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It was easier than he ever would have imagined, wringing a woman's neck. Cleaner than using a gun or knife, certainly. She struggled, but she was a slip of a thing and he still had the strength of a younger man. With his hand crushing her windpipe she couldn't scream, and he could see in her wide blue eyes that she was too terrified to cry. For that he was grateful. It made everything easier, after all. He waited in the frantic silence. At last she stopped thrashing, but he waited still for the angry throb of her pulse to die away under his thumb before he let her go. Then he left her body where it fell, on the dense grey pile carpet half-hidden behind a giant fake potted plant, and made his way back through the empty offices to the elevators.

When the doors rumbled open, he paid no mind to the sign hanging at eye level, an ornate curl that declared, "Hathor knows what you've done." He stepped into the car and turned his back on it to push the button for the lobby. When the doors closed, they made another sign in matching font, "...but Helen knows what you need."

He ignored the marketing slogan, as he had on the way up. His hands, so sure a moment ago, were shaking now. He looked down at them in bemused curiosity, but his mind drifted on to other things. All in all, he thought, it had gone fairly well. Not the evening he had been hoping for, but not as bad as it could have been. All things considered. As the numbers ticked down, it did occur to him that he probably hadn't needed to kill her, but she'd surprised him and he'd gone on first instincts.

A loud ding sounded before the doors buzzed open, and he stepped into the foyer. Out of old habit he nodded to the receptionist on his way out. Across the marble floor, he pushed through the big plate glass doors and stepped out into the night, darker already than it ever got back home but not nearly so chill as he would have expected.

His car was still waiting for him by the curb. Another lucky break. He pulled the door open, and as he was climbing in he thought once more about the sign hanging in the elevator. "Hathor knows what you've done." As the door fell heavily shut behind him, clunk-tk, the reality of it finally struck him.

He'd killed a girl. He had committed a crime, in front of God and everybody. He sank deeper into his seat, and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. He took a deep breath.

Why did he feel so calm? Was this shock? Or had he simply made the wisest choice in a difficult situation? He shook his head, because it didn't matter. Panic or not, he was in trouble. He knew that much. He took another breath.

"Jesus," he was surprised his voice didn't tremble. He took some confidence from that. "I know you can hear me," he said. "I've got a real problem here. I...I just did something bad, and I need your help. I'm sorry, but I need you to fix this for me."

He waited a moment in silence, head bowed, hoping for some answer but none came. Still, his heart felt a little lighter. Everything would be all right.

He let his head fall back, until he was staring up out the rear window at the massive looming edifice of the database service's home office glowing in the night. "Take me to the airport," he said to his driver. "Make it quick." He felt the wash of motion carrying him away from his sin. Overhead, the streetlights became a percussion and then a blur, and the noise of the city outside faded to a hum. He sighed, and let his mind wander. Nothing to worry about at all. Jesus was on his side.

Chapter 1: Ghosts

Katie was a woman in her mid-thirties, dangerously close to her late-thirties, with long, straight black hair, and a pixie face with a grin that could still turn heads. She wasn't grinning now, though. Yesterday, she had been the top detective in her department. Today, she was late, first day on a new job, and there was no excuse for it. She darted into the elevator just before the doors fell closed. An older man built like a linebacker smiled down at her as she straightened her clothes -- half sympathetic, half amused -- and her heart stopped as a voice whispered in her ear, "Rick Goodall, Department Head, FBI Ghost Targets." Her boss. She blanched, and his smile widened as he extended a hand.

"Good morning, Katie Pratt. I'm glad you could make it."

She fought down a blush and cleared her throat. It was no good making up excuses, so she just said, "Thank you, sir."

He laughed. "Call me Rick. And I mean it, Pratt. I'm glad to have you with us. You have a hell of a record."

She shrugged. It was true, but she knew that wasn't enough. "I've always wanted to work for the bureau. Since I was a little girl. For me, this opportunity--"

"For all of us, Pratt." He turned to stare at the burnished steel doors, freeing Katie from his laughing gaze. He went on. "It's a fine department. You probably know that already, but we get the real action." He glanced at her, measuring. "We're the only ones left doing real police work. I'm showing my age, saying that, but I think you know what I mean. Your old man--"

"Yeah," she said, then blushed again. "I mean, 'yes, sir.' I know exactly what you mean."

He chuckled. "I told you to call me Rick." The doors whispered open and he waved her out ahead of him.

The landing served only one office, sealed off wall-to-wall with floor-to-ceiling glass doors that had the words "Ghost Targets" frosted into them at eye level. The receptionist by the door looked like an old intercom panel -- ancient technology. The courthouse back in Brooklyn was using tiny, almost invisible microphones and just relaying video feedback directly to people's handhelds. She'd gotten used to that. Most places these days had sleek pedestal monitors that fed directly off the ambient local audio (for a small fee to Hathor). This one looked like it was just a panel mic, probably connected to a local computer running voice recognition code in some back corner of the office. With all the other fanciness of the building, it surprised her.

The department head paid no mind. He stepped up to the sealed doors and said, "It's me, and Katie Pratt with me."

Katie called out a tentative "Hi!" just in case, because she'd worked with old equipment before. Still, she felt a little silly, especially when Rick turned that laughing gaze back to her as the doors slid open. His lips tightened in a smile.

"Come on, Pratt."

The office beyond felt so much like the one she'd left behind that a sudden homesickness stabbed at her. She'd only been away a day, it was silly, but her stomach knotted and for a moment she stopped, staring. The office was mostly given over to an open floor plan with desks back-to-back along the walls, and a handful in a cluster in the center of the floor. They'd always referred to that as the "bullpen." Just like home, there was too much clutter for a modern office, everywhere, but she knew how that happened. There were also the busy, serious faces at the desks, and laughing conversations at the water cooler and in the break room there to her left.

She spotted three conference rooms that could work as interrogation rooms (or maybe the other way around, up here), and the lights were on in one of them as a handful of agents discussed something on the full-table display -- and it was even odds on a new break in an important case, or the latest fantasy football numbers. This time of day, on a Monday, her money was on football.

This place still looked just like home. But none of the faces were familiar, and the ones that turned to her as she followed Rick to his office were the serious desk faces, not the friendly water cooler faces. Silly as it was, she hated that. She hated being new. She hated being alone.

Rick was blind to the emotions she was fighting, as he pulled open his office door and held it for her. She took one of the plush chairs, her back to the window on the familiar office all full of strangers. His desk was neat, bare except for three matching framed photos, all turned away from her, a notepad, a black pen, and a coffee mug. About half of the pages had been torn from the notepad, leaving only a clean, unmarred page staring up at the ceiling. She'd never seen a notepad like that on a person's desk. Certainly not on a cop's. There were always half a dozen pages folded over the top, and scribbles on the exposed page from passing thoughts and phone messages as often as meeting minutes and memoranda. This page was pristine, its spent, soiled brethren nowhere in sight. It fascinated her.

Then a moment later something else struck her. The desktop wasn't a monitor. Just stained mahogany, with a real grain finer than anything a screensaver could fake. That surprised her enough that her eyes jerked to his, questioning, just as he sank into his plush leather office chair. He smiled, knowing.

"I have a handheld in a desk drawer somewhere. I work mostly with voice notes, though, and just keep track of it all in my head. After all, the work we're doing...the computers don't do us much good anyway."

She sighed and shook her head. "You know," she said, "it really irritates me when anyone can read me like that."

"It should," he said. "Bad news for a cop. But go easy on yourself, it's your first day. And you are not the first new recruit to sit in that chair."

She shrugged and put on a rueful grin, but in her head she was shouting accusations. There was no reason for any of this to take her by surprise. She'd known for weeks what she was getting into. Mister Goodall sat on his throne, safe behind the expanse of his bare mahogany desk, and waited for her to take control of herself. She knew that was what he was doing, and it only irked her the more.

"Fine," she said. She sat up straight and muted her headset with a deft flick of her wrist, just as she would have done taking the witness stand. She knew how a cop behaved, and it wasn't like a scared little girl. She met her boss's eyes levelly. "In the elevator, you said you do real police work here. Did you mean that?" He chuckled and spread his hands, but she pushed on. "My dad was a cop, and that was all I ever wanted to be. By the time I got into the Academy, it was already more about search engines than search and seizure, though, you know what I mean?"

This time he nodded, and he was paying attention. For the first time since she'd met him, he wasn't laughing at her. He was weighing her, and that was perfectly fine by Katie. She had nothing to hide. "I've always tried to do my best, but this -- this right here -- this is what I want to do. Maybe there's not a lot of police work left to do, but I know for a fact there are still perps slipping through the cracks, and I'd rather be out there on the streets, chasing them down, than sitting behind a computer screen connecting the dots."

He waited a moment in silence, then rocked back in his chair, considering her. "You could have said that on your application, Katie."

"Frankly, Rick, I wasn't auditioning for the job. It was the right place for my career, and I was the right candidate. I've been connecting the dots for twelve years now, and that was an easy one. What I want to know from you...." She realized her tone was challenging, demanding, and she almost blushed and dropped it. But he had invited her to be blunt, and she needed this answer. Without it, she might as well go home. "Mister Goodall. Rick. I need you to tell me the truth. Were you auditioning for me? Or were you telling it straight? What should I really expect out of this job?"

He leaned forward, his elbows falling onto his desk with a solid thump, and he couldn't quite fight off the grin as he said, "Pratt...why don't you let me show you?" He jumped to his feet, strode across the room, and heaved the door open before Katie was even on her feet. He beckoned, and stepped out into the bullpen. He caught the arm of an agent hurrying past, and said, "Katie, this is Reed. He's my second-in-command around here. Best agent I've got." He ignored Reed's modest shrug and asked him bluntly, "What have we got working?"

Reed was tall, a lithe leopard where Rick was the sturdy bulldog. He was also young, barely thirty and that put him almost ten years under everyone else she'd seen in the department. Katie measured him in one glance, and was ready to write him off as a college pretty-boy when his eyes met hers -- emerald green and packing a punch. She liked her men more rugged than this one -- chief among them her old partner from Brooklyn, but nothing had ever come of that. Still, she saw intelligence in this fellow's eyes, coupled with a remarkable depth.

In this case, with just a glance at Katie, Reed obviously understood what his boss was asking for. "Phillips is in Cincinnati," he said.

Rick frowned. "That's the burglaries, yeah? No, I don't think--"

"Go ahead," Reed said. "It's good for a laugh, if nothing else." He frowned, thinking, and that penetrating gaze flicked to Katie's eyes again. She thought she saw the hint of a smile as he said, "I'll see if there's anything we can show her on the SS case."

"I like where your head's at." Rick turned to Katie and jerked his head toward an empty desk. "We'll use Phillips's spot. You know how to use HaRRE?" He pronounced it "hare," as everyone at her old precinct had.

She nodded. "Doesn't everyone?"

"You'd be surprised." He grabbed an extra chair, and waved her to the one front-and-center at Phillips's desk. "Take the wheel. Casefile 60452, realtime stream." He checked his watch, then heaved himself back to his feet. "Actually, we've probably got ten to twenty. I'm going to grab a coffee. You need anything?"

She shook her head absently, her attention all on the desktop monitor. This guy used plugins she'd never heard of, and it was in her nature to snoop. Rick noticed that and chuckled as he left her to it.

It only took her a moment to pull up the casefile she needed, and the realtime stream was dedicated to a grubby bookie's shop in a run-down part of town. The software built a full 3D environment out of available information. She panned the camera to get a good view of the street, but it was mostly deserted. She saw an elderly couple haggling over some jewelry in a shop across the way, and a drunk lounging against a storefront halfway to the next light. In the other direction, she saw nobody.

She maneuvered into the shop and found a handful of beefy thugs sitting around a couple of invisible tables, playing invisible cards or watching the invisible TV suspended in one corner of the room. The proprietor behind the counter was a weaselly little man with a pencil mustache. She checked all their names, pulled up records out of habit, and wondered idly if these goons were worth protecting.

Rick sank down in the chair next to her, and she knew he was evaluating her. No problem there. She hated HaRRE -- hated the fake environments with flat white interiors and missing all the little touches of humanity. Mostly it showed just the people, photo-realistic avatars moving around in vacant corridors. Some people had expensive enough possessions that they warranted tracking, and those appeared in the rendered environment, but they usually only emphasized the lack of any other props. She hated HaRRE, but she was as good at using the system as anyone she knew. She turned on the audio on the goons, but they weren't saying anything she wanted to hear. It was clear they weren't expecting any activity, though.

She glanced to Rick. He shrugged. "We've got a ninety-four percent likelihood this place is the next target. If you'll move back out into the street, I can show you--" She activated a macro and the camera moved to focus on Phillips, waiting in an unmarked car two blocks down. He said, "Good. Okay, if you'll zoom out...." She pulled the camera back, outside the car, and as soon as he pointed she panned around to find four local police cruisers just around the corner.

She nodded. "I've been on a raid like this."

He said, "I know." He glanced at his watch, then spoke into his headset. "Phillips, we good?"

She got the camera back inside the car in time to hear Phillips answer, "-ny minute now, boss-man. Should be...there."

He pointed, a jerky, dreamlike motion that was worse than everything else about HaRRE. There were enough points of reference that the system could reconstruct pretty much anything in range of a camera or microphone, but human motion stuttered just outside of normal, and that was eerie. She'd logged thousands of hours in the system, but it still creeped her out, especially when the audio was so perfectly clear.

Rick said, "You're getting video, yeah? Save that for me. I've got a new recruit looking over your shoulder."

Phillips waved, and said, "Good to meet you, Katie. This one should be fun."

She changed her camera angle away from him just as he climbed out of his car. She could hear him passing orders to his backup as he sprinted up to the nearest corner, and she flew on ahead of him. The street was empty, but even as the thought crossed her mind, she heard Phillips say, "That's them! Move! Move! Move!"

Confused, she zipped down the street, but it was still empty. The door to the gambling den stood open, though, and she saw motion within. She hit a quick key and the camera returned to the inside. One of the goons was already down by the door, sprawled on his back, and as she watched the other four jumped to their feet, but they jerked -- eerie stop-motion simulation of someone taking heavy bullets to the torso. There was no sign of attackers, though. The bookie disappeared behind his counter, and she didn't know if he'd been shot or simply dropped out of sight.

Irritated, she reached for the control to turn on video overlay -- usually more trouble than it was worth -- but Rick restrained her with a light touch on her hand. "In due time," he said. "Watch."

Phillips was there, by then, leaping into frame with a squad of police behind him, and they flooded the room. She could see them fighting, wrestling with empty air, falling from phantom punches or gunshots. After a heartbeat, maybe two, it was over. Katie said, "Okay, I get it. They're ghosts. But--"

Rick only nodded toward the screen. "Watch."

It was Phillips who crossed the room in two quick steps and kicked something, hard, and then she heard his voice quite clearly -- the first audio from HaRRE since he'd given the order to move out.

"What's your name, kid?"

"Bite me!" from one of the ghosts, and an instant later a young man appeared on the ground at Phillips's feet, clearly restrained by one of the other police officers. HaRRE identified him as Bryce Leightner, and off to the left of the realtime stream a frame showed his police record. She wasn't interested in that, though.

Another of the ghosts barked, "Dammit, keep quiet!" and almost immediately resolved on frame. Keith Brown. There were two more, and Phillips couldn't elicit vocal responses from them, but he pulled something from his pocket (some artifact invisible to HaRRE) and pointed it at one of the other ghosts. Then he said, "Eighty-seven says this kid is Leo Benedict, Rick."

Rick leaned across Katie to pull up the police records on the other two. He scrolled through them in a flash, and said, "Yeah, we've got a known associate Leo. Plug him in."

Phillips did something with his invisible object, and the third ghost resolved. Katie said, "What's he using? A camera?"

Rick laughed. "No, we have good video of the site. This is better. He's got a biometric scanner that uses lasers to read facial contours. It's about ten percent behind the standard vocal predictions, but we're usually operating on more than hunches anyway, so it's good enough." He nodded to the display, where the fourth ghost was now unmasked. "And that one is Garrett Brown. He'd be the ringleader, as we suspected. Scanner got him right away."

"That's impressive," Katie said, but Rick held up a hand.

Into his headset, he said, "Good work, Phillips. EMT is on the way for the wounded. What's our bodycount?"

Phillips shook his head. "Nobody's dying today. These kids were sloppy." Phillips glanced at an invisible watch, and said, "I'm going to clean up and head home. You got the rest of this, boss?"

"I'll put Craig on it," Rick said. "See you in the morning." Then he turned to Katie. "You were saying?"

"I've seen people go ghost before. Sometimes the mics lose track, that's just a limitation of the technology. Never for that long, though. How did they do that?" She looked doubtful. "Those guys didn't look high tech."

"No," Rick said. "They went old school. Garrett knows more than he should about how the system works, though. He hatched the idea in juvie, then went mute for a couple months after he got out. Anybody can go off the grid if they don't wear a watch and don't say a word, but that never lasts long. These guys came up with another plan." He reached across her again, stopped the realtime stream in HaRRE and skipped backward several minutes, to the point when she had first returned to the building's interior. She saw Rick reaching for the "source audio" option and braced herself for the ugly barks of the burglars' guns, the screams of the injured goons. She was entirely unprepared for the cacophony that hit her as soon as he activated the sound.

A blaring roar of urban music came from the speakers, so deafening every head in the office turned toward Phillips's desk before Katie could adjust the volume. It didn't stop until the perps were subdued and Phillips took his mighty kick. Katie said, "So, what, they--"

"Boomboxes," Rick said. "Sometimes street noise is enough to make the ghosts you mentioned. These guys came up with a plan. There was a time when turning up a radio so loud it could be heard two blocks away might seem like a foolish plan, for someone intending to commit a crime. These days, it borders on genius. If you wanted to run the stream backward, you could probably find two or three of the ghosts positively identified on a cross-town bus ten minutes back. Something like that. They all got together at some rendezvous, pumped up the volume, and moved completely undetected for four or five blocks to storm this little shop.

He shut off the source audio again. "Of course, HaRRE suppresses any noise that it can't positively identify, and it couldn't map the motions of the kids onto any identity model, so they just got filtered out, like the couch and the potted plant in the corner and the family cat. That's where we get our ghosts." He turned off the HaRRE simulation and loaded a newly-filed report from Phillips, scanning the contents absently.

He kept speaking. "Those kids were clever, in a way, but it was a gimmick. Garrett was already associated with the comments he'd made in juvie, so I think Hathor and Jurisprudence had him pegged at about seventy-eight percent. If they'd stopped after their second job, they could have caught a jury trial and probably gotten off clean. Cops brought us in to put faces on them."

"That's just lazy." Katie shook her head. "They didn't need FBI for this. Yeah, they blinded HaRRE, but I would have just pulled up source video and gotten a good look at them. Hell, I could have turned on source audio, figured out their M. O. before my ears stopped ringing, and then I could have nabbed them next time they turned up the noise."

Rick closed the report he'd been reading and turned to Katie. "That's why we hired you," he said. "Besides, it's not all like that. What we really do, is track discrepancies. Not active ghosts like those, most of the time, but after-the-fact ghosts. The people rich or powerful enough to get their records erased are far more dangerous than the kids who figure out how to hide from the cameras for an hour at a time. It looks the same, in HaRRE, but it's far more sinister."

"How do they do it?" she said.

He frowned. "At the end of the day, it's another service the Aggregators sell, just like everything else. Reed!" He waited a moment for an answer on his headset, then asked, "You got anything to show her?" He nodded twice, then snapped his fingers as he climbed to his feet. "I'll show you that."

She followed him across the bullpen to the conference room she'd noticed earlier. Either she'd been wrong, or the football stats had been put away. The long conference table was divided into six monitors, and Rick led her right to the first one, where Reed stood poring over a database report from a ritzy restaurant in Richmond, four days old. He gave her a glance out of the corner of his eye, then moved aside to give her room at the monitor. She scanned it for a while, but saw nothing interesting. She could tell Rick and Reed were waiting for her analysis, though, so she said, "Looks harmless. What's this?"

Reed answered her. "This is an event report submitted to us by the Secret Service." He hesitated, probably wondering how much background she needed, and when she gave him a blank look, he filled in. "Secret Service has a list of keywords that they pay Hathor to track for them. On this night, in the main dining hall of this restaurant, someone carried on a six to nine minute conversation that ran eleven percent over the confidence threshold for the subject, 'presidential assassination.' I have never handled a Secret Service request higher than one or two percent above confidence, and those ones and twos were all dead on. So this is serious stuff."

She nodded, her eyes locked on the monitor now, and even knowing what to look for she saw nothing. "Can you play the audio?"

Rick chuckled, dark and sarcastic. "We can," he said. "But it would do no good. Hathor has access to seven mics in the room, not counting the dozens of private headsets, but -- would you believe it -- there's gaps in the audio archive wherever the conversation might have taken place."

"Then how did the Secret Service--"

"That's the thing," Rick said, his easy grin now twisted into a sneer. "It's all Hathor's audio. Even the pickup from the private headsets belongs to Hathor. The Secret Service has a standing order, so as soon as the language filter threw up a match, they got a red flag from Hathor. It took them seventeen minutes to respond to it, on a Thursday night at nine forty-four local, and by then the audio was 'unavailable for technical reasons.' It was available again the following morning, but already scrubbed clean."

"And the video?"

"Not just the video," Reed said, his frustration showing through. "Whole identities. Someone -- more than one someone, actually -- came to this restaurant, sat down at one of three apparently empty tables, and had a six to nine minute conspiracy, then disappeared from history. GPS records, voice ID, video and audio footage, all of it scrubbed clean far enough back in time and space that we can't figure out better than single-digit percentages who might have been on a trajectory to that empty table. Anyone within miles of the place who fell outside of Hathor's attention for a window of less than two hours could, conceivably, be our guys. That's people at home in bed, hell, anyone who went to a movie at the right time could show up as a suspect."

She tapped the screen. "This is last Thursday night. Friday was the holiday, so you can't have been looking at this long--"

Reed snorted, and caught a sharp look from Rick for it. He shrugged defensively. "Friday wasn't a holiday here," he said. "The president's life is on the line, and we're the only people in the world who can figure it out. Rick called me up at...what was it, a little after midnight?" Rick shrugged, leaving Reed enough leash to tell the story how he wanted. Reed nodded. "I think that's right, and we were here all night. Been here ever since, and most of the others worked through the weekend on it, too." He smirked. "I hope you're not coming here with hopes of a twenty-hour work week dancing in your head."

She didn't bother answering that. Nobody on the force worked a twenty-hour week, and she knew he knew that. She wasn't interested in first-day teasing, though. Her attention was all on this new world, this new approach to law enforcement. She stared at the columns in the Hathor report. She was damned familiar with those reports, but they'd never tried to hide anything from her before. She saw the second and third monitors had HaRRE simulations on them, and another one was playing security camera footage. While Katie was looking over them something must have caught Reed's eye because he moved to the fifth monitor and started typing up notes. She realized with a start that he looked as bewildered by it all as she felt. Rick gave her plenty of time to take it in.

Then he said, "We're not just connecting the dots up here, Katie. This is the real police work."

Chapter 2: Miss Linson

Rick held up a finger, a look in his eyes that said someone was talking in his headset. A moment later he said, "Thanks, Craig. Can you put that on monitor six in CF 1? Thanks. And look in on Phillips's Cincinnati case and clear up the paperwork for him, would you? Thanks." He reached up and muted his headset, then gathered Katie up with his eyes and led her around the end of the table to the last monitor in the back corner, just as a casefile appeared on it.

"We just got this one in." He scanned the details tab of the casefile, brows coming down in thought, then flicked rapidly through the other pages, including a handful of crime-scene stills. Then he flipped back to the front page and stepped aside, ceding his place to Katie. "Homicide in Little Rock," he said, almost offhand. "I think I'll let you cut your teeth on that, if you feel up to it. Everyone I have in town is going full-speed-ahead on the assassination threat."

Katie nodded. "I'll be happy to get on it, sir--"

"I knew you would," Rick said, almost cutting her off, and she had to dredge up the courage to finish the thought.

"It's just, I don't know how."

Rick tilted his head, considering her for a moment. She was acutely aware of Reed right behind her, tapping away on his notes, and she wished for a moment he hadn't heard her pitiful admission. The jarring force of Rick's hand falling on her shoulder drove the thought from her mind. He'd clearly meant it as a friendly gesture, because he caught her eyes with his eyebrows raised, his face tilted forward until it almost touched her forehead. "Pratt, you listen to me. What we do here, the core of what we do here, is police work. Same as you've been doing all your life, same as your old man did before you. In the end, it all comes down to figuring out which people were where, and when. For the most part, Hathor has made that easy."

"Yessir, but--"

He spoke over her, undeterred. "But we can't trust Hathor, Pratt. Everyone else in the damn world trusts Hathor. Fine. The cameras see everything, the mics hear everything. Every time somebody orders a pizza or tracks down an old friend, they fall a little bit more in love with the databases. That's all well and good, but it doesn't do us any favors. Because Hathor owns it all. If we could see the raw input, if we could see every read and write to the database before the company monkeyed with it.... I don't care how many lines of printout we'd have to scroll through, Pratt, we could catch every criminal in the world with that kind of power. I swear it. And that data exists. There are people who have that level of access, but we don't."

He stepped back but held her eye. "But we get by. We are tasked with tracking down the information Hathor won't give us, and we have our little tricks. It's the kind of police work you used to see on TV, maybe. Mostly, it's just knowing the right people to talk to, the right places to look for smudges or inconsistencies. It's all stuff I can teach you, Pratt--"

Just then Reed, eyes fixed on the HaRRE playback on monitor two, waved absently to catch Rick's attention and then tapped something he'd just written on monitor five. Rick held up a finger, "Just a sec," he said and stepped around Katie to look at it. She felt herself become invisible. Rick reached to his headset and said, "Craig, I need you to take a look at this. Process Reed's notes on monitor five, and bring up casefile 22120 on six. Send in Dean and Simmons and...dammit. Who else is here? Well, push this whole casefile to Phillips's handheld and let him know he's going to be active as soon as he touches down." He turned to monitor six, looking for the casefile he'd requested from Craig, and found Katie still standing there. He blinked.

"I'm sorry, Katie. What I was saying...at the heart of it, even if we use slightly different tools, it's the same thing you've been doing all your life. You may not be able to trust Hathor, but you can still trust your instincts." He glanced over his shoulder at the monitor, then looked back to her with frustration in his eyes. "This case over here is bigger than any of us. You've got to understand that. I'll teach you everything you need to know, once we get this settled. Meantime, grab a desk out there, and start feeling your way around. You'll catch on pretty quick." The look in his eyes said he was sorry, but saving the president was more important than training the new girl, and right now she was in his way. She stepped aside, and squeezed against the wall to let the senior agents get by.

Dismissed. She left the conference room, with a clenched jaw and balled fists. She had a murder case to work. Her first day on the job, and he'd given her a homicide. That was something. Some guidance would have been nice, but there was a victim out there demanding justice and Katie was the cop on the job. She headed toward an empty desk in the back corner against the outer wall, beneath a window with a view of the Washington Monument. She could tell from its cleanliness that it was available. On her way across the bullpen, she turned on her headset and said, "Craig? Is that right? Give me the Little Rock homicide casefile on desk..." She tapped the blank desktop and the monitor sprang to life. She found an identifier in the lower right-hand corner. "Desk twelve. Thanks."

The casefile appeared on the desktop immediately, and she breathed a sigh of relief. If she had access to the secretary, she could get something done. She opened it up, the same pages Rick had flipped through so quickly before, but it wasn't the same casefile form she'd used at home. She looked through the various tabs, then started over at the top of page one, reading everything carefully.

Her victim was Janeane Linson, twenty-one and plain. Blonde hair, blue eyes, five-five, lived in an apartment in North Little Rock. Katie interrupted her reading to figure out how to request a financial report using the bureau's system, and got lost in the process for half an hour. It was much more powerful than anything they'd had back home, but with that always came complexity. She figured it out quickly enough, though, and blinked in surprise when she got the report back immediately. The bureau was making direct queries through Midas into the main database. Fascinating.

She tucked the financial report to one side, and went back to the casefile. Linson was a Junior Administrative Officer for Pellincorp, a major Aggregator, which also ran a minor database service called Helen. Katie pulled up corporate details on Pellincorp, for casual reading later, then discovered in the casefile that Linson had been found dead in her office. That brought the company right back into the spotlight.

The victim had been found early that morning, but Hathor's last positive ID on her had been Thursday night, late. Her fingers kept twitching toward the HaRRE launcher, but she always made it a point to read through the full police report first. That would matter even more here, where HaRRE could lie. She shook her head at the thought, and read on.

It was a strangulation. Video footage showed her dead before midnight on Thursday, but there was nothing on the actual event. Still, bruising was clear on her throat, and the overturned chair was enough to show there had been a struggle. There were no obvious suspects. Miss Linson was single, and Hathor showed no signs of romantic involvement in the last six months. Katie stopped that train of thought, and made a note to look into possible romantic links. After all, Hathor could be lying to her. Same for the financial report, really. If Hathor could be bought out, Midas certainly could, too.

She thought back to the report Reed had been reviewing for the Secret Service. The only evidence they had to go on, and it specifically showed a record of nothing illegal happening. And someone had tampered with the audio and video feeds to hide it. Her dad would have gone after Hathor for that alone. Hell, he did, back when Hathor was just Total Awareness Monitoring Systems, a partner of ATT -- back when judges issued search warrants against corporations, and no one knew the name "Aggregator." Her dad had chased TAMS right into the newspapers. Then Congress had gotten involved, and her dad had gotten retired just in time to attend her graduation from the Academy.

She sighed and rubbed her eyes. This case wouldn't be like that. Rick hadn't handed her a Secret Service case. She leaned back over the casefile, reading on. She forced herself through her ritual, reading every page of the casefile, then glanced at her watch. One twenty already. She glanced at the HaRRE launcher, and shook her head. "Lunch first," she said out loud, then blinked in surprise. Rick was standing at her left hand, towering over her.

"I was thinking the same thing," he said, grinning at the surprise on her face. "If you're okay with a sandwich, the cafeteria downstairs does a good one."

"Do they make a decent grilled turkey, mayo?" she asked. He nodded and she said, "Sounds great, then." She swiped a hand across her desk to hide the monitor display. "Craig, save my workspace. Desk twelve." Then she darted off after Rick, through the frosted glass doors and down the long elevator ride.

As soon as they stepped into the cafeteria she spotted Dean, Simmons, and Reed all waiting at a table. Rick clapped Reed on the shoulder and said, "She was still plugging away at her desk. Be right back. Don't start without me."

He led her across to the counter at the head of the room, and as she approached a server caught her eye and said, "You had the grilled turkey?"

She said, "Midas--" but Rick cut her off with a hand on her arm.

"Craig, pick up Katie's lunch, would you?" The server just waited for an acknowledgement that someone had paid, then slid the tray across to Katie with a smile. She grabbed a glass and helped herself to some Coke, then turned to find Rick waiting just behind her.

"Prices are reasonable. Feel free to put your lunches here on the government tab. If you go off-site, you're on your own."

"Fair enough," she said with a smile. "We're sitting over there?"

He nodded and let her lead the way. As soon as he settled down beside her, though, Dean leaned across the table and said, "Canvas still isn't turning up anything, but we may have a lead on a private voice recording."

Rick shook his head. "No good. I spotted that Friday, but the timing is iffy and nothing on the consumer market would get us usable feed from six tables away in a busy restaurant. I still think our best bet is tourist photos taken outside the restaurant during our window."

Dean and Simmons groaned at that. Reed said, "I told you." He turned to Rick. "Phillips checked in ten minutes ago and he's willing to reinterview the other patrons, but you're talking serious overtime. He's already pushing a regular week from the time he clocked Saturday and Sunday."

Rick snorted. "Bullshit. The new girl had his case solved before her ears stopped ringing. Phillips can kiss my ass if he thinks I'm paying for a weekend playing with his nieces in Cincinnati." The others laughed, but an instant later they were back into their case. Katie listened intently, trying her best to keep up, but half of it was beyond her, and they never slowed for a breath. She'd barely finished her sandwich before Rick pushed back from his place, folded his untouched sandwich back into its waxed paper wrapper, and rose to head upstairs.

While the others took their cue and started gathering their things, Katie caught at Rick's sleeve. "Umm...hey, could you help me out for a sec? I still don't know exactly--"

He patted her lightly on the shoulder and smiled. "Take it easy, kid. It's your first day. No one is expecting miracles. Just nose around and try to get a feel for our system. I'll assign someone to train you up as soon as we get a break in the big one."

That was almost it. He started to turn away, as the others rose from their places to head back upstairs, but he must have caught a glimpse of the frustration in Katie's eyes because he hesitated. Then he checked his watch, and waved the others upstairs with a tired sigh. He sank back down at the table opposite her, where Reed had been sitting before.

"What's up, girl?"

"I appreciate the confidence you've put in me, Rick. And I realize it's just my first day. I do. But I don't even know where to begin with this case, and you know as well as I do that time is short when it comes to something like this."

He clasped his hands on the table between them, leaned on his elbows, and took a deep breath. "What we do...." He trailed off, thinking and shook his head. "Pratt, what we do isn't the same as what you did in Brooklyn. Jurisprudence has got most of the world tied up nice and neat right now -- way better than anything we ever had before -- and the people are happy with that." He leaned back and cast his eyes to the ceiling. "I can't tell you the victim's family is going to be okay with that murderer getting away, but most of the world would never care. Most of Little Rock, even, takes comfort knowing that's probably the only bastard in town who'll go free all year."

He sighed. "These cases aren't open-and-shut like the stuff you're used to. Put that from your mind. It's days and weeks and often months of grueling research to put the truth together, when Hathor isn't there to do it for you. Sometimes -- too often, really -- it can't be done at all. There's a sitting Senator down the street who assaulted four different women in the time I've been running this team, and we can't pin a thing on him. Everybody knows he did it. Everybody but Hathor. Hell, that dude in Seattle killed his wife and dumped her in the ocean, you know the one--"

She frowned. "The programmer?"

"Network architect, but yeah. See? That's my point. You know he did it, I know he did it, but two of my best guys put in six months trying to find some way to prove it to Hathor, and the links just kept getting thinner and thinner until there were no dots left to connect. I eventually had to pull them off it, because there was other work to do."

She shook her head. "I don't understand."

"Nobody's asking for Sherlock Holmes anymore, Pratt. That's what I'm telling you. The law still allows for court trials but try finding a judge who's willing to spend the time. There's barely a district attorney left who's even willing to try it. The system does a job that's good enough, as far as everyone else is concerned." He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I disagree. I know you do, too, and that's why you're here. But we have to take what we can get. Nobody's throwing money at our department, and every time we've tried to get Congress to give us more powers, they've taken them away instead. Right now, I just don't have enough bodies on my payroll to work this Little Rock case. That's the fact of it. And, at the same time, we've been handed an opportunity to do something Congress won't ignore. If we can put a stop to this assassination attempt--"

"Yeah," she said, nodding. "That would be huge." She understood, but she didn't feel much better.

"Glad you can see, kiddo." He pushed to his feet again, and reached out to clap her on the shoulder. "Keep that spirit, though. When this thing is behind us, we'll have a brave new mandate, and I've got a feeling once you're up to speed you'll put us all to shame. We're going to fix the world, Pratt. You just have to give it time."

He threw her an encouraging smile, then turned on his heel and left. She put away her tray then headed for the elevator. By the time she got back into the office Rick was back in Conference Room 1 with the rest of his team, leaving her alone with the corpse of Miss Linson.

She returned to her desk, and pulled up the casefile report again. She couldn't rule out jealous lovers or financial disputes, but there was nothing surface-level to suggest those. She found a custom query tool for Hathor called "Conversation Analysis: Victim," and ran that, just to see what happened. It came back with an empty results string after about four minutes, that could as easily have been her mistake as any actual coverup. She didn't know how to use this stuff.

Hippocrates gave her an overview of the victim's recent health, and she was clean on any sort of illicit substance. The Automated Coroner's Report said there was nothing presenting or hereditary that would aggravate with a strangling. She rolled her eyes at the thought and pushed away from her desk. Another hour burned, and her most useful tools were trying to figure out if she should be looking for signs of anemia in a homicide victim. The camera stills were perfectly clear. Bulging eyes, dark purple bruises on the throat, the girl had been choked out. Katie was floundering.

There was too much information. She knew that was part of it. She'd never had direct query access to Hippocrates and Midas and Shopper and CV before. She was overwhelmed with data, and at the same time doubting every bit of it. She didn't know how to sort it all, or where the cuts had been made.

So she took a deep breath. Then she decided that wasn't enough and she went to get a drink of water at the cooler. No one said a word to her as she crossed the bullpen -- too busy with their tasks -- but she felt better by the time she got back to her desk. She brushed all her open database reports off to the side, opened up the casefile report, and launched HaRRE. Hathor Realtime Rendering Engine. The realtime stream on Linson's casefile showed the empty office Katie had seen in the still photos, although she only knew it by the dimensions. The corpse was as invisible as the furniture.

For the second time today (and the second time this year) she reached for the video source. The rendered environment disappeared, replaced by a roving camera view, and she saw that her invisible corpse was gone. Someone had taken care of the body, and neatened the room while they were at it. The disturbed chair was righted, tucked neatly behind the empty desk. Other than that, the room was empty.

She switched off the source video and went back to the rendered environment, rolling back in time until she saw the cleaners working in the room. Earlier still, she saw the coroners arrive, walking backward, and deposit Miss Linson's body in a corner behind the plant. Nine a.m., and she increased the rewind speed. She saw the cleaning girl pop her head into the office at seven, just a blip, and she could imagine the scream, but it was muted while the footage reversed. She thought about playing it back then, listening in on the conversations that followed the discovery, but she squashed the idea as more morbid curiosity than professional interest. The murderers wouldn't give themselves away over the coffeepot.

She still hadn't seen why the local police requested FBI assistance, either. She increased the rewind speed again, watched the clock fly backward as nothing else changed. Empty white room, still corpse in the corner, facedown and forgotten.

Then the screen went black, for just an instant, and it took a moment for that to register. After that, there was no corpse in the corner, but Miss Linson moved out from behind her desk, walking jerkily backward around the room, examining invisible paintings on the wall, checking her invisible watch and the invisible clock on the wall, and then back out into the reception area where she was just barely visible in the environment. Katie paused the stream, switched it back to play, but forty minutes had passed in the footage in the time it took her to react.

She skipped ahead half of that, putting the victim back in the corner office, and watched once again as she moved nervously about the room. She twitched and jittered, her body position snapping up to reality every time the roaming security camera drifted back to focus on her. Katie just sat back, watching for any clue. She turned on audio, and heard the disjointed, off-key singing of a girl listening to loud music over her headset. It was like hearing someone in the next room singing in the shower. She searched up the necessary keywords to overlay the audio from the victim's headset just in time to watch Miss Linson reach up and mute it. Out in the lobby, the elevator dinged.

Katie moved the camera toward the lobby, but a moment later the screen went black. She sat back, stunned. That's what she had seen before. She played it forward, and the scene stayed black. Bizarre. Lighting in HaRRE was entirely artificial, independent of real world light sources. She switched to source video, and found it blindingly white. Remembering the Cincinnati kids, she turned the volume down low, then switched on source audio. A solid hum came from her speakers, droning and useless. She switched it back off, turned off the white source video, and dropped back into the darkness that had swallowed HaRRE.

There was, predictably, no reconstructed audio. This was why Ghost Targets had gotten the casefile, of course. Someone had come to see Miss Linson, after hours, and she'd been waiting impatiently for her guest to show up. She'd been nervous, but she hadn't seemed scared. So Katie had that to go on, at least. Whoever had attacked the victim had had an appointment.

She paused HaRRE and ran a check through Miss Linson's secretary, but there was no official appointment any time on Friday. That could have been cleaned, or it could have been an unofficial appointment. Anything untoward -- whether a romantic liaison or a drug deal gone bad -- would have been off the record anyway. She started to run a search on the building's receptionist, but shook her head. That was connecting the dots. That was the easy stuff. Even with the weird blackout, local cops would've nabbed the killer if he was in the records. The building sure looked empty. It wouldn't have taken long to check out everyone on the premises, even without a clear ID on the killer.

She sped up the playback, and waited four minutes realtime for the lights to come back on in the imaginary world of HaRRE. For Miss Linson, it was over half an hour, and now she was a quiet rag doll in the back corner. She made a note of the exact time on the blackout, then skipped back to just before it. She waited for the ding of the elevator then paused and zoomed the camera out into the foyer. The doors were already opening, just a crack, but the HaRRE camera could go wherever she wanted it to. She stepped into the elevator, but it was empty.

Of course it was empty. That would have been too easy. Ghosted like the conspirators in the Richmond restaurant. Like the kids in Cincinnati. He was there, frozen, in the spacious elevator car with her, but she couldn't see him. He'd been erased. It irked her, and she wondered at the difference between this empty space and the inky blackness that came later. What exactly had happened here?

She ran time backward, and rode down to the ground floor with the killer. She slipped off the elevator and waited. The big plate glass doors swung open, and she knew her killer had just walked backward out through them, but still there was no one. How far back in time had they cleaned? She moved the camera outside, scanned the curbside. Every car with a license was registered and tracked in the system, but a car could be erased as easily as a body. There were none curbside. She paused the scenario, a moment before the murderer entered the building, and zoomed to the parking lots outside. One sad little Hyundai stood beneath a light post in the very middle of the lot, but a quick search showed it to be the victim's.

Even in the sterilized environment, Katie could still clearly imagine the real world it depicted. Already well past sunset, the car would be huddled in a silvery pool of streetlight, a hundred yards from the door of the nearly-empty building. The girl had picked that spot for a reason. Katie sighed and hit a quick key to take her back to the office where Miss Linson had died. She switched to source video, paused in time with the rendered world, and saw the timid little girl who would rather walk two extra rows in the parking lot than have to fumble for her keys in the shadows at night.

She looked small. She looked afraid. And Katie knew that forty-four minutes later, probably half that, she would look like a bit of discarded meat. For the first time in years, Katie felt as helpless as the college girl staring back at the camera. She took a deep breath, and closed the program.

Chapter 3: Rookie

She spent the rest of the afternoon pushing paper. Unfortunately, the database reports she'd pulled didn't tell her anything new. When she found herself checking her watch more often than she was turning pages, she knew she'd reached her limit for the day. Her dad had taught her one of the old laws: "never leave work for the day before your boss does, especially when you're new." Rick seemed determined to work the sun down and back up again, though, and she still didn't really know what she was supposed to do.

Finally she saved off her desktop and cleared it out. She pushed away from the desk, one step back, and it looked just as it had before she'd even shown up. That thought resonated with her frustration. All she'd really done today was get to know a dead girl.

She stuck her head in Conference Room 1 and Rick cut off whatever he was saying to Reed mid-sentence. He blinked at her. "Good lord, Pratt!" He checked his watch. "Are you still here?"

"No, sir," she said. "On my way out." She stepped into the room so she could lower her voice. "Mind if I push the casefile to my handheld? Or do you guys have some weird security rules I don't know about?"

He barked a laugh. "God I wish everyone worked as hard as the rookies. Take a night off, Pratt."

She shrugged. "I just like to have it handy, in case inspiration strikes."

"Whatever you say. Sure. I mean, we have all kinds of crazy security rules, but Craig handles all that. If he'll push the casefile to you, I don't have any objections. And if not, there's nothing I can do about it."

"Thank you, sir," she said, and stole out of the office.

Behind her, Rick barked, "Hey, knock that off!" but she ignored him. She asked Craig to push her casefile to her handheld, and almost immediately she saw the screen light up from her front pocket. She also had Craig order a car for her. She'd meant to ask permission for that, too, but she could cover the price of a cab if Rick objected. She didn't think he would.

The building was surprisingly active for the late hour. As soon as she stepped onto the elevator, her remote personal assistant whispered the name of one of her colleagues in her ear, Bud Stanton, Finance, but she didn't need the favor this time. Bud introduced himself with a big warm smile as soon as he spotted her, and then he beat her personal assistant to the ID at every floor on the way down, as coworkers squeezed into the elevator car.

One floor below her, it was, "Mark! Mayer!" as the duo from Licensure joined them, and the three men immediately fell into an animated conversation that only broke for a moment when the doors opened on nine to admit Bill from Decency. He jumped right into the discussion, and Katie could have been a ghost herself for all the attention they paid her.

She got a bow from Bud when the doors opened on the lobby, but then she was forgotten again. She rushed out of the elevator ahead of the crowd, strolling along in friendly conversation. As she crossed the cavernous lobby, she was flooded with an eerie double vision, remembering her time in HaRRE that afternoon. The floor plan wasn't the same as the building in Little Rock, but it was close enough that she felt, for just a moment, like she was the disembodied HaRRE camera gliding across the marble floor toward the plate glass windows, starless night outside.

In her imagination, the killer was paused just outside the double doors, poised, invisible. Her heart thundered as she reached the door, and fear gripped her as she pushed them open, not knowing what monster she might find waiting in the night.

An explosive burst of laughter from Bud made her jump, and as the blush rose in her cheeks she found herself on the same busy sidewalk she'd used to come in this morning -- packed with pedestrian traffic and glowing noonday bright from all the streetlights and storefronts. No one was waiting for her.

A black compact car at the curb immediately amended that thought by flashing its lights, and a recording of her voice called out "Katie Pratt." She darted to it and dove in, slamming the door behind her. A monitor in the dash glowed in the dim interior, awaiting a destination.

First day in town, and she'd been late to work this morning, so she didn't have a place yet. She almost said, "Take me home," but that would be too much like running away. Even just for a night, it would be a sort of failure. She sank back in the seat and spoke into her headset. "Hathor, connect me to Hearth. I need a two bedroom apartment. Tonight. Details to my handheld." As she said it, she pulled her handheld from her pocket and dismissed the "Transfer Complete" notification from Craig. A moment later a list of available apartments crawled onto the screen, each labeled by age, cost, distance from the office, and personal compatibility. She sorted the list by each of the criteria, and one apartment made top five on all of them. She tapped the "Lease" button, waited a heartbeat for a confirmation, then told the driver, "Take me home." Ten minutes ago that had been Brooklyn, but now it was Washington, D. C.

Then she settled back, eyes closed, while the car maneuvered itself into the dense flow of traffic. After a moment her stomach rumbled, and she said, "Hathor, order me some Chinese, to home. First match." She opened one eye to peek at the driver monitor. It was a twenty minute drive, almost exactly, and that was fine by her. She had plenty of business to take care of anyway.

She opened the message center on her handheld and started scrolling through missed messages while she said, almost absently, "Hathor, connect me to Hearth. Apply my favorite color scheme to the apartment. Thanks. Hathor, connect me to Brooklyn MiniStore." She took care of the little chores that went along with setting up a new home. She checked in on a couple pending cases from her old job, then just as the car was leaving the highway near her new apartments, she finished up with her mail and said, "Hathor, connect me...." She hesitated, just for a moment, but that was enough to mess up the voice command. She bit back a curse, and silently counted the seconds for the instruction to time out. Then she put away her handheld and said, "Hathor, connect me to Dad."

He didn't answer, but she had never imagined he would. She always tried anyway. It only took a few seconds for Hathor to give up on the connection, and ask if she wanted to leave a voice message. She said, "Yes," and a moment later, "Hey, Dad. Just wanted to fill you in on my first day with the FBI. I was at the precinct past midnight last night finishing up paperwork, and I still have reports waiting on my handheld. I wanted to finish everything I could, though, you know? Always leave on good terms." She gave a big sigh. "Anyway, I woke up ungodly early to come into D. C. this morning, so I was late to work--" She cut off short as the car pulled up at her new apartment. The driver monitor lit up to show that payment had been approved on the Bureau's Midas account, and she saw Rick's signature right below it. She shook her head. Frustrating as her day had been, her boss was certainly trying to take care of her. She climbed out of the car and closed the door with a thud.

The apartment complex was a nice one, two-story white buildings with generous patios or balconies. She didn't need much in the way of luxury, but she had learned a long time ago that a separate room for a home office was a must. There was lots of covered parking near the street, with what looked like a stable of community cars. She'd have to check into that. It would be worth a few bucks a week to avoid the subway.

Hathor prompted her with a beep and played back the last few words of her message, "late to work." Then in its simulated voice, Hathor asked, "Is this recording complete?"

"No," she said, her attention snapping back to the message. But as the cab pulled away from the curb, a car emblazoned "Chen's Chicken" replaced it immediately, so she said, "Just a sec, Hathor. Pause the recording. Thanks."

The window nearest her rolled down to reveal a small dispensary compartment, instead of a passenger interior. Her voice stamp announced her name, and the total for her dinner. She said, "Put it on my tab," and a payment light blinked from red to green a moment later. Her dinner dropped into view, a greasy bag almost too hot to touch, but the smell of her chow mein made her sigh contentedly. She grabbed it and turned back to the apartments as the delivery car disappeared into the night.

"Okay," she said as she turned. "Hathor, resume recording. Wait, no. Damn." The complex had a receptionist out front, no more than a couple years old. It was a pedestal waist-high, with a bright touch-screen that illuminated as soon as Katie approached it.

The screen said, "Welcome, Katie. Moving in?" She touched the "Yes" button, and then skipped quickly past the confirmation screen listing all the complex's amenities. She trusted Hearth better than her own judgment, really. Two more button presses approved everything the apartment owner needed to know, and she chose "Map" instead of "Rendered Environment" to find her way to her door. Hers was the second building on the left of the courtyard, upstairs, third door past the stairs. Easy enough. She closed out the screen with a swipe of her hand, and headed across the courtyard. Her stomach rumbled again.

"Hathor, resume recording." She caught her breath, and shook her head. "Sorry, Dad. Anyway. My boss's name is Rick. Rick Goodall, and he's larger than life. Sweet enough to make you sick." And, because she knew her dad would worry, she added, "Too old for my taste, though."

As she approached her door, she heard the locks click open in response to her proximity. She made a mental note to activate the physical key requirement, out of paranoia more than anything else, and kicked the door closed behind. "Anyway, Rick gave me the ten cent tour, showed me just enough of what they do to get me feeling really overwhelmed, then dropped a homicide on me."

She paused, imagining her dad's reaction to that. He would be grinning ear-to-ear, so proud of her. She could almost hear him say, "You're big time now, Katie."

"I won't forget the little people," she said. "Hey, I'm going to call you back. Ten minutes. I've got to get some food in me."

He wouldn't be able to take that call either, but she liked to pretend. She took a deep breath and let it out in a puff. "Later, Dad. Goodbye." Hathor killed the connection on the keyword, and Katie dropped her dinner sack on the little kitchen table before looking around the apartment.

Hearth did a good job. She'd only enrolled with them a couple years ago, but she'd liked the place they found her back in Brooklyn, and she liked this place, too. On her own, she would have picked something spartan, and this space wasn't luxurious but it was a lot more comfortable than she would have chosen. Midas wouldn't have approved anything she couldn't afford, so that wasn't a concern. It was furnished, too, with a bed set in one of the rooms and an office set in the other. Perfect. The walls were a mute brown, almost grey, with just a touch of purple on the trim. Quiet, but appealing.

The living room was a small space that opened directly into the kitchen, with a three-place dining table tucked in a back corner. She had never done a lot of entertaining, so that was more than enough. She had eight small boxes of belongings in a storage unit in Brooklyn, and she could get those delivered while she was at work tomorrow, but she'd need a change of clothes and some toiletries. The complex would probably have a welcome service capable of setting her up, but she decided on a whim to run into town later and pick up some necessities. It would be fun.

First things first. She set upon her chow mein like a man starving, and finished her entire meal without stopping to take a drink. Hathor had ordered a Coke for her, though, and she took it over to the plush love seat in the living room and crashed in front of a dark television, taking occasional sips and enjoying a moment of deep silence.

After a while, her lips quirked into a smile, and she said, "Hathor, connect me to Dad."

She waited for the timeout, and started a new message. Then she discovered she had no words. She sat there in silenece, staring at the wall as her smile faded. Once again, Hathor snapped her out of it with a buzzed warning.

She shook her head and said simply, "I'm scared." Her dad wouldn't like that, but it was the plain truth she'd been hiding from all day. "Dad, in Brooklyn I was the big dog. Out here, I don't even know where to start."

She took a calming breath and spread her hands before her. She thought about it for a moment and smiled. "But you know," she said, "after what I saw today, I don't think I could go back."

She told him all about it, forgetting her decision to go shopping. She told him about the the Cincinnati kids and, then went on to describe the doctored Hathor report from the Secret Service case. Even though she recognized the subtle buzz of Hathor censoring some of the more sensitive details, she laid it all out. In town for a day, and already she was caught up in plots she could barely imagine.

Again, she knew all too well how her dad would react if he were on the line. Even with thirty years on the force, he wouldn't have a clue how to investigate this stuff. In her imagination she could hear his low whistle, and the words that had been plagueing her all day long. "How do you even deal with somebody so far outside the law?"

And once again, she had absolutely nothing to say. After a long moment, she sighed. "I don't know. I know it's only my first day and all, but I've got my case and I've spent hours battering at it, and it just kills me because I don't have a clue what I'm supposed to be doing."

She frowned. "I know what you would say. 'Give it time.' That's what Rick says, and he's my boss, but...it's just...." Her breath caught, and she made sure it didn't come out a sob. She wanted to admit that she was only getting frustrated to hide from the fact that she was lonely. Or homesick. Whatever. She wanted to tell him she missed him. But, as she reminded herself for probably the tenth time that day, she knew how a cop behaved, and it wasn't like a scared little girl. Her dad didn't need to hear about all her little problems. She glanced at her watch, just for something to do, and said, "Oh, holy cow."

"It's late, Dad, and I've got work to do tomorrow." She smiled. "Thanks for keeping me company." She wished for an answer, one real word of encouragement, but it was a voicemail after all. Her smile turned sad, but didn't go away. "Goodnight, Dad," she said. "Goodbye."

The click from Hathor let her know the line was dead. She glanced at her watch again, and thought about going shopping anyway. Someplace would be open. She didn't really want to anymore, though. She contacted the front desk to request a welcome basket, and the system told her one was waiting in her mailbox. She grabbed her handheld, pulled up her apartment details, and found a map to the mailboxes, right down on the other side of the courtyard.

The welcome basket was a cardboard box with a handful of necessities. She dumped it in a pile on the kitchen table, grabbed the soap and shampoo, and headed back to her room. She stripped down and threw her clothes in the wash, then settled in for a long, hot shower. Afterward, she had just time to whisper a word of thanks to Hearth for picking an apartment with a luxuriously soft bed before sleep wrapped her up and carried her away.

The next morning she learned that the complex's community cars weren't available for round trips over half an hour, inside business hours, but the nearest subway station was less than a quarter of a mile away. She caught a train downtown, and stepped through the doors into Ghost Targets ten minutes to eight. The other part of her dad's old law, "Always beat the boss to work," and she'd certainly managed it, but before the morning was over she found herself wondering why she'd bothered.

She spent two hours digging for dirt on the victim, anything to suggest a motive. She crawled backward through time, listening in on every conversation Miss Linson had had on the day of her death (at least, she thought bitterly, every conversation that Hathor cared to remember). Rick stopped by her desk a little after noon to invite her to lunch, but she saw the rest of his team waiting for him, so she politely declined. As he was turning to go, though, she spoke up.

"Rick."

"Yeah?"

"I, uh...I have a case going before the bench tomorrow. Back home, I mean. Would it be too much to ask--"

"Not at all." He pulled out his handheld and glanced at it, probably checking the calendar. "No, that's perfect, actually. I know you've been chomping at the bit, but we're just swamped here."

"About that," she said, and he must have seen the frustration in her eyes. He threw a glance at Reed and the other three headed for the elevator. Rick finally turned his full attention to Katie.

"Look, kid," he said. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to overwhelm you. Probably shouldn't have dropped a homicide on you first day on the force, but it would have been gathering dust otherwise."

"No," she said. "It's not that. It's just--"

"It wasn't fair of me," he said. "You should be watching over somebody's shoulder, not running blind. I can get you on--"

"Don't," she said, the word came down like a stomped boot, and stopped him dead. He raised an eyebrow in question, and she spoke a little more softly. "I haven't been pulled off a case since I was twenty-six. Don't do that to me. I can handle this."

He chuckled, but she saw a sparkle of pride in his eyes. "I never doubted that, Pratt. Not for a minute. Dammit, girl, you're ready to hit the ground running, and I believe it. I just...y'know, it's not the policing you need. You're a damn fine detective already. It's the software, it's the tricks of the trade and we're the only ones in the world who do what you need to learn. This is all on me, Katie." He leaned back and sighed. "It's just bad timing."

"I know," she said, "but--"

"Don't worry about it. The Little Rock case is still your baby." He raised a hand and pointed at her, mock serious. "But you do your civic responsibility. Take care of that New York case tomorrow. Maybe by the time you get back I'll have a minute to breathe." He started to turn away, then looked back at her. "You sure you don't want something for lunch?"

"No," she said. "I'm fine."

He shrugged. "Suit yourself." Half an hour later he brought her back a turkey sandwich. It sat cooling on her desk while she spent the afternoon eavesdropping on Linson's private life. She went back four days, peeking in on private calls, business conversations, Hathor requests. Nothing seemed out of place. The young woman was having money problems, but nothing exciting -- just the sort of problems college girls always have. Her brother's wife was pregnant, and if it was a girl they were going to name it after her, and that tidbit had covered most of conversations for the time period. The company was doing well, but not quite well enough to keep a Junior Administrative Officer busy for eight hours a day. It was a quiet little life.

And then, all of a sudden, it was over. Nothing Katie could find made that any clearer. It all seemed surreal. Usually, once she had a murder victim, she could look in the database and find a big red arrow pointing at a suspect. Then, from there, she could follow the glowing lines between the murderer and the victim, seeing (usually from days out) the intersecting paths that would end in the victim's death. Tragic though it might be, there was an air of destiny about it all that made the crime almost mechanical.

A bug, certainly. A flaw in the system that had to be fixed. But not...random. Oh, sure, in the first moments after a murder it always seemed random, but Hathor had cleared all that up. Almost always, the crime was set in motion long, long before it actually occurred.

She stopped the playback, freezing Miss Linson in the middle of a call to her best friend from high school, who had just gotten a job at Disneyland and called to gloat about it. Katie shook her head. For no reason whatsoever, this girl was about to die.

Then she saw the clock on her desktop, after six already. Her day had burned up like a candle, listening to realtime audio streams. She put together a request to compile and transcribe the rest of the victim's voice audio for the previous week, then closed down her desktop and headed for the door. She could skim through that faster, anyway.

Katie stayed home Tuesday night and watched a movie, but she missed most of the details. Curled up on her love seat, she spent the whole evening scrolling through chat transcripts on her handheld. At a quarter past ten, she glanced up and realized the TV screen was black, had been for an hour. She shook her head with a chuckle, put away her handheld, and headed to bed.

An hour passed, her mind buzzing here and there, and finally she grabbed the headset from her nightstand and hooked it over her ear. "Hathor, connect me to Dad," she said. She left him a forty-minute message, laying out her day for him, bit by bit, and as she talked it through the pieces fell into place. She had to fight a yawn when she finally said, "Goodbye," and she fell asleep with the headset still on.

Wednesday she woke up early, dressed in her most authoritative outfit, and had a bowl of dry cereal before she started her day. Then she checked her watch and checked her schedule again. "Hathor, get me travel details to the supreme court in Brooklyn, now."

The long-familiar voice of Hathor said in her ear, "From home to Supreme Court, Brooklyn, New York, now, by private car will take two hours twenty-one minutes. Conditions are optimal. Weather in Brooklyn, New York--"

Katie shook her head, confused, and interrupted. "Hathor, stop. Details to my handheld." The voice fell silent while Katie darted over to her love seat and tossed aside throw pillows until she found her handheld. Her travel itinerary waited on the screen. She'd set it up last night, booking a seat on the train at eight o'clock. Now, the reservation showed as canceled, replaced by an order for a private car to pick her up at her apartment. She pulled up details on the reservation, and found it paid on the Bureau's account.

She rolled her eyes as her headset buzzed. Rick's voice boomed, "Pratt."

"Yeah," she said. "Connect him."

"Hey, kid," Rick said, and she could hear his grin. "Did you get my present?"

"You don't have to do that. The State of New York is happy to pay for my travel. The Chief just wanted me to express his gratitude to you for giving me the day off--"

"Oh, forget that," Rick said. "Due diligence and all, I checked on your court date. You didn't tell me it was one of those piss-ant confidence appeals. I hate that stuff. The whole Jurisprudence Project was set up to avoid exactly that sort of wasteful motion."

"Well, yeah--"

"So I amended your credentials on the court docket. You're testifying as a Federal Specialist now. Tell your chief he can keep his gratitude. Just show the defense attorney for the clown he is, would you?"

"Umm...thank you, sir?"

"Stop that," he said, a touch of his irritation still in his voice. "Call me Rick. Besides," he said after a moment, "Craig would've blocked access to half our services from public transport. If I put you in a private car, I can keep you on the clock."

"Ah ha," she said, laying on the sarcasm thick, for his sake. "Well thanks a lot, Rick." He chuckled, but she really was grateful for his forethought. Hours on a train with nothing to do would have killed her.

Rick said, "Gotta go. Luck in court. See you bright and early. Out." The line went dead before she could answer. She shook her head, wondering at her new boss's strange style.
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