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Part One: Where the Heart
Is

 Topeka,
Kansas Belt, 27th March 2061.

Fox Meridian took a deep breath, trying
to force herself to relax, set a smile on her face, and then walked
out through the passenger door of the vertol she had flown in on.
Her father was waiting for her beside a car he had probably
borrowed to pick his daughter up from the airfield and she wanted
to look as though everything was all sunshine and roses. It was
not, and he knew it.

‘You’re looking well,’ Jonathan
Meridian said as she walked up to him. ‘I was expecting something a
little more battered, maybe.’

‘Yeah, well… Let’s leave all
that until we get home, huh? Then I don’t have to do it twice.’

Jonathan nodded. ‘That is a good
idea. That all the luggage you’ve got?’ He nodded toward the small
bag she was carrying.

‘Uh-huh. Fabricators are a
wonderful invention and, to be honest, I don’t have all that much
suitable for Topeka weather.’

‘It’s March. Almost
temperate.’

Fox looked up at the sun, high
in the sky. ‘Dad, it’s pushing twenty, Celsius. New York is barely
in double figures.’

‘Better get you out of the sun
then, before you melt.’

‘Not much chance of that.’ Which
was very true given her current state, but she was saving
all that for when she got home. ‘Still, I want to get home and tell
you both the news, and then I can get on with the resting part of
this.’

‘We’re both happy you wanted to
take your medical leave here.’ He took her bag from her and tossed
it into the back of the sedan before opening the passenger door for
her.

Grinning at him, Fox waited
until he got in the other side before saying, ‘Have you been
practising being a gentleman for all these political dinner parties
I’m sure you attend now?’

‘We don’t. Many of them anyway.
Uh… Your mother… has been upset since we heard what happened. She’s
going to be a bit emotional about this.’

They did not know the half of
it, but… ‘I kind of figured she might be. How are you two doing?
How’s the Watch doing?’

‘Good, aside from worry, and
rapidly improving.’ Jonathan paused for a second, and then clearly
decided that the Watch was a safe topic for now. ‘I won’t say the
first few weeks weren’t testing, but people are starting to trust
that the Watch is going to be able to handle things when
NAPA shuts down. There have been one or two reprimands, but mostly
for failing to keep up with paperwork. No one’s reported any
problems with undue use of force or favouritism. I think things are
working out pretty well.’

‘How about the investigations
side of things?’

‘Nothing major’s come up. A few
robberies of one sort or another. We called in Ray Rogers just to
support a percentage of the investigations really. He’s happy with
the way the Watch officers are handling minor stuff like that and
those support vests are working perfectly.’

‘Good,’ Fox said. ‘I’m supposed
to be out here taking it easy. I’d hate to have to kick anyone’s
butt.’

‘No butt-kicking required. Don’t
worry about it.’

Fox looked out the window as the
sedan hurried north into the city. Thinking about it, kicking
someone’s behind might have done her some good. ‘I won’t.’ There
were plenty of other things to worry about…

~~~

Andrea Meridian started crying as soon
as Fox stepped out of the car, bolted forward, and wrapped her arms
around her daughter’s neck. There was mumbling and wailing which
Fox was fairly sure was in no language previously heard on Earth:
words were certainly hard to make out anyway.

‘Mom… Mom… Mom, do you think we
could maybe take this inside before my shirt dissolves?’

Andrea let go, backed up, and
punched Fox in the shoulder. ‘I have a right to be upset after what
happened to you.’

‘Well, yes, but don’t you want
to save some for when you’ve heard the full story?’

‘I thought we had…’

‘Clearly not, Andrea,’ Jonathan
said, walking around the car. ‘I need to take this back in a bit,
but I’d like to find out what we weren’t told before that.’

Fox nodded. ‘You could start by
telling me what you were told so I don’t have to go over it
all again.’

‘Ray Rogers came over to tell us
you’d been kidnapped,’ Andrea said as they migrated toward the
house. ‘I was worried, very worried, but he said that Palladium was
putting every resource into finding you.’

‘He didn’t hold back,’ Jonathan
added. ‘He told us it was that Grant guy, or they thought it was.
There was going to be a time limit on finding you alive, but that
it was likely as much down to how long you could keep going and we
knew you were strong.’ He paused. ‘Kitchen or lounge?’

‘Lounge,’ Fox said.

‘Coffee? Something
stronger?’

‘Not right now. So I assume they
told you they’d found me?’

‘Kit was keeping us up to date
from New York. Mostly it was “no news right now, sorry,” but then
she dropped us a message saying she’d located your general area,
and then it was “we found her!”’

‘And then Jackson Martins called
from Japan!’ Andrea said, sounding as though this was tantamount to
a personal message from God. ‘He… didn’t hold back either. He told
us you were in bad shape, but he assured us he would make sure you
came out of it okay.’

‘Called us again from New York,’
Jonathan said. He pointed at the chair he usually used, indicating
that Fox should sit there, and then took the sofa beside Andrea.
‘He said you were getting worse, but he was taking you up to some
research station on the Moon because it had the latest equipment.
That man really thinks the world of you.’

‘Yeah, well…’ Fox sat down. It
felt kind of like the hot seat of an interrogation, but… ‘I saved
Terri, twice. I think he overcompensates, but he doesn’t.’

‘I can see his point. We got a
list of injuries. We assumed there was going to be some cybernetics
involved. How much did they have to replace?’

Fox forced a smile. ‘Okay. They
told you about the coma?’ There was nodding. ‘I developed a brain
haemorrhage, and there was damage to my brain stem along with the
severed spinal cord further down. Grant also used an experimental
nanodrug on me to accelerate my healing while he was… Well, he used
it too much and it trashed my natural ability to heal. So, I was
crippled below the waist, my body was basically operating only
because they patched me into a life support system, I wouldn’t wake
up, and my body wasn’t actually healing.’

‘Oh,’ Andrea said, eyes
wide.

‘Yeah. Jackson took me up to
Jenner. Uh, that’s our research station in the Jenner Crater, on
the far side. It’s where we do our really secret research.
Terri was already up there working on something I can’t tell you
about, and Jackson discussed some options with her.’

‘I understood Teresa Martins was
an AI specialist,’ Jonathan said, frowning.

‘She is, mostly, but she has
some fairly novel software projects aside from her normal AI stuff
and Jackson wanted her to consider one of them.’

‘A software project?’

‘Yeah. Well, software,
nanotechnology… Terri did the operating software for the Yliaster
system, which is all nanomachines. But… Look, they had a few
options, but none of them were exactly safe. The brain damage was
pretty severe and the cybernetic technicians were pretty unsure
about some sort of spinal implant working. They’re working on a
medical application of Yliaster which could have done the repairs,
possibly, but they’re nowhere near ready to try it on a living
human. They considered freezing me until they could have it ready,
but cryogenic technology isn’t exactly a sure thing yet…’

‘But you’re here,’ Andrea said.
‘You look… like nothing happened to you. Just the same as you did.
They must have done something.’

Fox looked down at her hands.
‘It’s called Project Akh. Using ultra-high-definition MRI and
nanomachines, they map out every neuron, every connection in
someone’s brain. Then they compile all that data into a database
and Terri’s written software which can… execute that database to
create an emulation of the original brain. It’s digitising a human,
turning them into an infomorph. Uh… It’s a destructive process. I
can’t go back. Even if my body was much use in its current state,
it doesn’t have a brain for me to inhabit.’

‘Oh my God!’

Not looking up, Fox continued.
‘Jackson felt they had no choice. All the other options were bad.
The process is experimental. I’m the first person to go through it,
but they were sure it would work. It’s just that all the test
animals they tried it on, except one, couldn’t cope outside a
virtual environment. Terri was sure a human had the mental capacity
to handle it and… Well, apparently I do, but…’

‘Oh my God,’ Andrea repeated and
Fox looked up, dreading what she would see. Andrea looked
horrified, her hands held up in front of her mouth in anguish.
Fox’s heart sank, metaphorically speaking since she no longer had
one.

‘So…’ Jonathan began. ‘What
we’re looking at is some sort of android body?’

‘Yeah,’ Fox replied. ‘Computer
in the chest to run the emulation software.’

‘My God, but they’ve come a long
way on realistic skin. I’ve seen some of them in town and you can
always tell. I mean… you’re my daughter and I couldn’t.’

‘Well, it’s–’

Andrea was suddenly leaping
across the space to wrap her arms around Fox’s neck again. ‘Oh, my
poor baby! What you must’ve been through!’

‘Uh…’

‘Let the girl breathe, Andrea,’
Jackson said.

‘She’s in a gynoid body,’ Andrea
replied, still holding on. ‘She doesn’t have to. And it’s gynoid,
not android. There’s a difference.’

‘Technically true,’ Fox said,
‘but it’s difficult to talk like this.’

‘You’re doing fine. I can’t
imagine what it must be like. The first you knew of it was
when you woke up? When they… started you up?’

‘Pretty much, yeah. I went to
sleep in a hospital room in Tokyo and woke up in what turned out to
be a simulation of my apartment, apparently all fixed. I was… a
little unreasonable about it.’

‘Understandable,’ Jonathan said.
‘Still having some doubts?’

‘Yes.’

‘Also understandable, but I
couldn’t tell. It’s not just the body, the very lifelike
gynoid body. You move the same, sound the same, act the
same…’

Andrea finally let go and
returned to the sofa. ‘You are the same.’

‘Sam said the same thing,’ Fox
said. ‘Though Sam noticed that I’m more flexible than I used to be,
but he notices things like that. Kit keeps telling me she can’t
detect a difference aside from the fact that I keep worrying over
it. Jackson and Terri treat me just like they did except for the
technical aspects. Marie… She was kind of avoiding me, which is one
of the reasons I came out here.’

‘We’re not complaining,’
Jonathan said. ‘Marie will come around. She’s young, probably
unsettled by this. She’ll handle it once she’s had a chance to
think it over.’

‘I guess I didn’t give her much
chance. You two are really okay with this?’

‘I’d prefer it hadn’t been
needed, but I don’t care what kind of body you’re in so long as
it’s you that’s in there.’

‘Agreed,’ Andrea said, ‘but they
did do a remarkable job of replicating the original you. It does
help, I suppose.’

‘Huh,’ Fox said. ‘Well, I sleep
in a server while this thing recharges. Did they deliver it?’

‘Several MarTech technicians
turned up to install a server of some sort in your room,’ Jackson
said. ‘I’m glad we’d finished redecorating.’

‘That gets to stay here in case
of visits. All I need to handle daily life. Uh, I don’t really need
to drink and I can get by on very minimal food, but I can eat and
drink normally if I want. It’s just… a bit wasteful.’

‘And you can’t get drunk.’

‘No, sadly, I can’t.’

‘I’ll get drunker for you,’
Andrea said.

‘But more importantly,’ Jonathan
went on, ‘how secret is this?’

‘It’s not. I’m the poster child
for Project Akh. It’ll be public knowledge soon enough. On the
other hand, we’re not making a lot of noise about it yet. Uh,
that’s partially because I don’t want to. I need to get used to it.
It’s kind of weird. Most of the time, I feel like me. Sometimes I
don’t.’

‘I’d imagine that’s natural.
Hell, I’m still not quite used to this implant. I feel like a
computer sometimes. It just pops things up for me when I think
about them too loud.’

Fox grinned, this time more
genuinely. ‘Finally went ahead with it then?’

‘And no matter what he says,’
Andrea said, ‘he wonders how he did without it.’

‘Yes, yes,’ Jonathan said, ‘I
should’ve done it years ago, but my point is that it took some
getting used to. Change does. Where is Kit anyway? You mentioned
her and she hasn’t popped up to say hello.’

Fox tapped her chest. ‘She’s in
here. This thing has a fairly powerful computer so we can both run
quite comfortably on it. I asked her to let me do this on my own.
Uh… I think I was expecting more… of a reaction.’

Kit’s avatar, all large green
eyes and foxy white tail, appeared beside Fox’s chair. ‘Good
afternoon, Mister and Mrs Meridian. I told her you would
understand, but she’s convinced people should treat her
differently.’

‘Afternoon, Kit,’ Jonathan said,
smiling. ‘Well, she’s right, but it’ll be people who don’t know
her. And it won’t all be “bad,” though I doubt Fox will see it as
good attention.’

‘The Church,’ Andrea said,
nodding. ‘I mean, I can’t imagine many of the conventional
religions taking this well, but the Church of God’s Mind is going
to think you’re some sort of goddess, Tara.’

Fox sagged in her seat. ‘No
one is to tell Danny Berkewitz about this. No one. Under any
circumstances.’

Andrea developed what could only
be described as a politician’s smirk. ‘What’s it worth?’

~~~

‘So your mother got another social out
of you?’ Bart Wade said, smirking.

‘Blackmailed another social out
of me,’ Fox replied. She was at the kitchen table, watching Bart
and her parents eat. She was drinking wine, to be sociable, but she
really did think wasting food on her was just about a crime.

Bartholomew Wade was the only
other person in Topeka that Fox absolutely had to have in the know
regarding her new condition. Even if she had expected more problems
with her parents, especially her mother, she had known that Bart
would take it in his usual, practical manner, and probably tell her
that she was being an idiot. Bart was old, but only physically. His
hair was grey, and increasing amounts of his body had been replaced
with metal and plastic, but he had had a computer implanted long
before Jonathan and his mind was as sharp as ever.

‘Blackmail,’ Andrea said, ‘is
such an ugly word. I prefer “persuasion with menaces.”’

‘I’m not sure that’s better,’
Fox countered, ‘but the point is that I wanted you to know I’d
beaten you hands down on the cybernetics, Bart, before
Friday. That way I don’t have to explain in front of everyone.’

Bart gave a shrug. ‘I still hold
the Tin Man title for the street. You’re just a visitor, so I can
live with it.’

‘I figured you would. Though I
recall you saying how big a can of worms this kind of technology
was back in January.’

‘Sure is. When the news breaks,
you’re going to be up to your neck in political and religious
types. You’ll have the Church of God’s Mind demanding that the
government legalise it, and they won’t be alone. And you’ll have
the religious Right demanding it be outlawed.’

‘And probably that I get turned
off. Yeah, I know.’

‘But you have that covered,
right?’ Andrea said. ‘You said MarTech had come to some special
arrangement for their first subject.’

‘I’m covered,’ Fox agreed. ‘I’m
legally the same person. Huh, if the worst ever came to the worst,
I could emigrate to Luna City. They have a pretty solid equal
rights thing going up there. That’s why the American government
agreed to hold my testing there before I was allowed down here.’
She rolled her eyes. ‘That was annoying and pointless.’

‘They were trying to make sure
you were you?’ Bart asked.

‘Well, yeah, but it was an IQ
test followed by some guy asking me questions I could’ve probably
answered with an internet search. Seriously, mother’s maiden name.
Name of my first school.’

‘You remembered my maiden name?’
Andrea asked.

‘Barlow. I do actually remember
my grandparents, Mom. It was kind of slipshod, but I guess I
shouldn’t complain. NAPA sent someone up to interview me too. That
was more detailed, but mostly on what happened with Grant and
Hannah.’

‘Kit got on the news about that
Hannah girl. An AI giving evidence at a hearing and your testimony.
You really don’t hold a grudge over her part in this?’

‘I do,’ Kit said from her
position behind Fox, perched on one of the work surfaces. ‘Equally,
she helped rescue Fox. I am conflicted on the matter.’

‘I…’ Fox frowned. ‘I guess I’m
conflicted too. I’ve got some pretty obvious issues with her, but
she was almost as much a victim as me and I think she deserves to
be tried for what she did, not just turned off and scrapped.’

‘Well,’ Bart said, ‘you set the
cat among the pigeons with that one. They’re still trying to decide
what to do about it. Might go all the way to the top.’

‘I haven’t been paying a lot of
attention to the news recently. Jenner’s pretty isolated and I’ve
been avoiding anything controversial since I got back. I’ve got
enough controversy of my own.’

‘Fair point. You won’t have seen
that the Japanese have stolen MarTech’s thunder then?’

‘Oh?’

‘Some company over there has
made the first artificial biological human. Well, not human,
obviously, but you know what I mean. Bioroid, they call them.’

‘BioTek were working on it. Are
working on it. They needed a variant of Yliaster to make it viable.
So they can build an entire adult body instead of growing a cell up
to adult size the normal way. An eighteen-year production cycle
wasn’t viewed as ideal.’

‘Huh, no, I’d imagine not.
Apparently someone in Japan has cracked it. Of course, it’s for
sex. If they don’t actually invent something specifically for sex,
someone’ll find a way to use it for that pretty quickly.’

Andrea giggled. ‘So true. It
seems a shame that the first artificial life we make is for that
though.’

‘Alternative is probably some
sort of manual labour. Slave labour. Not good either, but I’m
bringing the mood down.’ Bart flashed a grin at Andrea. ‘Nice
outfit you’re almost wearing, Andy. I see the sparkle hasn’t gone
from your renewed love life.’

Andrea blushed, but just a
little. Her cropped camisole top and shorts were fairly
brief. ‘Jonathan likes it. And so do you, you old letch.’

‘Not denyin’ it. Mind you,
you’ve got competition. Your daughter’s not exactly covering
herself up and she’s got more to show.’

‘Oh… Don’t remind me. I’ve
always been a little envious.’

‘And,’ Fox said, smirking, ‘now
there’s no danger of sag. Ever.’

Andrea mock scowled at her
daughter. ‘You’re not too old to spank, young lady.’

~~~

Fox’s old bedroom had been redecorated.
Gone were the trappings of a late-teen, replaced with a
not-too-modern but certainly updated look in earth tones, which
included a double bed that had a rather nice bronze-coloured,
embroidered comforter over it. It had been done in the hope that
Fox would visit with Jason Deveraux, her boyfriend.

‘We kind of planned to come over
before he started his new job,’ Fox said. Her mother was seeing her
to bed before joining Jonathan. Andrea was being a little more
solicitous than usual, likely still worrying over Fox’s recovery.
‘Then I went and got myself kidnapped…’

‘I’m sure you’ll see him again,
Tara,’ Andrea said. ‘I’m sure that bed will see some use at some
point.’

‘Well, it’s going to see some
now.’ Fox looked at the black box sitting beside the bed, already
hooked up to the mains. There were indicator lights on it, showing
that it was functional. A small camera mounted on the top was
unmoving and there were a couple of cables coiled beside it. ‘I
only need four hours’ sleep now, and this thing will be charged
before I wake up, but I might still be in there if you come
in in the morning.’

‘I’ll let you come down on your
own. Take your time. You are supposed to be resting.’

‘Yeah. Look, do you mind if I do
this on my own? It’s still a little…’

‘I’ll leave you to it. I’d
imagine you can contact our implants if you need anything
anyway.’

Fox waited for her mother to
leave before undressing. Nudity was technically unnecessary, but
she had slept naked for a long time and it made things a little
easier. She pulled the comforter back on the bed and then picked up
the thickest of the two cables. It ended in something that looked
like one of those nerve-induction exercise devices people had
thought were the answer to exercise without effort decades ago: a
cloth belt with a pair of plastic pads attached to it. Strapping
the belt around her hips, she made sure the two pads were roughly
over her hip joints and closed the fastening.

Next came the second cable, much
thinner with a small plug at the end. Reaching behind her neck, she
felt under her hair for the small socket hidden away there and
pushed the plug in. Almost immediately, a connection notification
came through, followed by an authentication exchange panel.

‘All set up for us,’ Kit
commented. ‘Jackson is really going out of his way to make sure
this works for you.’

‘Yeah, well… He would. He always
does.’ Fox started her transfer to the server and climbed into bed,
pulling the covers over her. ‘I assume you’re coming over with
me.’

‘Of course. I’ve some work to
do, and you’ll want someone to talk to when you wake up hours
before your parents.’

‘You know, not being able to
sleep in is a major fault in this design. Turn off, “sleep” for
want of a better word, and four hours later I wake up. Ding!
Awake.’ Fox closed her eyes and watched the progress bar on her ba
transfer. ‘And they need to give me a faster cable interface. I
mean, Terri was talking about using wireless transfers sometimes,
but that would take ages.’

‘I know. That’s how I usually
travel.’

‘You’re used to it. This is all
new to me. It’s so slow…’

‘You could be in Japan in five
minutes, ten at the most. You could be on Mars in a day or
so instead of weeks.’

‘I suppose that has some
utility. If I’ve got a frame to load into once I get there anyway.
Does Palladium have contracts on Mars?’

‘There are MarTech facilities on
Mars and Venus, as well as the lunar sites, of course.
Setting up a body for you on the Moon would be very easy. You need
never ride in a rocket ever again.’

‘Huh. Now I see why
Jackson wants to do this.’

‘Hmm, yes. He does suffer
terribly from space sickness.’

Fox smirked. ‘I don’t think that
quite covers the depths of his misery. He is a little better when
he can have some gravity, but then the Coriolis effect tends
to kick in with spin gravity… Yeah, he’d love just being able to
radio himself over to Jenner. Transfer’s almost complete. I’ve
programmed it to shunt me straight into sleep mode on the other
side so… Night, Kit.’

‘Goodnight, Fox. Sleep
well.’

‘Oh, like I have a choice…’

28th March.

Possibly one of the most important
advances in biotechnology this century, the new Japanese bioroid
carried the name Yurei no Ningyo, which seemed to be being
translated as Ghost Doll. Fox discovered the reason for the name
when she located a video of the launch conference from the
Aphrodite Cybernetics facility in the Chiba Industrial Zone.

Aphrodite Cybernetics built
androids and gynoids more or less exclusively for the pleasure
market. They did not come immediately to mind on the list of people
who might scoop BioTek to the first artificial humanoid, but they
did tinker with biotechnology: their high-end models used cloned
skin to give a more realistic look to their robots. This made it
strange that the Ghost Doll bioroids did not appear especially
realistic. They had pale, almost white, skin with the texture of
latex, very red pouting lips, and eyes that always seemed to be
opened wide. They were walking rubber sex dolls and Fox found
herself wondering what kind of mind came up with something like
that.

‘I would suggest it was a male
one,’ Kit said when Fox commented on the video. ‘Possibly one born
last century. Perhaps the company was unable to create a working
model with more natural skin, though it seems more like a specific
choice.’

‘Yeah. If I discover BioTek are
doing anything like this, I’ll… get very angry about it.’

‘I’m nothing but software, and I
find it rather offensive. Perhaps it will fail to sell.’

‘Oh… Don’t count on it. Aside
from anything else, they’re selling it as a luxury item. People
with more money than sense are going to jump right in. I’d suggest
that the Japanese market might be more amenable, but I bet you
there are Americans trying to sniff out a way to import one right
now. The interesting thing will be to see whether they create a
male version.’

‘The market for pleasure
androids still lags behind the gynoid market, though it is not far
from parity. Have you ever tried one?’

‘No,’ Fox said. ‘Thought about
it. There’s something to be said for a boyfriend you can stuff in a
closet when you’re bored with him. Of course, now I’m a
gynoid girlfriend.’

‘You know, I don’t think Jason
will think of it that way. I also think that Jackson would not have
been unhappy if you had stopped off at Prokhorov Station on the way
to Earth.’

‘Maybe I didn’t want to test
Jason’s reaction just then because I felt insecure. I’m still
finding myself, Kit. If, and I’m not saying he would have,
but if Jason reacted badly… Not sure I could take that right
now.’ Fox checked the time. ‘Almost six. I’m getting up. Mom and
Dad will think I’ve been replaced by a duplicate, but… I have, so
it seems fair.’

~~~

It was a bit after six a.m. when
Jonathan and Andrea came down to find Fox sitting at the kitchen
table, eating something from a plastic tub which appeared to be
Greek yoghurt. The smell of coffee pervaded the room as well.

‘Now I am starting to
worry about you,’ Andrea said. ‘Up before us and eating
yoghurt?’

‘Yeah, well, this way I don’t
walk in on you two kissing like teenagers at a drive-in, and it’s
not yoghurt.’

Frowning, Andrea walked over to
the table and started reaching a finger toward the tub. ‘It looks
like–’

‘Uh… Don’t. Seriously. It’s
specifically for my skin. It’s basically protein and
nanomachines.’

‘It’s poisonous to humans?’

‘Huh, no. It just tastes
absolutely disgusting and it won’t do you any good at all. It’s
indigestible and gross, but it’s got everything I need for a glossy
coat and wet nose. And I turn off my sense of taste before eating
it.’

‘You can do that?’

‘Smell, taste, and touch, if I
want. The smell thing is going to come in useful at murder
scenes.’

Kit appeared beside the table
nodding. ‘She is not joking about that last part. Not even a
little. You know you don’t need to eat that so often?’

Fox gave a shrug. ‘I’m still
getting used to what I need. I’d rather have too much stored up
than not enough.’

‘And I guess coffee is just a
drink now,’ Jonathan said. ‘And you can’t get drunk.’

‘Well, I still like
coffee and the taste of alcoholic drinks.’

‘And she can get drunk,’
Kit added. ‘Oh… She can get really drunk. It just takes
virtual alcohol to do it. You should have seen her when–’

‘And we are not discussing my
drunken episodes on Jenner with my parents.’

‘But it’s funny!’

‘It’s not funny, it’s
embarrassing. Don’t think I won’t virtually spank you.’

‘Oh, yes please, mistress!’

Fox winced: she had been asking
for that. Jonathan burst out laughing. Andrea put her hand over her
mouth, eyes wide, and said, ‘Kit!’ The shocked look was somewhat
diminished by the fact that she appeared to be trying not to
giggle.

‘You’d better not be teaching
Belle this sass,’ Fox said.

‘Belle prefers quiet dignity,’
Kit replied, ‘though I think she’s getting there.’ Then she pouted.
‘You can’t be mad at me. I’m paru-kawaii, remember?’

‘I can well believe it,’
Jonathan said, ‘but what does it mean?’

‘Very cute,’ Fox said, ‘in
Japanese. Kit’s all famous over there. She gets fan mail and
mentions on social media sites, and I heard she was doing the chat
show circuit…’

‘What?!’ Kit squeaked. ‘No! No
one said anything about– Oh, you’re making fun of me.’

Fox smiled and got up to get
coffee. ‘The look on your face…’

~~~

Fox pulled her Q-bug up outside an old
industrial building and stepped off, adjusting her cami-top
absently before heading for the door. There was little to indicate
that this was the Topeka office of Palladium Security Solutions,
just a small sign beside the door. However, the fact that the door
recognised her ID and opened as she walked up to it did make Fox
feel like she still belonged.

‘I thought you were supposed to
be on medical leave,’ Ray Rogers said as Fox walked into the office
the investigators shared.

Fox raised an eyebrow. ‘If I was
working, I wouldn’t be here in a tiny little top and denim
shorts.’

‘First time I saw you, you were
wearing a top like that. I admit, there was less leg on show.’

‘Well, I’m not working. I
figured that, since I was in town anyway, I’d come over and see if
everyone was settling in okay. Not that you need to settle… And to
thank you for sending over my gear and the Q-bug.’

Rogers nodded. ‘New housing’s
finished. We’re in and it’s all functioning, including the new
fabricator. Not much happening, but the Watch has been using us for
oversight on a few small cases. It’s all pretty much making sure
they’re handling things properly. Uh, they have been.’

‘Great.’ Fox grabbed a seat
beside Rogers’s desk and sat down. ‘So how are things with Ray
Rogers?’

‘Oh, uh… Well, pretty good… I’ve
been, uh, dating…’ There were some snickers from the other people
in the office and Rogers flashed a glare around his colleagues.

‘Anyone I know?’

‘Yeah… It’s Crystal Bateson.’
Rogers frowned. ‘You don’t look very surprised.’

‘She asked whether you were
single last time I was down here. I’m more surprised that she
actually went for it than that you’re dating her. She’s an
attractive woman. What does Sandy think?’

‘That it’s great, as far as I
can tell. Uh, the age difference is–’

‘Meaningless these days. Unless
you’re into the whole “toy boy” thing, of course.’ Fox watched
Rogers’s cheeks colour and grinned. ‘I’m happy for you. Both of
you. She needs something good in her life. Of course, if you break
her heart, I’ll help Sandy skin you.’

‘Huh. If I do that, I’ll hold
the knives while you’re doing it. Uh… We got reports through. About
your condition, I mean. You’re looking pretty good, but… We were
worried about you. Helen and Kit are handling the top-end admin
pretty well, no complaints at all, but do you know when you’ll be
back on the job?’

Fox leaned back in her chair.
‘No… I have a few things to work through. It’s been a tough
month.’

‘Yeah, I can imagine.’

~~~

The problem, of course, was that no one
could really imagine what Fox was trying to work through. No one
with fewer than four legs had ever had to do it before, and Fox was
fairly sure that Agnus the digital rat was not going to be much
help; the language barrier alone was more or less
insurmountable.

‘I don’t believe talking to
Agnus would help anyway,’ Kit said as they drove back to Fox’s
parents’ house. ‘I don’t believe that her experience really
impinges on the problem.’

‘Eyes on the road,’ Fox
responded. Kit was driving the bug by remote because she did not
get the chance that often.

‘I am quite capable of holding a
conversation while driving. Don’t change the subject.’

‘Since I gave you your command
keys, you’ve got bossy.’ There was silence for a second or two and
then Fox filled it. ‘Okay, why doesn’t Agnus’s experience
have a bearing on mine?’

‘Because Agnus was happy being a
rat and got on with doing just that. You, however, are not happy
getting on with being what you are.’

‘Human?’

‘A detective. You’re quite fit
to resume work. You usually work to avoid personal issues, but now
you’re using a personal issue to avoid work.’

‘I’m n– Okay, I am. This job
cost me… almost everything, Kit. I’m not me any more. I mean, I
guess I am, but my real body is in a freezer on the Moon. And
that’s only because Terri still entertains the hope that they can
fix it up and build me a new brain. I don’t know whether I can do
this any more.’

‘I believe you can, and you
will. I accept that it may take some time for you to realise that,
however. Also, I am pleased to note that you do not seem concerned
that you are not yourself. You appear to have accepted that your
mind is what makes you Fox Meridian.’

‘People keep telling me I act
the same, I still remember all the embarrassing things I’d rather
have forgotten when I was sixteen, and I’ve never been much into
metaphysics. I can do without existential dilemmas, so unless
something comes up to suggest there’s something missing, I
am me. I think I am Fox Meridian, therefore I am. Or
something. Hell, the real Fox Meridian isn’t going to tell
me I’m not. She doesn’t have a brain.’

‘Somehow,’ Kit said, ‘I think
that I was happier before you explained your reasoning, but it’s a
good start. Have you given any thought to what you would do if you
cannot continue your current job?’

‘Of course not. I’m too busy
panicking about not being able to do it. Maybe I should take up
farming. Dad seems to like it.’

There was amusement in Kit’s
voice when she replied. ‘Somehow, I cannot picture you as a farmer,
Fox.’

‘Well… I could be…’

~~~

‘So what’ve you got planned for
tomorrow, Dad?’

Jonathan raised an eyebrow at
Fox’s question. ‘Some pottering in the fields. Seeds are all in,
but I need to check irrigation and the agribots. I’ll be ploughing
over the fallow fields soon.’

‘Want a hand? I know some basic
robotic maintenance. I mean, most people in New York do. It’s
cheaper than hiring a mechanic for basic servicing.’

‘I won’t say no.’

Fox smiled. ‘Cool, it’s a
date.’

‘It had better not be,’ Andrea
said, ‘or I’ll have to come out there in a bikini. I can’t have him
dating younger women.’

‘With bigger boobs.’

‘Especially not ones with
bigger boobs. You will be careful, Tara? You won’t stress
yourself?’

‘Mom, physically I’m
pretty much unstressable. I can bench-press over two hundred kilos
and you could drop an agribot on my foot and I’d barely
notice.’

‘Huh,’ Jonathan said, ‘and I
just happen to have a load of fertiliser bags to move…’

Tokyo, Japan, 29th
March.

Irete Kudasi was not the kind of club
that Yuriko Fukui would have visited if she ever really went to
clubs. It was basically a pick-up joint on the outskirts of
Kabukicho. Maybe fifty per cent of the women who walked in required
monetary remuneration to walk out with someone, and the only reason
the men did not outnumber the women was that the bouncers had a
fairly strict policy on equalising the numbers. At least it was
easy enough to get into if you were female, so long as you wore a
short enough skirt.

Yuriko was there to meet exactly
one person, a contact in the Fukui-kai, her brother’s yakuza
organisation. She had been tasked, by Jackson Martins himself, to
track down the source of the drug which had destroyed Fox
Meridian’s immune system. The mission-giver was, she felt,
prestigious, but she would have gladly done the job if the order
had come from a janitor cyberframe: Fox, her boss, had been
kidnapped and tortured in Japan, on Yuriko’s watch, so to
speak. The only person blaming Yuriko was Yuriko, but she was going
to do everything within her power to make restitution, and
if that meant hitting up every yakuza contact she had, then so be
it.

She could, however, have wished
for a different venue for this meeting. Horny Japanese men were for
too prone to groping. Making her way to a raised area at the back,
she kept herself calm by entertaining fantasies of multiple men
rolling on the floor nursing broken arms. Then she took up a
position leaning on a rail so that she could see the entrance.

Ichisada was late, which was
especially irritating considering his choice of meeting place. He
was not exactly her most reliable contact, and Irete Kudasi did fit
him perfectly: he was a womanising, drug-taking drunk, and his
relative scarcity of fingers was testament to his lack of
self-control. However, he had claimed to have information on the
suspect Yuriko was looking for, so he was her best option right
now.

The case had not gone too badly
at first. It had
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