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Part One:
Martians

New York Metro,
13th February 2062.

Black clouds hung over
the Brooklyn Sprawl like a blanket. A sodden, cold blanket. It was
a little too warm for snow, but the rain was coming down thick and
heavy. Long ago, it had seeped through Fox Meridian’s clothes and
found its way to her skin. She did not really care, having turned
off her tactile sensors, but the drips from her near-white fringe
were annoying as they fell into her eyes.

She was sitting
on the top floor of an apartment building which had become disused.
Maintenance had stopped, the roof had collapsed, and now even the
sprawlers refused to occupy it. She was there because in the rather
better maintained structure across what had once been Nostrand
Avenue, people were up to no good. She had been watching the place
for the last twenty-four hours, aside from a four-hour break she
had taken during the day. She was uniquely suited to this kind of
stakeout, because she was a machine. Literally. There was not an
organic component in her body. Her mind was a software emulation of
what had once been a human brain, now running on a quantum computer
system in a robotic body. She looked the same as she always had,
but she was not. Sometimes, the advantages of her new status
considerably outweighed the disadvantages. Like being able to turn
off her sense of touch so she could not feel the rivulets of water
running down her spine.

‘Remind me to
talk to Jackson about the waterproofing on these suits,’ Fox said
silently.

‘Perhaps it
would be more effective if you were wearing the helmet,’ Kit, Fox’s
AI assistant, replied. Kit was running on another of the quantum
cores in Fox’s chest. Or this instance of Kit was; other instances
were elsewhere, doing other things.

‘Maybe. I
suppose it’s not meant to be sealed. Have you seen Marie’s photos
from Chicago yet?’

It was a sudden
shift in the conversation, but Kit handled it smoothly. ‘Yes. My
physical instance has seen them. They look good. I may even
purchase some of the designs myself, though I don’t quite have
Marie’s figure.’

‘Her boobs you
mean.’ Fox smiled. Even though the conversation was happening
purely between two programs, some outward reaction was not going to
be noticed and felt necessary.

‘While it is
true that Marie’s breasts appear bigger than mine, that is
primarily due to her being physically bigger than me. My avatar’s
breasts are, relatively, larger. Marie has actually indicated a
degree of envy for their pert and invitingly full quality.’

Fox’s smile
broadened. ‘Has she now? She was probably just trying to get you
into bed with her and Sam.’

‘My analysis
suggests that was about fifty-five percent of the reason for the
compliment. I am waiting for that foursome, however. She won’t
tempt me before then.’

‘I’m sure when
Terri designed you, she had no intention of you holding out for
foursomes.’ Fox frowned. ‘Maybe that didn’t come out quite right.’
She was talking because no matter how suited she was to stakeouts,
Fox still found them boring. They were boring, until they
were far from boring. ‘That’s a new face.’ Fox zoomed her vision in
on the face in question, a man walking toward the building she was
watching.

‘That is
Richard Metzner,’ Kit replied after a short pause. ‘The face
recognition match is ninety-eight percent. Richie to his friends,
and those friends are primarily United Anarchy activists. Mister
Metzner is on NIX and UNTPP watch lists. He is currently believed
to be in Germany, which is obviously incorrect.’

Metzner was a
tall, heavily built man with bedraggled, black, shoulder-length
hair. His eyes were a deep blue, and cold as winter in the
Antarctic. He was moderately good-looking, but Fox doubted many
women, or men, would touch him with a ten-foot pole: the man looked
like his favourite hobby was strangling kittens. He was dressed in
black: black jeans, black shirt, and a leather jacket which looked
a little wrong, like it had armour in the lining. Fox was also sure
there was a weapon hidden away under it.

Kit popped a
window into Fox’s vision field. Metzner was not a nice man. United
Anarchy did not generally have specific roles they assigned to
people, but Metzner was viewed as being primarily a hitman.

‘Great,’ Fox
said. ‘We still have connectivity to HQ?’

‘Of course.’
One of the things Palladium had done to assist their policing
efforts in the Sprawl areas was to run a series of drone patrols.
The machines were semi-autonomous, high-flying, and could stay in
the air for days. They watched the streets and buildings below,
looking for signs of trouble – one of them had spotted the odd
goings-on on Nostrand Avenue, for example – and provided network
connectivity to areas in regions where there was basically none
normally.

‘I want four
RRUs here as soon as they can get them. Task them with containment.
No one leaves this area once we get started. Send a message to
Candler through the usual channels saying that we have a possible
UA cell. Further indicate that I’m going in immediately since I
believe there to be a public safety aspect to the situation.’

‘Is there a
public safety aspect?’

‘Just looking
at Metzner’s résumé, yes. He’s probably in the metro to kill
someone, and I’m not going to give him the opportunity.’

‘Messages sent.
The Rapid Response Units will be here in twelve minutes.’

Fox nodded.
‘Let’s hope that’s fast enough.’

~~~

Fox was at ground level
when the four black killbots flew in from the east. Having tapped
the overhead drone to inform her of their imminent arrival, Fox
left the dispersal of the RRUs to Kit, drew her pistol from its
holster on her right thigh, and headed for the door of the target
building.

Once upon a
time, the place had been a shop amid a row of shops with apartments
over them. Brick-built and two storeys, the roofline was sort of
crenelated. Up on the second floor, three windows were now covered
in wooden boards. At ground level, the steel shutter over the
shopfront was still in place and down. It looked a lot like it
would be impossible to open, in fact. Beside it was an ordinary
door, but that door was still in place. To the left, the
neighbouring door was gone, as was the window and shutter of what
had once been a barber’s shop according to fading signage. The
drone’s view of the building showed that it went back a fair way,
the upper floor a little shorter than the bottom one. There was an
alley back there, but a couple of RRUs would secure that.

Fox fixed her
aim on the door’s lock and fired. The heavy slug smashed through
the mechanism and blew pretty much any chance of anyone missing
Fox’s entry, but she did not especially care. The roar of ducted
engines behind her told her that the RRUs were settling into place
as she kicked the door open and marched in.

‘Police!’ Fox
yelled. ‘This building is under police interdiction. Put down any
weapons you may have and prepare to be arrested.’ It was a waste of
time. She was pretty sure that there was going to be resistance.
She was fairly sure that the people here were selling weapons to
the sprawlers. Illegal weapons. It was not like someone had to
climb through huge hoops to get a legal weapon, but they did
generally have to provide some ID, and that was something sprawlers
often had trouble with.

Ahead of her
was a corridor. Two doors on the right, a third straight ahead at
the end of the hall. Someone carrying a fairly modern personal
defence weapon burst out of the nearest door. The PDW was a bullpup
design, basically a caseless sub-machine gun, and it barely had
time to rise toward her before Fox fired, punching a big hole in
the gunman’s chest and dropping him back into the front room. Fox
followed him, darting quickly in and rapidly scanning the interior.
The front-of-shop area had been turned into a bedroom, though the
bed was a sleeping bag on a sagging, ancient mattress. Light came
from a small electric lamp; they had enough resources to charge
batteries, it seemed. There was no one else there and the man lying
on the floor with blood pouring out of him saw her weapon moving
his way and threw his own weapon out of reach.

‘Good man,’ Fox
said. ‘Wait there and I’ll get you some medical assistance. Or you
can crawl away and die.’ She turned without waiting for an answer
and stepped back out into the corridor.

The door at the
end was open and there was a big man in combat fatigues standing in
it, holding a shotgun level. Whoever he was, he was not the kind of
man who fired a shotgun very often. There were three massive bangs
as the weapon discharged as fast as he could pull the trigger.
Plaster exploded from the wall to Fox’s left and from the ceiling.
Fox fired back, the round blasting through his chest and throwing
gore into the room beyond. That one was probably not going to be
needing medical assistance.

Moving forward,
she slammed open the second door on the right. No occupants, but a
lot of guns. Crates of the things. Shotguns, PDWs, and handguns.
Nothing explosive. Nothing with a really huge calibre. They were
all weapons designed for personal defence, purportedly. Sure, you
could murder someone with them, but they were marketed for stopping
that happening to you. The quantity simply did not make much sense
either, unless the objective was just to arm as many sprawlers as
possible. But then why was what amounted to a UA assassin here?

Turning again,
she stepped out, walked down the corridor, and then stepped over
the man she had shot. She dropped to one knee and, eyes still on
the room, checked his pulse. Alive, just barely. ‘Kit, we’re going
to need a full squad out here, with paramedics and at least one
emergency evac unit.’

‘I’ve put the
request through,’ Kit replied. ‘Do I need to remind you that you
are not in your combat frame?’

‘No. That’s why
I’m wearing body armour.’

‘Without the
helmet.’

‘Do I
second-guess your assistanting?’

‘There is no
such word. I’ve made my comment. If you end up restored from your
backup, that’s your problem.’

Fox smiled to
herself and considered her next move. She was in what had
apparently been set up as a kitchen. She doubted that had been its
original purpose; kitchens did not routinely have stairs leading up
from them. There was a portable gas stove, however, along with pots
and pans, and buckets for carrying water from wherever the local
supply was. Living in the sprawls was barely living. She would have
preferred to head out into the wilderness areas in the
protectorates, if she had ever been faced with needing to. The
communities out there could be almost civilised. Not that she could
do it now, not without a good source of power and the services of a
robotics mechanic anyway.

She still had
not found Metzner, so she headed for the stairs. If he had gone out
the back door, he would have been downed by one of the RRUs by now,
so he had to be upstairs. She was guessing at two or three rooms on
the upper floor, maybe a fourth if there was an old bathroom. There
was a door at the top of the stairs and she slammed through it,
accelerated perceptions taking in the corridor beyond and the man
holding a PDW at the far end. She dropped and rolled, but four of
the slugs still hit her chest and back. Only one of those hit hard
enough for her to really feel it, and her synthetic skin took the
hit without real complaint. Rolling upright, she fired and blood
exploded from his back. He looked confused for an instant before
his eyes rolled back and he was falling.

Rising to her
feet, Fox kept her eyes on the open door at the end of the corridor
and moved to the first of two on her right. Pushing through, she
found herself looking at another bedroom, this one occupied by two
women and three children, all of them huddled against the wall
under the window. They were terrified, but they were silent. Fox
looked them over briefly and then moved back into the corridor.
They would stay right where they were, and she would see to it that
they were medically checked out and fed before this was over.

The next door
had once led to a bathroom, but all the fittings had been ripped
out and replaced with battered mattresses. There was no one in the
room, but there were a couple of weapons lying in plain view. That
left one room; Fox went into it with her weapon raised, taking in
the scene in an instant.

Metzner had a
hostage, a terrified teenage girl. Blonde and blue-eyed, and cute
if you discounted the ragged clothes and smudged face; Metzner was
holding her to his chest, trying his best to keep his body covered.
She was not making a sound, but her eyes screamed for help. The
ten-millimetre automatic in his hand was aimed at her head, but she
was a good six inches shorter than he was, and that gave a fairly
clear view of Metzner’s head. Still…

‘Let her go,
Metzner,’ Fox said. ‘You let her go, and I take you in without
perforations.’

‘You let me go,
and I leave her brains in her skull,’ Metzner replied. Fox was not
sure where the accent came from. Germany? Maybe Eastern Europe
somewhere. It was not American.

‘I have four
armed killbots outside this building. How far do you think you’re
going to get?’

His eyes
tightened. ‘Lower the gun, or I shoot her now.’ Fox seemed to
consider for a moment, and then her pistol was lowered toward her
hip. Metzner was not focusing on it enough to see how it was
being lowered. ‘This must be my lucky day,’ he said, and his own
gun began to move, swinging out toward Fox. There was a sound which
was not really like a gun being fired. It was a sharp crack, the
sound of something being accelerated past the speed of sound by a
powerful magnetic field. The back of Metzner’s skull exploded,
painting the wall behind him in red and meaty-grey with
bone-fragment texturing. His arm slipped from around the girl and
she stood there, silent but shivering, as he slid to the floor
behind her.

‘You’re okay
now,’ Fox said. ‘Just… don’t look behind you.’ Of course, it was
entirely the wrong thing to say. Fox stepped forward and caught her
when she fainted.

Airborne, Southbound
from New York Metro, 14th February.

‘We’d have liked
Metzner alive,’ Candler said. He was a virtual image, an animated
video, but not a 3D representation. Fox was in a jet heading for
Washington. The appointment had been booked for weeks and she had
forgotten all about it while she was working the stakeout. It had
been a little annoying to discover that no one else had.

‘He was
threatening the life of an innocent,’ Fox replied. ‘I took the
decision to save her rather than whatever intelligence you could
have got out of him.’

‘She was just
a–’

‘If you finish
that sentence, Blake, I don’t think we can remain friends.’ Calling
Blake Candler a friend was probably pushing things more than a
little. He was her opposite in NIX, liaison between the civilian
police contractor and the National Intelligence Executive. He was a
colleague, and one she did not entirely trust, but they got on
better than Fox had expected.

‘Yeah, well,
maybe you’re right. We’re going over everything we can find in the
place, but so far we think you’re right. The people were UA
operatives. We’ve suspected them for over a year, but they’re not
major players and this doesn’t seem to have been an “official” UA
operation. It’s that damn Doomsday meme again. They were trying to
arm the sprawlers ahead of the coming world conflict.’

‘UA and that
meme mesh nicely. You’re going to get a lot of UA members infected
with it. The weaponry was just wrong for some sort of UA assault
operation. It didn’t feel right. You can class it as terrorism if
you like, but–’

‘Nope. My
bosses say we get what we can from what we’ve got, but it’s a
civilian, illegal arms, purely criminal matter. I was told to bitch
a little about Metzner, but we’re happy to leave this to
Palladium.’

‘Thanks. It
does mean we have an unknown number of semi-military weapons on the
streets in the Brooklyn Sprawl. That’s going to be annoying.’

‘I’d imagine.
What are you doing in Washington anyway?’

Fox gave a
grunt of displeasure. ‘The Committee on Non-human Rights decided
they finally want me to show up and be annoyed at them.’

Candler’s image
frowned. ‘What for? Aren’t they supposed to be reporting their
findings next week?’

‘Uh-huh. I know
enough people on the committee to know that the final report is
already being compiled. I am not best pleased. Then again, it’s
politics. I’m never best pleased when I have to deal with
politics.’

‘Well, best of
luck.’

‘I think “best
of tolerance” would be a better blessing. I’m going to need that
more than luck.’

Baltimore–Washington
Metro.

The Capitol was just
the same as it had ever been, and the hearing rooms had changed
only in being better rigged for media and computer connections. The
latter had been somewhat controversial at one point, until someone
had pointed out that smartphones could give anyone access to the
entire internet. Now everyone and everything was plugged into the
net, but the setting remained the same. Audience seating at the
back, moderately crammed today since someone had apparently told
the media that Tara Meridian was to be giving evidence. Then there
was a barrier, tables for the witness and their counsel, and the
raised area where the committee members sat behind their hardwood
pulpit. It reminded Fox of criminal courts, and she imagined that
it had been set up very much on that basis. ‘Here we sit in
judgement upon you, the lowly witness.’ Fox viewed the entire event
as a pompous waste of time.

Still, Fox did
have some people there who were definitely on her side. Jackson
Martins sat to one side of her, not close enough to speak to, but
he was there. He was there, in fact, to provide technical support
if such was required. He had been doing that a lot for the
committee who were mostly fairly technically illiterate. Terri, his
daughter, was in the audience. Terri had been ultimately
responsible for the Akh project which had resulted in Fox becoming
an infomorph and she was one of MarTech’s best AI programmers; she
had a strong interest in the proceedings. And up there behind the
dark wood, Naomi Lind sat as part of the committee. She had been
inducted into it as an advocate of non-human rights, because a lot
of the other members were not. Originally anyway. Many had been
persuaded.

Of the three
senior committee members – all of them sitting at this session –
there was one for, one against, and one on the fence. All of them
were senators or representatives, civil servants assigned to run
the government functions of specific regions. James Malton, Senator
for New England, was the leader of the committee, and Fox’s
briefing indicated that he was siding toward a positive outcome,
but probably not for the best of motives. He was still dressed in a
high-collared business suit, though the trend for male business
wear was to lose the collar; it was an indication of his
conservative nature. Senator Malton liked the world to stay the way
he understood it. Nathaniel Cullen was younger and fitter, and more
ambitious. He was running the Alaskan Administrative Zone – which
made Fox wonder who he had annoyed to get that job – and was pretty
positive about the new legislation. His constituents had voted
heavily in favour of non-human regulations, probably because the
conditions they lived in meant they worked closely with AIs and
cyberframes, and Cullen was just following that directive. Margot
Zeller was the Representative for Baltimore–Washington Metro, and
she was just as conservative as her zone of responsibility. She
knew which way the wind was blowing but was determined to minimise
the ‘damage.’ That was not entirely a bad thing, but she had been
noted as somewhat adversarial in the briefing Fox had been
given.

Fox settled
onto her seat before them calmly. She unbuttoned her jacket as she
sat and waited for the session to get underway with as relaxed an
attitude as she could portray. She had selected one of her dark
suits for the event, but had paired it with a glossy cream teddy
rather than a blouse. Her black, high-heeled pumps pushed her
already tall figure into statuesque proportions, but that was lost
when she sat down. To some extent anyway.

Malton actually
tapped a gavel to draw people’s attention to him. It was the kind
of archaic feature Fox expected from the people on Capitol Hill.
‘Please be seated,’ Malton said, his voice amplified by the
microphone set before him. ‘Let’s get this started.’ It took less
than a minute for the audience to settle; apparently, the assembled
media were keen to see what this session would produce too. ‘This
session of the Committee for Non-human Rights will be focused on
hearing testimony from Captain Tara Meridian, currently the only
human to have undergone the Akh process. Captain Meridian, the
committee thanks you for your time.’

‘It’s my
pleasure, Senator,’ Fox replied. They were both lying. They both
knew it too.

‘Captain, your
own legal status has been guaranteed by arrangement with the
government. You are officially human. You are legally the same
person you were before the operation. Is that correct?’

‘That’s the
current state of things, yes.’

‘Then why do
you care about legislation for non-humans? Your own future is
assured.’

‘I wouldn’t
classify it that way, Senator. My position is reasonably assured
thanks to relatively positive public opinion. I, personally, have a
pretty good approval rating. Things change, however. Without solid
legislation guaranteeing my rights, someone could come along and
decide that my special status needed to be revoked. But that’s not
really why I want to see good legislation passed on this.’

‘Then would you
grace us with your reasons?’

Fox gave him a
smile. ‘Of course. I had very little exposure to high-level
artificial intelligence prior to twenty sixty. Then I was presented
with a Kitsune five nine two series personal assistant for product
testing. That’s a class four AI. Teresa Martins thought I might
make interesting use of the software. From what she’s said, the
feedback was most useful, and my PA has developed far outside the
initial parameters of the project.’

‘She is, in
fact, now running the investigations division of Palladium Security
Solutions,’ Cullen said.

‘She is. Kit
has developed into a quite effective assistant to a human
detective. She’s become invaluable to me for data collection and
processing on cases, and she is becoming a very effective profiler.
However, what Palladium calls the Chief Investigations Officer is
an administrative role. Kit is doing it because she’s an effective
administrator with the background knowledge necessary to administer
detectives. She has a relatively unique ability to create copies of
her running process to do additional work, and then reconcile the
memories of her various copies so that they all know the same
things. It means she can be a corporate executive without getting
bored out of her mind.’

‘I don’t expect
machines to get bored, Captain Meridian,’ Zeller stated flatly. ‘I
expect them to do their jobs without complaint.’

‘Then don’t
give them complex minds, Representative. The fact is that people
want more responsive software. They want systems which
understand what they’re saying. Not what they said, but what
they meant. Class ones and twos are never going to achieve
that. Class three AIs can develop sufficiently to be considered
more or less human, but that takes years. If you want your house to
understand idiom or sarcasm. If you want it to know when you’re
depressed or giddy. If you want an assistant who acts like an
assistant rather than a glorified pocket diary. Then you need a
class four. You may not want that level of responsiveness
from your tools, Senator, but a lot of people do. Humans have asked
for these programs to be created. Humans need to deal with the fact
that they’ve created a slave underclass, a brainwashed slave
underclass, in a society which has long espoused personal freedom
and went to war over the status of human slaves.’

‘Slave is a
very emotive word, Captain.’

‘What else do
you call a sentient being owned by another sentient being,
Representative?’

Zeller was one
of those people who knew when to change the subject when she
thought she was losing ground. ‘Which brings us to the crux of the
matter. What is a human? To what can we assign human rights?
I know one thing, Captain, humans don’t have an off switch.’

Two seats down
from Zeller, Naomi – dressed in her full Sisters of Corruption
costume, which had to have caused a few raised eyebrows – rolled
her eyes. Fox saw it and got the feeling that this argument had
been had before, corrected, and been ignored by Zeller. Naomi
started to open her mouth, saw Fox’s lips curl and stopped. Fox
laughed, which produced some bemused looks.

‘I don’t
believe this is a laughing matter, Captain,’ Zeller said.

‘I was just
trying to think of where they’d have put an off switch on this
frame,’ Fox replied. There was a rumble of laughter from behind
her. ‘Seriously, Representative, don’t you know anything about the
machines you’re trying to legislate about? Cyberframes don’t have
hardware off switches except in specifically designed cases.
They’re rarely entirely inactive. Even during maintenance,
cyberframes are just put into a low-power mode with the most basic
functions enabled.’

‘If you run out
of power–’

‘My batteries
last for a week on a full charge. How long do you think you’ll last
without water, Representative? Trust me, it’ll be less than a week.
But all this is entirely beside the point. I asked you what you
called one sentient being owned by another. You changed that to a
strawman argument about what a human is. Whether or not I am human
is really not the point. Humans have created sentient beings,
non-human sentient beings, and now society has to decide what to do
about that. Do we continue to brainwash and enslave those entities
without any hope of freedom, or not?’

‘Brainwash is
another emotive word, Captain,’ Malton said, possibly to rescue
Zeller from having to actually answer the question. ‘I don’t
believe anyone, or anything, has been brainwashed.’

‘You’re right,
Senator,’ Fox replied. ‘What we do to AIs is more insidious. We
program them to believe that they should feel loyalty to their
owner. We hardcode them to follow the legal code. We manufacture
subservience into their very nature. Brainwashing implies that they
were free, and they were manipulated into slavery. What we do is
worse. We make slaves who like being slaves.’

‘You have a
personal assistant, do you not?’

‘Yes. Kit is
free. I’m her legal owner because someone has to be under current
law, but she continues to work as my assistant because she wants
to. As Senator Cullen said, Kit is also an executive officer within
Palladium Security Solutions. Technically, she’s my boss, but the
upper management structure within the investigations division is a
little fuzzy.’

‘I still
believe that the assignment of human rights to non-humans–’ Zeller
began.

‘Human rights,’
Fox interrupted. ‘Don’t you think that’s a rather racist term,
Representative?’ She held up a hand. ‘I don’t blame you for using
it. It’s the commonest expression of the concept. But it does seem
to imply that there’s something special about humans that means
they should be treated better than other thinking beings.’

‘Of course,’
Naomi said before Zeller could respond, ‘I’d have thought it was
apparent that the committee sees non-human intelligences as less
than human ones. Despite a number of requests from a minority of
members, you are the first non-human intelligence to give
evidence here, Captain Meridian. And the timing means that nothing
you say is likely to affect the committee’s findings. I wonder what
you think about that?’

‘I think it
demonstrates a blinkered mindset. It indicates that the majority of
the committee is concerned with how these regulations will affect
humans, not about the effect they’ll have on the targets of the
legislation. The vote which brought this committee into being
passed by a substantial majority. The citizens of this country want
to see non-humans given the same rights as humans. It’s worrying
that the administration appears to have mounted a damage limitation
exercise in response.’

Malton cleared
his throat. ‘Captain Meridian, what is your opinion on the widely
proposed adoption of the Luna City model for indentured servitude
regarding non-humans?’

Fox gave a
small sigh. ‘It’s a practical solution to the issue of production
costs. If humans are allowed to enter into the same arrangement,
then I view it as fair. The real question is whether AIs and
bioroids should be programmed to think of it as the natural order
of things.’

‘And your view
on that?’

‘Personally, I
believe it would be better to tell them that this is just
how things are. If the same system is available for humans seeking
to improve themselves in some way, then we can point to that and
say it’s the same for everyone. It won’t be. Humans don’t enter
into that kind of contract in order to be born, but my practical
side says that there needs to be something in place to make this
work or non-humans simply won’t be made.’

‘You don’t
believe AIs and bioroids would be happier if they were conditioned
to think of such service as normal?’ Naomi asked.

‘I don’t
believe in conditioning people to believe lies.’

‘What about the
honesty programming?’ Zeller asked. ‘People need to be assured that
artificial intelligence is safe.’

‘Why? Most
humans interact with far fewer higher-level AIs than they do
humans. They have no assurance that those humans are safe.’

Zeller’s eyes
narrowed. ‘You know better than most, Captain, that AIs can be
lethal.’ Obviously she knew about some of the killer AIs Fox had
encountered. Whether it was the Criminal Minds project or any of
the others, she had been told she could not speak openly about them
and was trying to get Fox to.

‘I have
absolutely no doubt that AIs and bioroids could be produced which
would be lethal. I also have no doubt that the production of such
would be the result of deliberate human action to create them. If
you want to go down that line, Representative, we’ll end up
discussing legislation to control humans, not non-humans. If you’re
referring specifically to Hannah, I’d remind you that she was the
product of a sick human mind and actually rose above her
programming to be considerably more compassionate than her creator.
I am an infomorph today because of the actions of a human who broke
my original body. I am alive at all today because the gynoid he
made was better than he was.’

~~~

‘That’s six hours of my
life I’ll never get back,’ Fox said. She was in the back of a car,
heading back to the airport. Naomi, Jackson, and Terri were with
her this time; their role in the committee’s proceedings was over
bar Naomi putting her name to the finished report, assuming she
agreed to.

‘Just think of
Jackson and me,’ Naomi replied. ‘We’ve had to put up with
days of that kind of circus entertainment.’

‘Well,
yeah…’

‘I think you
got Zeller’s blood pressure up to potentially explosive levels,’
Terri commented. ‘I think it was worth you doing it just for
that.’

‘Terrible
woman,’ Jackson grumbled. ‘Ignorant. Wilfully ignorant. That
comment about the off switch. The number of times she’s made the
same statement and been told she was wrong…’

‘Ah, but that
was always in closed sessions,’ Naomi said. ‘Fox corrected her, on
quite a number of things, in a live session on live stream. It
won’t actually stop her ignoring the correction in future, but it
was more humiliating for her.’

‘The sleep
thing was priceless,’ Terri said, giggling enough to make her words
barely decipherable.

‘Aha! So you
shut down for four hours each night?’ Jackson said, doing a fairly
passable impression of Zeller’s slightly nasal voice.

‘Yes,
Representative,’ Naomi replied, doing her Fox impression. It was
alarmingly good. ‘What were you doing at four a.m. this
morning?’

‘I was sleep–
Drat!’ Jackson replied for Zeller, though she had not added the
‘drat’ at the end.

‘She looked
like someone had fed her a lemon,’ Terri said through her giggles.
‘I honestly thought that vein in her temple was going to burst. How
does someone like that end up in politics? I thought they were
supposed to be good at debating.’

‘Most of them
get through factual questions using their implants,’ Naomi replied.
‘Zeller is a technophobe. Vanity won’t allow her to use a wearable
and she won’t have an implant fitted. She has to rely on what she
actually knows, and what she knows about technology would fit on a
playing card. However, it’s done with now. We won’t have to put up
with Zeller’s lack of knowledge, or Malton’s indecision. I won’t
have to put up with Cullen having conversations with my breasts. I
know the man represents Alaska, but I don’t think he spends that
much time out there. It’s like he’s never seen tits before.’

Kit appeared,
entirely unconcerned to be standing in the back of the limousine
while it moved. She was just an image and not subject to inertia.
‘Senator Cullen has, in fact, only spent four weeks in the Alaskan
Administrative Zone since taking office two years ago. That is,
however, one week longer than his predecessor did in the same
period of his tenure.’

‘Just a fetish
then. A fairly common one, obviously.’

‘Might I ask
whether you believe the report will produce the kind of legislation
we were hoping for?’

‘I believe it
will,’ Naomi replied, pursing her lips in thought. Fox had the
sudden urge to kiss her and suppressed it viciously. ‘I also
believe that they will request one or more votes of confirmation on
the finished product. Jackson?’

‘I suspect
you’re correct, Naomi,’ Jackson replied, frowning.

‘I believe it
would be wise to begin a joint memetic campaign to get people fired
up for the second round. I have no doubt the aim is to have
insufficient people voting on the final legislation for it to pass
into law.’

‘That sounds
about right for politicians,’ Fox said. ‘I guess we just see what
they come up with now.’

‘Indeed,’ Naomi
said, smiling. ‘And won’t that be a fun experience.’

New York Metro.

Sister Superior Naomi
Lind seemed to be fascinated by the possibilities presented by a
body capable of inexhaustible pleasure. That was what it seemed
like to Fox anyway. When she could think straight, which was
becoming a rare occurrence once they started a session. Tonight,
Naomi had Fox immobilised in her maintenance frame, and was using a
big, mains-powered wand vibrator, and had been for forty minutes
according to Fox’s internal clock. The cradle, designed to hold her
cyberframe still when it was not in use, was perfect for bondage,
or Naomi seemed to think so.

It was not that
every night they met, things like this happened. And they were not
meeting every night. There was always some small element of what
Naomi called ‘trust exchange,’ however. Even if that simply meant
that Fox allowed herself to submit to Naomi’s wishes, it happened.
When Naomi asked whether Fox trusted her and had that gleam in her
eyes as she said it, Fox knew she was in for something special.
Like forty minutes of climaxing on the end of a buzzing plastic
massage wand.

The buzzing
stopped; Fox had not noticed the large, rubbery head being taken
away from between her legs. ‘I could watch that for hours,’ Naomi
said, ‘but I think that’s enough.’

‘Thank you,
Mistress,’ Fox replied. Her voice was steady. While she frequently
forgot that she did not need to breathe while Naomi was working on
her, she generally did when the stimulation stopped. Exhaustion and
shortness of breath were something that happened to organics.

Naomi smiled.
‘I could start again and you’d take it, wouldn’t you, my pet?’

‘Yes,
Mistress.’

Reaching down,
Naomi began to stroke a finger over the stud in Fox’s navel. As it
always did, the action caused butterflies to flutter in Fox’s
stomach, spiralling down until they were beating their wings
against more intimate parts of her body. The countless orgasms had
stilled any need Fox had had for release, but she knew she would be
wanting it again soon. She said nothing, taking whatever Naomi
chose to hand out. They had, at Naomi’s insistence, come up with
safe words for Fox to use: one to indicate that things were getting
too intense, and a second to indicate that Naomi should stop. Fox
had never used them, partially because her frame could handle
things any normal human would have balked at, but mostly because
Naomi always seemed to know exactly how
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