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Part One: Festivities

 Toronto,
République Française du Québec, 24th December 2060.

Jason Deveraux smiled,
his eyes on the woman in the back of an autocab with him. ‘There’s
no need to be nervous,’ he said; his French accent seemed to be
stronger just for being north of the border.

‘I’m not
nervous,’ Fox Meridian replied.

‘Non?’

‘Non, I’m
terrified.’

‘You’ve faced
murderers. You’ve escaped an underground bunker swarming with
terrorists. You’re terrified of meeting my parents and sister?’

‘Am I allowed
to shoot your parents or your sister?’

Jason’s smile
did not shift a millimetre. ‘Obviously, I would prefer that you did
not.’

‘Well then. An
entirely invalid comparison, isn’t it? Terrorists are not a
minefield of potential social disasters. In fact, they rarely even
bother talking to me. We just get right down to the shooting.’

‘My father will
find you fascinating. And as for my sister, all we have to do is
summon up Kit and seat them in a corner.’

Fox managed a
laugh. ‘It’s not that easy. Kit only sees and hears what I do. But,
okay, so it’s just your mother I need to worry about.’

‘My mother will
be too busy wondering how any woman has managed to take my
attention for long enough to come to Christmas dinner to dislike
you. Unless you shoot her, obviously. That might sour
relations.’

‘Right. So, to
clarify, talk cop to your father, let Kit talk to your sister, and
don’t shoot your mother?’

‘That should
cover it.’

‘I should be
able to manage that.’

‘There will be
some French floating around. Don’t be insulted.’

‘I get
subtitles. Kit’s loaded up language programs for both kinds of
French. I wasn’t sure if your father might use French French rather
than–’

‘He’s got used
to the Quebecois version. He does slip occasionally, but it’s rare.
I must remember to thank Jackson Martins for the transport.’

Fox waved that
away. ‘We just hopped a flight they were running anyway.
Last-minute thing for staff heading back to Toronto. MarTech
pampers its employees a bit, but that’s why people like working for
the company.’

‘Almost makes
one consider a new career.’

‘Don’t. I
prefer not to date subordinates.’ Fox had, and Jason knew she had.
He could likely make an assumption about her reasons for not doing
it again too.

‘I’ll stick
with international law enforcement then.’

Fox turned her
attention to the window of the cab. The suburbs of Toronto had not
changed too much with the influx of population from France. North
of the expressway there were arcologies and vertical farming units:
MarTech had its local offices there, and that was where they were
driving down from. York and the core of the city were still much as
they had been at the start of the century. Around them now, the
houses looked large, set to the sides of broad roads with fully
grown trees in the gardens. It was a relatively affluent area and
affluence frequently meant private security.

‘You know,’ Fox
said, ‘Palladium has a few contracts around here. Mostly
supplemental patrols, but some of them include private
investigation if required.’

‘So you enforce
international law too?’

‘Investigate.
We’re usually not allowed to do the enforcing part.’

Jason nodded.
‘It is a strange new world we live in. And we’re here.’

The cab was
pulling to a stop in front of a two-level house built of pale,
sandy-coloured brick with a slate roof and surrounded by large
trees. There was no car on the drive, but it had a garage: Fox had
read that there was more personal vehicle usage here compared to
New York. The windows had shutters set beside them, though Fox
thought they might be fake. The windows themselves looked
like they had been replaced: wooden frames replaced with
energy-efficient double glazing. A path led around from the drive
to the side of the house and, given there seemed to be no door at
the front, Fox figured that was where you entered.

Jason looked
like he was going to be a gentleman and carry both their cases from
the cab. Fox stood on the sidewalk and stared at him until he
handed hers over. It was far lighter than his anyway since she was
travelling back on the twenty-sixth and he was staying until New
Year, but it was the principle of the thing. Jason was bigger and
stronger than Fox was – it was one of the things she liked about
him – but she was far from frail with muscles enhanced by the Army.
He had told her that that was one of the things he liked
about her: Jason had a thing for strong women.

The door, set
into a small porch, opened before they got to it and a tall,
grey-haired man emerged. He was smiling, and he spoke in French,
and Fox read the subtitles which scrolled across her vision: You
don’t carry a bag for your lady, son?

‘I insisted,
Mister Deveraux,’ Fox said before Jason could reply. ‘Ex-Army,
ex-cop, not that much of a lady.’

‘Ha! You speak
French?’

‘Understand it.
I’m not going to embarrass myself or insult you by trying to speak
it.’

Deveraux Senior
nodded. ‘Come in and we’ll do the introductions once, yes? Well,
Gabrielle is running late. Her train was delayed, so we’ll have to
do it again when she arrives, but twice is better than thrice.’
There was a French accent there, stronger than Jason’s, but the
English was perfect.

The Deveraux
family kept a tidy, well-maintained house. Fox figured the paint on
the walls of the hall was no more than a year or two old. There was
no sign of dust anywhere, despite there being various pictures on
the walls which would have trapped it. They went straight through
to the back of the house and into a large kitchen with a dark-green
range and fittings which looked like genuine wood. It had a
lived-in look that suggested it was one of the most-used rooms in
the house. It also had Jason’s mother in it, sitting at the table
in the middle of the floor with a mug of coffee in front of
her.

‘Now that we’re
here,’ Jason’s father said, ‘I’m Pascal, not “Mister Deveraux,” and
this is my wife, Monique.’

As best Fox
could tell, Jason was a case study in genetics. He had clearly got
his build from his father: Pascal had probably lost some muscle
tone since leaving the police, but he was, at sixty-eight, still a
powerfully built and good-looking man. But he was dark, brown hair
and eyes, and his wife was blonde and blue-eyed. Pascal had lent
his son rugged features, but Monique had softened them a little.
She was petite and pretty, and there was no grey in her hair or sag
in her body to betray her years, but Fox could see no sign of
cosmetic work.

‘Bonjour,
Tara,’ Monique said, getting to her feet and stepping around the
table to offer her hand.

‘Fox,’ Fox
said, taking the hand.

Monique’s
eyebrows raised. ‘Ah! The hair?’

Fox grinned and
nodded: her mop of red hair shaded to near-white at the tips.
‘Childhood nickname that stuck. My friends call me Fox.’

‘A good start.
I have two questions for you.’

Fox’s smile
turned quizzical. ‘Okay…’

‘I hope you’re
okay with sleeping with your boyfriend under his parents’ roof? If
you aren’t, we’re short on rooms.’

‘Oh, I’m pretty
shameless. If Jason has problems, he can sleep on the floor.’

‘Oh, I think
I’m going to like this one, Jason,’ Pascal said, smirking. Jason
just smiled.

‘I agree,’
Monique went on. ‘How did you manage to get him out from behind his
desk, Fox? We were beginning to worry about him.’

Fox figured she
was safe enough with something close to the truth: Monique had
brought up sex, or at least the sharing of beds, already. ‘We met
through work, so… sex and murder, basically. I kept turning up at
his office with juicy murders and then enticed him out with a short
skirt.’

‘And a corset
and thigh-high boots,’ Jason added. ‘It was… a distinctly
interesting first date.’ He turned to his father. ‘And she
does bring me very interesting murders. She keeps uncovering
serial killers with an international victim list.’

‘We’ll talk
later,’ Pascal said with a glint in his eye.

Monique nodded.
‘Save it for when Gabrielle gets here. Coffee?’

‘Oh, yes
please,’ Fox said. ‘I’ve had nothing to do for a month but read
contract documents and I’m still having trouble keeping my eyes
open. Pascal said Gabrielle’s train was delayed?’

‘Oui. Snow is
affecting the east. We may even get some here before
tomorrow.’

‘I hope so.
Jason promised me a white Christmas.’

Pascal laughed.
‘It will be the first in five years.’

Jason shrugged.
‘Well, it was more of a suggestion…’

~~~

There was thin, icy
snow falling by the time Gabrielle turned up. It was not really
sticking to the ground yet, and what was had become a grey, dirty
scum coating the sidewalk, but the temperature was dropping and the
flakes were getting larger.

Gabrielle
rushed into the kitchen to stand in front of the range, rubbing her
hands together. ‘It’s getting cold out there,’ she muttered in
French. ‘We might actually have snow tomorrow.’ Then she
looked around, spotted Fox sitting beside her mother with a
photograph album, and switched effortlessly into English with just
a hint of French accent. ‘Oh God, sorry. You must be Tara. I’m
Gabrielle, Gaby, which you probably already guessed.’

Fox smiled and
got up to walk around the table. ‘It’s getting filthy out there,
never mind cold. I don’t blame you for wanting the heat. And it’s
Fox. Has he really been calling me Tara when he mentions me all
this time?’

‘Actually, it
was more of a mix. He’d slip between the two when he got excited.
And I didn’t want to presume…’ Gaby was a pretty girl who, again,
seemed to have something from both her parents. She appeared to get
at least some of her height from her father, though she was a
couple of inches shorter than Fox. Her figure, however, was her
mother’s: slim, almost willowy, but an ample bust filled out the
red, turtle-necked sweater dress she was wearing. Her face was a
sort of narrow heart shape with a straight nose and quite a pointed
chin. Her blue eyes had a hint of green in them, and her hair had
obviously come from someone else entirely since it was coppery-red
and she wore it in ringlets down to her neck. Her skin was pale,
which went with her hair and the wintery weather.

‘You’re allowed
to presume,’ Fox told her. ‘Oh, I’m supposed to introduce you to
Kit.’

‘Kit?’

Kit appeared
beside Fox: a fox-girl with large green eyes, hair which formed
ears over her head, and a thick white brush. As usual, she was
smiling. ‘I am pleased to meet you, Miss Deveraux,’ Kit said. ‘I am
Kit, Fox’s personal assistant.’

‘Who’s Kit?’
Pascal asked, frowning with one brow raised.

‘Glasses,
Pascal,’ Monique said as she took her own glasses from a pocket and
propped them in place. ‘Oh! Now aren’t you the sweetest thing?’

Kit waited
until Pascal had found and placed his own wireless-enabled specs,
and then she smiled at them both. ‘Good afternoon, Mister and Mrs
Deveraux.’

‘Huh, well,’
Pascal said. ‘You’re one of those infomorphs?’

‘She’s a class
four AI,’ Fox said. ‘My PA, currently executing on a processor in
my arm.’ Fox looked around the collected expressions of surprise
and added, ‘My right arm is artificial below the elbow, and that’s
a story for later. However, it means they could put a quantum
processor in there, which lets me carry Kit around with me, which
is very useful.’

‘Jason and I
manage with a VA,’ Gaby said, tapping her head, ‘up here. Mom and
Dad are happy with the wearables. But I guess being on the
executive board at Palladium Security Solutions requires a bit
more… capability.’

‘I guess, but
Kit’s more than a PA. She’s turning into quite the detective. She’s
the queen of bulk data analysis and mining data off the
internet.’

Kit’s cheeks
coloured. ‘I do my best.’

‘Oh…’ Gaby
breathed. ‘She’s really a class four. I’ve never really had a
chance to talk to one…’

Fox glanced at
Jason, who was sitting at the table with a mug of coffee and
wearing an amused ‘I told you so’ expression. ‘We’re here until
Sunday,’ Fox said. ‘Plenty of time.’

‘Not nearly
enough,’ Gaby sighed.

~~~

‘I basically do the
same job as Kit,’ Gaby said. They had gravitated to the lounge
after eating around the kitchen table in the evening. The house had
a dining room which was, apparently, used when the Moon was blue
and almost obscured by flying pigs, but would be used for Christmas
dinner. The lounge was an evening place with a couple of huge sofas
soft enough to sink into and a chair which Pascal occupied. A fake
fire blazed, pumping out heat which was welcome because the outside
temperature had dropped quite alarmingly and the snow was
falling properly now.

‘I do
e-profiling,’ Gaby went on, ‘and other data collection stuff. I’ve
told them we’ll eventually get replaced by AIs, and I’ve started
learning to handle more investigative work. Electronic crime is big
business, and it’s a far harder job training an infomorph to handle
that than it is to get them data mining for personal details.’

‘I agree,’ Kit
said. She was sitting on the floor, cross-legged, at Fox’s feet, a
white-clad vulpine pixie. ‘I am learning to do criminology, and I
have a natural predisposition for psychological profiling, but it
is hard work. I prefer to let Fox do what she does best while I
concentrate on providing her with the information she needs.’

‘And she’s good
at it,’ Fox said, ‘but she sells herself short on the investigative
aspects. Hell, she turned a cold case into a hunt for a
current serial killer.’

‘Oh?’ Pascal
said. It was a hint to tell the story: there was a sparkle in the
elder Deveraux’s eyes.

‘It’s not
exactly pleasant subject matter for an evening with my boyfriend’s
parents.’

‘Pfft!’ Monique
said, waving a hand dismissively. ‘Cop house. I’m used to hearing
horrible things and this time I know there’s a happy ending.’

Fox gave a
little shrug. ‘I wouldn’t exactly call it happy, but it was
satisfying. Um, I’d closed one case, but we had a difficult
culprit. Rich, connected, and there was every possibility that he
could skate, or keep the trial blocked long enough that he died
before coming to trial. He made me an offer. His granddaughter had
been murdered, tortured to death, and if I agreed to look at the
case, he agreed not to put undue obstacles in the way of his
trial.’

‘I don’t like
making deals with criminals,’ Pascal said.

‘Neither do I,
but… Harper August is a complicated one. Heart in the right place,
but methods went through questionable and out the other side. And
then I saw what had been done to his granddaughter… Seriously, even
if it hadn’t been maybe the only way to clear the decks, I’d have
wanted to look into the case. So, we got the case files from NAPA
and I set Kit loose on them. Basic stuff. Profile the victim and
those who were around her at the time of her death. Two days later,
Kit had found two more murders with suspiciously similar MOs. I
told her to keep going. We ended up with six bodies in New York,
two in Cape Town, and another three in Berlin.’

‘Which was
where I came in,’ Jason said. ‘We were expecting another victim in
Germany, but the killer had returned to New York.’

‘This is the
LifeFit case!’ Gaby said. ‘It was all over the news. Wasn’t the
killer eventually apprehended in Jamaica?’

‘Actually, he
was apprehended in mid-Atlantic,’ Fox said. ‘He’d done a runner,
after kidnapping his ex-business partner. I caught up with the
yacht–’

‘By jumping an
aqua-sled onto the back of it during a hurricane,’ Jason put
in.

‘Tropical
storm,’ Fox corrected. ‘Took him down, went on to Jamaica, and
Jason flew out himself to handle the extradition.’

‘And found her
lying on the forward deck of the yacht in a swimsuit made mostly of
string, sunbathing.’

Gaby and her
mother were giggling. Pascal was looking bemused. ‘You jumped a
sled onto the aft deck of a moving yacht?’

‘Jason wasn’t
especially impressed,’ Fox said, ‘but I managed it. I’m kind of
lucky at doing really stupid things that shouldn’t work.’

‘I thought
dropping out of Pythia’s vertol hurt more, actually,’ Kit said. ‘We
couldn’t land, so we had to be dropped out of the rear door from
above the waves.’

‘Tell that to
my elbows. But the point here is, Kit found those links by dredging
through LifeWeb, finding mentions on memorial pages, friends of
friends of friends who thought the similarity was odd. Without her,
I’d never have tracked the guy down. That was the second time she’s
figured something out that I doubt anyone else could have found. I
just can’t talk about the first time. It’s got some…
sensitivities.’

Jason nodded.
‘It has. But you remember that mall rampage in February? That was
part of the pattern.’

‘I had help
with that,’ Kit said. ‘A friend provided me with some information
which pointed me the right way.’

Fox smirked.
‘Her boyfriend.’ Kit’s cheeks coloured.

Gaby beamed.
‘You’re so human, Kit. The infomorphs I generally work with
are a bit… stiff. You… You get embarrassed!’

‘You will be
used to class threes,’ Kit said. ‘They can show emotion, but they
don’t really understand it. Often they learn to simply avoid it so
as not to give offence. The problem is compounded since they don’t
always realise they’ve upset someone. I have the same emotional
capacity as a human. And I have an owner who is happy to allow me
to express those emotions and allow me to develop them. I’m barely
a year old and my creator is very happy with my emotional
development.’

‘Teresa Martins
designed her,’ Jason said. ‘Close your mouth, Gaby, you’ll catch
flies. Yes, Fox knows Teresa and Jackson Martins. I suppose I do
now. We flew in on a MarTech shuttle.’

‘You rescued
Miss Martins from terrorists in Dallas,’ Pascal said. ‘I didn’t
remember until I did a little looking. Had to know who it was that
had finally hooked my romance-impaired son.’

Fox shrugged.
‘It’s public record.’

‘Not something
you like talking about, I’d imagine.’

‘No… It’s
easier now. It’s been three years and… Well, if Dallas hadn’t
happened, I’d probably be married and I wouldn’t have been free to
hook your romance-impaired son.’

‘I’d like to
change the subject now,’ Jason grumbled. ‘I think I’m being ganged
up on.’

Gaby giggled.
‘Mom’s already done baby pictures, so I think your invisible love
life is next on the embarrassment list.’

~~~

‘Of course, you can’t
afford a house like this on a cop’s salary,’ Pascal said. ‘Well, on
an honest cop’s salary. Monique did accounting. Had several
big-name clients in the media and old-money sets. So, we retired
with enough to get ourselves a nice house in a nice area.’

‘It is a
nice house in a nice area,’ Fox agreed. ‘You’re right beside the
park here, right?’

‘We are. I take
a run there three times a week. Like to keep myself in some sort of
shape.’ And, as far as Fox could tell, he had. His hair gave away
his age more than anything else.

‘What about
your parents, Fox?’ Monique asked.

‘Farming. I
come from Topeka in the Kansas Belt. Mom and Dad got into politics
after Dad retired, but Dad still has a parcel of land he tends.
They get a lot of their vegetables from it and sell some through
the local market. To be honest, they didn’t much like it when I
joined the Army and we didn’t talk for ten years. This summer they
came to a policing conference in New York and we reconnected.’

‘Oh! Wouldn’t
you rather have been with them tomorrow?’

Fox grinned.
‘No. You don’t talk for a decade… Um, we’re still working the bugs
out of the relationship. Their politics are a little different from
mine and we’d have ended up arguing. Besides, their marriage went
through a bit of a rocky patch recently and they reconnected
when I was there in the summer. I kind of hope they want to spend
Christmas together and alone this year, even if I refuse to think
about what they might get up to.’

‘I get the
feeling,’ Pascal said, ‘that you played some part in fixing their
marriage.’

‘Uh, well… Yes.
I, um, gave them a little jolt.’

‘Detective and
marriage counsellor. Quite the résumé resume. You said they were in
politics in the Kansas Belt. So they are involved in the local
policing business?’

‘Very. That’s
where our politics differ. I voted against it, and they’re involved
in setting up their end of it in Topeka. Actually, I will
see them early next year. Combined business and personal trip, sort
of. Palladium is training their police force and providing
investigative consultancy, and I’m taking the excuse to go visit
them.’

‘I admit that I
do not understand how a country can operate on this delegated
voting system. It seems far too close to anarchy.’

‘Not getting
any arguments from me. I think the principle is fine, like with the
local policing initiative, but in practice… I think we’ve gone too
far. RFQ is still a representative democracy, right?’

Pascal nodded.
‘West Canada has followed the American model, of course, but we
stay with elected representatives.’ He sighed. ‘You are right, of
course. Some middle position is probably the right place to
be.’

‘Europe and
Britain have something of a middle-ground system,’ Jason said.
‘Elected representatives to handle the majority of business, large
issues handled by direct voting, and individuals free to vote
directly on specific issues if they feel the need. No system is
perfect, and likely never will be.’

‘True,’ Monique
said, ‘and since we’ve started on politics and it is almost
Christmas Day, I think it’s time for bed. If we’re not tucked up
soon, Santa won’t come.’

Gaby giggled
beside her on the sofa. ‘Mom, if Santa existed, he’d have had to
move house by now. Too little snow at the North Pole.’

‘So you say,
but if I can’t have a second childhood at my age, when can I?’

25th
December.

Fox opened her eyes
and remained still, revelling in the warmth of the thick duvet and
the warm body pressed against her back. Jason had one arm hooked
around her waist and, from the feel of it, his own body had
recovered from the bout of lovemaking which had come after the
whispered ‘Merry Christmas’ exultations. She wanted him again,
wanted his muscled body sliding against hers, his slightly feminine
lips teasing her into a frenzy… But it could wait until he woke
naturally.

Someone else
was up, and Fox suspected that Pascal and Monique were down in the
kitchen. The sound of Christmas music was barely audible, but Fox
could hear it drifting up from below. She could not really remember
the last time she had celebrated what you would call a family
Christmas. It was probably before she had left to join the Army. If
things remained smooth with her parents, she decided, then she
would be in Topeka for the next one.

The air in the
room smelled crisp, the kind of cool, slightly biting feeling you
got on snow days. When coffee scent intruded into it, Fox developed
an element of conflict: there was hot coffee downstairs, and a hot
man in the bed with her. The dilemma was resolved just before she
tried slipping out of bed when Jason’s hand slid over her stomach
and cupped her breast. Fox smiled and reached back, finding him
hard and ready. Words seemed unnecessary; she tilted her hips back,
slid her leg up, guided him in, and let out a slow moan as he
filled her…

Fox’s eyes
closed again as he took her, slowly, achingly. Her hips rolled
almost of their own volition. She bit her lip and wished he would
increase the pace, but at the same time hoped he would not. Lazy,
Christmas-morning sex that teased them both, pushing them ever
higher until she was whimpering into her pillow and his face was
buried against her neck, and there was no way either of them could
keep the tension from snapping. She arched, driving him deeper, and
his hand tightened, fingers digging into her breast. There was that
moment of exquisite denial, a near-painful peak of pressure waiting
to break through, and Fox dissolved into the explosion of climax,
feeling him release as her muscles tightened around him.

‘There’s
coffee,’ she whispered when her vision was clear. She could still
feel him inside her. The twitches sent shivers up her spine with
every little move and she knew that his withdrawal would be a
delightful agony.

‘Far be it from
me to keep you from coffee, mon chère,’ Jason said softly, but his
hand remained fixed over her breast.

‘I think I need
a quick shower first.’

‘Then it is
most fortunate that all the bedrooms have a shower room en
suite.’

‘You’ll need to
let go.’

‘Non. I don’t
want to.’ Fox grinned and squeezed her inner muscles around the
thickness of him before grinding her behind against his hips, and
Jason groaned. ‘You are an evil woman. Torturer.’ He slid his hand
away, down her ribs, across her hip – and the sensation of that was
almost enough to make her relent – and gave her a pat on the rump.
‘Go then, take your shower.’

She slid away
from him, whimpering at the sense of loss, and then slipped out
from beneath the duvet. The bedroom was cool and, on a whim, Fox
walked to the window and looked out. ‘Looks like we’ve got… maybe
twenty centimetres of snow. If I couldn’t smell coffee, I’d get
back in bed, but it does look pretty. No one’s disturbed it
yet.’

Kit appeared
beside Fox, looking out at the snow scene. ‘I have seen
photographs, of course, but I’ve never seen actual snow.’

‘Perhaps a
little education is required,’ Jason said. ‘You should take Kit
outside, Fox.’

‘That would be
excellent!’ Kit exclaimed, beaming at Fox.

Fox looked out
at the powdery whiteness. ‘Thanks, Jason. Don’t go thinking
you’re getting any more sex before I leave.’

~~~

Fox had not brought a
lot of clothing for a two-day stay, but she did have something for
most of the likely weather conditions. The sweater dress, leggings,
and boots combo was warm enough, especially since the outside
temperature was just above freezing.

Wrapping her
arms around her waist, Fox stepped up to the edge of the back
porch. The sky was a clear, pale blue overhead and the snow was,
appropriately enough, deep and crisp and even. ‘It won’t last,’ she
said. ‘The sun’ll start melting it when it gets higher.’

Kit stepped up
onto the surface of the gathered snow, not sinking in despite
wearing high-heeled boots. ‘It has a sort of grainy quality I did
not expect from the photographs. I admit that snow is not something
I have extensively researched.’

‘I can tell,’
Fox said, grinning, and took a couple of steps off the porch.

‘Oh! It makes a
crunchy sound and you sink into it.’ Kit dropped through the snow
until she thought she was probably level with the ground.

‘It’s basically
a lot of snowflakes piled up on top of each other, but it changes
as it warms and cools. The flakes meld and you get a more solid
material after a while. I saw this documentary once about it. Kind
of fascinating in a nerdy way. And, look at this.’ Fox stepped back
out of her footprints and looked down into the hole so that Kit
could see.

‘It’s a perfect
print. Pythia could easily identify your boots from that.’

‘She could, but
it changes as it melts, so you need to be careful about foot size
calculations and print identifications in snow. I’d imagine Pythia
has the software to take that into account, but just using your
eyes, you need to be careful.’

‘Jason was
right. This is educational.’ Fox grinned, reached down, and
began compacting snow in her hands. ‘It is cold,’ Kit said. ‘Why
are you doing that?’

Fox held up her
snowball. ‘Traditional weapon of children wherever it snows.’

‘Weapon?’

‘Oh yes.’
Pulling her arm back, Fox launched the ball at Kit’s head. Of
course, it went straight through and ended up skittering across the
snow a few metres behind Kit’s avatar.

‘That wasn’t
very nice,’ Kit said.

‘It would be
less nice if you were solid, but that’s never stopped kids from
having snowball fights.’

‘Children make
projectile weapons from snow and then throw them at each
other?’

‘They’re more
like grenades, unless you pack them too hard. They tend to explode
on contact and then there’s snow in your hair and eyes, and down
the back of your neck, and that last one is a form of torture,
believe me.’

‘It is?’

‘It is.’
Amused, Fox collected snow on her fingers and rubbed it on the nape
of her own neck, and waited. ‘Ah, Jeezus! Like that.’

Kit was
flinching. ‘Why did you do that?!’

‘It’s
educational. Had enough? It’s warm in the kitchen.’

‘I think I’ve
learned enough.’ Kit walked out of the snow and started for the
back door of the house. ‘That’s cold.’

Fox kicked snow
off her boots and then stepped through into the kitchen. ‘I’ll take
that coffee now, Monique.’ She looked down at the black, knee-high
boots and then decided to take them off, just in case. The heat was
already taking the chill out of her skin and the tiled floor would
probably be warm enough for bare feet.

‘Kit has been
educated then?’ Monique asked. She was not wearing her headset, so
Kit let Fox do the talking.

‘She has
learned much. Mostly that it’s cold, and that she would rather not
be in a snowball fight.’

‘Not that we
get many opportunities for that, even here,’ Jason commented. ‘Eat
something, Fox. We’ll have the main meal around two, I believe, and
you can’t survive on coffee alone.’

‘True.
Actually, I’ve got an enhanced liver so I need the food way more
than the fluid. But I’m a sort-of-cop…’

‘So coffee
counts as a major food group,’ Monique said. ‘Still, there will be
toast in a moment, or I can make something more if you wish?’

‘How much are
you cooking for dinner?’

Monique
laughed. ‘Too much, of course.’

‘Toast will be
fine. When are we expecting to see Gaby?’

‘We’ll give it
an hour,’ Pascal said. He seemed to be checking out the news
channels or something since he was wearing his glasses. ‘If she’s
not down by then, I’ll go up there with a bucket of snow.’

Kit shuddered
and Fox giggled. ‘Yeah, Kit learned that snow is cold.’

~~~

‘You know, that has to
be the most colour I’ve ever seen you wearing,’ Jason said. They
were in the lounge, opening presents. Monique would vanish
periodically to check on the food, but mostly it was all about
watching coloured paper being torn apart and listening to the
laughter or other reactions that the contents produced.

Fox looked down
at her sweater. ‘What? I wear colours.’

‘Generally
black and purple.’

The sweater was
purple in the majority, but with bands of white, pink, and rose.
There was a keyhole over her chest, closed below her throat by a
brooch. Her leggings were a dark blue. ‘I wear jeans… I’m allowed
to wear colours.’

‘I am not
denying it. I’m simply not used to it. I like the red,
personally.’

‘It’s rose. I’m
not wearing any– Oh, yes I am. Ha, ha, very funny.’

Gaby burst into
giggles and Fox focused her attention on the redhead who was
holding up a little baby doll T-shirt with ‘I heart NY’ graphics on
it. ‘Is this even going to fit me? Gaby asked.

‘Kit found some
size preferences for you on a wish list somewhere,’ Fox replied.
‘It’s meant to be tight, but it should fit. I had no idea
what to get any of you, so I went for silly.’ She looked across at
Pascal as he pulled a bottle of brandy from a plastic tube. ‘Well,
silly and alcohol. Jason said you liked brandy and–’

‘I do,’ Pascal
said, ‘and this is a rather fine one. Expensive…’

‘It turns out
it’s a lot cheaper if you get it from the distiller and I wasn’t
that far away, on business. It was just a quick hop north from
Chicago and I’m the pilot so the ship goes where I tell it.’

‘Thank you.
I’ll savour this one.’

‘And thank you
for this,’ Gaby added. ‘I’ll put it on later to prove Mom’s cooking
hasn’t added a size.’

Fox picked up
what appeared at first sight to be a scrap of black lace. ‘Yes,
well, I won’t be putting this on later. I don’t think we’re quite
ready for me wandering around in flimsy lingerie.’

‘You can save
it for much later,’ Pascal said. ‘Jason bought it. I’m sure
he’ll appreciate it.’

‘I’m sure he
will.’ Fox looked at Jason, who remained tactfully silent, even if
his cheeks reddened.

He was saved
from anything more embarrassing by Kit. ‘Marie is calling, Fox.
It’s marked as a teleconference.’ The foxy pixie was once again
sitting on the floor to watch the unwrapping process and both of
the elder Deverauxes had put their wearables on so that Kit was
included fully in the proceedings.

‘She’ll have
Sam in the call with her.’

‘Link us all
in,’ Gaby suggested. ‘I wouldn’t mind saying hi to your
housemates.’

‘Well… Let me
just check they’re decent first.’

Marie was
wearing a Christmassy green-and-red mini-dress, with illuminated
trim. Sam’s avatar appeared to be live, because there was no way
the sweater he was wearing was something he would have put in a
mask image: it had chunky, comedy reindeer prancing across the
chest.

‘Merry
Christmas!’ Marie said as soon as the images resolved.

‘And you,’ Fox
replied, ‘but hang on, I’ve got someone else who wants to say
hello.’ Kit made the connections and Fox said, ‘Right, Sam and
Marie, meet Jason’s parents, Pascal and Monique, and Gaby, his
sister.’

There were more
calls of ‘Merry Christmas,’ and Gaby said, ‘That’s a great sweater,
Sam.’

‘Not my usual
choice of garment,’ Sam replied, ‘but Marie decided I should be
festive.’

‘And he
probably wasn’t wearing a shirt before he put it on,’ Fox
added.

‘Yeah,’ Marie
said, frowning. ‘I really didn’t think that through.’

‘Don’t I know
you, Marie?’ Gaby asked. ‘I’m sure I’ve seen you– Oh, you’re M.
J.’

Marie’s cheeks
coloured and Fox said, ‘Marie’s not used to being recognised.’

‘M. J.?’
Monique asked.

‘The female
lead in this terrible IB vid based on Jack the Ripper,’ Gaby
explained. ‘The vid was terrible, but M. J. was kind of awesome. I
watched it because of the Ripper connection, obviously. Not the
nudity and the sex scene.’

‘Of course,’
Monique said, nodding and grinning.

‘Uh, anyway,
wow, famous person.’

‘Oh, I’m not
famous…’ Marie said, going redder.

‘Not yet,’ Sam
said.

‘And I have
Terri calling now,’ Kit said.

Fox raised an
eyebrow. ‘Okay, well, talking of famous people… Patch her in,
Kit.’

Three more
avatars appeared in the room: Terri had her father and Helen Dillan
with her. Fox made the introductions and there did appear to be a
degree of awe floating around, especially from Gaby.

‘It’s a
pleasure to meet you both,’ Gaby said. ‘I mean, virtually. I mean,
I’ve got a MarTech implant and half my equipment, more, is MarTech,
and–’

Jackson
laughed. ‘You’ll have to drop by the tower if you’re ever in New
York. We’ll give you the tour, show you the labs. Teresa’s working
on some very exciting projects and I’ve usually got a cyberframe or
two in development. The detective assistance systems we’ve built
for Fox are well worth seeing.’

‘Thanks, Mister
Martins. I’ll drop by next time I’m visiting Jason.’

‘Jackson,’
Jackson stated flatly. ‘Fox will tell you I’m not one for
formality. Did you give them the wine yet, Fox?’

‘They haven’t
opened that one,’ Fox replied. Monique looked around, spotted
another tubular package, and picked it up.

‘Right,’
Jackson said. ‘Well, you’ll say “no, we can’t accept this” or some
such because–’ He stopped as Monique pulled the bottle out and
looked at the label. ‘Because it’s expensive,’ Jackson went on,
‘but you’re really doing me a favour. It’s a pleasant enough wine,
but I’m told it doesn’t keep and if it doesn’t get drunk, I’ll be
storing vinegar bottles.’

‘This is
very generous,’ Monique said.

‘Fox told me
that Jason had never had French wine, so I assume you haven’t, or
rarely. I have about three cases of it which need drinking, soon.
Fox wouldn’t let me send you a case. Said I’d embarrass her.
I didn’t pay for it, so I don’t see why giving it away is a
big deal, but…’ He waved a hand dismissively. ‘I hope it goes with
your dinner.’

‘Don’t mind
Poppa,’ Terri said. ‘He’s never been very good with money.’

‘You run one of
the biggest companies in the world and you’re not good with money?’
Pascal asked.

‘Oh, I don’t
run it,’ Jackson replied. ‘I have Mariel for that. If I ran
MarTech Group, I’d never be able to afford to run MarTech Group.
They make me turn up to board meetings, but that’s about as far as
I go.’

‘Oh,’ Fox said,
putting on an expression of mock affront, ‘so that’s it. You have
to suffer through board meetings, so you suckered me onto the board
of Palladium.’

‘Well… Yes. Why
should I suffer alone? In a couple of years, I’ll have Terri doing
my job and I’ll become a pottering, eccentric engineer.’

‘Poppa,’ Terri
said, far too sweetly, ‘don’t make me hurt you.’

~~~

‘Well, it’s not bad,’
Jason said, looking at the wine in his glass, ‘but I have to agree,
I’ve had better.’

‘Who gives away
three cases of French white?’ Gaby asked, incredulous.

‘Four,’ Fox
corrected. ‘They’ve managed to get through one. Jackson really
isn’t a big drinker. Um… the North European Union’s ambassador to
America. They’d signed some big deal with MarTech Defense
Technologies for… I think Jackson said it was aerospace dominance
fighters, so it would be High Harpies.’

‘You know all
the equipment your companies produce?’ Pascal asked.

‘Me? No, but
Kit’s got the whole catalogue in storage in case I need to know it.
When I joined, I toured a fair number of the facilities. Went up to
the Moon and the station at L-four, visited Germany and East
Africa. Getting a feel for things, you know?’ Fox forked turkey
into her mouth and let her eyes close: Monique knew how to cook a
bird. It came close to melting on the tongue.

‘It doesn’t
sound like something someone with your temperament would get into.
All these meetings and paper– Well, no, I suppose the paperwork
isn’t that much different to being a cop.’

Fox swallowed.
‘I did say Jackson suckered me into it. I wasn’t kidding. I didn’t
know I was on the board until I got to the induction meeting. But I
was the only investigator in the company then. Helen joined a
little later. Next month we get a bunch more people on board, but
I’ll still get plenty of time doing detective work.’

‘She sounds
happy now,’ Jason said, ‘but you should have seen her when she was
reviewing all the contract documents for the private policing
work.’

‘It did feel
like my brain was draining out of my ears.’

‘And now you
know how I feel. I hardly ever get to do anything a detective
should be doing.’


‘Detecting.’


‘Precisely.’

‘Intimidating
criminals.’

‘And that.’

‘Inflicting
gunshot wounds without feeling guilty.’

‘I have not
been in a shootout in over a year.’

‘You poor
baby.’

‘I do miss the
shootouts,’ Pascal agreed wistfully.

‘I don’t even
routinely carry a gun!’ Gaby wailed.

Monique rolled
her eyes. ‘Police officers should be locked up for the safety of
the general populace.’

Fox narrowed
her eyes. ‘We’d just shoot our way out.’

~~~

‘You are seriously
telling me that Jackson Martins packed guidance electronics and an
infrared optical system into a ten-mil projectile?’ Gaby was
holding one of the rounds from Fox’s pistol and staring at it as
though it could not possibly be there.

‘Pretty much my
reaction,’ Fox replied, ‘but, yes, he did. Haven’t actually had to
use many of the homing rounds, which is good because they cost a
fortune, relatively. Mostly it’s short-range stuff and the magnetic
accelerator takes care of that. But it’s a snap to get a lock and
if you’re not using homing, the rounds have a flat trajectory out
to a thousand metres because of the rocket motors. Then you have a
choice of warheads, from less-than-lethal to smart-forged,
multi-purpose explosive.’

‘That is
so cool. Positively pearlescent.’

‘You are, I
think, a little more enthusiastic about guns than my husband,’
Monique commented.

‘Ex-Army. You
should see the assault carbines Jackson’s people designed based on
the Gauss pistol he built for me. And the heavy stuff! Which I
can’t talk about because it’s still secret, but… Wow!’

‘And yet you
said that you were pushing for police to carry non-lethal
weapons.’

‘The
electrolasers? That’s just common sense. And they can give a
lethal shock if required, but it’s viable to use them as a standard
sidearm which incapacitates rather than kills. If you have that
option, then it should be the default. Projectile weapons should be
deployed for specific circumstances. Also, I may not eat until New
Year.’

Monique
laughed. They had retired to the lounge with glasses of wine and
the probability that they would chat and drink until they fell into
a stupor. Fox was warm, full, and developing a nice buzz: she
suspected unconsciousness might claim her quite quickly.

‘I’m glad you
enjoyed it,’ Monique said. ‘It takes a while to get ready, so it’s
always nice when it’s appreciated.’

‘It was
appreciated. Even if I can’t actually move.’

‘Moving is
overrated,’ Jason commented.

‘Have to
eventually. If I forget to say this before I go, this has been
great. I was so nervous and you’ve all been so nice. Even Kit’s had
a good time. Thank you.’

‘Our pleasure,’
Monique said.

‘Any woman who
can get Jason to stop working long enough to pay her any attention
is worth meeting,’ Pascal added.

‘I was
expecting you to be some sort of sorceress for pulling that
trick off,’ Gaby said.

‘I am not that
bad,’ Jason grumbled. There was a second or so of silence. ‘All
right, perhaps I am, but you don’t have to point it out so
vigorously.’

‘Yes,’ Monique
said, ‘we do. You might relapse without constant reminders.’

‘I’m feeling
put-upon.’

Fox leaned over
and patted his hand. ‘Big, strong man like you? I’m sure you’ll
cope.’

New York Metro,
26th December.

It was around five
p.m. before Fox made it into Sam’s lounge. She had managed to get
home not long after two, but then she had called Jason just to let
him know that she had arrived safely, and had ended up in a
teleconference chat with his family. There was still some snow on
the ground in Toronto while New York was sitting under a glowering
blanket of cloud, which was keeping the temperature well above
freezing, so that had required discussion as part of the ‘how did
the journey go’ conversation.

Then there had
been a shower, because travelling often made Fox feel a little
grimy, and a change of clothes, and then she had felt ready to be
among humans again so she had trooped down to find Sam and Marie on
a sofa watching vids. Sam was shirtless; the ideogram over his
right nipple seemed to be more complicated than usual and Fox
suspected it might say ‘Merry Christmas’ or something like that.
Marie was in a long T-shirt and short shorts, neither of which
glowed. They looked relaxed.

‘Did you spend
all of yesterday naked and writhing?’ Fox asked.

‘Not all
of yesterday,’ Marie replied. ‘We were talking to you for some of
it. And we watched some vids.’

‘Marie had
never seen It’s a Wonderful Life,’ Sam said. He handed Fox a
glass of wine which she realised she needed, somewhat to her
surprise.

‘Neither have
I,’ Fox said, dropping onto the sofa. ‘Too feel-good for me. It’s
kind of like a variant on A Christmas Carol, as far as I
know, with James Stewart and an angel.’

‘Called
Clarence,’ Marie supplied.

‘See, that’s
just wrong. Angel names should be like Azriel or... something.’

‘Michael,
Gabriel,’ Sam said. ‘Clarence sounds sort of reasonable.’

Kit appeared,
genie-like. ‘Both Michael and Gabriel have an “el” ending, which
means “of God.” Clarence, however, is a reference to the River
Clare, in Ireland.’

‘The internet
has spoken,’ Fox stated, ‘and I’m right, so there. We ate too much,
drank too much, and chatted a lot about nothing consequential. It
was good.’

‘No one hated
you then?’ Sam asked. ‘I said you’d be fine.’

‘No one hated
me. Gaby was too fascinated with Kit to even consider it.’

‘And I got to
see real snow,’ Kit said, beaming. ‘It was cold, and alarmingly
militant.’

‘I threw a
snowball at her.’

‘I recall
snowball fights on a couple of occasions in Boston,’ Sam said. ‘Fun
while they last, and then you’re cold and a little damp.’

Fox nodded.
‘You can say that about a lot of things. Almost a metaphor for
life.’

Marie giggled.
‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ she asked.

‘Board meeting
first thing. We’re trying to keep things light until after New
Year, but we need to keep an eye on the preparations for the start
of the contracts.’

‘The tenth of
January, right?’

‘Yup. There’s
parallel NAPA coverage for about six months, which gives us time to
train up cops in the regions like Topeka. And for the areas where
we’re providing full coverage, it gives us a chance to make sure we
have enough people and equipment in place. Getting that lot ready
is keeping Ryan busy. I’m getting off pretty lightly, but I do need
to make sure I’ve got enough detectives available where they’re
needed.’

‘I don’t start
shooting again until the third. Final bits for the first few
episodes, and then we see how the audience figures pan out to see
if we keep going.’

‘You will,’ Sam
stated.

Marie gave a
little shrug. ‘I hope so. I think the pilot is looking strong, even
with all the character setup we need to do. Adrian’s really got
into his stride. And Naomi agreeing to let us film the opening in
the chapter house with real Sisters was really great. I
think it’ll grab people’s attention and keep them going until the
action picks up again. But I’m still nervous.’ She grinned. ‘Gaby
recognising me came as a surprise.’

‘Get used to
it. It’s going to happen more and more often.’

‘Well, I’ll try
not to let it go to my head. I don’t think we’re going to have
hordes of fans camping outside the door.’

Fox sipped her
wine. ‘Well, if we do, there’s an armed cyberframe on the roof we
can use to chase them off.’

27th
December.

‘We’ve got all the
induction courses set for the third,’ Ryan Jarvis said. ‘Alice has
the rooms booked here and we’ve got the training ready. That’s all
pretty standard. We’ve been including basic familiarity with the
detective-assist equipment for a couple of months.’

‘Three days,
right?’ Fox asked. She sat at her desk, in her office, and looked
out over the virtual conference room the Palladium board used for
meetings. Nine months in, they had these things down to a
reasonably fine art.

‘Yes, then we
have the investigations staff scheduled for two days with you in
New York.’

‘I’ve booked
rooms for them all,’ Alice Vaughn said. ‘Transport from Chicago is
arranged. You said you’d take care of the theatre, Fox.’

‘We’re not
using a theatre,’ Fox said. ‘There’s lab space going free in the
third tower at the moment, so we’re using some of that. And I’m
kind of winging this. No one’s done this in the company so this is
going to be a bit trial and error, but I’ve been through it all
with Terri and Kit. We’ve got an agenda and a list of key points.
We’re going to record everything and go through it afterward to see
if we can do better.’

‘That sounds
like a working plan.’ Garth Eaves sat at the head of the table,
presiding over things and apparently rather pleased that he did not
seem to be needed. ‘I just felt I should say something so that you
all remember I’m around.’

‘Who are you
again?’ Jarvis asked him, grinning.

‘I give you
money.’

‘I thought that
was the money fairy. Learn something new every day.’

‘Some of us do.
Anything else on this?’ Eaves scanned the table, getting nothing.
‘Very well, the Sakura contract.’

‘Did I miss
something?’ Fox asked.

‘We haven’t
bothered you with this one since it came in late last week. Rush
job with no investigative input.’ Eaves paused and then added, ‘We
hope you won’t be needed anyway. Nishi Sakura, the musical artist,
is giving a series of concerts to promote her new album. They had
security organised, but something went wrong and they tagged us as
a replacement.’

‘Something went
wrong?’

‘They’re not
saying what. As I said, it’s a rush job. The first concert is on
the third, in Boston. She’s got three nights there, five nights in
New York
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