
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Dark Side
Hydroponics


By Stephen Brown

Copyright 2018 Stephen
Brown

Smashwords Edition

Coming soon in
Paperback. See author website for details

http://www.thestephenbrown.co.uk

 


Smashwords Edition,
License Notes

This ebook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share
this book with another person please purchase an additional copy
for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please
return to your favourite ebook store and purchase your own copy.
Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

***

 


For

 


Jutta - possibly
the

 


World’s biggest Sci-fi
fan

xx

 


 


My thanks to:

 


Jamie Miller,

 


Moz Docker

 


& the Kowloon
Dragon

 


for proof-reading and
comments.

 


Always helpful.

***

Table of Contents

 Title

Contents

Dark Side
Hydroponics

About the
Author

Other Works

Chosen
Charity

***

 


 


The
year is 2218CE.

 


The lines of the map
have long since been redrawn. Borders and nations have changed
shape, expanded, retracted and then disappeared completely to be
replaced with the new Blocs - Nord Europa, Seaboard, Bharat and New
China to name but a few - all of them governed by the Supreme
Council in London.

 


Mankind has expanded
into space, with thriving communities known collectively as the
Territories on sixty-eight of our system’s moons and planets. Also
floating around the Sun in varying orbits are the Platforms -
artificial ship-worlds with independent populations of their
own.

 


In recent years a few
adventurous pioneers have begun exploring beyond the confines of
our own Solar System, using the revolutionary Ashoka and Kookaburra
engines to venture out past the Oort Cloud into the vast emptiness
of interstellar space.

 


All of them though, the
Platforms, ships and Territories, are still governed by Earth, for
now, but there is an overwhelming desire throughout the System for
more distance or total independence from the Supreme Council in
London - even from the Mother Planet herself. There has long been
talk of a redistribution of power, and that talk grows ever
louder.

 


While society changes
constantly however, humanity stays much the same: there are rich,
there are poor, there are sick, there are healthy - and of course
there is still crime.

 


It is difficult in the
23rd century for the police to keep up with the
convoluted, ever-evolving system of laws and jurisdictions, but
where they need help there are the iCEmen.

Tough, highly trained
and totally impartial, these men and women of Fortune House are the
very cream of Law Enforcement, the best of the best. The elite.

 


Solomon Mhundi is just
one of them.

***
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ONE

 


Six days before...

***

 


A two block
section of Balcombe Street had been cordoned off with retractable
police tape backed up by a Sonic Pulse Emitter to keep the crowds
well back. Baker Street Hub Enforcement Zone vehicles were
clustered around the Ducklings Daycare Centre and the road
immediately behind the building was also closed off.

Police Comm
channels crackled with indistinct voices within the blocked off
area, the only sounds to be heard in the street. A temporary
pavilion had been erected to take in worried parents as they
arrived, the heavy plastic sheeting keeping out the blue and red
lights that flashed from the police vehicles up and down the red
brick road.

Another baby
had been taken, and beyond the EZ barrier at the Marylebone Road
end of the street the inevitable throngs had gathered. Several news
teams were already on site reporting on the latest in a long string
of abductions.

Violet
Vainakola from Channel 9 was just one of many standing with her
back to the police tape transmitting her piece live to camera.

“I’m
standing here as near as any of us have been allowed to get to the
Ducklings Daycare Centre on Balcombe Street which this afternoon
was the scene of yet another abduction of a toddler from a Daycare
nursery.

“Over the
past four and a half years there have been more than two hundred
children taken in similar circumstances from all across the
country, the victims in each case, as with this latest incident
here this afternoon, aged between just six and fourteen
months.

“Swansea,
Bristol, Reading, Southampton, Dundee, Oxford, Manchester, Lincoln,
Hull, Norwich, Birmingham - there seems to be no pattern to these
crimes and no way to predict where will be targeted next. All of
these cities and more have suffered these tragic and as yet
unsolved kidnappings, with of course London experiencing the
majority of the heart-breaking cases.

“To young
mothers up and down the country now, nowhere seems safe.

“On each
occasion a man posing as the father, step-father or some other
legal male guardian has arrived in a spurious change of schedule
and absconded with the child, and in every case the men have been
subsequently arrested and, with a very few exceptions,
charged.

“Each one of
them has protested his innocence however, despite the damning
evidence, and continues to do so as volubly as his lawyers
allow.

“It should
be noted that none of the infants to date have been
recovered.

“As far back
as eighteen months ago Channel 9’s own Jasmin Yland was the
solitary voice calling for authorities to investigate the
possibility that all of these cases have in fact been perpetrated
by one man - a man whom she famously labelled the Baby
Snatcher. Although cried down at the time by the police and the
rest of the media, as these abductions continue to go on unabated,
the public is beginning to wonder if she has in fact been right all
along.

“In a brief
conversation with this reporter just twenty minutes go, she
informed me that she has not stopped her investigations over the
last eighteen months, and told me that while she is unable at the
moment to comment on this latest incident, she confided that she is
following a lead which looks set to break the case wide open,
exposing not only the man behind these horrendous kidnappings, but
also many of the high-flying figures involved.

“Needless to
say it will be a Channel 9 exclusive, so remember - Keep Your News
Nine!

“Stay tuned
after the break for interviews with concerned parents and Chief
Inspector Oldfield of the Baker Street Main Hub. This is Violet
Vainakola for Channel 9 news.”

 


 


TWO

 


Today,
16th April 2218

***

 


Police vehicles
ringed the tower block on the ground and were visible on all the
other access levels right up to the roof forty stories up. The blue
and red lights flashed silently below him as Solomon flew in, his
Coptor gleaming silver-white in the early morning sun as it cruised
above the sprawling metropolis.

Solomon’s
digital partner deactivated the police scrambling device and tuned
into all frequencies to get the very latest on what had happened,
but if there was anything new it was being kept off the
airwaves.

“Sorry Sol,
nothing fresh. Didn’t think there would be.” Solomon only grunted
as he drew the Coptor down, easing it in past the London Met’s
security screen which Om had also neatly sliced through. “Forensics
are still in there, as is Frankon,” Mhundi’s section chief from
Floor 7. “This must be a biggie.”

For the Met to
have been called in by the local Canary Wharf Enforcement Zone gave
warning that the case was something more serious than an everyday
murder, and for the Met to call in Corporate Crime who then
immediately requested the iCE Agency only highlighted the fact.

Based at
Fortune House in Greenwich on the banks of the Thames, the iCE
Agency was an autonomous organisation funded directly by the
Supreme Council in Westminster with a budget of billions. They were
the best of the best, authorised to operate over and above the
jurisdictions of the law enforcement Hubs in any Bloc or
Independent District on Earth, or in any of the System’s Planetary
Territories or Platforms upon which Humanity now thrived.

They had access
to state of the art equipment the likes of which would never be
made available to the public, or even the military. An iCEman’s
Coptor was one of these things and his Omniscience Machine digital
partner, or meme, another.

These
super-computers were faster and more powerful than anything ever
conceived of anywhere else and, like the iCEmen themselves, had
access and over-ride codes to any data files anywhere in the
System, from the Oort Cloud Platform to the solar farms of the
Mercury Collective. Also known as memes, they had an AI
system way in advance of anything on the market, and with
self-evolving aether-awareness chips continually advancing
their capabilities whenever an improvement became available it was
unlikely they would ever be bettered.

Each one has
its own personality and were named by their iCEman partners.
Solomon had just stuck with the acronym: Om.

“Frankon’s
actually here?” Mhundi asked, surprised, as he pirouetted the
Copter gracefully down to land on the roof beside the other
emergency vehicles.

“I know,
right?” Om chirped back. “I don’t think he’s left Floor 7 in ten
years - he doesn’t even go home of an evening, people say.”

“Yeah, well
people will say anything,” Solomon scowled dismissively. He didn’t
go in for any of the gossip that was bantered around the lower
floors of Fortune House the same way it did in any other place of
work.

“You’re not
wrong there, Sol - only yesterday you told that guy he wouldn’t
draw and shoot, but he did!”

“Not quick
enough though.”

“But he
did get a shot off.”

“Blowing his
own foot off in the process!” Once again Mhundi had allowed himself
to be goaded by Om’s deliberate poking.

“But he
did get a shot off and you said he wouldn’t, that’s all I’m
saying.” Mhundi didn’t answer. “He could have even winged you, if
he’d been faster.”

“Yeah, well he
wasn’t,” Solomon snapped as he released himself from the flight
seat.

“Lucky for
you,” Om mumbled just loud enough for him to hear as he opened the
Coptor’s door for Sol to get out.

“Just drop it
will you!” It was far too early in the morning to put up with his
meme’s incessant banter. “Where are they?” he said, stepping onto
the carbon-fibre roof, the heavy dew burned off by the Met’s
electro-cordon.

“Penthouse
suite, the floor above his office.” Om brought up the schematics in
miniature on Solomon’s lens-link, totally oblivious to the iCEman’s
angry reproach. “Just follow the cops, I’d say. There’s a trail of
them like biscuit crumbs leading all the way to the door.”

“Right, have
look around on Cirrus and the ‘Sphere, see if you can find anything
pertinent,” Sol said, shrugging into his white, faux long-coat.
“And stream me the case details as I walk,” he added, striding
towards the entrance-portico on the other side of the roof, guarded
by a uniformed Met officer. “I’ll read through them again on the
way down.”

 


Deceased:
Oriental male (Japanese), identified as Takashi Aro, CEO and major
shareholder (51%) of [One Group glc] since merger with
[Aro Industries glc], both registered affiliates of [Takashi
Holdings glc].

 


Solomon
blink-clicked on One Group’s link to bring up the company’s details
and skimmed through the opener.

 


One Group
glc. System 250 multi-facetted Corporation based in London’s Canary
Wharf district with offices in all main Blocs and Territories.
Established in 2079 by [ALBURN
KUDU]. Current CEO: [TAKASHI
ARO] [NOTE: Update
needed].

Floated on
the System Exchange in 2102 and achieved System 250 status in 2204.
Represented on the FS Regulatory board since 2132. Member of
numerous [fiscal associations], and winner of [Gold Star
Industry Awards]. Platinum member of -

 


That was enough
for now. He blinked over to Takashi Aro’s personal link and walked
on as the data files dissolved smoothly in his eye to be replaced
by:

 


DOB:
17/01/2159 // Marital/Social status: bachelor; no known previous
spouses/co-habitors // Dependants: none. // Jenner Card status:
current and up to date; previously in good all round health.
[Full medical history] // Qualified for Board Membership: 2179;
full CEO Status: 2186.

 


Solomon read
the data-files streaming across his right lens as he descended the
stairs to the penthouse level, flashing his U/V Ident tattoo to
each of the Met officers he passed along the way. The building was
swarming with them.

Ignoring the
further links for Takashi’s Fellowships, Associations and clubs -
Om could sift through those later - he clicked back through the
data-stream to the particulars of the case.

 


Body
discovered by [JADEENA EYNDE] of
in-house caterers/housekeeping [DiscretiONE] (floor 8, rooms
816 - 827) - he skipped past all the sub-portal links - at
06:32. No sign of break-in or struggle, no alarms triggered. Time
of death between 23:00 and 02:30.

External and
internal locks accessed by as yet unidentified scrambler. Security
footage made redundant by use of a Masque. No fingerprints or
usable DNA of suspect as yet. Snoopers detected no chemical traces,
but distortion due to Masque and Flash Ioniser likely.

iCE Agency
representative [PETR FRANKON] on
site 08:09 // Case assigned to Field Agent [SOLOMON MHUNDI] // Live ETA: [eight]
seconds.

 


“Solomon,” Petr
Frankon greeted him as he stepped through the Scene of Crime’s
Ultra-violet door-skin, rolling the sleeve of his faux coat back
down as he came through into the suite. “You’re here, good.”

“Professional
hit,” Mhundi stated, ignoring any preliminaries.

“Without
question. Surgical. High quality, high-tech.”

“A code hacker,
flash ioniser and a Masque. Someone paid top dollar for this.”

“As you would
expect, icing a System 250 CEO. So who wanted him dead? Om’s
here?”

“On the roof,”
Solomon signalled with a jerk of his head. “He’s doing a wide-sweep
background check.”

“Hi Chief,”
Om’s voice sounded through the suite’s home entertainment audio
system, the meme having tapped into the building’s internals.
“You’re a long way from Floor 7, sir.”

“Good morning,
Om,” Frankon replied to the disembodied voice. “You’re on it?”

“Certainly am!
The usual checks, you know. Do you want me to keep you updated
directly?”

“No, no,
Solomon can handle all that, but this needs to be cleaned up,
quickly. Industrial Assassination. That tends to bring messy
repercussions which the Markets could do without right now.”

Solomon had
begun taking in the luxury apartment, the short entrance couloir
leading into this, a spacious, open-plan living area. A huge Screen
hung on the east wall with a Mist projector unit sunk into a
cavity beneath it. All light and audio equipment were worked subtly
into the décor which itself was tastefully understated.

Various prints
were hung about the room, almost exclusively Japanese inked
landscapes and other pieces which Om identified on his link as
being Ukiyo-e and Shodo 18th century
originals. The only exception to these was a large, framed
Shodo-style banner, long and thin, painted on silk and
bearing the opening lyrics of an ancient, well-known lullaby -
Twinkle twinkle little star, How I wonder what you
are...

An archway led
through the western wall into the rest of the penthouse and the
southern wall was made up entirely of light-sensitive
carbon-glass.

The other
high-rises and zeppelin tower on top of Canary Wharf’s iconic
Ranatunga Building (formerly One Canada Square) reared up
outside and Solomon, moving swiftly out of sight of the glass,
darted his gaze out across the banks of windows facing them. They
were still some distance away, but that wouldn’t be a problem for
their killer, if he was still about.

“Om, scan all
those blocks to the south - see if anyone with a view of this suite
is taking more than a natural interest.”

“Sure, Sol.
You’re thinking if this guy/girl’s hi-tech enough to Masque
his/her way in here he/she can cut through the Met’s Black-out
Cone?”

“A killer often
likes to look in on the Scene of Crime - it makes the psychos feel
important, but with the Pros it’s more checking up that their
work’s all done.”

“Well there’s
no one peeking in now. I can confirm a complete lack of interest
beyond the usual ghoulish curiosity. This one’s no glory hunter it
seems, and was probably confident enough of their handiwork not to
stick around.”

Mhundi twitched
a lip in brief disappointment. If only it had been that
easy.

Already having
a live-stream of the forensic team’s operations, he made his way
through the archway to go and look at the body.

“Who’s the
suit?” he asked Frankon following a pace or two behind. Out in the
hallway he had passed a man in his early fifties with a police
visitor’s badge attached to an expensive-looking tweed suit -
real tweed; there was nothing faux about that material, he
was sure.

“One Group’s
head of Legal. He’s here to liaise and represent Board interests.
You know the protocol with Corporate Crime.”

“Huh,” Mhundi
acknowledged gruffly. “He tell us anything useful?”

“I’ve not
spoken to him yet and he won’t been allowed into the crime scene
until Forensics are finished. He’s only here at this stage to make
initial contact with us from the Board, but you can interview him
after you’re done here. The body’s over there.”

*

Tazim Saronj of
the Hackney Borough Enforcement Zone was not having a good day.
When he’d arrived at the Main Hub on Kenninghall Road that morning
he had been called directly into the Superintendent’s office where
he’d been ordered to shelve his ongoing case, investigating the
surge of fraudulent activity and identity thefts sweeping London
via a new type of black market Synthi-skin, to take over the search
for a missing low-grade felon, Wyatt Todd.

“Oh what? But
I’d really wanted to crack on with the Skin case this week, Super,”
he complained after hearing his new instructions. “I’m needed on
this because...?”

Superintendent
Kathleen White looked sternly across at Saronj, her pencilled-in
eyebrows rising at her detective’s petulant tone. The overhead
lights in the office shone off her bald pate like the spring
sunshine gleaming off the windows of the buildings opposite.
“Regardless of the fact that I just said so,” she told him
in her blunt, no-nonsense Lancastrian accent, “Missing Persons are
up to their necks after the Middlesex disaster and will be for a
long time yet, so in the meantime all the EZs have been asked to
pick up the slack.”

The HMS
Middlesex had exploded without any warning the previous week,
half-way between the Mars Solar Banks and Phobos with the loss of
nearly everybody on board. When the manifest was checked it was
found that Trafalgar Shipping, the company who ran the Middlesex,
had been woefully inept in its record keeping - criminally so - and
that no one could say to any degree of certainty who exactly or how
many had been on the ship when she blew, passengers and crew
alike.

A very few had
made it off in the only two lifeboats that had managed to launch
before the immolation, which meant as many as fifty people per boat
could still be alive out of a capacity of nearly thirty-three
thousand. The boats had yet to be picked up, but even so, it was
highly unlikely anything meaningful would ever be gleaned from
those who had managed to get away.

“There’s a
back-log and we’ve been assigned our portion of it,” she continued,
“so I don’t want to hear any whining about it. Just get on with it.
The sooner you’re done the sooner you can get back to your
skin-thing.”

“But this is
south of the River!” Tazim protested further. “Isn’t there someone
else from a local Hub? Or anyone else from here? Tim and Wim
haven’t got anything on at the moment - they’ve both been filing in
archives for the last two weeks! Why can’t they do it?”

“The Im
Twins are being busted down a couple of grades each after the
pig’s breakfast they made of the Ture’s Embyronics case,” she shook
her melon-smooth head at the thought of the two detectives’
monumental cock-up and the embarrassing fallout that followed on
from the debacle. “The paperwork’s gone in for them both to be
dropped back down to Constables, Grade 4; so no, they can’t
bloody well do it.”

“But what about
Camberwell or Southwark or somewhere down there?”

“I told you,
all the EZs are sharing the load. We’ve got our cases, they’ve got
theirs’.” She looked long and hard across her faux-wooden desk at
Saronj - he was one of her best officers. Currently a Grade 2
Detective-Sergeant, he was knocking very hard on promotion’s door
and was only a couple of results away from reaching first grade,
and she guessed he’d be bumped up to full Det-Inspector soon after
that. It would be a matter of months or even weeks now, that’s all;
certainly within the year unless in the meantime he followed the
Im Twins’ example and made a right dog’s dinner of something
important. “How’s the Skin-thing going anyway?”

Hungry as ever,
Saronj’s eyes flickered briefly to a bowl on the Super’s desk, but
it was only pot pourri so he quickly lost interest. “It’s coming
along,” he said, “but the leads I have need some serious follow-up
and I just haven’t had the time.”

White nodded
acknowledgement without giving away too much that she was
sympathetic to his cause. If he could crack the Synthi-skin case
he’d be Grade 1 before the summer arrived.

“Just find this
Todd character or whatever’s happened to him and then I’ll try and
deflect for you, make sure you get the time you need.” She tapped
the edge of her desk with both hands, her trademark signal that the
meeting was over. “The files are already on your computer. Let me
know when you get somewhere.”

*

The man
identified as Takashi Aro lay on his back in a thick pool of
coagulated blood which had evidently come flooding out of the neck
wound that had undoubtedly killed him. With both carotid arteries
severed, he would have been unconscious in a matter of seconds and
death would have occurred through cardiac arrest after around a
minute.

One of his
shoes had come off and a holo-marker had been left by Forensics to
show a 3-D likeness of where it had fallen or been tossed. Other
than that the body looked untouched.

Om highlighted
a few strands of frazzled hair on Sol’s lens-link, caught in the
gelatinous pool like mosquitos in amber. Mhundi recognised these as
being the probable result of a portable DNA tester, and his lens
picked up the scrapings on the forearm which confirmed it. He
didn’t bother checking inside the mouth where the third of the
standard DNA checks were customarily taken. Two out of three was
enough to show that the killer had checked the identity of his mark
before leaving.

Solomon asked
his digital partner if the killer had left any traces behind.

“Nah, it’s all
Synthi-skin,” Om replied having already analysed the very few
traces Forensics had been able to uncover.

“He really
doesn’t want to be ID’d does he? That’s quite a safety net, using
Synthi-skin when he’s already wearing a Masque,” Sol commented
where he was squatting by the body.

“Could be a
her, Sol,” Om chirped in his ear. “With that Masque it could
just as easily have been a woman as a man. I can’t pick up any
trace elements in the air in here either, so it must have been a
Yarwood model or better.”

“Again,
extravagant. A code-hacker, Ioniser, Yarwood Masque or
better, Synthi-skin, and he -”

“Or she.”

Solomon did his
best to ignore the meme’s deliberate pedantry, “- moved with
precision and meticulous care at all times. I’d say this was the
first time he’s used a Masque, or one of the first at least. Very
particular; very pedantic - just like you.”

“Oh thanks,
Sol!” Om took the remark as a compliment, knowing it would only
irritate Solomon further. “What makes you say that?”

“This is
obviously a Pro, that much any beat bobby could tell you, and an
experienced one too - you don’t get a contract on the CEO of a
System 250 Glc right in the middle of the Wharf without having
reached the top of your tree. “The Synthi-skin I can buy into.
That’s just him -”

“Or her.”

“- being
careful. He has a pattern he works to, a method to cover his tracks
-”

“Or her tracks,
Sol. Don’t forget it could -”

“Can we
just for the sake of argument call it a he Om, for
Thames’ sake!”

“Oh, so long as
it’s just for the sake of argument, of course. I just want to make
sure you don’t lose sight of the fact that it could still be
a woman.”

“There’s no
chance of that happening with you chirping it in my ear every two
seconds!” he shot back before carrying on. “Every Hitman has a
modus operandi and if it wasn’t for the Masque we’d probably
be able to link it to a known operative.” The list of wanted
assassins who plied their trade in the Corporate world was both
small and select.

“That’s true,”
Om agreed, “although for someone that good there might not be
anything on record.”

Mhundi
shrugged, conceding the point, but it was hypothetical anyway. The
Masque together with the Ioniser had obliterated any chance of Om
or any other electronic device from finding anything. It was like
expecting a tracker dog to trace a spore over the Atlantic with a
nose full of pepper. “I think whoever put the hit out insisted on
the Masque to prevent even the slightest chance of us getting a
trace. The code-reader too in all probability. Any joy on
that?”

“Nah, zip.
Sorry Sol, but again the Ioniser - it’s fouled everything up. I
don’t know why they bothered bringing the Snoopers up here either.
They probably started smoking at the vents.”

“Yeah, well, I
don’t know why they bothered with them either,” he said turning his
attention to the body. “It was hardly poison was it?”

He stared down
at the corpse. Takashi’s throat had been sliced open with a
cauterising blade, and although Om couldn’t identify what type
exactly because of the lingering effects of the Ioniser, Solomon
knew enough to judge it was either a quarter-inch las-knife or a
super-heated vibro-blade. The industrial varieties were not fine
enough for this kind of incision, so it must have been surgical. Or
military, but of course there was no way of knowing now; no way of
tracing it back to source.

Again, it was a
serious amount of overkill just to slit a fifty-something’s
throat.

“Om, run a
check on high-profile assassinations to see if anyone we know
favours a vibro or las-knife. I doubt it, but it’s worth a
check.”

“You’re right,”
the meme answered back almost immediately. “To doubt it I mean. I
just checked through the ‘Sphere: the young Xavier Castro of old
Cuba as it was back then was assassinated with a dentist’s
Mykro-knife in 2042, and Birdy Bridges the runner was nailed
by one in the Olympic village in Dakar, 2116. Apart from that there
have been accidents and murders - remember New China’s killer
surgeon Xi Chen-lao a decade back? - but no professional hits,
which is surprising really, when you consider how untraceable they
are.”

“There’s always
a trace, one way or another,” Solomon grizzled, standing. In
reality though he knew this would not necessarily be so simple.

Om would be
able to draw up a list of every doctor, surgeon, dentist, artist or
quarryman registered to use an instrument as fine as this. He could
then refine it to see which of those registered actually owned one,
although these two lists would be almost identical - the licences
were so expensive that no one would go through all the trouble of
obtaining one if they weren’t going to use it. The meme could also
check authorised repair and servicing outlets and manufacturers’
sales lists - all this in seconds due to the power of his
processor.

By law any
missing or stolen cauterising blades had to be reported, but there
was no way to follow up except by visiting everyone on the list in
turn, and even then there would be nothing to link the weapon to
the scene; nothing tangible anyway. The super-heated nature of the
device would have burnt off any incriminating evidence even without
the Ioniser snarling everything up.

Of course the
presence of any after effects of an Ioniser on the blade would be
just as damning, but Solomon knew it was down to pure luck to find
that one out of the potentially dozens in enough time to make a
difference.

He went back
out to Frankon who had moved off aways to talk with the Chief
Forensics Officer back in the main living room. On seeing Mhundi,
the Floor 7 man broke off and looked at him questioningly.
“Anything?”

Sol grimaced
and shook his head. “Nada. Just like Forensics said - a clean hit,
in and out; nothing stolen, nothing disturbed, and Masqued all the
way.

“I’ll head back
to the Coptor, check the tapes, see if we can’t trace him on the
street cams. Om might still be able to pick something up.” Visual
recordings were still called tapes, despite everything
having been digitalised two centuries before. “Have your boys send
me through the rest of the forensics the moment they’re finished,”
he addressed the Chief Forensics officer directly, and then turned
back to Frankon. “There’s nothing more I can do here.”

 


 


THREE

 


“Solomon
Mhundi, iCE Agency,” he introduced himself to the man waiting
quietly in the corridor outside. “You’re the Board’s
representative?”

The man in the
expensive suit straightened his already immaculate clothes. “I am
here in that capacity today,” he handed Solomon a laminated card.
“Francis Fasthe, Chief Legal Executive and nominated Board Liaison,
as per Corporate Crimes Act 7b, ciii, regarding the homicide of an
operating CEO. I have the Board’s full authority to speak on their
behalf and lend whatever assistance I can. Whatever information you
require, whatever files you need, I am at your disposal twenty-four
hour a day for the duration of this investigation. Any records you
need to see, any access codes -”

“I already have
access to everything and my partner is going through your Company’s
files even as we speak.”

“Of course.
You’ll forgive me for forgetting I’m talking to a Greenwich man.”
One of the euphemisms for a member of the Agency. “It’s not every
day one comes face to face with an iCEman. I thought these things
were usually handled by Corporate Crimes.”

“They normally
are, but there are some particulars in this case that brought me
here.” The lawyer raised an eyebrow, but didn’t ask the question.
Solomon stared down at him. “You’re familiar with Corporate
Assassination procedures?”

“I’m familiar
with the phenomenon Agent Mhundi, that’s my job, but happily I have
never been involved intimately with one to date.”

“Your offices
are located in this building?” Om had already informed him they
were on the topmost floor of the legal department.

“That is
correct, Floor 28. This office is only one of several here and
off-world, but naturally, if it’s necessary I will confine myself
to working from here while the case is running.”

“It won’t be
for more than a few days,” Solomon told him and the Fasthe’s
expression showed that he was impressed.

“Your
confidence is encouraging,” he said. “You already have a lead?”

“There are
always leads Mr Fasthe, and I always find them.”

The lawyer
smiled with obvious relief. “Excellent. So business can return to
normal and we can put this whole sorry event behind us. The Markets
never sleep,” he added, noticing Solomon’s slightly disapproving
look.

“The Markets
never sleep,” Sol repeated sourly.

Fasthe spread
his arms out apologetically. “Any death is a tragedy and a murder
even more so, but business is business Agent Mhundi. That’s just
the reality. The Markets roll on, and no one man or woman is bigger
than them, not even a CEO.

“You should
remember that however tragic Mr Takashi’s death is, I’m not here as
his personal lawyer. I am here to represent One Group Glc - it is
the Company that pays me, and pays me extremely well, to see that
their interests are well-looked after, and so of course that will
always be my primary concern.”

Mhundi’s face
flickered briefly in distaste before returning to its customary
detached scowl. “I’ll be in touch.” Pocketing Fasthe’s card, he
spun on his heel and strode away.

*

“Well I didn’t
like him,” Solomon said to Om as he mounted the stairs back
up to the roof. Through the cochlea implant in the iCEman’s ear, Om
laughed.

“He’s a
Corporate lawyer, Sol - you’re not supposed to. Darwinists
currently have them below pond slime in the natural order of
evolution. I don’t think there’s anything you can like is
there? They are the face of the faceless companies, the voice of
the machine. There’s more Humanity in a bowl of soup than in those
chappies, either from the Square Mile or the Wharf, and I’m not
talking about Ringus Wholesome either.”

The Ringus
Broth scandal of 2203 had broken when human body parts had been
found in a batch of the Winter Wholesome variety. It had
been one of Solomon’s earliest cases; he had been brought in to
investigate the possibilities of industrial espionage, but had
quickly discovered that one disgruntled employee had been all it
took to bring down the prestigious Helsinki firm. The Zines had run
with it for weeks.

Although it had
destroyed the company and Ringus had been gone now nearly fifteen
years, the event had entered the modern lexicon, so now if any food
or other product was thought of as being somewhat dubious it was
described as Ringus Finest, Wholesome or something
similar.

“Besides,” the
meme continued, “never trust somebody with a unisex name I always
say. Francis. Francis Fasthe. Want to see his file? It looks clean
enough, for a lawyer.”

“Later,” Sol
replied. With all the information a mere millisecond away from his
digital partner’s limitless reach it was all too easy to get bogged
down in unnecessary data.

“What did you
make of the hit?” Om asked as Sol continued up past more of the
Forensics team working on the stairs.

“Impersonal;
efficient. A clean job.”

“An inside job,
do you think? Has to be really; he had all the access codes.”

“Not
necessarily,” the iCEman countered. “He could have used a
Skelleton Key or a Locust Nut, or even just U/V’d the
code pads to see which numbers got pushed the most. Anyway, if the
guy had a Masque and all the rest, it’s not stretching credulity to
assume he had some simple door-opening tech as well.”

“True enough.
What about the killing itself? You don’t think the choice of weapon
could be significant, a vibro-blade? Maybe some sort of statement
was being made.”

“I don’t think
so. Forensics can tell us more after the crime scene’s been fully
processed, but from what I saw there was nothing else to suggest
any messages being left. It was just a clean, professional
hit.”

He emerged from
the security door and out onto the roof where the sun was shining
through the early morning haze. Striding past the Met officer on
the door with a brief nod, he made his way swiftly over to his
Coptor, gleaming silver-white against the London skyline. Om opened
the doors for him and he stooped inside.

“You’ve had a
look through the Company records,” he said as the door sealed
itself silently behind him. “Show me what you’ve got.”

*

A camera crew
had set up directly in front of Ducklings Daycare on Balcombe
Street, two blocks closer than they had been able to get six days
ago. Gone were the crowds, police tapes, squad cars and forensic
teams, to be replaced by life returning to a muted sense of
normality in the neighbourhood of the kidnapping.

Cars and
pedestrians passing between the camera and Ducklings formed the
backdrop behind Violet Vainakola as she did her piece to
camera.

“Scarcely a
week has passed since young Graym Raydon was snatched from the
loving environment of Ducklings Daycare, and since then viewers
will know it has my unhappy duty to repeat that no progress has
been made in finding him. That little baby boy is still out there
somewhere, missing, lost.

“Most of you
are already aware by now that Graym’s estranged father has been
arrested and charged with his abduction by the Baker Street police,
but so far has single-mindedly refused to cooperate with the
investigation. He continues strenuously to maintain his innocence,
but can offer no alternative explanation to refute the footage from
three street cameras and the centre’s own security systems which
clearly show him arriving at a little before one in the afternoon
on the 10th and taking the child over from Ducklings staff, all of
whom have sworn testimonies as having recognised him.

“He was
followed by the street cameras as far as Marylebone station where
he managed, purposefully the police say, to disappear among the
crowds.

“Mr Raydon
claims to have been out on his lunch break in Regents Park at this
time, with four witnesses having come forward so far to corroborate
his story. This has, a Baker Street Hub spokesman admitted, caused
an unavoidable slow-down in the investigation.

“We have all
seen the scenes of Mr Raydon being led away at the moment of his
arrest, repeatedly shouting at the cameras and reporters for
somebody to find the Baby Snatcher and to: ‘Please bring
back my son.’

“A difficult
and emotive situation. The investigation continues.

“And so
Channel 9’s Baby Snatcher has once again been thrust into
the fore, with many Screens and Zines running with the story that
Jasmin Yland’s theorised villain might in fact be real - but a
sinister twist has now been added to this story which many of our
regular viewers already know.

“For those
of you just tuning in to Channel 9 for the first time, our
well-known and dearly-loved reporter Ms Yland has not been seen or
heard of now for four days, and the concern for her well-being
amongst her colleagues, family and fans grows with every passing
hour.

“This is
Violet Vainakola for Channel 9 News.”

*

Sat in the
Coptor, Solomon had Om sort through all the surrounding sources of
CCTV in the area around the One Group building until he had located
the figure whose appearance was distorted by the Masque. It took
the meme a painfully long 2.3 seconds to isolate him and a further
0.8 to track his journey both away from Canary Wharf and,
retrospectively, his route to get there.

Sifting through
the Cirrus Data-sphere like a shark sniffing the scent of blood in
a vast, turbulent ocean, he flitted from stationary camera poles to
fleeting images caught by public transport vehicles, traffic drones
and one tourist video from the previous evening, following the
Hitman’s journey from the Wimbledon Aerodrome over to the One Group
building in Canary Wharf. He then played it back at a vastly
speeded-up rate for Solomon, and added onto it the figure’s
unhurried departure to London City Airport two miles to the east,
beyond the Blackwall bend of the River.

“The trail goes
cold inside both airports, Sol. He probably arrived in Wimbledon as
himself and then activated the Masque at a blind spot somewhere,
doing the same thing in reverse once he’d got to LCY,” Om used the
three-letter identifier code for the airport.

“Planned to the
nth degree,” Sol conceded with ill-grace. “No trace on the
vehicle?”

“Well there’s
something, but I’m not really sure if it will lead anywhere.”

“What is
it?”

“Ok, it’s a
hire car and the Ident used to rent it was fake, obviously, but
here’s the thing - it wasn’t made up. It was the ID from an
actual person, Roger Sarthe, who died three weeks ago. So
our killer probably is a man after all.”

“At least we
got that sorted out,” Mhundi scowled. “So if it’s a real
identity stolen from the dead -”

“We can
investigate the medical facility that processed the death and see
if we can’t find a trace from there,” Om finished for him, second
guessing his train of thoughts.

“Right; worth a
shot. What about the car?”

“Left in LCY’s
underground parking. I suspect wiped as clean as the crime scene by
all his techno-gubbins.”

“More than
likely,” Sol agreed.

“We can aways
go and check if you like. LCY’s only a short hop from here.”

“No, that can
wait. Run a scan through the ‘Sphere for any crimes that have
occurred since the killing that might link in with this. I need to
find something solid while everything’s still fresh. If he went to
an airport and dumped the car then it’s likely he’s flown
somewhere; we need to find out where.”

“Right-oh,” Om
answered cheerily as more shafts of the early spring sunlight split
the clouds and danced across the rooftops of the metropolis,
bathing the silver-white Copter in golden warmth. The meme tinted a
few of the carbon-glass panels to ensure Solomon would have no
issues with being blinded by the light, no matter where he looked.
As an iCEman, Mhundi had to be ready for any eventuality at all
times. On duty they never let down their guard, not even for a
second.

As the day
continued to brighten the lights adjusted automatically on the
electronic billboards jutting out colourfully from London’s
buildings like so many oversized butterfly wings, their sensors
reacting continuously to the light to ensure the best possible
visibility to the streams of traffic that whizzed about day and
night on the four main aerial levels above the river and the
ground. Mhundi fell silent, deep in thought.

*
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“What’cha
thinking, Sol?” Om asked, butting in to Solomon’s thought processes
with all the subtlety of a pig on fire.

Long used to
his partner’s deliberate lack of tact, Mhundi was silent a moment
longer and then: “I’m wondering what else was on Takashi’s personal
files before they were wiped.”

“Ahh.”

“He was the CEO
of a major Glc with a history of Corporate behind him, yet there is
nothing on any of his professional files to show any hint of
wrongdoings.”

“Maybe he was
an upstanding Captain of Industry running an honest ship,” the meme
suggested.

“No chance,”
Solomon snorted disparagingly. “There’s all the usual hazy
transactions and questionable meetings - none of those big
companies are pearly white, we all know that. What I mean is, I
don’t see anything that should have got him killed. It doesn’t make
sense. Unless there’s something you haven’t shown me yet?”

“I gave you
everything that appeared relevant, Sol. You’re free to have a dig
around yourself of course, but I’ve gone through the lot and I can
only agree with you. Nothing stands out.”

“What about
Vendetta? Weren’t a few of his forebears victims of Corporate
assassination?”

“They were -
both parents and the Grandparents on his father’s side, Grandmother
and two Uncles on his mother’s. And a fistful of cousins, nephews
and nieces on both sides as well, plus his Mother’s sister. It was
a Yakuza thing, but that all seemed to have played itself out with
the death of Nakamura Jitsuko, his Aunt twenty-four years ago.
Since then there’s been nothing, no attempts, no threats - no links
at all in fact. Whatever the blood-debt was I think it was already
over. The whole Fukushū angle seems like a dead end to
me.”

“But there’s no
hint of any business rivals wanting or needing to make a move on
him. I don’t see any signs in One Group’s business strategy for the
last Quintage that any toes have been stamped on - not in any of
the acquisitions, bids for contracts, tenders pending or anything
else. Not to that extent at least.”

“Me neither
Sol, and I’ve gone back right to the merger with Aro Industries
fifteen years ago and beyond. Of course there have been incidents,
but nothing that ought to have got him iced. Must be internal.”

“I don’t see
anything there either. And why? Since the Aro merger One Group
stock has increased by one hundred and ten percent. The company has
gone from strength to strength and I don’t see any reason why a
disgruntled Board Member would have put a hit out. It has to be
something personal. Did you salvage anything yet?”

When Forensics
had gone into his personal computer in the penthouse they had
triggered an Apocalypse Virus which effectively wiped out
everything linked with him in a non-professional capacity across
the entire data-stream. Within about a quarter of a second of them
trying to access the computer every one of Takashi Aro’s private
files System-wide were as barren as Dione, the lifeless and now
heavily quarantined moon that floated emptily around Saturn, a
lesson learned about off-world bacteria in the days before Jenner
cards.

“Not yet I’m
afraid. I’ve found the husk of a folder whose title I have pieced
together from the fragments to possibly read: Cradle to
Grave. Other than that and the initials DSH... nowt.

“DSH? What’s
your take on that?”

“Impossible to
say, Sol. There’s just too many possibilities. With no term of
reference it could be anything and it’d be counter-productive to
speculate.”

“And that’s all
you can get? Seriously?”

“It’s a mess in
there, Sol. I’m still trying, but don’t hope for too much. It’s a
pretty thorough job been done on it. Going through all his
personnel files from One Group and Aro Industries you can say he
was aloof,” the Omniscience Machine continued, trying to be as
helpful as he could, “kept his distance a bit, but that’s not
really unusual is it. A lot of CEOs keep themselves removed - to
quote the last President of the old United States: Leadership is
a lonely place.”

“My heart
bleeds,” Solomon returned curtly. He was no lover of the historical
figure of the 21st century who set the world off into
the last global war before shooting himself in the head with his
bodyguard’s pistol.

It had been his
divisive actions and aggressive foreign policies - a real throwback
to the sabre-rattling imperialism that had died out more than two
decades before - that had led to the world’s maps being redrawn,
all the old borders being consigned to history’s graveyard and the
new Blocs forming underneath the Supreme Council permanently
based in London.

The latest
biography of the man had painted him in a sympathetic light,
focussing on the sorrow of his early years as well as his final
ones, but Mhundi didn’t buy it. Repentance at the end means
nothing, he had said on the subject, when the consequences
of your actions are there for all to see.

An unhappy
childhood was unfortunate, Sol maintained, but to allow it to
dictate the rest of your life - that was just weak. That was a
choice you made and if you wanted to stay a victim it was a
conscious decision and could not be used as an excuse for
reprehensible actions, of which Dalton Trask had been guilty of
many.

The unprovoked
and inexplicable nuclear strike against Ottawa and the total
annihilation of the ancient city of Vienna were just two examples
of the atrocities he had caused, one which set off the mercifully
short World War and the latter which occurred in the conflict’s
final days without any apparent purpose or meaning, strategic or
otherwise. To start romanticising the man or making excuses for the
things he did held no water with Mhundi.

“Who stands to
gain from his death?” he asked his digital partner, always the most
pertinent question.

“That’s the
strange thing, Sol,” the meme told him. “Nobody - not as far as I
can make out. He has no living
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