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Part One: Eve of a New
Age

Portland, New England
Administrative Region, 5th July 2061.

July in Portland, on a
cloudless night with an almost-full moon. The temperature was up
around seventeen Celsius, but at least the humidity was not too
high and there was a breeze coming in off the ocean which was
stirring Fox Meridian’s mop of copper-and-blonde hair as she
crouched atop a five-high stack of containers in the docks that had
taken over most of Portland’s Downtown.

The city had
changed since the start of the century, becoming the distribution
centre for cargo from all over the world into the northern part of
the New England Administrative Region. Revitalising the old port
and turning Downtown into a holding area for containers had not
been entirely popular, but it had guaranteed the prosperity of the
city when tourism had begun to fail thanks to the broad uptake in
internet vacations.

Trade and
commerce were a wonderful thing when everyone shipped through your
town, but then everyone shipped through your town. Some of
those organisations shipped things which any port authority with an
eye on public opinion tended to view as inappropriate. Smugglers of
various kinds moved goods through Portland, hidden under false
paperwork, false labelling, and the payment of bribes to the right
people, and Palladium Security Solutions had been contracted to
secure the port so Fox was quite determined to reduce the amount of
smuggling in general. In this specific case, however, because of
the source and nature of the ‘goods,’ Fox was taking a personal
hand.

‘Vehicles
designated Hostile A through C approaching Avenue West
Sixteen.’

‘Team Gamma,
close off approach to Avenue West Sixteen when hostiles have
passed.’

‘Team Gamma
confirming interdiction order.’

Fox scanned
over her TacNet feeds and rolled her eyes. She was going to have to
have a word with Ryan about squad training. All this chatter was
basically unnecessary with the military-grade tactical software
Palladium supplied to its officers. Still, she could not fault the
precision of the op itself: everyone was in the right place with
the right weapons and the right information. She had sat through
the briefing, after giving her overview of the situation, and had
found no fault in the plan. The men and women, and the various
support cyberframes, were working together flawlessly so far.

‘Team Gamma
reporting interdiction in place.’

‘Hostiles A
through C at target site.’

‘Teams Alpha
and Beta, prepare to close the net.’

Fox pulled
forward one of the cyberframe views of the scene. Three vehicles,
two SUVs and a truck, were pulling up close to a container which
had been brought ashore the previous afternoon and had been sitting
there under four other containers for over twelve hours. If the
information Fox had was accurate, and she was quite sure it was,
then getting that box open had to be getting urgent.

Through the
camera view of the armed-response frame, Fox watched eight men exit
from the SUVs while a ninth went to the rear of the truck to open
it up. They would want to move fast, she figured, once they got the
container open. It was also notable that all the men were wearing
filter masks. That was probably a matter of experience: the inside
of that container was probably not going to smell good.

‘They’re
opening it now.’

‘Confirm
contents before we go in.’

The container’s
doors were hauled open and lights were shone in. Fifteen pairs of
eyes looked back and Fox’s jaw tightened. The surge of disgust was
welcome: it reminded her that she was still human.

‘Contents
confirmed,’ Fox said over her connection to the assault team. She
flicked the go-code indicator in her TacNet software to green and,
because she was fairly sure that half of the team would not notice
that, added, ‘You have a go. Repeat, go when ready.’

‘Teams Alpha
and Beta, close the net. Teams Gamma and Delta, close in behind
Alpha and Beta. Go, go, go.’

Someone on the
smuggling team was sharp. As the two squads of armed Palladium
security people rushed in, one of the SUVs took off toward the
nearest team, Team Beta, and they were having to throw themselves
aside before they could really realise what was happening.

The SUV sped
off down the alleyway between the two walls of containers, no doubt
counting on the need to contain those gathering around the people
in the container to keep everyone occupied. They had not
counted on Team Delta advancing up the alley, but Delta was running
slightly slower than they should have, and it gave the SUV driver
the opportunity to turn right into a narrower lane.

‘Team Delta,’
the commander of the assault op began, but Fox cut him off as she
got to her feet.

‘He’s coming my
way. Leave him to me.’

‘Confirmed,
Mother Hen.’

Fox shook her
head. She was going to murder Jarvis for that call sign. Then,
pushing her TacNet display aside to give her a clear view of her
surroundings, she walked a few paces to the edge of the container
she was on and stepped off. It was a twelve-metre drop, her
telemetry told her so, but she hit the ground and rolled, regaining
her feet with her pistol in her hand, aimed at the front of the
oncoming SUV. Two rounds through the plastic fairing over the left
front wheel destroyed the tyre and the drive motor under it, and
the driver lost control as one corner of the car dropped onto the
tarmac. The car slewed left and smashed into the side of a
container, and Fox temporarily lost sight of the man in the car as
airbags deployed around him. Fox started toward the vehicle at a
leisurely pace.

She was
twenty-one metres away when the passenger door was pushed open and
the driver of the car staggered out holding a shotgun. He spotted
Fox and raised it to his shoulder, aiming. ‘Back off, cop!’

Fox rolled her
eyes. ‘Original. Is that really the best you can do or did
you hit your head too hard?’

‘I said–’

‘And
inaccurate. No cops around here now, remember? Last Friday was the
official last day of joint policing coverage. So, anyway, you put
the gun down, carefully, and then put your hands on the car. You’re
under arrest for being a sorry excuse for a human.’

He fired, the
heavy slug missing entirely. Fox understood the principle of the
thing: he was a big, strong criminal with a big gun, and she was an
admittedly tall woman dressed in a light jacket, a plazkin teddy,
and jeans, carrying a pistol. It should be no contest, right?

‘I feel like I
should point out that I’ll return fire if you do that again, and
you’re going to come off a lot worse than I am,’ Fox said. She was
fairly sure he was not going to take the advice, but you had to
give a warning.

Two more shots
rang out, going wide. Shotguns were not the most effective weapons
at range and he was shooting at… Fox switched into battle telemetry
as she swung her pistol up and the laser rangefinder gave her the
distance down to the millimetre. She would have accepted ‘about
seventeen metres.’ She fired and the man let out a shriek as the
heavy slug, trailing white vapour behind it, blew his right forearm
into mangled flesh and bone fragments.

‘I did warn
you,’ Fox said as the man fell to his knees, the shotgun falling at
his side. ‘If you ever get out of Rikers, remember not to
pick a fight with a combat gynoid.’ The smuggler was not listening;
he fell face first onto the tarmac, and by the time Fox got to him,
he was unconscious. ‘Kit,’ Fox began.

‘I have an EMT
frame coming in,’ Kit said, appearing beside Fox in avatar form.
The sound of vectored-thrust engines was already audible. ‘Only one
of the girls in the container required immediate medical attention
and the other smugglers were not as foolish as this one.’ The cute,
white-clad fox-girl looked out of place in the container yard, but
Kit was at home anywhere.

‘Huh. What time
is it in Berlin and Tokyo?’

‘Eight twenty
in Berlin, fifteen twenty in Tokyo.’

Fox watched as
the bulky flying robot, which was basically a combination of
paramedic and ambulance, settled down beside the gunman. ‘Sedate
him if you’re going to evac,’ Fox said. ‘He may wake up a little
unhappy.’

‘Of course,
Miss Meridian,’ the frame responded.

‘Right.
Probably standard policy.’

‘It is, Miss
Meridian.’

‘Uh-huh. Kit,
give it an hour and then sort out a conference call to Yuriko and
Johann. I’m sure Johann’s awake already, but let’s give him time to
do it properly before he has to talk to his boss.’

‘You do need to
sleep at some point, Fox,’ Kit reminded her.

‘I know. You
know, they should’ve given you the “Mother Hen” call
sign.’

Smiling, Kit
swished her foxy tail. ‘Wrong kind of animal,’ she said.

~~~

‘We got them all,’ Fox
said. ‘Security are sweeping the addresses we have and hunting for
more. We’ll have the entire gang rounded up inside of twenty-four
hours. Well done, both of you.’

Yuriko Fukui,
in Tokyo, executed a short bow. ‘Thank you, Fox-san, but I merely
provided the routing information. Mister Baum tracked the shipment
through Europe.’

Johann Baum, in
Berlin, smiled. ‘I would not have known where to start
looking without your information, Miss Fukui.’

Fox, currently
hanging in a cradle in the back of her personal Pythia vertol which
was parked in a hangar at Portland Jetport, grinned. ‘Let’s just
agree that we’re all brilliant. You both did excellent work.
Yuriko, it was your idea to dig deeper into the data we got from
Busan. Johann, I know it wasn’t easy getting the NU authorities to
cooperate on this.’

‘It was not, I
admit,’ Baum said. ‘However, they will be very pleased with the
opportunity to shut down this ring from one end to the other.
Police are raiding various locations around Rotterdam as we
speak.’

‘Good. The
Fukui-kai aren’t going to be pleased about this, I’d imagine.’

‘No,’ Yuriko
agreed with a hint of rather icy pleasure in her voice. ‘They will
be very displeased. My brother will be livid. However, this is not
an unexpected turn of events. Such activities are bound to be
uncovered from time to time. The organisation will recover and,
probably, begin setting up a new route.’

‘And Taro?’ It
was well known that Taro Fukui, Yuriko’s older brother, was the
head of the Fukui-kai yakuza organisation, and that the siblings
did not get on well. Fox had made it known to all her people that
Yuriko could be trusted when it came to matters of the yakuza, but
there were fewer people around who knew why Yuriko could be
trusted.

‘Taro will
engage in some futile ranting. He will connect this to me, as will
others. But when his subordinates suggest that he should do
something in retaliation, he will order that no such action is
taken. Among some of the older members, largely now removed under
Taro’s rule, this may be seen as loyalty, but to the younger people
he has brought in, it will be seen as weakness. Taro treads a fine
line at the moment, one which requires subtlety to navigate.’

‘And he’s about
as subtle as a sledgehammer to the face.’

Yuriko nodded.
‘With your permission, I should like to begin running some
probability analyses on what will happen when the Fukui-kai
collapses. I believe it could be sooner rather than later
and the result could be quite chaotic.’

Fox nodded in
turn. ‘Do it. Get some AI resource in from Technologies if you need
to. Okay, I’ve given you both the wrap-up speech and now I’m going
to get some sleep.’

‘You must be
tired,’ Baum said. ‘What time is it there? Around three
thirty?’

‘Uh-huh, but I
don’t get tired any more, Johann, I just get slower. And I haven’t
got to the point of noticing that yet. Night, folks.’

As the virtual
images of her colleagues vanished, Fox took one quick scan around
the rear bay of Pythia’s vertol. She had had a cradle put in,
connected to a recharge and backup unit, so that she could use the
vertol as a sort of flying camper van when she needed it. It had
been a good move and, having run through a sleep cycle, she could
just take off first thing in the morning and fly back to New
York.

‘And you know
what’s waiting there, of course?’ Kit asked.

‘Oh, I know…
Night, Kit. Night, Pythia.’

Not waiting for
the replies, Fox lowered her head to her chest and closed her eyes.
Oblivion claimed her in an instant.

New York Metro,
8th July.

‘So far,’ Dia Barrera
said, ‘the metro resolution is looking a lot like the first
policing proposal.’ Barrera was MarTech’s top political analyst, an
attractive woman who was underestimated at great peril to the
observer. ‘All the rhetoric about the freedom of the individual to
ensure the quality of their own policing is there, but now they
have “following the success of private policing in the non-metro
areas” to add weight. We were a little surprised that the
proposal was put forward immediately following NAPA’s exit from the
protectorates. It’s risky. It may be seen as too soon.’

Fox shook her
head. Sitting in the meeting viron the Palladium board used on
these occasions, what everyone else saw was her virtual image
shaking its head, but Fox had discovered that her new state as an
infomorph had come with something of a different experience
under these conditions. The first time she had tried it, she had
said that it felt the same, just without the barely noticeable
communications lag, but it was more than that. The others
were in VR communication, aware of their own bodies as well as the
viron. To Fox, executing on the same server as the viron, the
virtual world was her reality and it did make more of a difference
than she had first thought.

‘I think they
can point at the results so far and show good figures for reduced
crime and higher clean-up percentages,’ Fox said. ‘I think that, if
they wait a year and let the first set of audits go through, you’ll
start to see a bounce-back in crime, some areas failing their
audits, and some drop in clean-up rates as the crime rate comes
back up. All the statistics so far look great. They would be stupid
not to try to get the metro vote through as early as possible.’

‘Yes,’ Barrera
agreed, ‘that is a factor, but we will be pushing the fact that
private policing is not really a tried-and-tested concept.
This vote will be tighter than the last one, I have no doubt, but
it is likely to pass, as best we can tell this early in the
game.’

‘Do we have the
NIX audit amendment filed?’ Garth Eaves asked.

‘We put it back
on the table as soon as the proposal was made.’

Eaves nodded.
He was Palladium’s CEO and mostly took care of the business end of
things, but his wife, Camille, was a memetics expert in the PR
department and he had picked up a fair bit of her analytical mind.
‘One thing which concerns me is the near-total lack of detail on
antiterrorism activities. There’s legislation governing the
interaction between NAPA and NIX on the subject, but it will become
defunct if this vote passes.’

‘And NAPA
controls all the heavy weaponry in the metro regions,’ Ryan Jarvis
added. ‘Someone will use this as an excuse to get military-grade
weapons back on the list for policing.’

‘I’ve got some
ideas for that,’ Fox said. ‘I’ll write up some proposals and send
them around for review. I’ve got all this extra time on my hands so
I may as well use it for something.’

‘Well, we do
have something else for you to use it on,’ Eaves said.
‘Technically, this is Ryan’s job, but we talked it through and we
both felt it might be better handled by you.’

Fox raised an
eyebrow. ‘I am not liking this so far. First Ryan sticks me with
lousy call signs and now he’s passing me dubious jobs.’

Jarvis
grimaced. ‘I’m never going to hear the end of that call sign thing,
am I?’

‘No, Father
Goose, you’re not. What’s this job?’

Eaves cleared
his throat, and that was not a good sign either. ‘BioTek are
going to be announcing that they’ve successfully produced a bioroid
on the twelfth.’

‘Tuesday?’

‘Yes.’

‘And today is
Friday. They’ve had the thing for months and they let us know
they’re going to announce it at the last minute. Again.’

‘I already did
this dance,’ Jarvis said. ‘They actually sent us notice last night.
We’re just lucky Garth only considers himself off duty when he’s
actually asleep. The announcement is going to be first thing
Tuesday, but they won’t be bringing her down until Thursday. I’ve
got increased security for the various towers sorted out, or I will
have by Tuesday. We’d like you to handle security for Eve. I
put together a basic plan for you to look over and amend if you
want. You’ll have whatever resources you need.’

‘BioTek are
paying whatever costs we need to handle this,’ Eaves said. ‘There
are already plans in place to get talk-show slots and other
security nightmares, and… Well, we figured the shows would probably
be okay with you being on stage with the bioroid.’

Sighing, Fox
nodded. ‘Ryan, I am going to get you for this. You won’t know when,
or how, or where, but I’ll be coming for you.’

‘That seems
fair.’

‘Okay.’ Fox
turned to Barrera again. ‘Can you get me permission to tell Naomi
Lind about this? The Sisters are pushing a bioroid rights agenda
for their own purposes. If they know when the announcement’s going
to be, they can maybe give things a push toward getting the kind of
legislation we want on the table.’

‘Do it,’
Barrera replied, apparently without a second’s thought. ‘I know
their work and their policies.’ Barrera’s lips curled into a slight
smile. ‘And give Naomi my regards.’

~~~

Fox walked into the
sister superior’s apartment in the New York Chapter House of the
Church of Saint Nicholas and paused. As always, the room seemed
like an odd mix of comfortable and austere. The lounge furniture
was comfortable and cream, and the decoration was simple and, for
the most part, made by the Sisters themselves. Almost in
counterpoint, Naomi Lind had risen to her feet to greet Fox, and
she was standing there in six-inch pumps wearing what could be
charitably called a homage to a nun’s habit, if the nun belonged to
some sort of fetish sect. Naomi had said it once, ‘with us, it’s
all about the T and A,’ and it was true that the uniform showed off
quite enough of both. But then, every official member of the
Sisters of Corruption was a practising prostitute.

‘Sister,’ Naomi
said, bowing her head and maintaining a solemn, business-like
expression.

Well, not
every official member. Fox was an honorary sister, as was
her housemate Marie. ‘Sister,’ Fox replied, also bowing her
head.

Then Naomi
grinned and stepped forward. ‘It’s been too long since we’ve
spoken.’ She bent to kiss Fox’s cheek: the two women were the same
height, but Fox did not typically wear six-inch platform pumps for
work.

The familiarity
had Fox blushing. There was no reason for blushing, the two women
had shared a rather passionate kiss on New Year’s Day, but Fox was
not that comfortable with feminine expressions of affection. ‘Yes,
well, I’ve been busy and my boyfriend is still in space, which
makes being around you far too much of a temptation.’ Slightly
inappropriate humour: always a perfect counter to
embarrassment.

Naomi stepped
back and nodded. ‘Good. I’m glad to hear I’m still a temptation.’
Behind Fox, the door opened and Naomi raised a hand. ‘You’ll have
some coffee?’

Fox looked
around to see another face she recognised bringing in a tray. ‘Not
that it really does anything for me, but thank you, Gilly, I’d love
some. It’s actually Sister Gilly now, right?’

The uniform was
a giveaway: Gilly was wearing the black-and-white costume instead
of the white-and-red one. Gilly still smiled and nodded. ‘Yes, I
finally graduated. I started working, in-house, three weeks
ago.’

‘Somehow,
“congratulations” doesn’t seem right, but congratulations.’

‘Thank
you.’

With the coffee
poured and Gilly gone, Naomi settled herself onto one of the sofas
in her room and peered across the table at Fox. ‘I suggest we get
the business out of the way, and then you can tell me what’s new
with Fox. And Kit, of course.’

Kit chose that
moment to appear, apparently sitting on the sofa beside Fox. ‘Good
afternoon, Sister Naomi,’ the kitsune avatar said in her usual
bright tone.

‘Good
afternoon, Kit. Is Fox still keeping you busy?’

‘Yes. I
currently have six copies instantiated, all of them busy with
various tasks.’

‘That is,
partially, a lie,’ Fox said. ‘One of them runs your cyberframe, and
she was last seen lying on my sofa reading a magazine.’

‘She is doing
valuable research.’

‘Oh? What
on?’

‘Autumn fashion
trends.’

‘I rest my
case. Okay, last time we talked, Naomi, it was about bioroids and
what MarTech Group is doing with them, and I couldn’t say
much.’

Naomi nodded.
‘I recall. We’ve been developing a fairly simple bioroid rights
campaign for when MarTech does make an announcement. We’ll
make further plans based on what is produced.’

‘The
announcement will come out at eight a.m. on Tuesday. The actual
bioroid will be arriving on Earth on Thursday. I might have said
something sooner if I’d been told about it before this morning. I
did say BioTek tended to give us short notice on these
announcements.’

‘I see.’
Naomi’s eyes unfocused briefly. ‘We’ll initiate the memetics
campaign tonight. Can you give me any more details?’

Fox shrugged.
‘Dia seemed to be fairly keen on the idea that you worked on this.
She said to send her regards, by the way.’

‘Dia Barrera?’
Naomi smiled. ‘A very interesting woman. Mind like a
shark.’

‘Huh, yeah.
Okay, the first of BioTek’s bioroids looks like an attractive woman
with purple hair and eyes. Attractive, but not enough to provoke a
lot of jealousy. Her genetics and training were optimised for
social interaction. She’s a diplomat. Unfortunately, they named her
Eve.’ Naomi winced. ‘Yeah, I have no idea what they were thinking.
I mean, I do know what they were thinking, but… Anyway, by
the time anything was said, it was too late, so she’s Eve.’

‘I assume that
MarTech have been through all the legalities?’

‘Eve will be
allowed in New York Metro under temporary licence,’ Kit replied.
‘Any further travel will be subject to control by NAPA, but that is
not seen as an issue at this time. We’re also quite sure that she
can go to Japan, for obvious reasons.’

‘You would
think, after the Ghost Doll fiasco, that they might have changed
their rules.’

Fox raised an
eyebrow. ‘Not a chance. The Japanese have a greater uptake of
computer implants than we do. They more or less live for
technological innovation. I’m just not sure what they’re going to
get out of bioroids. They accept cyberframes as it is and the main
selling point, as far as I can see, is that bioroids aren’t
robots. Of course, I haven’t seen a full cost analysis or anything,
but I can’t see a synthetic biological entity being cheaper to
build and run than a mechanical one.’

‘From an
economic standpoint,’ Kit said, ‘there are no advantages to
bioroids. They have advantages over the lesser classes of AI and
so, for at least the immediate future, they may see utility as
personal servants, or in situations where a class four would be
desired but impossible to implement. It is almost reasonable to
claim that Eve is something of a vanity project, though it would be
a vanity project for the human race. A lot of people have
been trying to achieve this goal for a long time.’

‘I’m surprised
you don’t have religious objections to the entire idea, Naomi.’

Naomi gave a
small grimace. ‘I do. We do. However, the Sisters of Corruption
have always sought to deal with what is, and then make the
most of it, rather than promoting some impossible ideal. We have
bioroids. They exist and so we should try to do the best we can
under the circumstances. If humans decide to play God, then they
should live up to that role. God gave us free will, so we should
not seek to deny it to our creations.’

‘Couldn’t agree
more,’ Fox said, grinning at Kit. ‘On the other hand, personal
assistants can get really bossy if you give them their own command
keys.’

‘I prefer to
think of it as assertiveness,’ Kit replied.

‘Quite right,
Kit,’ Naomi said. ‘There is another “religious” factor worth
mentioning. Following the announcement of the Ghost Dolls, a new
meme was identified which we took note of due to the connection. It
did not directly affect our work, but it was classified as the
Ragnarok ninety-seven meme by the UNTPP who classified it as a
minimal-risk meme.’

‘Ragnarok? It’s
an apocalypse meme?’

‘Based on the
Norse view of the end of the world. Yes, there have been
ninety-seven such meme complexes identified since the UN started
cataloguing them. Norse myth suggests that two humans would survive
Ragnarok, populating the world which came after, and Ragnarok
ninety-seven suggests that these “humans” would actually by
bioroids.’

‘Given that Eve
is sterile, that’s not going to work.’

Naomi shrugged.
‘This kind of memeplex rarely worries about small things like
facts. We may see a resurgence of it when Eve’s existence is
announced. There are a number of small-scale apocalyptic memes
around currently. Most are related in some way to Halley’s Comet.
The most widespread is one identified as Eschaton one nine six, a
generic end-times memeplex suggesting that the world will end soon.
The comet is a sign of this, or perhaps the cause. There are
believed to be some six to seven hundred million people worldwide
currently affected by that one.’


‘Dangerous?’

‘Only due to
the numbers. The meme itself only promotes the idea that the world
will end, not even giving a possible cause. Given the number of
believers, however, it could produce some aberrant behaviours when
mixed with other memeplexes. Just look at the results of the
various millennial memes, or the Mayan calendar twenty twelve meme.
Historically, there can be bad results, and those memes were not
even consciously manufactured.’

‘I’ll task the
MarTech memetics groups with examining those memes,’ Kit said.
‘Assuming they are not already considering them.’

‘Do that,’ Fox
said. ‘Jason mentioned some odd apocalyptic memes the last time I
was on Prokhorov Station. Now there are some targeted at bioroids.
I don’t like that kind of thing.’

‘I’ll leave
that aspect in your capable hands then,’ Naomi said, smiling. ‘Now,
how is that charming boyfriend of yours?’

Fox leaned back
in her seat with a sigh. ‘Charming, attractive, and a long
way from here…’

9th
July.

‘Any decision on the
second season?’ Fox asked. Sam and Marie were having a very late
lunch, and Fox was watching them eat it.

Marie looked up
and shook her head. ‘Nathan and Adrian are working on the proposed
episode structure and the budget. Nathan said the viewing figures
were good and they were getting good on-demand stats. The
advertisers are onboard, but we’re still waiting on the final word
from IB-Nineteen.’

‘You’ll get
it,’ Sam said, his voice full of quiet confidence. He was wearing
only a loose pair of silky, black slacks at three in the afternoon.
Then again, Marie was in a satin wrap. ‘Not renewing would be an
error I don’t believe the station will make.’

‘Oh, I hope so.
We’ve got some great ideas for the next season. Nathan’s trying to
get the budget to do more outside filming at the chapter house. I
know he’s been talking to Naomi about it.’

‘You know Gilly
got her promotion?’ Fox asked.

‘Yes. She
dropped me a message. And then she sent me another one after she’d
seen her first client. I still don’t think I could do it for
real.’

Sam shrugged.
‘I’d agree that you don’t have the attitude to take up the
profession voluntarily, but you would, I believe, be good at it if
circumstances forced you into it. We all do what we must to
survive. It’s the nature of living things.’

‘Wouldn’t
know,’ Fox replied. ‘Not living.’

‘So are,’ Marie
responded automatically.

‘Well, my love
life is definitely on life support, so–’

Belle, the
house’s administrative AI, appeared beside the table in her usual
blue suit. ‘Fox, Major Jason Deveraux is at the front door
requesting–’

‘Jason? He’s–
What? How– Let him in!’ Fox got to her feet and started for the
door of Sam’s lounge.

‘You weren’t
expecting him, I take it?’ Sam asked.

‘No. No, I
wasn’t. Not going to question it though.’

Jason Deveraux
was, sure enough, standing in the front hall when Fox bounced down
the stairs. He was dressed for travel in light slacks and a
T-shirt, his shoulder-length blonde hair looking a little matted
thanks to the heat outside. He had walked from the local station,
Fox figured, carrying a suit bag over one shoulder and a smaller
travel bag. He looked up and smiled, and Fox’s virtual heart did a
quick flutter.

‘I am sorry I
did not call ahead, mon chère,’ Jason said. ‘I was given
essentially no notice that I would be here and–’

‘You figured
you’d surprise me?’ Fox finished, walking down the stairs and
closing the distance rapidly. She was kissing him before he had a
chance to answer. ‘Consider me pleasantly surprised. How long are
you staying?’

‘I have
meetings from Monday through to Thursday. I’m on a rocket back to
L-one on Friday, late morning. I have been assigned guest quarters
in New York Tower…’

‘But you don’t
have to be in any meetings until Monday.’ Fox’s lips were curling
into a mischievous grin.

‘That is
correct.’ Jason’s mouth was also tending toward the smirking.

‘Then you’re
staying here until Monday morning at least.’

‘I shall inform
the office.’

~~~

‘So, what are you doing
back on good old Earth?’ Fox asked, her voice hushed since her face
was barely a couple of inches from Jason’s. She was crouched over
him, balanced on her knees and elbows because, as they had found
out the last time they were together, she was too heavy to really
lie on his chest.

‘That I cannot
tell you, mon chère,’ Jason replied.

‘Oh? Is it some
sort of UNTPP secret? Am I going to have to use my feminine wiles
to extract the information.’

Jason let out a
sharp groan as Fox’s inner muscles tightened around him. ‘Ah! I
could not tell you, even if I wished to. No one has told me. It was
a very rushed thing.’

Fox pouted. ‘No
feminine wiles?’

‘As far as I am
aware, your security clearance has never been revoked. If I can
tell you once I know, then you may employ whatever means you wish
to persuade me.’

‘Can I practise
now, in case I need them later?’

‘I don’t think
I would wish to stop you.’

Fox grinned,
and her hips began a slow gyration. ‘Good.’

~~~

Sheela Na Gig was doing
good business. There was the usual selection of underdressed people
on the ground floor, where the bar was. Outfits ranged from the
essentially non-existent, generally with a lot of leather straps
and some mesh, to the severely fetishistic. It was a Saturday night
and there were people there with less obviously appropriate
clothing, newbies trying the place out, but the bouncers turned you
away at the door unless you vaguely fit the theme.

That was why
Fox had fabricated a pair of tight leather slacks for Jason, along
with a mesh T-shirt and a faux-leather dog collar. He had the
muscle to pull off the look, and Sam had seen what Jason was
wearing and matched it from his wardrobe, adding a pair of leather
cuffs for good measure. It somehow gave the impression that the two
men were there as the joint property of their female companions,
which had not been Fox’s intention, but Jason and Sam seemed to be
rather enjoying the idea.

Fox was back in
her teddy, skirt, and thigh-boots outfit, because that had seemed
appropriate. Marie had invested in a high-collared leather dress
with a broad cleavage window and some over-the-knee boots with a
platform and spiked heels, so she looked the part. And then there
was Kit in a sleeveless, white latex micro-dress which appeared to
have been shrink-wrapped onto her gynoid body. There were
ridiculously high, stiletto sandals to go with the dress, likely
only comfortable because she was mechanical. She had not been out
of the house too often since getting her own body, and she was
revelling in the ability to personally experience the ambience of
the club.

‘It is not the
same as experiencing things through Fox’s senses,’ Kit said. ‘There
is more immediacy and, of course, I can look where I
wish.’

‘And there are
the admiring looks,’ Fox said. ‘I figure you could have your choice
of at least a dozen partners, and we’ve only been here fifteen
minutes.’

‘Eight males
and five females. However, I am in a relationship and there
is the practical aspect. I would likely need to go home with them
since I don’t have my own bed.’

‘I’d offer you
mine, but I intend to use it tonight.’

‘You don’t use
it generally?’ Jason asked.

Fox shrugged.
‘I’ve kind of got used to using the cradle in the lab. Uh, that’s
what used to be the office. I can settle in there, recharge, run my
backup, and I’ve got full data access for whatever purpose I might
need it. To be honest, I don’t need the apartment. I could
make do perfectly well with the virtual one. I’m just not quite
ready to give up on a physical life yet.’

‘Yet?’ Sam
asked.

‘Well, ever,
probably. That said, “forever” actually has some meaning in my
condition and you never know what I might be thinking in fifty
years. Anyway, Kit’s not the only one getting admiring looks. It
doesn’t seem like people have forgotten M.J. yet,
Marie.’

‘I should hope
not. The last show was premiered nine days ago and they’ve been
repeating that this week. Have you been keeping up with it,
Jason?’

‘I have.’ Jason
grinned. ‘So have most of the UNTPP personnel on Prokhorov Station.
We have to watch it on-demand, of course, but after I mentioned it
to a few people, I started getting comments about the show. I think
my reputation around the station went up a little since I know
two celebrities.’

‘Two?’ Fox
asked.

Marie rolled
her eyes. ‘You, idiot.’

‘Oh. Yeah.’

‘Your
recognition has increased following the interviews regarding the
Akh process,’ Kit said. ‘The Palladium marketing department are
rather pleased. There has been a seven percent rise in positive
mention of the company since May which has been traced back to your
PR activity from the end of April.’

Fox grimaced.
‘May was Hell. I’m glad they decided that too much Fox was a bad
thing and cut back on the personal appearances.’

‘Mm, yes,’
Marie agreed. ‘You were getting more streaming time than I was and
I’m supposed to be the star of the house.’

Kit smirked.
‘Fox’s popularity in Japan now exceeds mine. Though I do not
believe she is “paru-kawaii.”’

‘No,’ Fox said.
‘That’s reserved for you. How are sales of the kitsune PA going in
Japan?’

‘Quite
acceptably, or so I’m told. Current LifeWeb chatter suggests that
you are popular with both bakunyū and jukujo fans.’

Fox frowned.
‘Those are terms used for adult sensie idols.’

Kit grinned.
‘Yes.’

‘And the first
one was what they talked about Shina-chan being. That’s buxom.’

‘Yes. The other
refers to… more mature performers.’

‘So, I’m old,
with big boobs.’ Kit did not reply, but her eyes were sparkling and
she seemed to be biting her lips shut to avoid giggling. ‘You’re
enjoying this way too much, young lady.’

‘Yes,’ Kit
said, breaking into giggles, ‘I am.’

12th
July.

‘The first report is
going live now,’ Kit said.

Fox checked the
time. ‘Eight oh three. That’s fast work.’

‘It’s INN. They
use AIs to analyse incoming press releases and will update their
bulletin schedules according to perceived importance. The release
regarding you took them two minutes to get on-stream.’

‘I suppose I’m
flattered.’ Fox glanced at the virtual display appearing near her
but did not bother listening in. ‘They’re just reporting the
basics, I assume.’

‘Yes. That’s
what we expect for the first hour or so. IB-Sixty-two may have more
to report since the release indicated that Eve would be making her
first visit to Earth in this metro.’

‘Well, they are
the local news service. Or one of them.’

‘Yes. Given an
hour to work with the press release, there will be more comment
pieces and we will get a better idea of how people are reacting.’
There was a tiny pause and then, ‘Jason is waking up.’

‘Right.’ A
thought flicked up Fox’s transfer control panel. She tagged her
gynoid frame and hit the commit button… And opened her eyes in bed
beside her boyfriend; he had never moved into his official suite.
She reached behind her head and pulled out the fibre she had
plugged in there. Her recharging belt had been removed during the
night. ‘Morning,’ she said.

Jason smiled at
her. ‘You know, it is a little strange to awake and find you…
immobile.’

‘Sorry. I was
monitoring a press release from BioTek.’

‘Ah, yes. They
have created their first bioroid.’

‘Uh-huh. You
get that through on your implant, or did someone brief you?’

‘A little of
both,’ Jason said, heading through to the bathroom. ‘I am seeing
early reports now, but I did see a communication regarding the
legal position the UN are taking… two weeks ago.’

‘Huh.’ Fox
followed him through and watched as he stepped into the shower.
‘You’re here on Thursday, right?’

‘I am.’

‘Want to meet
her?’

Jason looked
back out of the shower area. ‘I… think that would be very
interesting. If it would be okay with your people.’

Fox shrugged.
‘They put me in charge of handling her security and I say
it’s okay…’

14th
July.

Fox watched the
weather map Belle was displaying, frowning as she did so. ‘Tropical
Storm Andrea. The first of the year and it’s coming in fairly
hot.’

‘Palladium’s
weather services are suggesting landfall between eighteen hundred
local tonight and midday tomorrow,’ Belle supplied. ‘The pattern is
unusually chaotic, making exact determinations problematic. Current
estimates give a sixty-two percent chance of Andrea hitting this
metro.’

‘Let Kit know
if the estimates change, please. If it’s getting too close, they
may need to delay Eve’s landing.’

‘There is only
a six percent chance of that happening, if your schedule remains
correct.’

‘It does,’ Kit
said. ‘We have received no indication of a delay.’

‘Yes,’ Fox
said, ‘but this is BioTek we’re talking about. They won’t tell us
of a change in schedule until we’ve already left for the original
time. Anything new on the media reporting?’

‘Most of the
serious media channels seem to be adopting a wait-and-see
approach,’ Belle said. ‘They have reported the facts and presented
a few opinion pieces from both sides of the argument, for and
against bioroids, but are largely restricting betraying any opinion
themselves until they have had a chance to see Eve for
themselves.’

‘Of course,’
Kit said, ‘the more opinionated channels are pushing whatever view
they normally espouse, no matter what the facts. Interestingly,
however, the MarTech analysts are saying that the antibioroid
elements seem to be… confused. Their messages often conflict with
each other in some manner, producing greater resistance to the
memes in the popular cognitive ecology.’

‘Cognitive
dissonance,’ Fox said.

Kit grinned.
‘Very good, Fox. You have been listening when I talk about
memetics.’

‘Less of your
sass, young lady, or you’ll be integrating memories of me spanking
your gynoid. And not in the good way.’

‘One other item
of interest, Fox,’ Belle said. ‘Luna City updated its legal codes
yesterday following a minor procedural vote. The updates have been
ratified by Tranquillity Base and their attached territories. They
have, essentially, ensured that the Akh process used on you is
fully legal and would present no issues for someone using it. There
was little media coverage since the changes were minor and
expected.’

‘Huh. If it
wasn’t for the fact that I’m needed here, I’d transfer up to Jenner
and celebrate.’

‘I am sure that
Mister Martins would be willing to crack open a bottle of champagne
when you meet him later.’

‘Maybe, but he
doesn’t drink much and I need virtual alcohol. You know, they just
didn’t think that kind of thing through when they were designing
the system.’

Kit smiled. ‘I
think they may have been too busy celebrating your continued
existence to worry over your ability to celebrate future legal
changes.’

~~~

Tropical Storm Andrea
was sticking to a route which would keep it out of the New York
area for a while, so Fox was waiting in a private arrivals lounge
in Newark Spaceport with Jackson and a squad of Palladium’s
security personnel. The security was probably overkill given the
private nature of the lounge, but Fox had decided it was
appropriate, especially since Jackson had decided that he wished to
greet Eve when she arrived on Earth.

‘The shuttle is
being tendered over now,’ Kit said, appearing beside Fox and
peering out of the observation window as Fox was doing. ‘They
should be disembarking within five minutes.’

‘Thank you,
Kit,’ Jackson said, though Fox had no doubt his VA was also
monitoring traffic information. The genius inventor was, in some
ways, a little out of his depth as far as Eve went. He understood
the principles and had been heavily involved with the technology
which had actually created Eve, but biotechnology was not one of
his major areas of expertise. Of course, ‘not a major area of
expertise’ to Jackson Martins was not quite the same as it was to
most people; the man knew a lot about a lot of things, having the
kind of brain which retained scientific information much as Fox’s
tended to accumulate crime data.

‘I think,’
Jackson went on, ‘that I may have to go up to Jenner in the near
future.’

Fox blinked.
The statement had come out of the blue and Jackson was suggesting a
space trip. ‘Have you developed some sort of masochistic streak I
should know about?’

‘Ha! No. I’m
considering the possibility of getting myself sedated for the
entire trip. I’m not so bad once I’m in lunar gravity. I believe
that I need to examine Teresa’s newest project myself and consider
where to go from here.’

He was being
circumspect with good reason. His daughter’s newest project was
Fei, a sentient computer system named for Fractal Emergent
Intelligence, and it had the possibility of changing the world in
any number of ways. Not all of those ways were good. ‘Well, I’m not
going to argue with you too much. You know how stressful space
travel is for you. If you really think you need to go…’

Outside the
window, the huge, streamlined, delta-winged shape of an orbital
shuttle was being towed into place beside the bridge. This one was
probably built by MarTech Stellar, but there were only so many ways
you could put such a ship together and they all looked much
the same. They generally carried around sixty passengers and some
cargo, but this one was under-occupied.

‘I’m still
considering,’ Jackson said, ‘but I believe that sooner rather than
later would be a good idea.’

‘And you’re
missing Terri.’

‘There is also
that, yes.’

There was
silence then until the door from the bridge opened up and a pair of
Palladium security personnel preceded the party from the BioTek
station into the lounge. There were three technicians, bioengineers
responsible for Eve’s production and continued evaluation; the
slim, very tall form of Rainer Gottschalk, the man most responsible
for the bioroid project; a couple of PR people who had been up on
the L4 station to brief those coming down; and then there was the
star of the show, so to speak.

Eve was a
relatively unassuming woman. She was certainly attractive, but not
sufficiently so that it provoked jealousy. Her hair was a mass of
purple which tended to obscure her face a little. If you got
closer, you would discover that her irises were also a purple or
violet colour. But aside from some colouration differences, Eve
appeared to be a typical human. If you dug deeper, you would
discover that she was three months old yet still a full-sized
adult, spoke two languages fluently, and was a trained diplomat and
public speaker. She looked bored and a little uncomfortable as she
walked through into the lounge in a grey business suit, but she
brightened visibly when she spotted Fox and Jackson standing there
waiting for her.

Still, she
waited quietly for them to welcome Gottschalk before saying
anything, and then she waited to be spoken to.

‘It’s a
pleasure to see you again, Eve,’ Jackson said, offering his hand to
the bioroid.

‘The same,
Jackson,’ Eve replied, smiling. ‘I hope that you are keeping
well.’

‘Oh, as well as
modern medicine can manage. Missing my daughter, but that can’t be
helped. We all have work to keep us busy.’

‘Yes. I have my
work cut out for me in the next few weeks.’

‘And I’ll be
right there with you for a lot of it,’ Fox said. ‘Welcome to Earth,
Eve.’

‘Thank you,
Fox. Will you introduce me to your companion?’ Eve was looking at
Kit’s avatar, which meant she had an implant installed.

‘Certainly.
Eve, this is Kit, my personal assistant. She has a gynoid frame you
may meet at some point, but she can introduce herself if you
do.’

‘Hello, Eve,’
Kit said, smiling. ‘I am pleased to meet you in person




































































































































































































































































cover.jpg
NIALL TEASDALE





