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Part One: Memories

 New York
Metro, 4th June 2060.

Fox Meridian stepped out of her shower
and looked across at the bed with its single, red-haired occupant.
Marie Shaftsbury had been there for five mornings now and Fox had
to admit that they had not been unpleasant ones. Waking up beside a
lover was not an experience Fox had had that often and, from what
Marie had said, the same was true of her. For Fox, there had been
no one special enough before Pieter, and then he had died and there
had been no one since. Thinking about it, since Pieter, Fox had
kept away from emotional attachment, even if there had been some
stress relief. Marie was, she thought, more than just stress
relief.

‘I’m awake,’ Marie mumbled,
proving that she was not asleep, but that was about as good as it
got.

‘Stay in bed, if you want,’ Fox
replied. ‘I’ve got a meeting. I’ll be on telepresence for a while.’
She pulled open a drawer and took out one of the bodysuits she
favoured, in purple as usual.

‘No… I’ll get up and eat. I’ve
got a coaching session at ten.’

Fox pulled on her suit. ‘Okay,
coffee will be waiting.’ Then she padded out, closing her suit as
she went, to find Kit waiting beside the coffee machine.

The fox-girl AI avatar was
dressed in her usual white bodice and short, white skirt, and her
white, high-heeled knee-high boots. She looked as though she was
planning to hand over a mug of coffee, but she was, of course,
unable to do so since she was nothing but a virtual image in Fox’s
brain. ‘I have completed my research on the Randall case,’ Kit said
brightly. ‘Perhaps we could examine it after your meeting?’

Pouring out coffee, Fox gave a
nod. ‘Okay. Did you find many more cases?’

‘A few, yes.’ Fox raised an
eyebrow at the statement. ‘I found six murders which appear to fit
the same pattern,’ Kit clarified.

‘And NAPA didn’t notice? Never
mind. Keep it for after this meeting or I’ll be puzzling over it
instead of trying to understand budgets.’

‘Mister Eaves has initiated the
conference viron.’

‘Yeah, that’s Garth, always
early.’ Fox downed half her mug of coffee, refilled it, and then
headed for the sofa in front of the window. ‘Put me in, usual
configuration, and put me in a suit.’

As she sat down, the ‘usual
configuration’ appeared in front of her. The conference room table
was there, if in a rather ghostly form, and she could see Garth
Eaves sitting at the head of it, on her right. He was in a suit:
grey and high-collared since that was the fashion at the moment.
Across and to the left, Alice Vaughn was arranging herself. She had
elected to wear pale blue today, one of her many practical, smart
blouses. Ryan Jarvis appeared directly opposite Fox after a couple
of seconds, also in a high-collared suit, though his was black. Fox
was not entirely sure why they all bothered: it was quite possible
that all of them were not properly dressed in reality and they all
knew it.

‘Morning everyone,’ Eaves began.
There was a rumble of greeting in reply.

‘You know,’ Fox said, ‘you guys
decided to make this meeting happen nine hundred hours Eastern. I
don’t mind pushing it to ten, or later.’

‘I’m up at eight anyway,’ Eaves
replied, ‘and Alice is probably naked in bed still.’

Vaughn flushed. ‘I am not. I am
also never going to live that joke down, am I?’ She had joked that
she liked taking meetings from home in her bra and panties. Or she
had said it was a joke, but Fox was fairly sure Eaves was not far
wrong.

‘Probably not,’ Eaves went on,
‘but we’ll keep the meeting at this time for now and see where it
goes. Alice, progress reports?’

‘Nothing new to report. We have
seven new buildings to survey in the Manhattan Conservation
District. Ryan has been handling most of that. Facilities
management is secondary to security there.’

‘Your fault,’ Jarvis said,
pointing at Fox. ‘Rounding up Deedle like that pushed several block
owners into reconsidering their current contracts. We’ve had…
seventeen requests from private homes too.’

‘I just worked out what to watch
for,’ Fox replied. ‘Your guys jumped on him when the alarm
triggered and responded before he could do anything serious
to Tailor. So you’re going to have to share the blame. Is it going
to cause logistical problems?’

‘In the MCD, no. You’re close by
if they need anyone to investigate something. If these people talk
to friends in other metros, then we could have issues.’

‘We need to get that
investigation assistance project producing,’ Eaves said. ‘We need
these AIs and gadgets that you thought up, Fox.’

‘Well,’ Fox said, leaning back
and sighing, ‘turns out that Jackson had people working on Pythia
for the last year or so, expecting to need something like that
sooner or later. He’s handed development of Pythia Light to Terri
and he’s spearheading the robotics development. He was muttering a
lot about rapid prototyping and… Alice, how is the work on
Sam’s place coming along?’

‘Uh’ – Vaughn’s eyes flicked off
to the right while she checked something – ‘I got an initial
assessment report through on Wednesday evening which is projecting
completion on the eleventh, but that was assuming there were no
issues with the new fabricator.’

‘I think Jackson wants to make
use of that to run overnight builds.’

‘Playing with his new toy?’
Eaves suggested.

Fox grinned. ‘I don’t think he
can wait.’

‘Sooner the better. The other
thing I wanted to bring up today is the political rumour mill. Word
is that the vote on private policing outside the metro areas may be
pushed through as early as the first week in August. If it happens
then, and it’s passed, we’re going to be looking at a very busy
year or so while the details are ironed out and people decide what
they want to do about their security.’

‘It’s going to take time to set
up the processes.’

‘Some, but a lot of it is
already in place. NAPA will need to set up more oversight, rules
will need to be drafted and approved, but a lot of that is in place
thanks to the existing arrangements. And a lot of people are going
to start making arrangements early. That’s especially true of the
ones planning to go it solo and set up their own police force, and
those groups may be open to training. Ryan, put some resource into
a training team for security units. Fox, you may want to do the
same for basic detective work.’

Fox shook her head. ‘If this
goes through, it’s going to be a disaster.’

‘Officially, MarTech is still
against this form of policing. Unofficially, we still think people
out there are going to be dumb enough to vote for it.’

‘So if we don’t want a
disaster,’ Jarvis said, ‘we’d better be ready to help stop
one.’

~~~

Given some warning, Fox knew more or
less what to expect, but the sheer mass of data Kit had on display
in the virtual murder room was… ‘Oh, wow… That’s a lot of
crosslinks.’

‘That,’ Kit said, ‘is only
first-degree connections and anything more indirect required to
show how I found the case. I never had to go further than a third
level of indirection, and all of the links come from LifeWeb.’

Fox scanned around her. The room
was a dark, essentially featureless void designed not to distract
from the data being displayed. The data was, largely, people: each
node in the network of fine filaments of light was a person who had
something to do with one of the six victims. A few of the nodes
were non-personal entities, usually companies. That had been the
case far more often when they had been mapping out Deedle’s
victims. Here it all seemed to be personal.

Six people, all of them dead.
Four women, two men. Ages ranging from twenty-one to thirty-six.
All of them were attractive and looked fit, but that was not
exactly an uncommon trait now, and they all seemed to fit within a
socio-economic bracket that could afford bodysculpt work. There
were, Fox noted, very few connections between them. None of them
had known any of the others, but a couple had acquaintances in
common. There was no one person connecting them all, however, and
Kit had had to dig to locate some of the murders.

‘How did you find them all?’ Fox
asked as she turned to the first of them and pulled open the
autopsy data.

‘Comments on LifeWeb memorial
pages for the most part. Someone would suggest that the death
sounded similar to another they had heard about. I would follow
that connection and find a case, and then request the details. It
seems that NAPA did suggest a possible connection between
the deaths, but it was never made public and it was not noticed
until the fifth victim’s body turned up. That was in June twenty
fifty-eight, about three months after the fourth. Number six was in
September, and then the murders stopped. The pattern suggested that
the killer preferred to avoid the winter months, but when there had
been nothing by August fifty-nine, and with no leads on who the
killer was, the entire case was declared inactive.’

‘So our killer vanishes. Dead or
locked up for something else? Are all the autopsies like Patricia
Randall’s?’ The first of the victims, Patricia Randall, had been
running in Central Park when she had apparently been kidnapped,
taken somewhere, and tortured to death before her body was dumped
in the Hell’s Kitchen area of the MCD. The autopsy read like
something about a Medieval Inquisition victim, except that Patricia
had been raped at least once which Fox was moderately sure the
Inquisition had not been allowed to do. But there were burns from
hot wax, metal objects, and naked flame, all of her fingers had
been broken, puncture wounds from wide needles had decorated her
body, her jaw had been dislocated and fractured, and there were
bruises across much of her body. Cause of death had been drowning:
Patricia Randall had drowned in her own blood.

‘The lists of injuries vary a
little,’ Kit said. ‘It seems as though the ones who lasted longest
had the worst injuries. Presumably because the killer was able to
use more imagination in creating them. All of them were sexually
assaulted, and all of them were badly beaten. The ME in the last
two cases reviewed the sequence of injuries and suggested that the
killer obtained or manufactured new devices over time, some of
which appeared to be based on medieval torture equipment. He
suggests that one such device, a “choke pear” or “pear of anguish,”
was used on Miss Randall and resulted in the dislocation of her
jaw.’

Fox nodded, frowning. ‘And then
they just stop… Okay. Step one, I’m going to sit down and go
through all of the reports. You are going to put through a request
to NAPA for a list of criminals caught and locked up between
September sixth twenty fifty-eight and the end of May twenty
fifty-nine. Tell them you want violent crimes and anyone with a
psychological profile suggesting psychopathic or sociopathic
tendencies.’

‘I will send off the request
right away. What is step two?’

‘Step two is… Our killer didn’t
stop, he just moved somewhere else. So if we can’t find a likely
target in prison, you’re going to be mining LifeWeb again looking
for similar murders in other countries.’

~~~

Marie stumbled in through the apartment
door, wandered across to the sofa, and then fell, face first, over
the end of it to lie there, unmoving, with her booted shins hanging
over the edge. The boots were kind of like old Roman sandals, a lot
of straps and with barely any heel, but the Romans had not had
access to neon yellow plastic. The tight micro-skirt and boob tube,
both in a similar shining lemon colour, were also fairly typical of
Marie, and Fox could not entirely blame her for the minimal
clothing.

‘Hot out?’ Fox asked.

‘Like a fucking sauna,’ Marie
replied, the words somewhat muffled by the seat cushions. ‘And two
hours of pulling faces doesn’t help. I think my face muscles are
frozen.’

‘Pulling faces?’

Marie hauled herself laboriously
into a sitting position. ‘Facial expression exercises. You know…
“Show me fear! Show me surprise! Show me anger!”’

‘Show me what it feels like to
have your nuts rammed up your nose?’

‘After a couple of hours, I
almost did say that, but I’m paying to be tortured like this
and it is doing me good. I’m feeling more confident.’

‘Uh-huh. You’d have to be to go
out in an outfit like that.’

Marie looked down at herself.
‘I’ve seen you in things–’

‘On the day I wear yellow bright
enough to blind people at a light second, I will expect someone to
shoot me.’

‘Okay, yeah, I do dress a little
more brightly than you do. But I’ve seen you in some skimpy
outfits. Especially this last week.’

Fox sniffed. The weather had put
on a sudden spirt toward the searing. There had been a few warnings
on the weather feeds suggesting the possibility of tornados heading
into the Kansas Belt, maybe Virginia and West region too.
Chicago–Detroit metro had been put on alert, and the meteorologists
were muttering dark things about the Atlantic storm season this
year. ‘I don’t have a problem with skimpy, where appropriate. And
the heat outside is making it appropriate.’

Marie grinned. ‘What’re you
working on? I can’t see anything, but–’

‘It’s good you can’t see it. You
don’t want to see this. It’s a murder.’

‘I’ve seen dead bodies. In this
building, as a matter of fact.’

‘Not like this. Someone took
quite an exception to Alan B Barker and–’

‘I know that name.’ Marie had
started frowning in the way you do when you knew you knew
something, but not how you knew it. Also frowning, Fox took a still
of the young man, which had not come from the crime scene or
autopsy photos, and pushed it into Marie’s sensorium. It helped
little. ‘Face rings a bell too, but…’

‘Perhaps I could be of
assistance,’ Kit said, appearing beside them. ‘He dated a friend of
yours, Janice Potter.’

Marie snapped her fingers.
‘Right. That was… two years ago? He got me into LifeFit,
indirectly. He persuaded Jan to try it and Jan persuaded me.’

‘LifeFit,’ Fox said. ‘That’s the
LifeWeb fitness app, right?’

‘Oh, it’s more than that. It’s
an all-round system for well-being and–’

Fox held up a hand, grinning.
‘Spare me the sales pitch. I don’t even have an active presence on
LifeWeb.’

‘You don’t? Hey, you don’t! I
know you’re older than me–’

‘By almost a decade.’

‘–but I thought everyone
was on LifeWeb.’

‘LifeWeb will tell you they are.
I’ve got an account and, as I recall, you linked to it, but that’s
about it. I don’t subscribe.’

‘I handle her activities there,’
Kit put in. ‘And I use it for data mining more than anything else.
I work through the commercial gateway interface rather than the
public application.’

‘Wow,’ Marie said, her eyes
wide. ‘Now I do feel young. I even run LWOS on my implant.’

‘Which version?’

‘Six point oh VR. It’s the
latest implant-ready version they have. The six point one came out
when they brought out the LifeWear Sixty-one wearable, but they
haven’t done a version of that for implants yet. I heard it was
mag. New interface features and–’

‘It’s identical to the six point
zero release,’ Kit stated, ‘with a few changes to the visual
interface which make no practical difference to usability. The
Model Sixty-one hardware is somewhat improved having a second
general purpose processor installed, but that has increased the
weight.’

Marie pursed her lips. ‘Not a
big LifeWear fan then, Kit? Too much of a MarTech corporate
girl?’

‘LifeWeb’s products focus more
on form than function, Marie. And their fixation on the sale of
wearables and sticking with class two AIs is a drag on
technological innovation.’

‘If it wasn’t for LifeWeb and
the LifeRight module, we probably wouldn’t have the delegative
democracy system we do today.’

‘But–’

‘Halt!’ Fox snapped. ‘No
politics. Yes, politics includes whether LifeWear is better than
any other hardware out there and the marketing strategy of
MarTech versus LifeWeb.’ She peered at Marie. ‘I’ve yet to be
convinced that delegative democracy is a good idea, so you don’t
win points for that one anyway, and while you’re right about
LifeRight being one of the most popular voting tools early on, the
shift in the voting system did as much to promote LifeWeb as the
other way around. Not that I was around when that happened, but my
parents made sure I knew my political history.’

‘You don’t talk about your
parents much,’ Marie said, figuring that was a viable subject
shift.

‘We don’t get on.’ Fox frowned.
‘Actually, I’ve no idea whether we get on or not. Things were said
when I left to join the Army and we haven’t spoken since. You see,
that’s where politics gets you. You end up not talking to your
parents for ten years. What about yours?’

‘Oh… they died.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Marie shook her head. ‘Dad died
when I was eleven, accident with a malfunctioning agribot. Mom died
when I was sixteen and left me a little bit of money, and I
thought, “Marie, get your ass out of Sioux Falls and go to the big,
bright lights.” And I was lucky enough to get the job with Felix
before I ended up on my back.’

Fox gave her a grin. ‘So you’re
out of the agricultural zones too? I was born around Topeka.’

‘Got out as soon as you could
too?’

‘Personally, I think you have to
have a certain kind of mindset to live there.’

‘Uh-huh, but I don’t like
speaking ill of the dead.’

~~~

‘We’ve been hearing the same rumours
around HQ,’ Dillan said. She was leaning back on the bar of 27Lex,
a nightclub which had become something of a favourite hangout, even
if none of them could quite figure out why. ‘Canard is rushing
about trying to hoover up delegations. Anyone who talks to me about
it and sounds like they’re against it, I’ve been pushing them to
delegate to you, Fox.’ Dillan was actually wearing a skirt, along
with a cropped T-shirt, and the sight had been something of a
shock, but then the air had turned humid as the evening had closed
in and bare skin seemed a good idea.

‘That probably explains it
then,’ Fox said. ‘I’ve been getting various requests to accept
delegations from cops all through the afternoon.’

‘And you said you didn’t like
politics,’ Marie said from Fox’s other side. She had swapped her
boots for heeled pumps, but was still in the same lemon outfit
otherwise.

‘I don’t. I just get stuck with
it a lot. Helen gave me her vote because she figured I had her best
interests at heart.’

‘And I gave her mine,’ Sam
added, ‘because I felt her personal and corporate ethics were in
line with my views.’ Sam was in black slacks and a black silk
shirt, his black hair pulled firmly back from his face, and he
looked like an oriental god, probably an evil and seductive
one.

‘And that was all fine,’ Fox
went on, ‘because I knew them and it all seemed reasonable, but I’m
not sure I should be collecting them. I’ve got… What’s the count
now, Kit?’

‘Twenty-three detectives, four
officers,’ Kit replied, not turning from her examination of the
patrons around them.

‘I didn’t talk to that many,’
Dillan said, frowning.

‘I have put aside eighteen
further requests which have come through this evening. From the
names, these appear to be family members attached to the
policemen.’

Fox sighed. ‘Just accept them
all for now and make sure we have their IDs. I’ll talk to someone
about how to handle this stuff. I think I should probably send
something out to them and tell them what my views are. Make sure
they really want to give me their vote.’

‘And you say you have no head
for politics,’ Dillan said, grinning. ‘How’re the house
modifications coming along?’

‘Expected completion on the
eleventh, but it might take a little longer. Experimental this,
that, and the other, you know?’

‘No, but I can’t wait to find
out. Can I come see? I’ll sign a waiver or whatever.’

‘Ask Terri. Isn’t she supposed
to be here?’

‘Working late. She said she’d be
over later. She promised. She made a couple of suggestions about
what she wanted to do after so I’m pretty sure she’ll make it.’

~~~

Terri strutted into 27Lex in an almost
indecently short, scarlet dress with a very low, cowl neckline and
barely any back to it. She looked tired and also like she owned the
place.

‘You made it,’ Fox said.

‘I made it. Sorry I’m late, but
we just got the deep education programming working for the
forensics AIs.’

Fox gave her a quizzical frown.
‘What does that mean?’

‘It means we’ll have trial
versions of the AIs available as soon as Poppa can get the
prototype hardware ready, but please try to avoid needing Pythia
for the next few days.’

‘That’s fast.’

Terri gave a shrug. ‘Two weeks.
Setting up a basic AI isn’t that hard, it’s the specialised
training. Getting Pythia to do it means she can basically blast
them through the training at speed, and they won’t stop for breaks.
Training Pythia… Now that took some time.’

‘Wow. I thought I’d have more
difficulty with this project.’

‘It’s not over yet. You’re going
to need to have some of these things do the work and maybe
re-educate them on how to do it the way you want. It’s kind of like
training a human, but it can be faster for some things.’

‘Okay. I can work with that.
I’ll give Ryan a heads-up on Monday. Now go do something about
Helen before she drools all over the bar.’

‘She’s in a skirt. She’s got
great legs.’

Fox grinned. ‘Yeah, well, takes
one to know one. What doll did you borrow that dress from?’

Terri grinned back. ‘I haven’t
been able to get into my doll clothes for years.’

‘You’re almost not in that.’

‘Hush you. Your young redhead
can’t keep her eyes off you either.’

‘Ah the burden of adoration.’
Fox watched as Terri stalked across the space to Dillan, wrapping
arms around exposed waist and smiling broadly. She noticed Sam
sliding away from them too, though she was fairly sure he just
wanted a word while the others were distracted.

‘No urges to throw Marie out of
a window yet?’ Sam asked, confirming the suspicion.

‘No. Why?’

He gave a slight shrug. ‘We’re
all going to be living under more or less the same roof. You I
know I can put up with. She seems like a nice girl, but I’ve
not spent that much time with her.’

‘Her most annoying habit is
hogging the mirror in the bedroom so that she can practise her
acting. Oh, and wearing really bright colours first thing in the
morning. On the other hand, she’s good eye candy, and she’s got her
own space for the acting practice when she moves back into your
basement.’

‘I can live with that. Isabella
says the feedback she’s had from casting has been positive. Our
young actress is likely to land something soon. She still lacks a
little confidence when she’s in front of a director.’

‘Hard to believe. How can you
lack confidence and go out to a club like this wearing an outfit
with less cloth than a handkerchief?’

‘She’s got an ex-cop, a
bodyguard, and a current cop looking after her here, and all she
really has to worry about is wandering hands and lascivious stares.
Plus, she’s doing it more to look nice for you.’

‘And when she’s doing a casting
call, she’s alone and she’s doing it all for herself. Yeah. But
she’s getting there. Little Marie Shaftsbury from Sioux Falls on
the IB channels. Did you know she came out of the Kansas Belt?’

‘Uh… Yes. I think she mentioned
it at one point when I first got the house. She was babbling a
little as she showed me around the place.’

‘Uh-huh. Had a crush on you, but
then what girl in her right mind doesn’t?’

‘You don’t.’

‘And what does that say about
me?’

5th June.

Shopping was not one of Fox’s favourite
activities, but Marie had suggested a walk around the mall levels
and it was a Saturday afternoon sort of activity. It got
them out of the apartment, and bed, which was not a bad thing.
Looking at shoes was not so great, but what was actually bugging
Fox just a little were the signs of the massacre that had happened
there barely two weeks earlier.

There was not much to see. A man
had walked through the mall with a missile launcher and an
automatic minigun, people had died, and now you could barely tell.
The image-enhancement software Fox ran more or less routinely
probably showed up more of the repair work than regular people
would have noticed, but she could see the scars.

‘You are not looking like a
woman enjoying herself,’ Marie noted as she noticed Fox’s
reflection in a window.

‘I am. I’m… Okay, so this is
where Sullivan had his little spree.’ Fox pointed upward at the
frame the window was in. ‘See the fresh sealant there where they
had to replace this window? Last time I came through here, this had
been shot out.’

Marie peered at the window, saw
the whiter-than-usual sealant, but also spotted the bright green,
mesh fabric platform shoes with the five-inch heels. They had small
fans in the platform soles to force air between your toes, and they
were incandescent. ‘You stopped him, and you limited the
casualties. It was horrible, and I’m going to remember that day as
long as I live, but you stopped him and I have to have those
shoes!’

Fox shook her head and followed
Marie into the boutique. Shopping in 2060 was something of an odd
affair. Clothes shopping was often doubly so. Frequently what you
were buying was the pattern licence for the garment which you could
have made up by a fabricator any time you wished. Many of the
designs were expected to be worn once and recycled: Fox’s bodysuits
followed that mould, as did the socks she wore with trainers. There
were still things made from material which was built to stick
around, or had sufficient complexity or bulk that durability was
important. Shoes frequently fell into that category, so the shop
actually had storage in the back for pre-sized footwear.

‘So… It’s an air-conditioned
killer-pump?’ Fox said, watching Marie try on a shoe which the
assistant said was the right size.

‘Fourteen-centimetre heel and a
four-centimetre platform… Not especially killer. And I’ll have cool
toes.’

‘Heat rises, naturally,’ the
assistant said, beaming, ‘so the coolest air is at your feet and
this forces that up through the patented aeration sole.’

Fox suspected that there was a
fundamental flaw in this idea which had something to do with
sun-baked sidewalks. Pretty soon now, people would be bitching
about failures in the slideways as the heat messed up the
mechanism; every year the city went through the same complaints as
the summer temperature soared. Of course, the people who really
suffered, the sprawlers, did not get to complain much, or loudly
enough. NAPA would be out in the Sprawl already checking for people
who were sick from the heat, or beyond saving. Absently, she
wondered what was going to happen with that aspect of the system if
it all went private.

‘That sounds suspiciously like
bullshit,’ Marie said, ‘but you’ve got a sale anyway.’ She glanced
up at Fox. ‘It’s powered by body heat and the pressure shifts from
walking!’

‘And you can see all the fans
whizzing around when it does its stuff!’ Fox replied, her eyes
widening in fake enthusiasm.

‘Sarcasm is the lowest form of
wit.’

‘You do know that the only
people who say that are the ones too dumb to understand it,
right?’

‘Oscar Wilde said it.’

Fox smirked at her. ‘Attributed
to Oscar Wilde, in which case the full quote would be “Sarcasm is
the lowest form of wit, but the highest form of intelligence.”
However, it’s only attributed, never written down where it can be
proven. Kit’s faster at research tasks than LWOS.’

‘I should shut up while I’m
holding my ground. You’d look amazing in those boots.’

The boots in question had
ridiculous spiked heels, an inch or so of platform, and seemed to
consist of a lot of straps bound to a vertical strip which would
sit over her calves. Fox tended to consider shoe heights in inches,
rather than centimetres: America was still to get over its old
system entirely, but people Marie’s age were more metric than the
older ones. The boots were insane. Entirely impractical. ‘Do you do
them in purple?’

7th June.

Fox watched as Marie practised her
lines for an audition she was doing in the afternoon. Kit was also
watching, and replaying the performance to the performer from Fox’s
point of view. Fox thought that sounded far too complex, certainly
too distracting. Marie seemed to be coping.

Kit was certainly coping. While
doing the relay job for Marie, she was happily continuing to
function as Fox’s PA, and it was in that role that she began
scrolling data across Fox’s vision field and popped up a 2D avatar
to chat through. ‘Fox, I’ve received briefing documents through
from Palladium. The Regional Private Policing Resolution, twenty
sixty dash six nine one, has just received sufficient petitioners
and is now scheduled for a vote on August second.’

Fox frowned and Marie came to a
sudden stop. ‘Did I do something wrong?’ Marie asked.

‘Yes,’ Fox told her, ‘you let
yourself get distracted by your audience. Kit just gave me some
information I was hoping wouldn’t turn up for a while.’

‘That vote?’

‘Uh-huh. You don’t need anyone
to go with you this afternoon, do you? I have a feeling I’m going
to get thrown into a lot of meetings.’

‘I’m fine on my own. No problem.
You should start reading the resolution details and stop pretending
I’m not boring you rigid.’

‘Reading the resolution
is going to bore me rigid, and I’d rather watch you doing
nude Shakespeare.’

Giggling and starting off for
the bedroom, Marie shook her head. ‘I’ll go practise out of sight
and you can concentrate.’

Fox smiled and let her go, and
then sighed. ‘Kit, set me up a viron to work through all these
documents, and let me know when Eaves wants to hold the
meeting.’

‘You seem very sure there will
be one,’ Kit replied.

‘I am very sure. Has Marie put
any clothes on?’

‘No. She still wants me to run
the feedback visuals for her, but has not bothered dressing.’

‘Then put a screen in the
environment so I’ve got something extra to watch, would you?’

‘Of course, Fox,’ Kit replied,
sounding distinctly amused.

~~~

Dia Barrera was a very attractive woman
of Mexican descent, not very tall, but with a lush body, full lips,
curly black hair, and large, Bambi-like brown eyes. And anyone who
took her at face value was asking to have their guts ripped out and
spread out for the vultures to feast upon. Barrera had been lured
out of academia by Mariel Hoarsen, MarTech’s CEO, to be their head
political analyst. Hoarsen never hired anyone personally who was
not exceptionally good at their job and Barrera had a mind
like a cross between a steel trap and a hunting tiger shark. The
only thing about Barrera that gave away her predatory nature, in
Fox’s view, was her nails, which she invariably wore long and
painted some shade of red.

‘The resolution itself is quite
conservative,’ Barrera said from her place at the table in the main
conference room in the MarTech tower. Hoarsen was there, Jackson
Martins was there, and Fox was sitting watching her too. The rest
of the Palladium board, including David Graves the chairman, were
there via telepresence, their images projected into the room via
everyone’s implants. ‘Basically, the intent is to expand the
existing ability to provision local policing via local vote and
contract. It applies only outside the metro zones. The
wording on validation of policing policy references the existing
rules and regulations for NAPA and proposes that NAPA becomes
responsible for enforcing standards. There are quite detailed
budgetary analyses, and while that is not my area, our initial scan
through them indicates accuracy and thoroughness. There is every
possibility that this vote will pass with a good majority.’

‘Do you have forecasted
percentages yet?’ Jackson asked.

‘A little early. Give me a day.’
Barrera gave him a smile and he nodded. ‘I would suggest that
damage limitation is appropriate here rather than fighting the
case. It is unlikely that we can sway opinion against this
resolution, but we should point out the potential hazards and press
for as much oversight as possible. I’ve begun a process to put in
an amendment which will increase the frequency of audits. We have
fourteen days to submit any amendments we feel deserve attention,
and I plan to use all of that time.’

‘There were a bunch of
amendments presented with the resolution,’ Fox said. ‘Number six
caught my attention.’

Barrera favoured Fox with a
smile. She had very white teeth. ‘I understood you disliked
politics, Miss Meridian. You seem to have done the homework.’

‘This is important and I like to
know what I’m up against.’

‘Indeed. Amendment six is likely
not something to worry about. It’s a toe in the water. In short,
the amendment proposes that the same privatisation rules apply to
metro zones, but there are no detailed proposals, no budget. The
proposers know that it will be a simple matter for their opponents
to point this out and they do not expect this to pass.’

‘But they want to see what the
vote looks like. If they can get a high enough percentage in the
metro zones, they can be sure of a good result when they launch the
next step.’

‘Precisely. Everyone is going to
be watching that amendment. And you say you’re no good at
politics…’

‘Neither Fox nor I like
politics,’ Graves said, ‘but both of us have training in strategy.
Amendment nine was the one which made my palms itch.’

This time Barrera frowned. ‘Nine
is the national security directive.’

‘It’s basically pressing for NIX
to become involved in the audit process,’ Fox said. ‘They would get
direct oversight and influence of every company bidding for
policing contracts.’

‘Agreed,’ Graves said. ‘I think
I see a fair amount of NIX in this entire vote. I’m sure they put
resource into compiling the budget figures. There simply aren’t the
names among the proposers to command this kind of resource.
Amendment nine is them tipping their hand, if you’re looking for
it.’

Barrera nodded a little slowly.
‘It’s badly phrased, vague. It needs significant work to make it
solid, but that could be a problem. It could pass as an “obvious
idea.” The need for a security consideration in policing could be
seen as a simple, basic requirement, and then the National
Intelligence Executive could step in as the nation’s security
experts.’ She pursed her pretty lips. ‘We play it as too obvious.
No need for a separate statement of requirement because it’s
implicit in the regulations already.’

‘It is,’ Fox stated. ‘NAPA is
required to inform NIX of any case with security implications.
Private contractors would need to do the same. That amendment
pushes NIX into a position of direct oversight and that is
something which was denied them when they were formed.’

‘Their idea of oversight will
undoubtedly involve them poking their noses into places they should
not be poking them,’ Jackson said. ‘Given that Technologies is
going to be providing equipment to Palladium, and Services
contracts to Palladium for the supply of computing resources and
technical support, they could be digging through most of the
business, stealing whatever they felt like under the auspices of an
audit.’

‘And they would get people in
the door at NAPA. We know they have them in covertly, but these
ones would be official, recognised. They’d be agents working on the
process of internal policing.’

The political analyst looked up
the table to where Jackson, Hoarsen, and Graves were seated. ‘I
need General Graves and Miss Meridian working on the
presentation for this one.’

‘Huh?!’ Fox’s eyes widened and
she felt her stomach lurch. ‘I don’t do–’

‘Politics. Yes, I know, but we
have a perfect pairing for several of the test amendments, like
this one. The general has the authority, and Miss Meridian has the
passion. You can see how she wants to see justice done.’ She
punctuated the statement with a clenched fist stabbing at the air.
‘I want both of them in interviews. I have a list of the people we
want them in front of.’ Fox’s stomach finished lurching and sank
into her boots.

Jackson was wincing. ‘You do
realise that Fox is a guest in my home occasionally? If I have to
listen to the complaints about this, you’d better be
absolutely sure you need her.’

‘I am. Trust me.’

That just made Fox’s stomach
sink further.

~~~

‘You need to take your own advice,’
Marie stated flatly. ‘Confidence. You know what you’re doing, you
know what you want to say, just have some confidence.’

‘She’s right,’ Sam added. ‘We
have been spouting that rhetoric at her for weeks and it does
apply.’

Fox looked at Kit, in case she
had something to say. She did. ‘I’m not saying anything. I don’t
want that scowl directed at me.’

‘At last, someone with sense!’
Fox raised her eyes, and hands, to Heaven. ‘I am really not
the kind of person you want in front of a camera pontificating
about politics.’

‘Why?’ Sam asked, his gaze level
despite the scowl.

‘Because… Because I’ll get
pissed off and say something–’

‘And you don’t think this
Barrera woman has figured that out?’

‘I–’

‘You don’t think that, maybe,
she wants you to blow your stack, even if it’s in a
controlled way. She said she wanted you for the passion you bring
to the debate.’

‘I know, but–’

‘Your opponents will be debating
this entire resolution largely on passion. They’ll be suggesting
that NAPA cannot do the job and that private citizens should be
handling it. There will be much talk of militias and the right to
bear arms. Despite the probable need for contracted private
organisations, the emphasis will be placed upon communities
policing themselves, defending their own values, which is in many
ways a laudable goal, but in practice it never seems to work out as
well as intended. There needs to be logic to explain the problems,
but there needs to be passion to counter the emotion.’

Fox glowered at him. ‘I should
hire you to do it for me.’

‘I am not the CIO of Palladium
Security Solutions. I do meet another useful requirement of a
partner for General Graves, however, and you also have that in
spades.’

‘Huh?’

‘People still believe beautiful
people more than ugly ones,’ Marie said.

‘My young colleague has it right
again,’ Sam said, smirking.

Fox gave up, sagging into the
cushions of the sofa. ‘Oh, don’t start. Ryan says he wants me on
the recruiting blips for when we need to pull in more security
staff. Graves said something about… Rosie the Riveter?’

Kit’s lips twitched, though it
seemed like even Sam had not encountered that reference. The
kitsune raised a hand and an image appeared beside it: the classic
‘We Can Do It!’ poster image of a tough woman in a blue shirt and
red polka-dot bandana flexing her muscles. ‘She was a cultural icon
during the second of the world wars. The idea was to get women into
roles which were traditionally male, such as riveting, since the
men were off fighting and someone had to build the equipment.’

‘I do not look like
that.’

‘No.’ Kit flipped the image to
show a sexier, blonde version of the same, this time a still of
considerably better quality. ‘This is a singer, Christina Aguilera,
portraying the same style of character in a much later music video.
More your style. The “Rosie” archetype continued well into the
early part of this century, particularly as the equality movement
picked up. It died away again in the forties.’

‘There was a really crass Army
recruiting campaign in the late forties,’ Fox said. ‘“Come Join
This Man’s Army.” The slogan was accompanied by a woman with
enormous tits who would have been seriously on charges for
the state of her uniform. Did suggest she was kicking ass, but it
was fairly sexist. It worked, raised recruitment of both sexes for
the next two or three years.’

‘Sex sells,’ Sam said, ‘even now
when it’s more readily available than ever.’

‘You two could sell sand in a
desert,’ Marie said.

Fox gave a shrug. ‘Only if I
have to be passionate about it.’

8th June.

‘Oh it just gets worse,’ Fox moaned as
she stepped out of the shower. ‘And when does Barrera sleep?!
Barely eight-thirty and she’s wanting plans for a conference I
hadn’t heard about until two minutes ago.’

‘There’s a conference?’ Marie
mumbled. She sat up, rubbing at her eyes. ‘What conference?’

‘According to this, it’s going
to be the “Future of Policing Conference,” and it’s going to take
place in a convention centre MarTech Services runs beside the main
MarTech tower.’

‘Future of Policing. Right.’

‘And the proposers of the
resolution are holding it, but the announcement says it’ll cover
all aspects of policing, no matter what the outcome.’ Fox frowned,
sitting down to pull a bodysuit up her legs. ‘So they’ve been
planning this for a while, but they left the announcement and,
presumably, the booking to the last minute to give everyone else no
time to prepare.’

‘Uh, why? When is it?’

‘A week, starting the
twenty-first of June. Okay, nearly two weeks, but still…’

Marie shook sleep out of her
head and blinked. ‘You can do that? Just book a conference hall at
that kind of notice?’

Fox gave a shrug. ‘Apparently.
Large-scale things like this aren’t that common. A lot of them are
held in virons. I guess the building is mostly hotel, but it has
facilities for hosting a conference and it’s sometimes useful.’

‘Generally for large, corporate
events,’ Kit said, appearing beside the bed. ‘MarTech occasionally
gathers as many people together as possible for a company party.
Political or semi-political events are not so uncommon. Many with
political leanings like to do their persuading face-to-face.’

‘I guess that makes sense,’
Marie said. ‘Kit, could you make sure the coffee is strong? I feel
like I need the motivation.’

‘Just because you didn’t get the
part yesterday,’ Fox said, ‘doesn’t mean there won’t be another
along soon. And it’s all good experience.’

‘This was stage work. Real stage
work, on a stage, with real costumes, and sets. On a stage.’

‘I got the stage element of the
deal.’ Fox understood what Marie was getting at: there were
relatively few actual stage acting roles about these days because
there were relatively few theatres. ‘There’ll still be other roles.
You realise that you haven’t really been trying to do this for that
long?’

‘I know.’ Marie stumbled out of
bed and then walked around, past Fox, to get to the shower. ‘I just
really kind of wanted– Hey!’ Her whine was cut off as Fox pulled
her down onto her lap.

‘Have some breakfast, let it
settle, and I’ll come out running with you.’

‘It’s too hot to run.’

‘Not if we take the maglev out
to the tower and run in the park at the top.’ Bending her head, Fox
nipped at the point where Marie’s shoulder shaded into her neck and
Marie let out a soft moan.

‘If you keep doing that, I’ll
just want to go back to bed.’

Fox nibbled her way up to
Marie’s ear, and her hands slid up to cup Marie’s full breasts.
‘Get yourself nice and motivated and I’ll see if I can spare an
hour this afternoon to finish what I’ve started.’

Marie squirmed. ‘That’s mean…
But it’s working. Let me go before I stop thinking.’

Fox pinched the girl’s nipples,
getting a cry of something between pain and pleasure out of her
before letting go and standing to give Marie a push. ‘Your wish is
my command.’

‘You’re mean. I’m going to come
in the shower.’

‘Not if you want there to be any
coffee left when you get out,’ Fox sing-songed as she skipped
toward the door.

With an outraged squeak of
protest, Marie bolted for the shower and Fox grinned, even as she
began composing emails to be sent out to various people asking
about the damn conference.

~~~

A kilometre up in the air seemed like an
odd place to go running, but the park at the top of the MarTech
tower was quite a beautiful place and, even if all you could really
do was run in circles, it was temperature controlled and
comfortable, even in the baking heat of a New York summer.

Fox could not entirely enjoy it
since her head was full of data, and Terri and Jackson. ‘You really
think we can present the detective kit at this thing?’ Fox asked of
the two telepresence portraits. The people they represented were in
the same building. Jackson could have seen her by looking out his
window, though Terri was down in one of the labs. This was still
the easiest way to handle the conversation.

‘We’ve got a couple of weeks,’
Terri said. ‘Well, almost two weeks. I’m pretty sure we can have
the basic AIs ready by then. It’s the hardware that worries
me.’

‘I think we should be fine,’
Jackson said, ‘assuming that I can get some time on the fabricator
in Sam’s house once that’s fitted.’

‘That should be this week,
right?’ Fox said. ‘I mean, Alice was talking the end of this week
for completion.’

‘I’m assuming next week before
we can use the thing. That should still be enough time to produce
the equipment. We run the presentation as a trio. For some insane
reason, people seem to like hearing the tech stuff from me, but the
two of you doing a lot of the presenting will definitely pretty the
whole business up. If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the
years, it’s that a pretty face goes a long way when you’re selling
things to people.’

‘And we want Fox to get a fair
bit of exposure at the event,’ Terri added. ‘This way, you can
actually show off what you know about detective work as well as
showing off our new product.’

Fox flicked a glance at her
running partner. ‘Hey,’ she said silently, ‘we want this to be worn
by anyone and for it to be useful, right?’

‘That’s the idea.’

‘So what if we get someone, not
a detective, to wear the thing and do some detective work. Think
it’s up to it?’

‘If it’s a straight technical
problem, yeah. Fingerprinting or some other form of evidence
collection. You want to get one of Ryan’s security guys up on
stage?’

‘I was thinking of someone who
really doesn’t know much about police work.’ Aloud, Fox
said, ‘Hey, Marie, it’s not actually acting, but how would you like
a job on a stage?’

~~~

‘You have to be kidding,’ Marie said. To
be honest, Fox was impressed: most people were paralysed for
several minutes on seeing the inside of Jackson’s solarium. Marie
had recovered quite quickly from visiting one of the richest men in
the world while wearing bright green running gear. ‘I don’t know
the first thing about forensic analysis.’

‘That’s the whole point,’ Fox
replied.

‘We get someone who knows
nothing, or next to nothing, about the subject,’ Terri said, ‘and
we get the tutor system to walk them through it. If you can do it,
then someone with basic security training, or even some local guy
with barely any training at all, can do it. I’m confident of my
software, Marie.’

‘And I am… reasonably confident
of my hardware design,’ Jackson said. ‘There may be a little rapid
prototyping involved, but I’m sure we’ll have everything ready for
the presentation.’

‘Do I at least get to try it
out?’ Marie asked.

‘We make sure it fits,’ Fox
said, ‘and that it interfaces properly with your implant, but
that’s it. We really want you to put the thing on and just do what
it tells you.’

Terri grimaced. ‘We’d normally
at least try this out before we do it for real in front of an
audience. I guess there’s nothing wrong with trying it in the lab
with another tester. Wow. Now I’m nervous.’

‘It will make an
exceptional demonstration of the capabilities of the system,’
Jackson said. ‘All we have to do now is make it work. However,
Marie, that is not your concern. If you’re happy to do this, we’ll
pay standard rates for the week. There’s a stand in the vendor hall
which we can put you to work on, handing out leaflets,
sweet-talking the delegates, and we’ll get you out to demo the
harness. And after that, I think, we’ll have you in it on the stand
because people will want to see it up close. Yes, I believe this is
going to work quite well.’ His attention shifted to Fox. ‘You need
to talk to Dia. She’s sorting out the debates and lectures we plan
to get involved in. I’ll tell her about the presentation
plans.’

Fox nodded, sagging a little.
‘Yeah. So, Marie, you up for this? You can say no, but it’s paid
work.’

‘And on a stage,’ Marie said,
grinning a little. ‘I’ll do it. It’s for a good cause anyway.’

‘Which good cause is that?’ Fox
asked.

‘Oh, I could really do with some
better clothes for doing casting calls in.’

11th June.

‘The crew are having some difficulty
getting the fabricator equipment into position,’ Vaughn said, her
avatar shuffling a little in its virtual seat. ‘I’ve a list of
excuses. Extra precision required in the support structures.
Unusual size of some of the components causing difficulty.
Basically, however, it comes down to Monday before the fabricator
is in place and then they’ll need another day to clean up and make
sure everything’s finished off properly.’

Sam, who would not normally be
sitting in on a Palladium board meeting, shrugged. ‘My apartment is
paid through the end of the month. I was not planning to move in a
hurry. I’ve never got to do it in a leisurely, measured fashion
before and I plan to enjoy it.’

‘Jackson’s been informed?’ Fox
asked. ‘He was keen on getting that fabricator to build him
prototypes for the new hardware.’

‘He knows,’ Vaughn replied.
‘He’s been keeping a watch on the workmen ever since they started
on the installation.’

‘Uh-huh, and I think my house
guest will be okay with waiting on moving back for an extra couple
of days. Marie?’

‘I’m fine. More time for acting
practice. Once we’re back over there, I have to do housekeeping
things too.’

‘Since we have our “demo dolly”
here,’ Eaves said, almost keeping the smirk off his face, ‘perhaps
we could discuss the conference?’

‘Pretty sure that’s a
politically incorrect term,’ Fox told him, ‘but I’ll accept it once
since she is a real doll. In the old, Hollywood sense of the
word.’

‘You’re not really old enough to
remember Hollywood,’ Sam pointed out.

‘I like old movies. Some of
them.’

‘And they still do stage
versions of Guys and Dolls in Chicago,’ Marie put in. ‘I can
live with being a demo dolly. Especially since the contract came
through and Mister Martins’ idea of standard rates is apparently a
little higher than most people’s.’

‘You were thinking of standard
rates for actors, I’d imagine,’ Eaves told her. ‘He was thinking of
standard rates for short-term office staff in MarTech. MarTech pays
well.’

‘They sure do. From my
perspective, the gig is easy enough. I’ll be nervous as Hell at the
presentation because I don’t want this kit screwing up because
I did something wrong, but I even had a very vague word with
my acting coach and his opinion was that being nervous would work
for us. The audience will see it and know I’m not faking it.
I’ll need good briefing material for the stand though. So will
anyone else you plan to have on there.’

‘We’ve got that taken care of,’
Vaughn said. ‘Full briefing documents and a virtual tutor program
which can take you through the company line on pretty much
everything. What kind of implant do you have?’

‘It’s a MarTech VirtAI Ten.’

‘But she runs LWOS on it,’ Fox
added.

Marie’s cheeks coloured. ‘It
does what I need!’

‘The hardware is quite adequate
to run our software,’ Vaughn said. ‘LWOS is perfectly adequate for
many people, Fox, even if I believe a true virtual assistant is
preferable.’

‘Rumour is that LifeWeb agree,’
Eaves said. ‘The version seven software is apparently going to be
quite an upgrade. Class three AI instead of class two. Increased
use of modularity to make it more flexible.’

‘They’ve built LWOS on a class
two for years,’ Fox said. ‘Why the change?’

‘Well, rumour is that it was
Grant that kept the same codebase going. Now he’s finally retired
they’re taking the opportunity to shift to more effective software.
Yet another rumour suggests that they may produce a class four AI
version which would finally be effective with all those social
interaction modules they tried to force onto a class two.’

‘I love sitting in on board
meetings,’ Marie muttered, her eyes wide.

‘Your implant could not run a
class four AI, Marie,’ Kit informed her, smiling, ‘but it could
handle a class three, assuming they do not go over the top with
it.’

‘I can live with that,’ Marie
replied. ‘Anyway, if we’ve got support for the stand, it should be
good. Have you decided on some sort of corporate look for us
minions?’ Eaves looked at Vaughn who blinked back at him. ‘Maybe
something like the uniform you use for your security people?’

‘I’ll talk to marketing,’ Eaves
said. ‘Good call. You can come to our meetings more often.’

‘She’s going to be cleaning my
home,’ Fox said. ‘Don’t be surprised if she does.’

~~~

The murder room was looking full. Fox
turned slowly, taking in the new images and links. ‘Are you sure
about this, Kit?’

Kit nodded. ‘Ninety-two per cent
taken across the board with a variance of three point nine per
cent. Eleven victims so far, the last of those was found on April
twenty-seventh of this year in Berlin, Germany. I do not believe I
will uncover more until the killer strikes again.’

Fox followed the trail. ‘So he
kills number six here and then number seven turns up on Christmas
Day in Cape Town, South African Federation.’

‘And another in March, but the
ninth, tenth, and eleventh are in Berlin. He took advantage of the
season shift between hemispheres. He continues to like good weather
for his murders.’

‘April seems early for summer in
Germany.’

‘A little, yes, but I have not
been able to determine how he picks his victims. Perhaps he found
someone he had to have and could not wait.’

‘Maybe. Do you know whether the
German cops have marked these down as a serial?’

‘If they have, they are being
tight-lipped about it.’

‘Okay, meetings. I want to talk
to the investigating officer on the New York cases. Get me an
appointment at the UNTPP and we’ll see if they can chase up the
Germans. And get me a slot with August. You’ll need to go through
NAPA since he’s under house arrest.’

‘I will
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