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Part One: All in a Day’s
Work

 New York Metro, 1st March
2060.

Fox Meridian stepped
off the maglev and onto the platform in MarTech’s New York HQ as
she had done many times before. Her stomach turned over once as the
building’s systems noted her arrival and a welcome message
appeared, as had happened every time she had arrived there
previously. The difference this time was that the system was
greeting her as an employee rather than a guest of the MarTech
Group’s owner and chairman.

She had never
liked starting new jobs; starting a new job meant change, upheaval,
and not knowing what the Hell was going on for several days, if not
longer. The Army had been one thing: no one knew what was going on,
but that was exactly what the training staff had wanted. By the
time Fox had moved on to the UNTPP, she had had more of a clue what
to expect, but the procedures had been complicated by it being a
multinational organisation. In comparison, NAPA had been easy, but
she had had to put up with the usual ‘new girl’ issues and there
had been resentment in a few cases because she was sort of famous.
Joining MarTech should have been easy, but Jackson Martins had
somehow managed to avoid telling her much about what she was going
to be doing. Somehow that, more than anything else, had got her
nerves buzzing.

‘We’re to go up
to Conference Room One,’ Kit said, looking as nervous as Fox felt.
Fox was the only person in the station who could see the virtual
image of her personal assistant, which was likely for the best
since the kitsune in the white dress would have probably caused a
stir. For some, the stir would have been caused by the fact that
the Kitsune-592.23 AI assistant was not out on the market yet.
‘Mister Martins will meet us there.’

‘Jackson is
being far too secretive,’ Fox said, keeping her reply to her
thoughts.

‘I’m sure he
has his reasons. You don’t think you should have, perhaps, dressed
up a little?’

Fox flicked her
eyes down at herself before her mind fully engaged. She was wearing
her usual jeans, boots, jacket, and plazkin bodysuit; Jackson had
seen her in that outfit, or one like it, plenty of times before and
never complained. ‘What’s wrong with this? I wear this… a lot. When
I’m on duty anyway.’

‘But you’re not
on duty. You’re starting a new job with Palladium Security
Services, part of the MarTech Group–’

‘And Jackson’s
seen me like this plenty of times before.’

Tripping along
in her high-heeled, white boots, Kit frowned. ‘I suppose.’

‘Do you know
something about this I don’t?’

‘No. It’s just
that we’re going to the room they usually use for board
meetings.’

‘I’m just going
to be a standard, salaried worker, Kit. They don’t introduce people
like me to the Board of Directors.’

‘No, I suppose
not…’

There was an
elevator waiting for her when she arrived at the main bank of
transit tubes near the station and it whisked her upwards smoothly.
It was a long way up; the arcology was not especially atypical of
its class of hyperstructure, being over a kilometre in height and
quite capable of sustaining almost half a million people with
little or no interaction with the outside world. In practice, this
one had far fewer occupants since it held the main offices and
laboratories for MarTech’s research and development division,
MarTech Technologies, and it was the HQ of MarTech Group, the
overall holding company, but it did have the company
chairman’s residence up at the top beside a park, and it seemed
that the room Fox had been directed to was near that.

The elevator
opened onto a reception room which seemed to have been put there
specifically for people visiting the building. There was a desk for
a receptionist, though there was no one sitting at it, and a
refreshments cabinet, and a pair of large doors at the far end. Fox
walked up to those, knocked, and walked through. And then she
stopped and realised she probably should have worn different
clothes.

The conference
room was not huge, but it was large enough to seat ten people
fairly comfortably and seemed to be larger since the opposite wall
was transparent and looked out onto the same park Fox was used to
seeing from the window of Jackson’s solarium. The table in the
middle was made of dark wood, real wood, not a synthetic copy, and
the ten chairs around it all looked old and rather comfortable. Fox
figured they had picked the whole lot up from somewhere with
history going back millennia.

It was the
people who gave her pause, however. She recognised the grinning
face of Jackson Martins, of course, thin and pale with a cap of
black hair and a sparkle in his blue eyes. There was also a woman
Fox recognised, and Kit supplied the name as a text tag in case she
had forgotten it: Mariel Hoarsen was the CEO of MarTech Group, an
attractive woman in her middle years who ran a tight ship because
Jackson did not and someone had to. There were three more people
there, two men and a woman, who Fox did not recognise, but
everyone, even Jackson, was dressed more formally than Fox was.

‘Am I in the
right room?’ Fox asked, still holding on to the door.

‘This is the
place,’ Hoarsen replied, a smile touching her lips, ‘and I told
Jackson to explain all of this before you started.’

‘And I knew she
would take a look at the headline and run screaming,’ Jackson
replied, ‘which is why I didn’t tell her.’

Fox closed the
door and narrowed her eyes at Jackson. ‘Tell me what? What have you
got me into?’

‘First, the
introductions,’ Jackson said, still grinning. Fox wondered whether
punching her boss in the mouth on the first day was a sacking
offence. Then again, she hadn’t actually signed anything to say she
was an employee yet either. ‘You know Mariel, of course.’

‘We met once,’
Hoarsen said, stepping forward and holding out a hand.

Fox took it and
shook. ‘That reception after I got out of hospital following
Dallas. We said hello, as I recall, but you’re fairly well known
anyway.’

‘About as well
known as you, thankfully. Jackson gets all the big press and I can
get on with running the business.’

‘Thankfully,’
Jackson put in. ‘This is Garth Eaves. He’s the CEO of
Palladium.’

Fox found
herself shaking hands with a mid-height, fit, thirty-something man
with a handsome face and a trim body. He appeared to have had work
done to improve on nature: she suspected his nose had borne the
brunt of it since it seemed more sculpted than a nose had a right
to, but he also dyed his hair a lighter shade of blonde. Looking
good did not generally harm your chances in management, and the
fairly sharp, blue-green eyes suggested there was a brain backing
up the body. ‘Pleased to meet you, Miss Meridian.’

‘The same,
though I really wasn’t expecting to meet the top management when I
got here.’

‘Technically,
I’m not the top manager. I’d imagine you’ll meet our
chairman at some point, but Graves doesn’t leave Chicago that much.
Says he likes the air.’

‘David Graves?
General David Graves?’

‘I wanted
someone with integrity and a good sense of strategic overview at
the top,’ Jackson said. ‘Garth is an excellent manager and keeps
the company running, and David provides insight on handling the
needs of… well…’

‘A paramilitary
organisation.’ The speaker was the other man and Fox knew from
looking at him that he knew about paramilitary organisations as
well. He was tall and his body showed signs of the same sort of
muscle enhancement the Army had put into her, if a little less of
it. He was also slimmer than your typical Army grunt and she
decided he was probably Air Force before he spoke again. ‘Ryan
Jarvis, Chief Security Officer. I’m ex-military police and I handle
the security operations, so I talk to Graves a fair bit.’

‘You were Air
Force?’ Fox asked. She could see him watching, assessing.

Jarvis smiled.
‘How did you know?’

‘You probably
weren’t Army and I recognise the basic body type. The Navy tends to
use different enhancements.’

‘I think I see
why Jackson thinks you’ll be good at this.’

‘Good at
what?’

‘Last
introduction before we get down to details,’ Jackson interrupted.
‘Alice Vaughn, Chief Management Officer.’

‘Which means I
do the facilities management work,’ Vaughn said, thrusting out a
hand. She was somewhere in her early forties and keeping her figure
well, though her beige suit did nothing for her. She had a slightly
timid look about her face, which featured quite a small nose and a
narrow mouth, vibrantly green eyes, and pale, slightly freckled
skin. The red hair falling to just above her shoulders added to an
impression of Irish ancestry, maybe Scottish.

Fox took the
hand, which squeezed lightly, almost timidly, but held on a
fraction of a second too long. ‘Nice meeting you, Miss Vaughn,’ Fox
told her, wondering why the woman seemed a little flustered.
However, another question was more important. She looked at
Jackson. ‘Going to tell me why I’m meeting all the upper management
of your security company now?’

‘Because,’
Hoarsen said, ‘you should meet your peers.’

Fox opened her
mouth, but Jackson held up his hands in placation before she could
voice her surprise using a few choice expletives. ‘Hear us out.
It’s not quite what you think.’

‘Okay… But I’ve
got no intention of becoming a manager, Jackson.’

‘It’s not as
bad as all that,’ Jarvis said. ‘Even if I haven’t got to punch
anyone in months, I also haven’t been punched.’

Fox gave him a
grunt and Jackson said, ‘Let’s sit down and get some coffee in.
Fox’s brain always has happier thoughts with the addition of
coffee.’

Vaughn had tea,
some English brew which Fox did not recognise, but they sat and Fox
tried not to fidget as a serving robot worked its way around the
table with coffee cups and a jug. ‘What’s he got me into?’ she said
inside her head.

‘I’m quite sure
that Mister Jackson knows what he’s doing,’ Kit responded,
audio-only. ‘He would not present you with a situation which you
would not be happy with once it’s been explained.’

‘I hope not.’
Picking up her cup, Fox took a sip of the very good coffee and
turned her attention pointedly to the man at the head of the
table.

‘And I’d better
get going or Fox will likely throw something at me,’ Jackson said.
‘You know I want you in to handle investigative work?’

‘You said you
didn’t have anyone who specialised in it.’

‘We don’t,’
Jarvis said. ‘My people muddle through, and they do a pretty
reasonable job in some cases, but they aren’t trained in the
techniques and we need them trained in security, not being a
cop.’

‘And,’ Jackson
continued, ‘we are going to need both sorts of skill going forward.
Garth?’

Eaves nodded.
‘Analysis of a number of political trends suggests that there could
well be a vote in the next eighteen months regarding the
privatisation of policing in the metro areas. The test will be
later this year. There’s a significant movement to increase local
authority for policing in the protectorates and administrative
regions. NAPA will be moved into a position of enforcing standards,
and local areas will be able to handle police work as they see fit,
so long as they meet the requirements.’

‘Seriously?’
Fox asked. ‘It’s going that far, that fast?’

‘Especially in
the protectorates, there is a very significant rise in
liberal, minimal government sympathies. United Anarchy has made
some inroads into the popular cognitive ecology, but even without
that there is a definite shift which is likely to see the local
policing legislation going through this year. We know that Wayden
Executive Services is pushing that forward and putting money into
having the same sort of vote happen for the metro areas. We need to
be ready.’

Fox frowned.
‘Currently non-metro regions can handle their own policing, more or
less, if they wish. Many of them employ some sort of private
security because they don’t get enough support from NAPA. The
larger buildings in the metro regions are allowed to do the same.
Palladium handles security for all of MarTech’s buildings,
right?’

‘Yes, but if
these votes go through, NAPA will be reduced to a standards
organisation and the judiciary. They would handle prisons as well,
but there is a separate vote going through which calls for the
privatisation of the prisons. People will have to supply
their own policing service because there won’t be a
government one.’

‘Palladium
needs to be able to meet that demand,’ Jackson stated. ‘Ryan is
doing a good job of overseeing what could be seen as the
street-level policing requirements, but we also need an
investigative solution.’

‘I’m not a
manager, Jackson. I don’t know how to organise a company. I
investigate crimes and I’ve been known to rescue the odd hostage,
but I’m not a manager. I don’t want to be a manager.’

‘Setting aside
the fact that you have far more organisational skill than you
believe, we did point out that we have no real talent in
this area currently, yes?’

‘Well,
yes.’

‘So do you
really think we can afford to have someone sitting around in an
office working out where to find more like her? No. We’re giving
you a fancy title with “chief” at the beginning of it, but you
are the investigative division until we can get more people
on board. And even then we’ll want geographically dispersed
resources to maximise coverage and minimise response times. You’ll
be doing real work, in the field, until you want to stop.’ He
grinned. ‘And we have all the best toys.’

‘Your Kitsune
AI can help you with the corporate stuff,’ Hoarsen said. ‘Terri and
her people have done a wonderful job on that model. We have a
standard skill package which should help her with corporate
acclimatisation, and we do intend to run you both through
the basic induction.’

‘And the
not-so-basic one,’ Eaves added. ‘We want you to spend a few days on
the Moon, and at the L-four facility, you’ll get your chance to
meet Graves in Chicago.’

Fox gave a sigh
and gulped down some coffee. The robot noted her cup was empty and
came to supply more. ‘Okay, so… When does the fun start?’

‘As soon as we
have your signature on some documents,’ Jackson said, grinning
brightly. ‘I have to admit I was a little worried you’d turn
around and walk out.’

‘To be honest,
I’m not sure why I’ve not. Except that I told my parents that you
had to actually put your foot down and do something if you
want to make the world a better place, and I guess that’s what
we’re doing.’

‘I’m not sure
we’re making it better,’ Jarvis said, his brow furrowing a little.
‘If we’re lucky, sure, but for now I’m going to be a happy man if
we can stop it getting worse.’

~~~

‘Okay, so you’ve put
the main offices of Palladium in Chicago,’ Fox said, ‘but you want
the investigative division operated from here?’ She was looking at
organisation charts and maps projected into the viron around them
that almost obscured the real walls of the conference room.
Palladium had a presence in every MarTech-owned structure on and
off the planet, but it had one large office in the arcology in
Chicago.

‘We have the
main research labs here,’ Jackson replied. ‘For now, that’s your
forensics department. When the new tower comes online, which is due
to start happening late August and into September, we’ll put in a
purpose-built facility there, but it’s still better to have it near
primary R and D.’

‘And we thought
you’d prefer to stay in this metro,’ Hoarsen said.

‘Well, yeah,’
Fox admitted. ‘I’ve just got myself settled and I do kind of like
the area.’

‘But we should
consider when we’re going to move you into one of the towers here,’
Jarvis said. ‘It’s a policy thing. We like our people, especially
the ranking ones, to be housed in company buildings.’

Fox’s brow
furrowed. ‘Like I said, I just got settled. I’ve got the apartment
the way I want. I like the view. I have a good neighbour and he
doesn’t work for MarTech so there’s no moving us both. If I’m not
moving to Chicago, I’d prefer to stay where I am.’

‘It’s a
security issue,’ Jarvis replied, setting his face, brows narrowed,
lips thinning a little; he was expecting an argument, which
probably meant that he had read her profile.

‘I believe,’
Jackson said as Fox opened her mouth, ‘that the situation can be
handled suitably. If Fox is moving, I’d prefer her to move into the
new building, which will not be ready for a few months. Moving her
to one of the others and then moving again is a waste of time and
resource. We’ll wait and see how things are working out in
August.’

‘That’s… That
should be workable,’ Jarvis said, nodding.

Fox looked at
Jackson. The man was planning something. Maybe he was just trying
to keep the peace and hoping to wear her down. ‘Yeah, we can work
something out on that timescale, I’m sure.’

‘We’ve been at
this for six hours,’ Hoarsen said, ‘and if I have any more coffee,
I won’t sleep until Thursday. Let’s call it a day. Fox can, I’m
sure, use a little time to get her head around the procedures we’re
foisting on her, and I’d imagine everyone would like to get home
tonight.’ Fox considered it a major step forward that they were all
calling her by her nickname now.

Jackson
shrugged. ‘I’m more or less home, and Teresa is up in Jenner
Station.’

Hoarsen’s mouth
opened a fraction, just enough to suggest to Fox that she had
wanted to say something which she had changed her mind about. ‘Give
her a call. You’re allowed to call your daughter even if it’s not
about work, you know?’

‘True. I hate
the light lag, but… I wouldn’t mind getting her take on the latest
reports anyway. Thank you, Mariel. You always know how to cheer me
up.’

This time Fox
was sure she saw a flicker of something like regret on the woman’s
face, and that was something that would need checking out, but for
now… ‘I think I could use some acclimatisation time, yes. I’ll go
over all these charts and procedures with Kit tomorrow, and
then…’

‘Then,’ Eaves
said, ‘we’ll get together via telepresence and start talking over
how we’re going to integrate investigation into the rest of
Palladium.’

‘All
virtual?’

‘We’ll get you
over to Chicago at some point, but most of us prefer to work from
home when we can.’

‘I love taking
meetings in my bra and panties,’ Vaughn said, giggling and
immediately turning scarlet. ‘Uh, that’s a joke, obviously.’

Fox shrugged.
‘Works for me, and I’m sure your underwear is very tasteful.’

~~~

Fox did like the view
from the window of her apartment. Her opinion of it was, she had to
admit, a minority one. The building was on the Esplanade,
overlooking the Hudson, and across the water was the grey mass of
the Jersey Housing Combine. To the left, she should have been able
to see Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty, but those were
obscured by the growing grey wall of the Hudson North Barrier, one
of the wall-and-lock structures being erected to hold the Atlantic
back from New York. It, like the rest of the flood defences, was
still under construction and that was one reason that she had an
apartment with a window for the same rent as one of the interior
suites. Okay, so losing the view would not be a major hit to her
standard of living…

Sam Clarion had
the next apartment down her corridor. His window was a screen. ‘I
don’t see why you wouldn’t move into one of their arcs,’ he said as
he sipped wine on her sofa. ‘That view is not worth it. I
bet you could get something overlooking all the rich bastards in
Brightwaters and Islip.’

‘The view from
a kilometre up is not that great,’ Fox replied. ‘Why do you think
Jackson has his suite overlooking the interior park?’

‘It’s a good
point.’ He seemed to consider that for a second and then nodded. ‘I
must admit that I’ve had a few clients with top-level arcology
apartments and I guess the view’s not that great from that
far up.’

Fox, standing
at the window, looked back at him. ‘You’ve had clients in places
like that and they let you out of bed to look out the window?’ Sam
was the kind of man who you would, Fox thought, keep in bed, naked,
as much as possible. He had the body of a god, one of the really
fit, Greek ones, but with better-sculpted genitalia, and there were
also not too many Greek gods with Chinese ancestry.

‘Being a
prostitute is not all deep penetration and acrobatic displays of
technique, you know?’ He was smirking. ‘Besides, most of the ones
in that kind of situation are paying me for more than sex and
companionship.’

‘I’m surprised
people in that situation don’t have their own bodyguards.’

‘You would be
amazed at how few people consider that kind of thing necessary
until they receive some sort of threat.’

‘Huh… Actually,
no, I’d believe that. I used to have to deal with the ones where
they didn’t take precautions even after the threat. Or didn’t know
to take care of themselves in places they should have avoided.’

‘People,’ Sam
said sagely, ‘can be idiots.’

‘True. Want to
go out for dinner tonight? I’m not entirely sure I want to stay
in.’

‘Sorry, I’m
working tonight.’

‘Acrobatic sex
or guardian escort?’

‘More the
former, but I don’t usually need to be that acrobatic. Felix isn’t
that energetic, but he’s a nice guy. Lost his partner about two
years ago. Sometimes he just wants the company.’

Fox gave her
friend a grin. ‘I know the feeling. I guess I’ll stay home and
study organisation charts.’

~~~

The area had been
called Hell’s Kitchen until the Manhattan Conservation District had
been formed. Now everything between 42nd and
125th was just the MCD, unless you counted Central Park,
which still bore its full name. Close to the park you were in the
domain of the conspicuously wealthy, those who had money and liked
to demonstrate they had it, but to either end was a buffer zone
which kept the normal folks away from the wealthy. The rents and
property values were still fairly high, the area fairly exclusive,
but Felix Kenan’s grandfather had owned the land he lived on: he
loved the place, and loved the area.

Sam did not
love the area or Felix, but he did like them both. Here, there
seemed to be more life than in the areas closer to the park. Felix
was a likeable old man, well into his eighties. His partner of
thirty years had died of an undetected neurological condition and
Felix had decided that he would not look for anyone else to share
the remainder of his life with. He was letting himself age
naturally and not worrying over his health so much, but he was also
not denying himself physically. Sam liked his visits to Felix’s
place because, with increasing frequency, the old man was happy to
simply sit and talk, revelling in the company of a handsome man.
Back in the day, Felix claimed, he had torn up the town with his
looker of a husband and there were always stories of their
exploits, some of them difficult to believe.

Felix’s house
had been put up on the site of his grandfather’s old house during
the redevelopment carried out in the 2030s. It was a modern
structure with a shell of brick. It was large for one man, that was
true, and Sam knew that Felix had turned down more than one offer
for the land, but it was a beautiful house with reasonable
security. Sam stood at the door and buzzed for attention, and there
was an immediate response from the building’s AI.

‘Mister
Clarion, you are expected, but Mister Kenan is not currently in the
house.’ The voice was soft, masculine, and warm, but there was a
hint of flatness to it which Sam knew came from its nature. Felix
refused to use more complicated operating software than a class 2
AI and those were barely capable of even faking emotion. ‘My
instructions are to make you comfortable until his return.’ There
was a click as the door unlatched. ‘Please enter and wait in the
lounge. Would you like coffee?’

Sam pushed the
door open and stepped inside. ‘Thank you. I’ll wait for Felix. Do
you know when he’ll be back?’

There was a
pause, which seemed odd. ‘Mister Kenan did not tell me. Mister
Kenan did not tell me he would be leaving, but he is not here.’

Sam frowned
and, because he habitually carried a weapon, slipped his gun from
where it was hidden in his coat. Something seemed wrong, out of
place. The AI was behaving strangely and there was something… What
was it? There was something he was sensing which was making him
nervous. He got as far as crossing the hall and opening the lounge
door before he realised what it was: a scent of copper overlaid
with the acid sting of urine. Felix Kenan was lying in a pool of
blood in the middle of his lounge floor.

~~~

Fox squeezed the bridge
of her nose and then lay back against the sofa, staring up at the
ceiling. ‘I am starting to wonder what the Hell I’ve got myself
into here.’

‘There is a
considerable amount of material to digest,’ Kit agreed. Her avatar
crossed the floor, rounding the sofa to stand behind Fox and look
down at her. ‘I do have a protocol package which covers Palladium
corporate culture. You are not required to learn everything in a
day and you haven’t eaten yet.’

‘What time is–
Damn, is it eight-thirty already? I’m not hungry, just… tense, I
guess. I don’t like being in a situation where I’m unaware of the
environment. Poor intelligence is a great way to get yourself
killed in a battle.’

Kit grinned.
‘This is not a battle. You are not fighting a war. Mister Jackson
and, from my evaluation, all of the people you met today wish you
to succeed and know it will take time to catch up.’ Hands which
were not real reached out and Fox felt them on her shoulders, the
sensation a result of Kit’s interface to her virtual reality
implants. This Kit was executing on the apartment’s server,
Kit’s primary ‘home,’ rather than the implanted processor in Fox’s
artificial arm. Either copy could, theoretically, ‘touch’ Fox if
they wished, but generally they did not. ‘Let me see if I can help
with the tension.’

Virtual hands
smoothed out over Fox’s shoulders. She felt fingers digging into
the tired muscles at the back of her neck, but also not. There was
the sensation of it, but no real pressure and the discontinuity did
not quite work. On the other hand, it was sort of soothing and Fox
thought it might be worth giving it a try. In full VR mode, it
would have felt more real, maybe.

‘How does that
feel?’ Kit asked.

‘That’s… I’m
not sure. Keep going.’ Fox closed her eyes and let herself sink
into the sensation. Kit was fairly new and they were still getting
used to each other. Kit was learning what Fox needed from a
personal AI assistant, a task made harder by the sudden change of
job. Fox was learning to actually have a sentient program working
for her: a sentient program which could live on a computer inside
Fox’s body, always there, always aware of whatever Fox was aware
of. Accustomed to the less complex virtual assistants most people
used, Fox was having to adjust.

The sensation
of Kit’s hands moving over her skin was, Fox realised, not quite
massage. It was soothing, almost hypnotic, and it seemed to be
relieving the tension Fox had barely noticed forming in her neck.
It was not massage, however, because there was not actual
manipulation going on. She was wondering whether, since Kit seemed
to be fairly competent at this, she should purchase a gynoid shell
so that Kit could do it properly when the change in sensation
worked its way into Fox’s conscious mind. Kit’s hands were sliding
over Fox’s breasts, still a smooth, almost delicate, soothing
touch. There was still no pressure, but the stimulation was
stiffening Fox’s nipples.

Fox opened her
eyes a crack and looked at the girl leaning over her. Not a girl,
exactly. What she could see above her was a projection into her
brain, a manufactured, animated, full-sensory projection of a girl
in a little white strapless dress with a mass of ash-blonde hair
which formed ears at the top of her head, and a thick, white fox’s
brush emerging from her back. The stylised, anime face with the
big, green eyes held an expression of concentration with her tongue
firmly lodged at the corner of her lips. Her tail was flicking
randomly as she worked. It was working too: Fox felt the
beginnings of a familiar warmth between her legs.

‘Kit?’

‘Yes, Fox?’

‘What are you
doing?’

‘I’m relaxing
you. Is it working?’

Fox fought the
urge to squeeze her thighs together. ‘When you decided to study
human sexuality, I thought it was for Vali.’

‘Well… I don’t
see why I can’t have more than one reason. You don’t like it?’

‘You have
access to all my biomonitor data. What do you think?’

‘I think your
body is responding physiologically in the manner my research
indicates it should, but that does not necessarily mean you are
mentally enjoying the experience.’ Kit’s hands stopped their motion
and she looked down into Fox’s eyes. ‘Should I continue?’

Fox’s brow
furrowed. VR sex had always been a little unsatisfying, as far as
she was concerned. When in full VR, implants locked out voluntary
muscle movements in a similar manner to the way someone in a dream
state could not move: it avoided the possibility of hurting oneself
while reacting to something which was not there. That lockout meant
that you could experience a mind-blowing virtual orgasm, but your
real body did not get the usual release. She had been told
that the halfway house of VR telepresence did not have the same
problem and this was pretty much like that…

‘Can you
actually finish what you’ve started?’ Fox asked.

Kit’s lips
twitched. ‘I believe I understand the principles. I’ve never
actually put them into practice…’

‘Well… let’s
call it further product testing. Terri still wants reports on your–
Kit?’

The kitsune’s
face had gone, quite suddenly, serious, clearly concerned by
something. ‘Javen is contacting me.’

‘Sam’s PA?
Why?’

‘Sam’s client
has been murdered. Sam believes that the detective assigned to the
case may be considering holding him for the death.’

Fox moved,
getting to her feet and starting for the bedroom. ‘Who’s the
detective?’

‘Detective
Brownlow of–’

Fox broke into
a run. ‘Oh fuck! Tell Javen I’m on my way and that Sam’s not to say
anything until I get there.’

~~~

Sam was being trooped
out of the address Javen had given Kit, his hands cuffed in front
of him, when Fox marched up to where a NAPA prisoner transport was
waiting. There was not that much use for ground vehicles these
days, but getting a prisoner from scene to cell still called for
some form of enclosed vehicle. The two uniforms escorting Sam saw
Fox and slowed their pace; they recognised her and probably figured
there was a reason she was there beyond curiosity.

Brownlow,
bringing up the rear, saw them falter, but did not see Fox. ‘Get
him in the damn van and get into–’ His eyes fell upon the woman
approaching, then they narrowed, and hardened. ‘Meridian, what are
you doing here? You’re not a cop anymore.’ He was a tall,
good-looking man though the thin moustache he liked to wear did
less for him than he thought, probably because men with his brand
of dark-blonde hair looked better with beards. His eyes were a cool
blue and he knew how to use them to devastating effect when
intimidating suspects.

Fox was fairly
good at intimidation too. Her own eyes narrowed; hers had a hint of
green in the blue, but it was not the colour that worked for her:
it was the hard edge behind them. Her face was all hard edges and
angles, even if it could soften into something quite beautiful when
she wanted it to. ‘And you were always a poor excuse for one.
You’ve arrested my neighbour. I’d like to know why.’

‘I don’t have
to tell you squat!’

‘No, you
don’t.’ She waited a beat to let Brownlow begin to turn away. ‘Of
course, a man who has two reprimands on his record, that I
know of, for mistreatment of homosexual men would probably not want
to be seen hauling in a bisexual without good reason, so why don’t
you give me your reasoning before I get the harassment proceedings
started.’

Brownlow’s eyes
flashed, but his voice was level when he spoke. ‘I’ve got a body
and a licensed pro with a gun. Do the math.’

‘Cause of
death?’ Fox was looking at the images Javen had passed on to her,
which were what Sam had seen when he found the body. The cause of
death was, at least superficially, obvious.

‘You don’t get
to–’

‘Come on,
Brownlow, this is elementary stuff. You’ve run a forensics swarm
over the body by now. You know the time of death, the likely means.
How and when did he die?’

‘His throat was
cut. Time of death is estimated at seventeen-thirty.’

‘So, the fact
that Sam was carrying a licensed firearm is irrelevant
because your victim was not shot, and at five-thirty Sam was
sitting in my apartment. My personal assistant will provide
timestamped video of that to you on request.’

‘I still want
to question–’

Fox felt her
anger flaring and pushed it down. ‘Sam will voluntarily attend HQ
in the morning to make a statement, if such is required for your
investigation. As it is, I am going to recommend to Sam that he
initiate an unlawful imprisonment suit if you don’t take those
cuffs off right this minute.’

Brownlow’s jaw
clenched. ‘Let him go,’ he said through gritted teeth, and then he
stepped closer to Fox, lowering his voice. ‘You’re not a cop now,
Meridian. Be careful who you piss off or you might just find
yourself in a cell.’

‘Don’t threaten
me, Brownlow. You’re too stupid to get away with trying to frame me
for something, and don’t expect NAPA to have your back if you fuck
up again. Canard will toss you to the wolves so fast you won’t have
time to wonder what’s biting your ass.’ Fox turned away before he
could reply, checking that Sam had been released. ‘The gun. It’s
not evidence. Hand it over.’

Teeth gritted
so tightly Fox wondered what Brownlow’s orthodontist would think,
the detective pulled an evidence bag from his pocket, deliberately
broke the seal, and handed the weapon to her. ‘Don’t let me see you
again, Meridian.’

‘I know we’ll
both be happier if we can manage that, Brownlow.’ Fox turned away
and Sam fell into step beside her. She handed him his pistol and he
tucked it away without a word. They looked something of an odd
couple, her in her leather jacket and jeans, him in an expensive,
casual suit and a matching dark coat.

‘Thanks,’ he
finally said when they were out of earshot of the police. ‘I wasn’t
sure that that guy was bad, but…’

‘Brownlow’s an
ass-hat. Everyone knows he’s homophobic, but he manages to slip
past the psych tests and he usually keeps his baser tendencies
under control. Like I said, he has a couple of reprimands. That’s
why he’s never made inspector and he won’t survive another dent in
his record.’

‘You still see
it. There are laws, of course, but you still see it. Brownlow isn’t
going to do a sterling job on finding Felix’s murderer, is he?’

Fox’s brow
furrowed. ‘A homicide involving a homosexual male, killed in his
home. Throat cut so it’s a close-range, personal attack.’

‘Felix probably
knew the attacker. He has… had first-rate security.’

‘Right… Well,
if there’s video from the security system to point at someone,
Brownlow will nab him. Otherwise… No, he’ll put it down as a crime
of passion thing. Possibly a lover’s tiff that got out of
hand.’

‘That’s stupid.
Felix didn’t have lovers, just people like me. He made do with
meeting the physical need because he couldn’t fill the emotional
one with anyone else.’

Fox sighed.
‘I’m sorry. Dispatch screwed up assigning him to the case. I’d try
to do something about it but, as he pointed out, I’m not a
cop.’

‘Shame. You
were a damn good cop, but then you were wasted on NAPA.’

Fox shrugged as
they started up the slideway to the maglev station above
42nd Street. ‘I didn’t feel wasted. Let’s just hope this
isn’t the start of feeling useless doing the new job.’


Part Two: The Moon’s a
Balloon

 Luna City, 16th March 2060.

Fox opened her eyes and
watched the Earthrise projected onto the ceiling above her head. It
was not that long since she had seen the same view in another hotel
room. This time she was in one of the corporate suites MarTech
maintained in the city, which was an improvement. Okay, so she
was starting to feel like her new job was going to be a
waste of whatever talent she possessed, but she was wasting away in
style.

Slipping out of
the big bed that occupied one of two bedrooms in the suite, she
padded into the attached bathroom and stepped into the shower,
which was already running and at the right temperature. ‘Thank you,
Kit.’

‘My pleasure,
Fox,’ Kit replied, audio-only: it had been determined that a visual
avatar in the shower was disconcerting. ‘Would you like the daily
news summary and your schedule?’

‘Sure.’ Her old
virtual assistant had been less interactive about that kind of
data, displaying it as soon as Fox woke up because that was how it
had been programmed and Fox had never thought to change it. Kit had
determined that her owner did not always want to see it all on
waking and changed the pattern herself.

‘Luna City’s
safety board have sealed off a portion of Quadrant Three due to an
atmospheric processing problem.’ Kit also gave the report verbally
rather than throwing up text. ‘The area is posted with virtual
signs. There will be an interruption in space traffic in and out of
the port between zero one hundred and zero six hundred tomorrow
morning for a navigation system upgrade.’

‘People nearer
the surface are going to be happy about that.’

‘Quite
possibly. There will be some disruption to travel, but it should
not affect your plans. We will be meeting Miss Martins for
breakfast in thirty-two minutes. She will be escorting you out to
Jenner Research Station tomorrow morning.’

‘Uh-huh. What
are we doing today?’ Fox noted that ‘we’ would be meeting Terri,
but she would be escorting Fox to the other facility. Kit tended to
think of her creator as more than just a programmer and knew that
the breakfast meeting would include them both.

‘We are meeting
the Palladium personnel in Luna City. Nothing stressful. MarTech
prefers its staff to get a day to acclimatise on arriving at, or on
returning from, an off-planet facility.’

Fox gave a
grunt as she washed shampoo from her red-orange hair in the
slow-falling water stream. ‘Ten hours’ flight time, most of that in
some gravity and luxury quarters with nothing to do but read. I had
all last night to acclimatise. It’s a wonder they ever get anything
done in this company.’

‘Lowered
gravity can result in a loss of coordination–’

‘I’m aware of
that, and it takes a lot longer than a day to accustom yourself to
the difference. I’m not fond of placebos. We’ll go meet Terri and
hopefully she can cheer me up.’

~~~

Teresa Martins, Terri
to her friends, took after her mother, a quite stunningly
beautiful, black woman who had been a gifted psychologist up until
the time of her death. Terri had golden-brown eyes, full lips, long
black hair and quite a lush figure on a slim frame. Her father had
contributed something to her genes since Terri was probably
brighter than her mother had been; Jackson Martins left most humans
standing in the dust when it came to brain power and his daughter
was happy to stand in his shade, though he insisted that she was
rapidly catching up with him in her chosen area of expertise, which
was artificial intelligence research.

That expertise
was why she was up on the Moon, trying to solve some problems in
one of MarTech’s most confidential projects, and the project was
probably why Fox detected a few worrying hints in her friend’s
pretty, smiling face as she walked up to the table in the hotel’s
restaurant.

‘Fox,’ Terri
said, ‘I’m so glad you got to come up here.’

Fox sat down
and checked over the menu Kit was displaying for her. ‘Yeah, you
look like you could use a break. Maybe we should hold off on the
trip to Jenner an extra day.’

Terri frowned.
‘I’m fine.’

‘You’re looking
tired, and worried.’ Fox located something light, an omelette, and
ordered that and coffee. Her stomach was not actually used to the
difference in gravity yet and maybe the coffee was not a good idea,
but… coffee.

‘I’m working my
ass off to make sure Yliaster actually functions as advertised.’
Sagging a little, Terri lifted her cup and sipped coffee through
perfectly pursed lips. ‘Okay, so I’m glad of the break.’

‘Yliaster?
That’s what you’re calling it?’

‘You’ll get the
full briefing soon. We don’t like talking about it away from
Jenner.’

‘Good. Now say
hello to Kit before she thinks you’ve forgotten her.’ Kit’s avatar
appeared beside the table, looking like a timid schoolgirl. The
process was, of course, more complicated than it seemed with Kit
instructing Fox’s comms implant to transmit the appropriate data
stream so that Terri’s implant could pick it up and display it. And
Fox was careful to keep her eyes on Terri rather than looking up at
Kit, because Kit could only see what Fox saw, despite where her
eyes appeared to be. Things were easier at home where Kit had
sensors in the apartment to work with.

‘Good morning,
Kit,’ Terri said, smiling at her creation.

‘Good morning,
Miss Martins. I hope you are not excessively stressed.’

‘I’ll cope. And
seeing the two of you is relieving the tension. We’ll do a little
meet-and-greet, spend an evening in the leisure district, and I’m
sure I’ll be recharged and ready for Jenner tomorrow.’

‘Oh, I’m sure,’
Fox said, nodding. Not that she really believed it.

~~~

MarTech’s presence in
Luna City was, basically, services only. There was a block of
offices in the first quadrant, the north-east quarter of the city,
among a lot of other offices. That handled technical queries for
MarTech products, took in units requiring replacement or repair,
and acted as a point of contact for sales staff.

Palladium had
five people there, and that was primarily to ensure that someone
was awake at all times, a policy which was under review since it
was, to date anyway, appearing to be overkill. Two facilities
people took care of the operation of the office, while three
security division personnel took care of security. Big surprise
there then. The most exciting thing they had ever had to do was
track down Sanderson Hunt’s contact earlier in the year after the
man, an intelligence agent attempting to steal company secrets, had
been murdered.

It took Fox two
hours to meet everyone, hear a potted history of the goings on
there, and determine that there was nothing much she really needed
to know in detail until she really needed to know about it.
By that time, Kit had finished making the arrangements Fox had
asked for.

‘Right,’ Fox
said, ‘since I can’t persuade you to take an extra day out of
Jenner, as your security advisor, I am making the decision to take
you for a spa trip to Tranquillity.’

Terri peered at
her friend, one eyebrow cocked. ‘As my security
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