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Part One: Ghost
Ship

 FScV Garnet Hyde, in Orbit of Corax, Joval
System, 3.8.524 FSC.

Aneka stood on the
flight deck of the Garnet Hyde, looking out on the place where she
had died. She was a little ambivalent about seeing the Agroa Gar
again, her resting place for over a thousand years while the galaxy
continued apace and she slept in nanostasis. The vessel was dead, a
silent wreck, and no threat to anyone, but just looking at it
brought memories to mind she would rather have stayed buried.

In a lab on the
saucer-shaped vessel she had been, for want of a better term,
dissected. Injected with drugs which inhibited shock and stopped
her feeling pain, she had been fully aware as circular saws and
other implements had opened her up for analysis by an alien race
called the Xinti. Ultimately the Xinti scientists had somehow taken
an image of her brain, her mind, and recreated it as software
executing on a specialised, highly advanced computer system
encapsulated within a robotic, near-perfect copy for her original
body. Aneka Jansen had died and her ghost lived on in a robotic
shell. The Xinti had done the same thing to themselves; they had
probably thought they were doing her a favour.

‘Are you all
right, Aneka?’ The voice was male and only she could hear it. Al
was an artificial intelligence who resided on a second computer in
her chest. He had been designed as her support system, an observer
of her as she observed the Human race and reported back to her
Xinti masters. As it turned out, she had been more in need of a
support system than expected, and Al had done his level best to
fulfil his role.

‘This isn’t
going to be the easiest job,’ Aneka replied inside her head. Al
could read her thoughts, in effect. He was connected directly into
her mind, though she lacked the ability to perceive what he was
thinking, only what he chose to project to her. ‘A lot of the
procedure I went through over there is blanked out of my memory.
What I do remember is… unpleasant. I’d rather it stayed as
fragments, I think.’

‘While your
long-term memory appears to act in the same way as Human memory, it
is not quite the same. In particular, the actual storage medium is
quite different. The holes which persist are the result of storage
degradation, bit loss which my data recovery algorithms were unable
to repair. It is highly unlikely that an external stimulus will
manage to recover anything further.’

Well that was
both good and bad. ‘So anything I still can’t remember I probably
never will?’

‘For good or
ill,’ Al agreed.

‘You okay,
Aneka?’ This time the voice was outside her head. Shannon Patton
was sitting at one of the two flight consoles, but had turned the
chair to look at the robot girl standing just behind her. Shannon
looked like some sort of space bimbo; not too tall with a cute face
framed by bobbed, honey-blonde hair, her slim body was fit and came
equipped with wide hips and an expansive bust. Pretty much all of
her was on display since she was dressed in what was referred to as
a shipsuit, a thin, semi-transparent, white bodysuit which clung to
every curve. It looked like fetish-wear, but combine it with a
helmet and gloves and it made a perfectly serviceable vacuum suit.
Regulations stated that everyone wear one, except for Aneka.

‘I’m… basically
fine.’

Shannon was not
going to fall for that, and Aneka knew it. The pilot was a
telepath, which was of little use on Aneka, who did not have an
organic mind to read, but being able to tell what people were
thinking, even when she did not want to know, had turned Shannon
into a reasonably good psychologist. There were, frankly, far too
many shrinks on the ship. Shannon’s eyes narrowed a little, but she
clearly decided that pressing the matter was not her job. ‘Hard
links are all in place. They’ll be ready to go aboard soon. You
should get down to the airlock.’

Giving a nod
and a grimace, mostly to indicate that she did recognise
that she was not quite fine with it, Aneka turned to the door of
the flight deck, hearing the latches disengage before it slid open.
Even when manned, the room was sealed, secured against anyone
trying to break in. Aneka considered that good practice. Outside
she turned left and descended a ladder to the deck below and the
forward airlock.

Ella was
waiting for her. Ella Narrows was a pretty young woman. Pretty
meant less now given that just about everyone was attractive and
young-looking unless they chose to be ugly or old. Ella was in her
seventies and looked no more than twenty, maybe a young thirty. She
could expect to live for two or three centuries. She had moderately
sized breasts on a slim frame, not overtly muscled, and while her
body was largely on display thanks to her shipsuit, Ella rarely
wore anything which was not at least partially transparent anyway.
She was a redhead, a mass of red-orange hair hung to her shoulders,
and possibly a closet nymphomaniac. She was also Aneka’s partner, a
trained psychologist, and worried. When Ella smiled, it could light
up the room, but she had a sad sort of face when she was being
serious, and right now she looked serious.

‘You’re sure
you’re all right about this?’ Ella asked. Ella, unlike Shannon, was
speaking English. Her accent was a little odd, somewhere between
the English accent Aneka spoke in and the Americanised sound that
Ella spoke Federal in. Federal had derived from English by way of
Mandarin and a couple of alien languages, and a lot of shifts in
vowels and simplification of structure. Ella was trying to learn
English mostly as an exercise and she was getting pretty good at
it.

‘Everyone’s so
concerned I’ll crack up as soon as I go over there,’ Aneka replied,
walking past Ella into the airlock chamber.

Ella followed
her in and hit a panel beside the hatch to cycle through the
opening and closing of doors. There was no vacuum on the other
side; using the lock was a safety precaution. ‘You’re forgetting,
I’ve seen you crash from shock.’ It was true; when Ella had told
her what she was she had been unable to handle it all and her
executable had dropped into a diagnostic cycle to recover her
mental state.

‘Al doesn’t
think I’ll be able to recover any more memories, and I’ve been
through some worse trials than this. What I don’t get is why I have
to be first aboard.’ The outer door opened and Aneka stepped
forward into the docking tube which led to the Agroa Gar Science
Station.

The station had
been custom-built to allow the Agroa Gar to be studied. The
university had spared every expense they could in setting up the
project, which was why the ‘custom-built science facility’ was
basically a docking system between the Garnet Hyde and the Xinti
ship. It was actually a pretty clever idea: the Garnet Hyde already
had many of the facilities they needed, as well as being a familiar
base of operations to the team working on the ship. The ‘station’
had been built to fill in the gaps with a couple of laboratories
and a workshop, a power plant able to supply power to the Xinti
ship if needed, and two docking limbs to connect the larger
vessels. It also had a sufficiently powerful atmospheric processor
that it could actually handle giving the derelict ship a breathable
atmosphere.

Gravity was
another matter, however, and Aneka and Ella were floating as soon
as they stepped clear of the airlock. Rails down the side of the
short, metal-walled tunnel allowed them to pull themselves into one
of the three modules comprising the station. There was just a
simple hatch at the far side of the tunnel, airtight but locked
only by latches driven home via a vertical bar which Aneka worked
to allow them through. That let them into an access tunnel with
branches off it in various directions leading to the engineering
room and the storage area. Outside this module there was also a
zero-atmosphere cargo area, currently occupied by the four
semi-autonomous drones the project had been supplied with.

‘It’s a
formality really,’ Ella said as she pulled herself through into the
station and dogged the hatch behind her. ‘It’s your ship, you
should invite the team aboard. It would have been nice last time,
but you were, y’know, in stasis.’

Aneka pulled
herself down the access corridor to the next doorway. This one was
far heavier, powered, and clearly more like an airlock hatch. The
core section of the station, which held the labs and control room,
had more than a basic alloy hull. There was a short delay after
Aneka hit the button beside the hatch before they could hear
various seals unlocking. ‘It’s not like I own the thing,’ Aneka
said as she waited. ‘It’s not actually mine…’

The door
unsealed and opened to reveal Doctor Gillian Gilroy floating on the
other side.

‘Actually, it
is and you do,’ she said, also in English. Gillian always looked a
little like that aunt you had who looked really fantastic well into
her middle age. She had let herself age a little so she looked
older than Ella did, but she certainly did not look her age, which
was over a century. She had a classical look to her, though, with
short, brown hair she kept in ringlets, brown eyes, and features
that would not have looked out of place on a Greek statue.

‘Sorry?’ Aneka
asked, frowning at her.

‘The Agroa Gar
is, technically, your ship,’ Gillian replied, smiling slightly.
‘You were the only living, sentient being aboard when she was
found. Under Federal salvage statutes, that means that she belongs
to you. The Administration enacted clauses allowing them to take
temporary possession for study purposes, but when we’ve finished
ownership reverts to you.’

Closing her
eyes and squeezing the bridge of her nose, Aneka found herself not
quite believing what she was hearing. ‘Wonderful. I own a Xinti
wreck.’

‘You own the
most important archaeological find of the century,’ Gillian
corrected. ‘The most important one related to the Xinti
anyway.’

‘There’s
another kind?’

‘Of course.’
Aneka could hear the humour in Gillian’s voice. ‘You are the
most important archaeological find related to Old Earth.’

By now they had
reached the second bulkhead door on the opposite side of the
control module. ‘Thanks for that, Doc,’ Aneka said as they waited
for the doors to open. ‘That makes me feel really old.’

‘Only
chronologically.’


‘Chronologically is all I have. It’s not like this body ages.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Ella
agreed. ‘You’ll always be young, gorgeous, incredibly sexy…’

‘Down girl,’
Aneka replied, grinning at her. ‘We’re working, remember?’

Ella pouted for
about a second before giving one of her bright smiles. She was
right, of course; Aneka’s body had been a good one even before the
Xinti had replaced it. She had been a soldier; her body had been
the result of good genetics and better exercise. She was tall,
tanned, and beautiful, with lots of long, firm muscle and a model’s
face. Her eyes were a clear blue, her nose moderately long and
straight, her lips were full and slightly pouting, her cheekbones
high and wide, her cheeks hollow. She had previously had a cap of
dirty-blonde hair, but that had been replaced with a white that was
almost silver, and the remodelling had included a more expansive,
firmer bust, perky, and slightly pointed. The Xinti had designed
her to be an observer of Humans, and had got the idea of what
Humanity’s ideal woman was from the Internet. That was likely why
they had neglected to include pubic or underarm hair in the model.
She had, at one point, decided she was lucky; her nipples stood out
like thimbles when aroused and the lucky part was that this was not
a permanent feature given the source material.

The doors
opened onto another tube-like corridor. Branching off from this one
were the atmospheric processor system, the workshop, and a sensor
facility which was directed specifically at analysing whatever
emissions came from the Agroa Gar. At the far end of the corridor
were the remainder of the team who would be taking part in the
initial survey.

Leo Bashford
was a facilitator, which was the job title Aneka had. He was the
senior facilitator on the team, an experienced naval technician who
had left the Federal Navy to go private. He had a robust, muscled
body and a handsome face with slightly slanted eyes. Humans tended
to have an odd mix of features after a thousand years of
intermixing races and modifying their genetics until they no longer
called themselves ‘Human.’ They were the Jenlay, a name that had
come into use after the war with the Xinti and before the
foundation of the Lorenti Federation. Bashford was a fine example
of a Jenlay male, including what Aneka considered an above average
bulge in his shipsuit: above average for a Human, not a Jenlay. He
was also bald, with the kind of skull that suited it; he had
gorgeous bone structure.

Floating beside
him, and apparently more comfortable doing so than he was in normal
gravity, was Doctor Abraham Wallace. Around eight feet in height
and thin to the point of absurdity, Wallace had been born on a
low-gravity world and wore an exoskeleton suit to help him cope
with the stress of moving under normal conditions. Always good
humoured, he was an expert in more or less all of the physical
sciences, and had an anachronistic love of physical media. His
office at the University of New Earth was full of printouts and
books where most people used tablets and larger computers. Aneka
would have liked him just for that, but he had also had absolutely
no qualms about her from before they had met. Jenlay, many of them
anyway, had developed something of a prejudice against cybernetic
organisms and robots as a result of the war with the Xinti and
Aneka’s nature had been made a state secret because of that.
Wallace could not have cared less; as far as he was concerned she
was a woman stuck in a robotic body and he dealt with her as
another sentient being rather than as a machine.

Right now he
was smiling wolfishly at her. ‘My dear Miss Jansen, please don’t
keep us waiting any longer. I’m anxious to discover what delights
await us beyond the airlock.

‘It’s fully
pressurised in there,’ Bashford added. ‘All the seals are holding.
Hull integrity checks out.’ That was impressive. Aneka had been
imprisoned on the ship after its fusion reactor had suffered a
catastrophic failure which had ripped a hole in the hull. The patch
over that hole was basically a heavy plastic sheet.

‘Let’s get on
with this then,’ Aneka said, switching to Federal for their benefit
and pushing past the men to the inner hatch of the second bridging
tube. This one had a coded, electronic lock on it rather than a
physical lever to move. There was some possibility that there could
be something dangerous still in the Agroa Gar and this was the
security system that was supposed to stop it getting out. Frankly
the chance was so small as to be essentially nothing, but people
were cautious around Xinti artefacts. Aneka punched in a four digit
code and Al reported that her personal identification had been
requested. Every Federal citizen had a tiny ident-chip implanted in
them which responded to radio requests. Aneka’s built-in systems
mimicked that protocol.

There was no
actual airlock. Beyond the doors was a tube around ten metres in
length with a seam halfway along its length. This was held together
with explosive bolts, another safety measure. The Agroa Gar could
be blown free of the station at any time from the station’s control
room or the Garnet Hyde’s flight deck. It all seemed a little
overdone to Aneka, considering that the vessel had been dead in
space for over a thousand years. The far end of the tube was locked
onto the hull of the Xinti ship, encircling the main airlock. The
outer doors of that were open, and Wallace and Bashford had spent a
few hours earlier that day disengaging the safety systems so that
the inner doors would open without the outer doors closing. Aneka
floated through and hit the door release, and then she was back in
the main corridor of her ancient tomb.

‘Welcome to my
resting place for most of the last twelve hundred years,’ she said.
‘I hope it’s going to be as interesting for you as you all seem to
hope it will be.’

~~~

In truth, the ‘initial
survey’ had been far less detailed than Wallace had wished for
fairly practical reasons. There was almost no light on the derelict
vessel and actually seeing what there was to see was far from easy,
even in the bright torches Bash had handed out. The physical
scientist had seen the state of the reactor room and the drive room
visible through a damaged bulkhead and stated that the first order
of business was getting light into the place. That was not actually
happening, because Gillian was the archaeologist and she had stated
flatly that the first thing that would be happening was a full
lidar survey of the ship. After that he could have his lights.

And that was
why there were just two people aboard the Agroa Gar right now:
Aneka, and a new member of the team who had been brought in for two
good reasons. Right now Delta Ling was demonstrating one of those
reasons as she assisted Aneka in prying open one of the doors on
the port side of the ship. Born on a world with one-point-six times
the standard gravity, Delta was tall and built like an Amazon.
Aneka had been told that high gravity tended to reduce height so
how tall the girl would have been if born on New Earth was anyone’s
guess. Her muscles were not extreme exactly, but she was certainly
built more on the lines of an Olympic weightlifter than a
supermodel. Counterpointing a body of the ‘cracks walnuts with her
buttocks’ type, her face was pretty to the point of cute, and kind
of young. Delta was the first person Aneka had met since waking up
who was actually her age; Aneka had been twenty-nine when she was
kidnapped, Delta was thirty-one. She seemed a bit shy, and
certainly could have made more of her looks. Her hair was a
slightly messy cap of red-brown and back on New Earth she had been
dressed in rather frumpy exercise clothing whenever Aneka had seen
her.

Right now she
had the shipsuit working for her. Her muscles bulged under the
semi-transparent Ultraskin as she worked on the door. The
lightweight helmet she was wearing to protect against dust and
other contaminants obscured much of her face, however. Aneka
imagined that Monkey, the remaining facilitator on the team, was
wishing he was there to watch. Aneka was dressed in her usual
leotard, leggings, and boots, having no need for the suit or mask,
and her muscles were also rippling as she pulled on a pry bar.
Monkey found Aneka attractive and would have slept with her except
that his father had told him stories for years about Xinti combat
machines. Delta, on the other hand, was a strong, attractive woman,
and Monkey was in love. Unfortunately for him, she appeared not to
have noticed and he was far too shy of women he liked to say
anything.

This was
despite the fact that they were sharing a cabin! There had been
some rearrangement of accommodation on the Garnet Hyde since
Aneka’s last trip aboard her. Wallace had been moved into what had
been Gillian’s cabin. It was not a question of seniority or
anything; Gillian had moved in with Bashford. They had not made
their relationship even vaguely official, and Aneka got the
impression this was more of a renewal of a former state than a new
thing, but they had decided not to bother hiding the fact that they
were more than just colleagues. Wallace’s assistant, Cassandra, had
moved into Shannon’s cabin since the telepath was usually in
Drake’s. Shannon had her own room as far from the others as
possible because she sometimes needed to be alone with her own
thoughts. Having Cassandra in the room with her was not an issue,
however, since Cassandra was a sentient android and Shannon could
no more read her than she could Aneka. Aneka and Ella were in the
same place they had always been in, which practically meant that
the upper bunk in their room never got used.

‘It’s giving,’
Delta grunted, and then she was flying backwards as the door did,
indeed, break free. Neither she nor Aneka actually went far; the
ship was in zero gravity, and the only thing keeping them anchored
to the deck was the setae strip on the soles of their boots.
Delta’s thigh muscles bunched as she did her best to control her
momentum.

‘It gave,’
Aneka agreed. ‘That’s the last one, isn’t it?’

Delta was
shifting her weight to push the door open the rest of the way.
Reactive controls released the nanofibre bonds on her boots,
letting her move to a new position where she pressed back down to
re-engage the ‘molecular glue,’ and then applied herself to sliding
the door open the rest of the way. ‘Yeah, I think so. We’ve
opened…’ She stopped to let out a grunt of effort as the door
stuck, ‘…every door and panel we could find.’

Aneka looked
past her, into the room. Several pairs of articulated arms hung
limply from the ceiling, each ending in a set of heavy, padded
manacles. Below each limb was a similar one sprouting from and
lying on the floor. A flicker of memory, of being held in those
cuffs, naked, vulnerable, and waiting to be taken for examination,
passed through her mind.

‘You really
spent a thousand plus years in this place?’ Delta asked.

‘I was
unconscious for pretty much all of it. In a big tube on the other
side of the ship.’

The light
shifted as Delta moved her head. ‘Let’s get out of here. This ship
gives me the creeps. I’m amazed you aren’t freaking out. Though, I
guess you’re not… uh… Well, you wouldn’t… uh…’

‘I’m quite
capable of freaking out, Delta. My mind’s no different than it was.
Which is the point. I was trained not to get scared in tense
environments.’

Delta gave her
an embarrassed grin. ‘I’ll get used to, well, you eventually.’

‘Everyone else
we’ve told has.’ Aneka was pretty sure that it was not prejudice
that was giving Delta problems. The other reason she was on the
team was that she was a robotics technician. No, Delta’s problem
was that she just could not get the hang of a robot who had once
been a living woman. She could handle people, and robots, but not
both in the same package. She was still not quite sure which to
treat Aneka as.

Unlocking their
boots they headed for the airlock. ‘I think,’ Delta said as they
went, ‘I think I’d have gone fafung if someone had done to
me what they did to you.’


‘Fafung?’

‘Sorry, it’s
Rimmic. Mad, nuts, insane.’

‘Ah… Maybe. I’m
not sure why I didn’t.’ Aneka grinned. ‘Ella keeps coming out with
random Rimmic words. They always sound a little like Chinese.’

‘I wouldn’t
know. I’m not fully fluent in it. A lot of the immigrants to
Drahain spoke it so it paid to learn.’

‘Drahain? Your
home world?’

‘High Drahain,
technically. It’s a core world, but there’s a lot of mining, so a
lot of immigrant miners. The natives don’t like it, but they’d
rather not get their hands dirty so they have to live with it.’

‘Immigrant
workers and robots?’

‘Huh? Oh, my
skill set? Mostly I worked on powered exoskeletons. They’re
essentially mindless robots. The basic mechanics and the skills
required for full robots are the same.’

‘Fair enough.’
Silently Aneka patched her internal comms through to the station.
‘Jansen to Bashford. We’re done and heading back, Bash. You can
start the scans any time.’

Bashford’s
voice sounded in her head a second later. ‘Monkey and I will have
the drones ready when you get to the door.’

‘Should we
radio ahead?’ Delta asked. ‘Doctor Wallace seemed anxious to get
things moving.’

Aneka grinned.
‘I just did.’

There was a
nervous giggle. ‘Right. Internal radio. That’s something else I’ll
have to get used to.’

Four small
robots, each powered along by four ducted turbofans, swept out past
the two women as the airlock door opened. One took up station near
the door while the others carried on into the ship. On the other
side of the door was Monkey, looking slightly uncomfortable.

He was
good-looking, like everyone was, with a smoothly muscled, if slim,
body. He took after his father, a Captain in the Navy, in most
ways, except for build; Ape Gibbons was a huge man. To
differentiate himself, David, who everyone called Monkey, had an
unruly mop of black hair which threatened to cover his eyes, and an
attempt at a goatee beard. Ape shaved his head as well as his chin.
Monkey’s mother had apparently provided his size: she was Gillian
Gilroy.

‘Come on
through,’ Monkey said. ‘Bash’s waiting in the control room to start
the scan.’

Delta pushed
ahead, past Monkey, and Aneka noted the slight flush around her
cheeks as she passed. Sooner or later the two of them were bound to
notice they were attracted to each other.

‘Surely the
bulge in his shipsuit should be a giveaway,’ Al commented.

Aneka had
learned not to laugh aloud when her AI made comments like that. She
just said, ‘Shut up, you,’ inside her mind and followed Delta
through into the station. Her skin sensors noted the flicker of an
imaging lidar beam that hit her just before the door closed;
Bashford had kicked off the scan.

‘Bash says you
two are off duty until we start rigging the lights,’ Monkey added.
‘Ella said she’d see you in your cabin, Aneka.’

Which meant the
redhead was horny. ‘Thanks, Monkey,’ Aneka replied and started off
through the station. Monkey followed them, but peeled off at the
control room leaving the two women to carry on through to the
Garnet Hyde.

‘I wish these
suits weren’t so…’ Delta began, pausing to consider what she
disliked about them.

‘Translucent?
Figure-hugging?’ Aneka supplied.

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, they
wouldn’t provide the pressure support needed without the latter and
I’m told the transparency is to allow medical sensors to work
through them.’

‘I know. I know
why they’re made this way. I just wish they didn’t need to
be.’

It was kind of
rare to find a Jenlay who was… prudish. ‘You could probably wear
something over it.’

Delta grimaced.
‘I’m trying to fit in. You’re not even from this time and that suit
of yours is mostly transparent and skimpy.’ It was, that was
true; the Ultraskin suit was bi-toned, black and steel-grey, and
variously translucent. The hips were cut high and it was
sleeveless, but the fact was that you could see pretty much
everything under it anyway.

Aneka gave a
short laugh. ‘Yeah, well… I was trying to fit in too. You’ll get
used to it.’ She settled onto the floor of the Hyde’s airlock as
the gravity field asserted itself. It was something of a relief;
she functioned fine in zero G, but she was not really used to it
yet.

‘Like
everything else,’ Delta replied. The inner airlock door opened and
she set off into the ship. ‘I’ll see you later.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Aneka
replied. ‘Light rigging. Should be enormous fun.’

~~~

‘What do you know about
High Drahain?’ Aneka asked. Ella gave a whimper in response;
Aneka’s fingers were teasing her clitoris with an expertise born of
much practice. Smirking, she added, ‘Come on, High Drahain, what do
you know?’

‘Oh… It’s… It’s
an old c-colony. Founded by… oh Vashma… Founded by a religious
group… originally. Anthrop… shin chou, don’t stop!
Anthropologically interesting. Stratified society. Tends to nggg…
tends towards a view that women… women should be home-makers.’

‘That explains
Delta, and doesn’t.’

‘D-Delta’s
young… ohhh… Probably rebelled against… Please, Aneka, stop
teasing.’

‘I like it when
you squirm.’

‘Please…’

Relenting,
Aneka picked up the pace and it took only a few seconds before the
little redhead was thrashing against her. ‘For a woman who could
probably crush a man’s head between her thighs, she’s painfully
insecure,’ Aneka said as the wriggling subsided.

‘Jenlay on
Drahain don’t wear the revealing clothes you see in a lot of the
core.’ Ella’s voice was breathy, but not exhausted; that meant she
would want to go again soon. ‘There’s far less recreational
sex. It’s not entirely impossible that she’s a virgin. A lot of the
Drainies still consider intercourse as a means for reproduction and
nothing else. You do it as part of a legal partnership and not
otherwise.’

Marriage had
fallen by the wayside in the last thousand years; people lived too
long to make it really workable. There were legal statutes which
could be invoked to govern joint property and the like, but actual
marriage and the baggage that went with it was gone. It was
interesting to discover some parts of society still viewed it in a
more old-fashioned manner.

‘If she was
being rebellious, I’d be surprised if she hasn’t dabbled,’ Aneka
commented.

‘Assuming she
could find someone to dabble her.’

Aneka giggled
at the turn of phrase. ‘There’s always someone around who’ll dabble
a willing young woman.’

‘Yeah, but they
can be hard to find. I had to hide in a dark cupboard to get
someone to dabble me.’

Not
particularly wanting to be reminded of Ella’s first experience of
sex, Aneka set her fingers to work again. Ella let out a moan and
Aneka said, ‘Not any more you don’t.’

4.8.524 FSC.

The facilitators were
busy laying cables and placing lights. The cables passed through
the old reactor room and then through the hull patch, just as the
conduits pumping air into the ship did. The bio-plastic sheet they
had used to seal the hull was quite amazing stuff; bio-plastic was
the kind of stuff Aneka considered science-fiction-made-real in
fact. It did everything these days, including providing the
material for their suits, in different forms. Tough, flexible where
needed and hard where needed, self-repairing, it was the universal
material of the future. The only thing which was as much use was
setae strip, which could bond just about anything to just about
anything in a reversible way. Setae strip was what was fixing the
cables and lights to the walls and ceilings. The cables were
super-conductive bio-plastic, Transdux, sheathed in insulating
Plastex.

Aneka and Delta
were working their way down one side of the ship, the port side,
while Monkey and Bashford did the other side. That arrangement kept
Aneka away from the room she had spent her thousand-year sleep in,
and the lab she had been dissected in. Ella was working with the
two women. That side of the ship had not been part of the minimal
survey the Garnet Hyde’s crew had done after finding Aneka. Delta
had been happy to go along with the plan since it meant she was not
working with either of the men. She was not entirely comfortable
around half-naked women, but even less so around similarly dressed
men.

‘This must have
been the medical bay,’ Ella said from one of the doorways at the
side of the broad, orbital corridor. They had put a light in there
about ten minutes earlier and Ella had started doing a quick
inventory of the contents soon after. ‘There are drug bottles,
various devices which look like they had a medical function. They
might have done some biological research in there…’

‘No, I think
they kept that to the lab on the other side,’ Aneka stated. ‘I’ve
no memory of being in there. I can remember the cell block about
two doors ahead, but not that room.’

Ella moved past
the two facilitators and shone a torch into the room with the
restraints. ‘You’ve never really said much about what you remember
from the ship.’ Her voice sounded distant. She could obviously
imagine Aneka fixed in the manacles, terrified and helpless.

‘Enough,’ Aneka
replied. ‘It’s not much. Fragments. I think they kept us drugged
most of the time. I woke up in that room once and they tried to
feed me some sort of paste. I screamed a lot of obscenities at
them. After that I just remember the lab and the cutting.’

Delta
shuddered. ‘It must have been…’

‘The most
terrifying experience of my life. That’s another reason a slightly
spooky old ship doesn’t really bother me. I’ve been through Hell.
This is a cake walk.’ She looked around at the still shadowed
portions of the corridor. ‘Maybe if there were more creaking, some
shuffling sounds from the corners, strange clicking noises… An
ominous soundtrack would be good.’

‘Why would you
want an ominous soundtrack?’ Ella asked.

‘It’s very
horror movie. You can always tell when the monster is about to leap
out and eat someone because the soundtrack goes ominous.’

‘Oh. I don’t
really watch that kind of movie much.’

‘I know. Inane
sex comedies are your thing.’

‘They’re not
inane!’ Ella squeaked, thoughts of monsters crawling out of the air
vents instantly replaced. ‘They’re…’

‘Puerile?’
Delta suggested.

‘You don’t like
them either?’ Aneka asked, brightening a little.

‘They’re okay,
once in a while, when there’s nothing better on and I’m feeling,
uh, well… you know.’

Aneka gave a
slight shrug. ‘I don’t get to feel like that long enough to watch a
film. Ella’s a redhead.’

‘What’s her
hair colour got to do with anything?’ There was a hint of
embarrassment about the question; well Delta’s hair was, perhaps,
more red than brown.

Aneka smiled.
‘You can sleep with a brunette, you might get to sleep with a
blonde, but a redhead’ll keep you up all night.’ Both Delta and
Ella went red, Delta went almost scarlet.

‘I don’t think
I’m a proper redhead then.’

Ella,
apparently, decided that Delta was not to be allowed off the hook.
‘I bet you are. You just need the right guy to get you going. Or
maybe the right girls…’ Delta’s blush extended down her throat and
Ella giggled. ‘She’s awfully easy to tease. This could be fun. We
need to go down to Corax sometime, just the girls. We can go to
Feathers, and get drunk and inappropriate.’

Corax was the
moon they were in orbit around, though ‘moon’ was doing it a
disservice. Aneka was unsure what ‘Feathers’ was, but guessed it
was some sort of club. ‘If we’re going out for a drink,’ Aneka
countered, ‘I’d rather we did something that lasts longer than the
time it takes for you to get drunk and start stripping, love.’

Ella pouted;
she had terrible alcohol tolerance, and she knew it, but that did
not mean Aneka had to point it out. ‘I’m not that bad. And there
would be men there and I’m not going to get naked around men right
now. They’d get the right idea.’

‘You mean the
wrong idea,’ Delta said.

‘No, the right
one, usually. There was a bit of an… incident a few months ago and
I’m kind of off men. I’ve got this plan to get over it, but then
this project came up and there was all the planning…’ The incident
had been their kidnapping by a slightly deranged terrorist and
Ella’s rape in the name of progressing the Human race. The story
had made the news networks pretty heavily. The Humanity First
organisation running a breeding farm and terrorist training camp
was big news. However, the names of the women involved had been
kept secret and the official story was that a team of marines had
stormed the private island. No mention had been made of the fact
that, by the time the marines had arrived, Aneka had killed almost
every male on the island.

Aneka activated
the light she had just attached to the ceiling and there was a
little less darkness. ‘We’re getting there. Another… ten lights?
And the last couple of rooms.’

Delta looked
down the corridor towards the bow of the ship. ‘Sounds right. Then
there’s the flight deck to rig. Bash and Monkey got it worst; they
got most of the engineering section.’

‘Huh, good
point. There’s the sensor suite down that side, and the stealth and
electronic warfare sections. Doc Wallace is going to want all that
well lit.’

‘We’re going to
be at this for the rest of the day.’

‘At least we’re
busy,’ Ella pointed out. ‘And when we’re finished we’ll be in the
mood to relax and get busy.’

‘Redheads,’
Aneka said, shaking her head.

Wisely, Delta
said nothing at all.

~~~

‘As your initial survey
suggested,’ Wallace began, ‘the breach made a near total mess of
the reactor itself.’ He was sitting in the motorised wheelchair he
was using a lot aboard the Hyde, his eyes on the wall at the back
of the mess hall-cum-conference room where the lidar-mapped
schematic of the reactor room was being displayed. ‘The failure was
catastrophic. In fact, it was almost too catastrophic. I
need to do further analysis, but it appears that there were
multiple plasma releases from the core.’

‘That shouldn’t
happen,’ Drake commented. ‘I’m no engineer, but no breach of that
type I’ve ever heard of had multiple points of failure.’

Wallace nodded.
‘Technically it’s possible, but practically a point of weakness in
the containment field develops, a hotspot is formed, the plasma
burns out through that weak point, and the pressure is let off in
other areas. One entire side of this reactor has been split
open.’

Aneka was
seeing what Wallace was seeing now as she got used to viewing the
rotating, line-art image. ‘That looks less like a breach and more
like an explosion.’

‘Yes,’ Wallace
agreed, ‘though I did say more analysis was needed. I’d like some
ultra-high-def scans made of the reactor itself when we’re done
checking over the room.’

‘That shouldn’t
take long,’ Gillian commented. ‘The room itself was trashed and
then exposed to hard vacuum for over a millennium. There’s little
there to examine.’

‘Quite.
Computer, display the sub-light drive room.’ The image changed to
show another room containing another, vaguely spherical machine
which, again, looked badly damaged. ‘Unfortunately, this drive was
hit by the plasma backwash fairly badly. I doubt there’s much
salvageable, and there may be very little we can learn from
it.’

‘That looks
like it exploded as well,’ Aneka commented.

‘It possibly
did. You may have noticed that the vessel has no obvious exhaust
port exterior to the hull? Xinti vessels frequently used some form
of reactionless drive technology. We’ve never got to the bottom of
how they worked, but we suspect some form of exotic matter. It’s
possible that containment of that matter failed when the reactor
exploded. We don’t know. A chemical analysis of the materials in
the room may give us more information. Can we have the warp drive
chamber, please?’

The next
display looked like it was going to be more promising. The warp
drive itself, a cylindrical device occupying much of the room,
seemed intact. Wallace sounded a lot more enthusiastic when he
spoke. ‘This is more like it. The warp drive is intact, the room
itself undamaged. We’ve never had what could be a functional Xinti
warp drive to study, at least not since the one which came down on
Old Earth all those years ago. In Aneka’s time, in fact.’

‘A little after
my time,’ Aneka replied.

Wallace
acknowledged the correction with a slight shrug. ‘So, the plan is
for Bash to assist Cassandra and myself in going over the damaged
rooms and then move on to the undamaged drive. While that is
happening, Monkey and Delta will be rigging additional power lines
into the ship so that we can get power to the sensor systems and
computer.’

‘I’m quite keen
to get the computer’s storage systems online,’ Gillian put in.
‘There could be a lot of very interesting information in
there.’

‘Powering up
the computer?’ Aneka said. ‘Isn’t that… risky?’

‘It probably
won’t be functional,’ Wallace replied. ‘It may take a lot of effort
to reconstruct its memory once we have it powered up and I doubt
the actual operating software is complete enough to function. Even
if it is, there’s little it can do. The ship has no weapons. Its
sub-light drive is destroyed and while the warp drive is largely
intact, there is significant damage to the power conduits leading
into it.’

‘Okay,’ Aneka
said, though she could not help thinking it was still a bad idea.
‘What am I doing?’

‘You’ll be
shadowing me and Ella,’ Gillian replied. ‘We’ll be going through
the other rooms checking for anything useful. That medical bay you
found is a priority. We want to gather up any chemicals, drugs,
whatever, for analysis back at the university.’

‘And we’ll be
keeping an eye on you all from the station,’ Drake said. ‘Not as
interesting as our usual tasks, but more relaxing.’

‘Hopefully more
relaxing than Alpha Mensae,’ Shannon said. ‘We’re quite sure there
aren’t any hidden Xinti robots aboard that thing?’

‘No,’ Gillian
said, ‘which is why Aneka is going to be packing her… Bessie is
it?’

Aneka grinned.
She had named the handgun the Xinti had provided her with ‘Bessie.’
‘Yeah, Bessie will be along to introduce herself if something nasty
crawls out of a corner. Let’s hope not because she’s about as
subtle as an anti-tank rocket.’
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‘That’s Bessie?’ Delta
asked, nodding at the pistol strapped to Aneka’s right thigh. It
was big, chunky, with an over-sized barrel wrapped in a very solid
shell.

‘That’s her,’
Aneka replied, patting the gun’s butt where the power cell was. ‘A
Xinti anti-matter blaster. Basically she launches a few
anti-protons down a channel evacuated by a laser. It causes a small
nuclear explosion at the point it hits. Like I said, not
subtle.’

‘Uh, no.’ Delta
came to a stop beside the hatch leading to the machine shop in the
station. ‘Well, wish me luck. A day of working with Monkey laying
power cables.’

Aneka smiled
and pushed off towards the bridge to the Agroa Gar. ‘You’ll be
fine. Monkey’s a great guy once you get to know him.’ She got only
a grunt and the sound of the hatch being opened in reply.

Gillian and
Ella were waiting outside the engineering rooms. Beyond them, Aneka
could see Wallace and Bashford hard at work removing the outer
shielding of the warp drive while Cassandra apparently just
watched. In practice she was recording the process, her eyes being
a perfectly good, stereoscopic video camera. Aneka would be doing
the same thing for Gillian and Ella with the added benefit that she
could record in a far wider frequency range.

‘Delta all
ready to spend the day with Monkey?’ Ella asked as Aneka
approached.

‘What possessed
you to put our two shy people in a room together, Gillian?’ Aneka
asked in reply.

‘There was only
one cabin left.’ Gillian gave a slight shrug. ‘He likes her. He’s
gone all quiet around her.’

Aneka grinned.
‘I recognise the symptoms. Shall we proceed?’

‘By all means.
Lead the way, Facilitator First Rank Jansen.’

Aneka pushed
back the way she had come, towards the port side rooms which had
not been surveyed when the ship had been initially discovered. ‘I
love it when you go all formal, Doctor Gilroy. Next thing you know
we’ll be spanking Ella.’

‘Work first,
play later.’

There were two
of the cells, or containment rooms, or whatever you called a
chamber designed to hold experimental subjects between
examinations. The one towards the rear of the ship appeared to have
been designed more for animals. Rather than the robot arms, half
the room was sealed behind a transparent, but extremely tough,
shield wall which looked like it had been designed to slide
apart.

‘It’s a
bio-plastic,’ Ella said, her eyes on a scanner she was holding, a
chem-sniffer. ‘Or it was. It’s dead now. There’s no evidence of
biological activity.’

‘We should get
a sample of it,’ Gillian replied. ‘It can be checked in the
materials science lab, though I doubt it’s any different from the
plastics they normally used.’ She glanced around at Aneka, who was
busy removing a cutting tool from her belt. ‘Do you remember this
room?’

‘No, they held
me in the one nearer the bow.’ Rather than use a plasma torch on
plastic, Aneka took a sonic knife to the screen. There was nothing
actually sonic about it, but the blade’s extremely rapid vibration
produced a high-pitched whine which had given it the name. It made
short work of the degraded material. ‘Well,’ she added as the blade
went to work, ‘if they did put me in here at any time I don’t
remember it.’

‘You
were their star subject,’ Ella pointed out. ‘Maybe they
treated you to special accommodation.’

‘Huh, right.’ A
section of the screen came free and she looked at it, turning it in
her hand so that she could record a full-spectrum view of the
material. It had an odd, semi-crystalline quality to it; the light
falling on the cut edge refracted to give a shimmer of multiple
colours. ‘There’s some sample bags in my backpack. Could you get
one, Ella?’ She was wearing a short, Plastex jacket which had a
hard-shell pack mounted on the back. Ella popped it open and
retrieved one of the bags, and placed the bagged sample back in the
pack.

‘There’s
nothing much to see here,’ Gillian said. ‘We may as well move
on.’

The next room
along that side was, apparently, a cabin. The Xinti had given up on
their original bodies, but they still had need of a physical form,
and this was where they had spent their off-hours. From the look of
the room they had not really had much in the way of time off. There
were two double bunks, roughly Human sized though they would have
been a little short for Aneka, and very little else. There seemed
to be no entertainment systems, or even computers. There was one
chair set in front of a small, bare table. No photographs, nothing
personal. To Aneka it looked as though the race had given up on the
physical world as an expression of their personality.

‘It’s so…
impersonal,’ she commented as she allowed her eyes to take in the
environment.

‘We believe
that they spent much of their time in what amounts to computer
servers,’ Gillian said. ‘They employed bodies when they needed to,
but when they didn’t need them they would live in a virtual
environment.’

‘It’s probable
that their rather amoral experiments were the result,’ Ella went
on. ‘They didn’t see physical bodies as important, so experimenting
on living things was just something they did to further their
research.’

As one of their
experimental subjects Aneka had a few choice words concerning that,
but she chose to say nothing. Instead she said, ‘No computers or
entertainment systems because they could connect to the ship’s
network any time they wished.’

Gillian gave a
nod. ‘Even their organic bodies had an electronic brain similar to
the one you reside in. The ones we’ve examined had networking
systems with the bandwidth for full-sensorium transmission.’

‘As do we,’ Al
put in.

‘Huh,’ Aneka
responded silently. ‘You’ve been quiet.’

‘I had nothing
to say. However, I have not, as a matter of fact. I have been
employing our high-bandwidth networking to talk to Cassandra.’

‘We believe,’
Gillian went on, unaware of Aneka’s internal conversation, ‘that
they used physical connections in situations where higher
bandwidths were required, such as on the flight deck.’

‘Because
wireless networks suffer from frequency conflicts more than a hard
connection,’ Aneka said. She was still a little surprised at the
speed her new brain could process information. Having two
conversations at once was easy now.

‘Doctor Wallace
is drooling over the warp core,’ Al said. ‘It seems to be entirely
intact and of a far more advanced design than anything any of the
current races have.’

‘That’s right,
Aneka,’ Gillian said, sounding a little surprised. ‘You’ve grasped
the concepts of our networking technologies?’

‘Basic computer
networking infrastructure was part of my facilitator training.’
Something about what Al had said was nagging at Aneka and she could
not quite put her finger on it. ‘Well,’ she said to Al, ‘don’t
distract Cassandra, if that’s possible. Otherwise, enjoy your
chat.’

‘Cassandra is
as capable of multi-tasking as you are.’

‘Of course she
is.’ Aloud she added, ‘Anything you want for the labs, or shall we
go on?’

They moved on
to the medical bay. Aneka slipped her jacket off, popped open her
backpack, and the mundane, but important, process of recording and
packing dozens of bottles and other containers began. None of them
looked like the contents had survived the long wait in the vacuum,
but there was possibly residue to analyse and Gillian was
determined that they should miss absolutely nothing.

There were a
number of instruments to be catalogued as well: injectors,
scanners, various things which appeared to be for parting something
to allow someone to look inside, as well as more mundane devices
like tweezers. The clever, high-tech, bit of mundaneness was the
tube-shaped device that Ella stated was a laser scalpel. Aside from
that there was a medical bench with an array of manipulator arms
around it. It all looked incredibly complex.

‘If the Xinti
didn’t think much about bodies, why all the medical paraphernalia?’
Aneka asked.

‘I doubt they
could replace them outside one of their stations or worlds,’
Gillian replied. ‘If they died out here, they were dead.’

‘Couldn’t they
just… restore a backup?’

Gillian had
obviously considered this. ‘Unless they had some form of moral
qualm about that, yes. However, all the experience they had gained
on the mission would be lost. Hence good medical facilities.’

‘I think Doctor
Wallace is going to want to see this table,’ Ella said. ‘I think
this is like the scrapped field medic robots we’ve found on old
battlefields, but this is intact.’ She glanced back at Aneka. ‘They
could perform even very delicate operations in battlefield
conditions. They used nanofibre probes to get into the body without
causing excessive tissue damage.’

‘They really
had technology far in advance of what you have even now, didn’t
they?’

‘Some of what
they could do was… magic to us.’

‘None of this
is magic,’ Aneka said, ‘just really, really advanced.’

‘I think Doctor
Wallace might disagree when he works out what that warp core can
do,’ Al said.

~~~

‘It’s not possible,’
Wallace said as they sat around eating their evening meal. ‘That
drive is not possible.’

‘Told you so.’
Al sounded a little smug.

‘What’s the
problem, Abraham?’ Gillian asked. She was grinning; her friend’s
perplexity amused her.

‘It’s a binary
core,’ Wallace explained. ‘All our warp engines have a single
core.’ He glanced at Aneka and apparently felt that a more basic
explanation was required; he was not entirely wrong. ‘The warp core
produces a, well, a warping of space-time. Essentially it
foreshortens space in front of the ship and extends it behind. This
allows the vessel to exceed the speed of light while not actually
breaking the rule that nothing can travel faster than light. Even
our largest engines have a single core system, generating a single
warp field, and this limits the efficiency of the drive.’

‘Okay,’ Aneka
said, since he had directed most of the last part at her. ‘This one
has two cores which somehow makes it more efficient.’

‘Exactly. One
generator pulls, the other pushes, if you will. Actually, from the
power feeds it’s not really more efficient, but the resulting drive
is half the size of an equivalent one of ours. More bang for the
tonnage. But the mathematics simply does not exist to handle
synchronising the two fields. Get that wrong and you end up with
the two halves of your ship a few parsecs apart.’

‘Something to
be avoided then?’

Wallace looked
at her, blinking, and then burst out laughing. ‘Thank you for
putting my problems into perspective, Aneka. We have managed
without such drives for the last thousand years or so, and the
search for the principles behind this one could keep the next
generation busy.’

Aneka frowned,
the thought which had surfaced and then hid earlier finally
sneaking out from wherever it had concealed itself. ‘Yeah, a
thousand years… Stop me when I get something wrong. A few years
after I was taken a Xinti ship crash lands on Old Earth. The Humans
of that time were able to salvage enough of the warp drive to
understand how it worked and build their own.’

‘The
mathematics behind a normal warp engine are complex,’ Wallace said,
‘even what one might describe as “esoteric,” but there is nothing
that could not have been understood in your time given what I know
of the technology.’ He looked at Gillian for confirmation.

‘Agreed. We
even have a few examples of scientific papers written back then,
and we know of a couple of scientists during that period who worked
in this kind of area. Laplace, Einstein, Chandrasekhar, Rosen,
Hawking… Though the latter may have been an early android.’ Aneka
giggled and Gillian winced. ‘That’s not right, I take it?’

‘Stephen
Hawking had a degenerative nerve disease and a brilliant mind. When
his speech decayed to the point where he was indecipherable,
someone built a computer with a voice synthesiser in it. He was a
genius, but he was also something of an icon, like Einstein was
before him, I guess. Except Einstein never got to guest star on
Star Trek or The Simpsons.’

‘I have a
T-shirt with Einstein on it,’ Wallace commented.

‘As do I,’
Cassandra added. ‘Doctor Wallace bought it for me. It is
considerably shorter than his, however.’

Wallace
coughed. ‘Do go on, Aneka.’

‘Right… So this
ship that crashed on Old Earth was, what? Would you say it was a
first-generation warp ship?’

‘I suppose
we’ll need to start calling them something like that, yes.’

‘And it crashed
after I was taken off Earth by something with a second-generation
engine?’

‘Apparently,
yes.’

‘Oh,’ Gillian
said, getting it a fraction of a second before the others.

‘Yeah,’ Aneka
said, filling in the silence. ‘So if the Xinti had been using these
second-generation drives to get to Earth, why did a
first-generation one crash?’ No one seemed willing to answer so
Aneka said it. ‘Because we would never have understood one of their
current model engines.’

‘The Herosians
got warp technology from a crashed ship,’ Ella commented. ‘Since
the structure is almost identical to ours we’ve always assumed that
was Xinti.’

‘Are we
saying,’ Drake said into the next silence, ‘that the Xinti crashed
those ships
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