Earth in a day. Most of that will be
getting to the tap system.’

‘Well that settles my last
worry,’ Ella put in. ‘I thought I’d hardly ever see my mother.’

‘And Aggy?’ Aneka asked.

‘They finished installing her
into the new computer system last week. Abraham and Cassandra have
been helping her adjust. She seems quite happy, but she did want to
see you.’

~~~

‘Aggy?’ There had been no sign of the
golden-skinned avatar Aggy generally used to make appearances, but
Drake had directed them to one of the cabins in the forward section
where he said she would be waiting. So far, however, there was no
sign of her.

The ship was definitely a step
up from the Garnet Hyde. There were ten cabins as well as a
complement of twenty stasis pods. However, these cabins came with
facilities to generate as much resource as was required to keep the
crew going indefinitely so the pods were there for extra staff or
to stave off boredom on exceptionally long trips. And the
habitation area had a couple of lounges and a kitchen in which food
could be prepared. No one was slumming it on this ship.

The cabin they had been directed
to was like all the others: a large bed, two desks, en-suite
bathroom with a shower large enough for three people, and a couple
of built-in wardrobes. The walls were video-capable, but currently
dark.

At least they were dark until a
section of wall lit up as though a door had opened in it, and there
was Aggy, smiling at them from the surface of the wall.

‘Good morning, Aneka,’ Aggy
said. ‘Welcome to the Amethyst Hyde. What do you think of my new
home?’

‘We’ve hardly seen any of it,’
Aneka replied, smiling back, ‘but…’

‘It’s amazing,’ Ella finished
for her.

‘It really is,’ Aggy said, and
then she walked out of the wall and into the room, giggling at
their reaction. ‘More or less everywhere is covered by holographic
emitters. I can project myself wherever I’m needed without all that
business with connecting through to your visual electronics. Plus,
you get full tri-D projected entertainment if you want it and I can
provide very realistic training simulations.’

‘You know,’ Ella commented,
‘that’s supposed to be impossible. I know they do it with the
display tables, but…’

‘This is a rather more extensive
use of the technology,’ Aggy acknowledged. ‘The AIs thought it
would be useful. The light from the projectors interacts with a
low-powered force field. That provides the necessary projection
surface.’

‘So they could make you solid?’
Aneka asked.

‘Technically, but a drone body
would be more practical. This has the advantage that I can be in
several places at once without worrying over motor function and
getting there.’

‘Huh. You know you do kind of
look… sharper. More detailed. It’s kind of… like you’re more
there.’

‘My processor systems are
significantly more powerful, and the technology I have available to
provide this avatar is, ahem, rather more advanced than my old
equipment. Would you like the tour?’

‘Sure, why not?’

Aggy beamed. She was clearly
rather happy to show off her ‘new equipment.’ It was cute in what
had to be an extremely intelligent AI now that her processors had
been bumped up several technology levels.

‘This is your cabin when you’re
aboard. I’ve pre-set to your preferences, both modes, sex and
sleeping.’

‘Thanks, Aggy, it’s nice to know
you thought of us.’

‘You and I have been together
for over a thousand years, Aneka,’ Aggy replied, ‘even if a lot of
that time neither of us were active. It would not be the same
without you.’ Her projected image set off across the carpet and
Aneka could swear she saw the soft fibres deform as her feet
touched them.

She gave short shrift to the
control room embedded deep within the core of the forward section:
it was essentially the same sort of featureless, VR-based system as
Gwy, but with two flight chairs, and both Aneka and Ella were
familiar with the design.

The mid-section was more
interesting. Here was the secondary habitation block and the lab.
Ella cooed over the latter which was ten times the size of the one
on the Garnet Hyde and equipped with state-of-the-art instruments.
There was also, however, a nanofabrication system, two offices, a
full-sized gym, a five-bed sickbay, a mess hall, space for five
tonnes of cargo, and a classroom!

‘It’s perfect,’ Aggy said as
they stood in the last of those. ‘I can be involved in discovery
and education. It’s like… Well, I don’t dream, but it’s as
if I did and one came true.’ She developed a look on her face
which, in a Jenlay, would have looked a lot like lust. ‘Oh… and
wait until you see my engines.’

Drake and Abraham Wallace were
in the engine room when they got there, the latter examining a
display on one of two workstation units. This room was twice the
size of the cubbyhole on the old Hyde, stretching from the bulkhead
door forward of the engineering section through to a gantry
overlooking the spherical reactionless drive at the rear. All
around them were the vast coils of the warp engine, though that
seemed to be in two distinct sections.

‘The forward part is the
wormhole shielding,’ Aggy explained as they looked upward. ‘Now
that is exciting. Gwy is fifty-point-oh-nine per cent faster
than I am in warp, though I can match her in normal space, but I
should be able to traverse wormholes while she cannot.’

‘But she can sit in your hangar
when you do,’ Aneka said, grinning at the apparent
competitiveness.

‘She can. She’s a sweet child
and we should make an effective team. I believe she has put through
a request to have her sensors upgraded to allow more detailed
scientific analysis.’

‘It was suggested while we were
in Herosia,’ Ella explained. ‘She wants to feel useful beyond
combat situations.’

‘Commendable,’ Abraham
commented. ‘I’m happy with the diagnostics, Aggy. We’re ready for
the shakedown flights.’

‘Oh… excellent,’ the golden
woman said, trying very hard not to look like a kid who had just
been handed the keys to the sweet shop.

Amethyst Hyde.

Everyone wanted to be aboard
when Aggy first put out of dock. Even the AIs had developed an
interest. Aneka could see why Reality was aboard; he was down in
the engineering room with Abraham, monitoring the drives and making
sure nothing was wrong. But Winter, Evolution, Speaker, and War had
all decided that they might be needed for some reason or another
and were in the lab with their more organic colleagues as the sleek
vessel pulled out of the hangar.

Outside the station, Gwy was
waiting rather enthusiastically. She was in constant communication
with both Aneka and Aggy, chattering about thrust vectors and
clearances.

‘She’s clear and free,’ Gwy
informed Aneka. ‘I can’t wait to see what she can do. She’s
so beautiful.’

Aneka giggled, which got her a
couple of perplexed looks, but she was not going to explain that
her ship was infatuated with her sister vessel. ‘We’re clear,’ she
said aloud.

‘All hands,’ Drake’s voice said
from the speakers, ‘we’re going to push her out at ten Gs to start
with. Are we ready?’

‘We are ready,’ Reality
announced.

‘Sensors are fully active,’
Gillian confirmed, ‘and we’re getting feeds from Gwy. Go when
you’re ready.’

There was no sensation of
movement, but the displays of the outside world on the lab walls
began to shift with increasing pace. Gillian and Ella were watching
the monitors. Not that they were physicists, but Cassandra was
there and doing the same. All of them had watched engine function
data before.

‘Are you seeing that, Abraham?’
Cassandra asked after a minute.

‘Slight phase variance?’
Abraham’s voice replied. ‘We’re adjusting the force generators
now.’

It was the form of address which
Aneka noticed. Cassandra usually called her boss ‘Doctor.’

‘He told her not to just after
the battle at New Earth,’ Al supplied. ‘He says he isn’t one unless
the title is bestowed here, and he’s of the opinion that they
should revise the practice.’

‘Okay.’ The term was applied to
someone with tenure in some form of learned institution, and
Abraham was right in thinking that the institution which had given
him the title was gone. ‘I always thought of him as a professor
anyway. He looks like a professor.’

‘That looks like you’ve got it,’
Gillian said, breaking Aneka’s chain of thought.

‘Indeed,’ Abraham replied.
‘Captain, would you take her up to fifty gravities? Be ready to cut
the drive if we notice instability.’

‘Did you go through this?’ Aneka
asked Gwy as the star field began to shift even faster.

‘Yes, though it was rather more
clinical. I am seeing no unusual effects or distortions in Aggy’s
drive field. She is holding course, straight and true, as I knew
she would.’

‘She was nervous?’

‘She was concerned that her
first outing might be fraught with minor issues and so disappoint
everyone. Especially when everyone decided to attend.’

‘A ship with stage fright,
that’s cute.’

‘Let’s go to full power,’
Abraham’s voice said.

‘I thought you’d never ask,’
Shannon responded, and this time they could feel the
acceleration. Half of one-G was nothing to worry about, but it left
some of those standing grabbing at furniture to avoid stumbling as
it came on in a sudden burst.

There was a sound which could
almost have been a giggle in Aneka’s head as Gwy gave chase.
‘Wonderful,’ the sleek, black ship following them said. ‘She’s
performing beautifully.’

‘Are you sure you’re just not
watching her arse?’ Aneka asked, grinning.

‘What?! No! I… It is a very
shapely rear hull.’

Aneka wondered whether Gwy’s
bows were reddening. ‘You’ve got a very shapely rear hull too,
Gwy.’

‘Thank you, Aneka. I’m no judge
of Jenlay aesthetics, but I believe you do too.’

‘Why are you grinning like an
idiot?’ Ella asked as she spotted Aneka’s expression.

‘I’m having the most surreal
conversation I think I’ve ever had.’

‘She’s right though,’ Aggy’s
voice said over the speakers, ‘you do.’

Ella looked distinctly
confused.
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Shadataga was a warm planet, but it was
phase-locked in orbit thanks to its rather close moon. The days
were almost a standard month in length: fourteen and a half days of
light were followed by the same length of darkness. It varied a
little over time, but with the long ‘dawn’ and ‘dusk’ periods you
could hardly tell.

Whatever, it was best to make
use of the sunshine while there was some. It had been the tail end
of dawn when Gwy had put down on the planet’s surface, and the sun
would be dipping slowly below the horizon again in about five days,
so Aneka was lying beside one of the pools in the accommodation
area enjoying the warmth on her synthetically manufactured but
essentially organic skin.

‘Aneka?’ Winter’s voice sounded
a little hesitant and Aneka opened her eyes to look up at the
ex-spy mistress. ‘Could I interrupt?’

‘Sure. I’m not even reading. I
think Al’s chatting to Cassandra. Just enjoying the… well, the
nothing. Not much we can do, so I’m enjoying being helpless.’

‘Quite. The lull in our activity
gives me the opportunity to bring up… something I’ve been working
on for you. An option you may wish to take up.’

‘Uh… okay, what?’

‘It’s best if you come and see.
Is Ella available?’

‘She was in the university
building discussing curricula with Gillian.’

‘I’ll request she join us. It’s
in the basement of that building.’

Frowning, Aneka slipped off her
lounger and followed Winter across the patio. What was the woman up
to?

‘We shall have to wait and see,’
Al informed her, pragmatic as only an AI could be.

~~~

The underground section of the
university building held, among other things, a hospital for over a
hundred people and, right at the bottom, the primary computing core
for the AIs, but it also had a nanofabrication facility of
formidable capacity. That was quiet now since the needs of the few
residents could easily be met by the far smaller units in the
accommodation block. In one corner of it, however, was something
which looked a bit like a stasis tank and in it was…

‘She looks like Aneka,’ Ella
breathed.

‘Well,’ Winter explained, ‘I
wasn’t going to alter the original design.’

‘The hair’s a little different,’
Aneka commented. ‘It’s more… natural.’

‘Well, except for that,’ Winter
conceded.

‘What is this, Winter?’

‘You, if you want it to be.’

‘I… don’t get it.’

Winter walked over to the tank,
looking up at the figure inside with its mop of silver-white hair.
The face was partially obscured by a heavy face mask with tubes
running up from it to the ceiling of the tube, but it was clearly
Aneka, down to the tough, muscular body and the over-sized
breasts.

‘When we designed you, Aneka,
uh, that is, the body you now have, we were limited by the
technology available and the need to ensure you remained
undetected. We improved a few things with Yrimtan, but neither of
you was designed for today’s environment. When I sent you off to
Herosia I decided that I should do something about that. So I built
this.’

She turned, her face still
serious. ‘The basic structure is the same, but I’ve dispensed with
the organic components. I very much doubt that you’ll be able to
tell the difference, but the skin is a synthetic polymer. It’s an
ablative armour, meant to soak surprise damage. The primary defence
is an integral force screen with cloaking configuration. There are
now two pulse weapons, mounted in the arms so they can be a little
larger. Power comes from a total conversion cell which will last,
essentially, until the stars burn out and since we don’t have the
organics, there is no real need to eat, drink, or breathe.’

‘If it doesn’t need oxygen, why
the mask?’ Aneka asked.

‘It’s being maintained on
external power through that. The mask looks better than having
cables down its throat. We’ll bring the cell online if you decide
to use it. All the computers have been updated to the latest specs.
Al will be more responsive. Your own brain has sufficiently
increased capacity that the background tasks can be done in real
time. You won’t need to sleep. However, I included a sleeping mode
if you need it. You can actually sleep through long ship journeys
if you wish.’

‘Oh yeah, now,’ Aneka replied,
‘when we’re going to be hopping across the galaxy in a day.’

Winter’s expression shifted into
a smile. She had been worried Aneka would be displeased, but jokes
seemed like a good sign.

‘What would you need to do to
get me in there?’ Aneka asked.

‘This model has a data port in
the back of the neck as well as the wireless facilities, so that’s
covered. Your current body is another matter. We will need to get
you onto a surgery table and access the port in your skull, under
the skin. Then we take you offline, transfer everything across, and
activate the new body.’

‘Are there risks?’ Ella
asked.

‘I won’t lie and say there are
none,’ Winter replied, ‘but they are minimal. The process is akin
to that used when I create a new avatar, or the one the Xinti
employed when occupying a body. It will take several hours and
there will be a period of adjustment. For the first few days it
will be possible to go back without loss of information. After
that, the translation to the old hardware would undoubtedly result
in some memory loss. Very occasionally a transfer to one of
my avatars fails in some way. The Xinti had the same problem.
Generally we can spot problems fairly quickly and the worst that
happens is that we have to wake up your current body and tell you
it didn’t work.’

‘I’d like to have a think about
it,’ Aneka said.

‘Don’t wait too long. The fleet
will reach Lonar on the fifth and we might need to do something
after that.’

‘Tomorrow. I’ll tell you
tomorrow.’

~~~

‘What do you think?’ Aneka asked. She
was not alone with Ella since she wanted several opinions on the
matter, so she had Cassandra and Gillian in the apartment to
consult.

‘I’d have thought this was a
matter for you and Ella to decide,’ Gillian replied, frowning. ‘I
can sort of understand Cassandra being here since she’s attached to
Al, but me?’

‘You’re intelligent, and more or
less impartial,’ Aneka replied.

‘All right, as an impartial
advisor… Why would you not? It’s not like you’re giving up your
original body. The Xinti gave you no choice in that matter. This is
effectively no different than… Ella upgrading her eyes. It’s
obviously a bit more radical, but it’s not like you can’t revert if
there’s a problem.’

‘I concur with my colleague,’
Cassandra said. ‘And now I’m going to switch off my impartial
advisor mode and say, “Nothing can go wrong, can it?!”’

Aneka giggled. ‘Thanks, I needed
that. Technically, no. I’ll need you on hand to help make sure the
transfers have worked properly. You’ll do an analysis on Al to be
sure he’s okay, and you’ll assist the AIs making sure I haven’t
gone psychotic, or forgotten who Ella is.’

‘I think we’d notice that fairly
quickly,’ Ella pointed out.

Cassandra nodded. ‘Ella knows
you best. It would be advisable if she is a primary in your
analysis.’

It was Ella’s turn to giggle.
‘Winter went over the design specs with me. I’ll be analysing a
lot. You’ll want to analyse too. She’s going to be more flexible
than before. Winter said it was payback for the boob job all those
years ago. Aneka’s always complaining about air ducts.’

‘Oh, I’ll be better, stronger,
and faster,’ Aneka said. ‘I’d be the bionic woman if I wasn’t
already a robot. I just… It’s kind of weird to think of swapping
one body for another. Just like that. Upgrade time. Like a new
dress.’

‘Generally,’ Gillian said,
smiling, ‘you don’t need surgery for a new dress.’
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Ella watched as Aneka climbed into a
shiny metal cradle where padded clamps secured her arms, legs, and
waist, and then two more pads moved in to fix her head in place.
The redhead looked worried.

‘Hey, cheer up,’ Aneka said. ‘I
don’t want to go under looking at you frowning.’

‘I’ll be sure to smile before
they shut you down,’ Ella replied.

‘Which will be very shortly,’
Winter said. She was supervising the transfer personally, Evolution
at her side, both in the sense that their real minds, off in the
core processors below them, were doing the work, and that they had
avatars present to carry out the physical tasks.

‘You know,’ Aneka said, ‘I’d
have thought this would be making you smile, Ella. I’m naked and in
bondage, and you could do all sorts of things to me while I’m out
and I’d never know.’

Ella cracked, giggling, and her
face broke into a smile. Aneka grinned back and gave Winter a nod.
And then her eyes went blank.

~~~

‘You’ll wear a hole in the tiles,’
Gillian said.

Ella did not stop her pacing
across the floor of the observation room. Beyond the Polyglass,
Aneka’s body was now in a horizontal position, face down, and there
was a fairly thick cable fixed to her skeleton through an incision
in her neck. She had been like that for over an hour, and she would
be there for several more as data from her brain and Al’s storage
transferred to the body in the basement.

‘I’m nervous,’ Ella stated.

‘Really? I thought you simply
needed the exercise.’

The redhead frowned at her in
passing. ‘Well… there’s nothing else to do.’

‘Then find something else
to do, dear. You’re making me jittery just looking at you. Maybe
you should make her a new dress. New body, new outfit.’

The pacing stopped. Result!

‘I could do that,’ Ella said.
‘By the time she comes out I’ll have redesigned her entire
wardrobe.’ Turning on her heel, she marched off toward the
door.

Gillian watched her go and then
looked back through the glass. ‘Sorry, dear, but at least she’s
distracted for a while.’

~~~

Ella settled herself against Cassandra’s
back and wrapped an arm around her waist. ‘Thank you for doing
this,’ the redhead said. ‘I haven’t been alone in bed for
ages.’

‘We both have reasons to be
nervous tonight, Ella,’ Cassandra replied. ‘You realise that I
don’t actually sleep, however?’

‘I don’t really think I’m going
to be getting a lot of sleep tonight either.’

‘It’s silly, really. We’re both
worried about extremely remote possibilities. I mean, the worst
that could happen is that we have to turn the old body back on and
explain that the operation failed. I have even less to worry about
with Al. He’s basically just software, much as I am…’

‘That’s not the worst that could
happen,’ Ella replied. ‘The worst that could happen is that
they come out different. Besides, I don’t believe you’re just
software. You’re an emergent. That has to be something to do with
your hardware as well as your software. I’m willing to bet they
couldn’t do this to you without replicating your computers.’

‘Perhaps, though I think my
“mind” is now independent of the system it runs on. An interesting
experiment to conduct at some point.’

‘Well, we’re sort of doing it
now. Aneka’s getting put onto new hardware. Is she still going to
be the same woman?’

‘A case can be made for me, but
Aneka is different. The Xinti built those brain systems
specifically to execute the mind emulations they created. They
themselves transferred their minds between bodies and the only
times there was a problem was when there was a fault in the
hardware. You have nothing to worry about. Al will be
different.’

‘Oh?’

‘His mind is limited by the
hardware he currently executes on. He is moving to more powerful
computers and will become… more intelligent, for want of a better
term. He will think faster and be more capable. He may be smarter
than me. He could decide I’m beneath him…’ She trailed off,
sounding uncertain.

‘Cassandra, now you are
being silly. You’re as smart as I am, so if Al gets up to our IQ it
just means he’ll be better placed to have conversations with you.
He’s not going to turn into a super-genius. Winter wouldn’t do that
because he’d be next to useless for Aneka. Talking is what started
your relationship. If he’s better at doing it, then you’ll have a
better relationship.’

‘You think so?’

‘I think so, yes.’

The android giggled. ‘I’m
supposed to be comforting you.’

‘You have. You’ve taken my mind
off my worries. You’re right, it’s stupid. There’s nothing
to worry about.’

‘No, but I haven’t taken your
mind off it entirely.’

‘How can you tell? I know I’m
pretty transparent, but you’re not even looking at me.’

‘You have not attempted to
initiate sex.’

‘Oh… Are you offering?’

Cassandra shifted away, rolled
over, and then came back, crawling over Ella like a prowling tiger.
‘It will take my mind off my worries, and when I’ve finished
with you, you’ll sleep like a baby.’

‘Oh thank Vashma,’ Ella
whispered.
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‘How’s it going?’ Ella asked, trying to
keep any hint of nervousness out of her voice.
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