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For Charles Thiesen
Who redlly, redly wanted meto cdl it "Cepitdizm

With money we will get men, Caesar said, and with men we will get money.
--Thomas Jefferson, 1784

...awise and frugal government, which shall restrain men frominjuring one another, which
shall leave them otherwise free to regulate their own pursuits of industry and improvement, and
shall not take from the mouth of labor the bread it has earned. Thisis the sum of good
government.

--Thomas Jefferson, 1801

Author's note

Therearealot of rea company names and trademarksin this book, most in Stuations you are unlikely
to see on the covers of any annual reports. That's because thisisanovel, and the things that happenin it
aren't true. This may seem obvious enough to you, but some people (whom we shall call "lawyers") get
very uptight when you describe |arge corporations masterminding murders. So let'sbe clear: thisisa
work of fiction. The actions depicted are not real nor based on rea events. Any resemblance to actual
peopleis coincidenta. And the use of real company and product namesisfor literary effect only and
definitely without permisson.

PART ONE

1 Nike

Hack first heard about Jennifer Government at the water-cooler. He was only there because the one
on hisfloor was out; Lega was going to come down on Nature's Springs like aton of shit, you could bet
on that. Hack was a Merchandise Digtribution Officer. This meant when Nike made up a bunch of
posters, or caps, or beach towels, Hack had to send them to the right place. Also, if someone called up
complaining about missing posters, or caps, or beach towds, Hack had to take the call. It wasn't as
exciting asit used to be.

"It'sa calamity,” aman at the watercooler said. "Four days away from launch and Jennifer
Government'sdl over my ass.”

"Jee-us," hiscompanion said. "That's gotta suck.”

"It meanswe have to movefast.” He looked at Hack, who wasfilling his cup. "Hi there."

Hack looked up. They were smiling at him asif hewas an equa -- but of course, Hack was on the
wrong floor. They didn't know hewasjust aMerc Officer. "Hi."



"Haven't seen you around before,” the calamity guy said. ™Y ou new?"

"No. | work in Merc."

"Oh." Hisnose wrinkled.

"Our cooler'sout,” Hack said. He turned away quickly.

"Hey, wait up," the suit said. "Y ou ever do any marketing work?"

"Uh," hesaid, not sureif thiswasajoke. "No."

The suitslooked at each other. The calamity guy shrugged. Then they stuck out their hands. "I'm
John Nike, GuerrillaMarketing Operative, New Products.”

"And I'm John Nike, GuerrillaMarketing Vice-President, New Products,” the other suit said.

"Hack Nike," Hack said, shaking.

"Hack, I'm empowered to make midrange labor-contracting decisions,” Vice-President John said.
"Y ou interested in somework?"

"Some..." Hefdt histhroat thicken. "Marketing work?'

"On acase-by-case basis, of course," the other John said.

Hack started to cry.

"There," aJohn said, handing him a handkerchief. "Y ou fed better?!

Hack nodded, shamed. "I'm sorry."

"Hey, don't worry about it," Vice-Presdent John said. "Career change can be very stressful. | read
that somewhere."

"Here's the paperwork." The other John handed him a pen and a sheaf of papers. Thefirst page said
CONTRACT TO PERFORM SERVICE, and the others were in type too small to read.

Hack hestated. ™Y ou want meto sign this now?"

"It's nothing to worry about. Just the usua noncompetes and nondisclosure agreements.”

"Yeah, but..." Companies were getting alot tougher on labor contracts these days, Hack had heard
stories. At Adidas, if you quit your job and your replacement wasn't as competent, they sued you for lost
profits.

"Hack, we need someone who can make snap decisions. A fast mover.”

"'Someone who can get things done. With aminimum of fucking around.”

"If that's not your style, well... let's forget we spoke. No harm done. Y ou stick to Merchandising.”
Vice-President John reached for the contract.

"l canggnit now," Hack said, tightening his grip.

"It'stotally up to you," the other John said. He took the chair beside Hack, crossed hislegs, and
rested his hands a the juncture, smiling. Both Johns had good smiles, Hack noticed. He guessed
everyone in marketing did. They had pretty smilar faces, too. "Just a the bottom there."

Hack signed.

"Also there," the other John said. "And on the next page... and one there. And there."

"Glad to have you on board, Hack." Vice-President John took the contract, opened a drawer, and
dropped it insde. "Now. What do you know about Nike Mercurys?*

Hack blinked. "They're our latest product. | haven't actually seen apair, but... | heard they're great."

The Johns smiled. "We started selling Mercurys six months ago. Y ou know how many pairsweve
shifted Sncethen?'

Hack shook his head. They cost thousands of dollarsapair, but that wouldn't stop people from
buying them. They were the hottest snegkersin theworld. "A million?"

"Two hundred.”

"Two hundred million”?'

"No. Two hundred pairs.”

"John here," the other John said, " pioneered the concept of marketing by refusing to sall any products.
It drivesthe market insane."

"And now it'stimeto cash in. On Friday we're gonnadump four hundred thousand pairs on the
market at two and ahdf grand each.”

"Which, since they cost us -- what wasit?'



"Eighty-five"

"Since they cost us elghty-five cents to manufacture, gives us agross margin of around one billion
dollars." Helooked at Vice-Presdent John. "It'sabrilliant campaign.”

"It'sredly just common sense,” John said. "But heresthe thing, Hack: if people redize every mall in
the country's got Mercurys, wéell lose all that prestige we've worked so hard to build. Am | right?”

"Yeah." Hack hoped he sounded confident. He didn't really understand marketing.

"So you know what were going to do?”

He shook his head.

"We're going to shoot them,” Vice-President John said. "Were going to kill anyone who buysapair.”

Silence. "What?' Hack said.

The other John said, "Wdll, not everyone, obvioudy. Wefigure we only have to plug... what did we
decide? Five?'

"Ten," Vice-Presdent John said. "To be safe”

"Right. We take out ten customers, make it look like ghetto kids, and we've got street cred coming
out our asses. | bet we shift our inventory within twenty-four hours."

"1 remember when you could aways rely on those little street kids to pop afew peoplefor the latest
Nikes," Vice-President John said. "Now people get mugged for Reeboks, for Adidas -- for generics, for
Chrigt's sake."

"The ghettos have no fashion sense anymore,” the other John said. "I swear, they'll wear anything.”

"It'sadisgrace. Anyway, Hack, | think you get the point. Thisisagroundbreaking campaign.”

"Tak about edgy," the other John said. "This defines edgy.”

"Um..." Hack said. He swallowed. "Isn't thiskind of ... illegdl 7"

"Hewantsto know if it'sillega,” the other John said, amused. "Y ou're afunny guy, Hack. Yes, it's
illegd, killing people without their consent, that's very illegd "

Vice-President John said, "But the question is: what doesit cost? Even if we get found out, we burn a
few million on legd fees, we get fined afew million more... bottom-line, we're fill way out in front."

Hack had aquestion he very much didn't want to ask. "So... this contract... what doesit say I'll do?!

The John beside him folded his hands. "Well, Hack, we've explained our business plan. What we
wantyoutodois.."

"Executeit," Vice-Presdent John said.

2 McDonald’s

Until she stood in front of them, Hayley didn't redlize how many of her classmateswere blond. It was
like abeach out there. Sheld missed the trend. Hayley would have to hotfoot it to a hairdresser after
school.

"When you're ready," the teacher said.

She looked at her note cards and took a breath. "Why | Love America, by Hayley McDonad's.
Americaisthe greatest group of countriesin the world because we have freedom. In countrieslike
France, where the Government isn't privatized, they still have to pay tax and do whatever the
Government says, which would redly suck. In USA countries, we respect individud rights and | et people
do whatever they want."

The teacher jotted something in hisfolder. McDona d's-sponsored schools were chesp like that: at
Peps schoals, everyone had notebook computers. Also their uniforms were much better. It was so hard
to be cool with the Golden Arches on your back.

"Before USA countries abolished tax, if you didn't have ajob, the Government took money from
working people and gaveit to you. So, like, the more useless you were, the more money you got.” No
response from her classmates. Even the teacher didn't smile. Hayley was surprised: she'd thought that one
was a crack-up.



"But now Americahasdl the best companies and al the money because everyone works and the
Government can't soend money on stupid things like advertising and € ections and making new laws.
They just stop people steding or hurting each other and everything elseistaken care of by the private
sector, which everyone knows is more efficient.” Shelooked at her notes. yep, that wasit. "Findly |
would like to say that Americaisthe greatest group of countriesin theworld and | am proud to liveinthe
Audrdian Teritoriesof the USA!"

A smattering of applause. It was the eighth talk this period: she guessed it was getting harder to work
up enthusiasm for capitalizm. Hayley headed for her segt.

"Hold it," the teacher said. "'l have questions.”

"Oh," Hayley sad.

"Arethere any positive aspectsto tax?"

She relaxed: agimme question. " Some people say tax is good because it gives money to people who
don't have any. But those people must belazy or stupid, so why should they get other people's money?
Obvioudy the answer isno.”

Theteacher blinked. He made anote. That must have been an impressive answer, Hayley thought.
"What about socid judtice?'

"What?'

"Isit fair that some people should be rich while others have nothing?*

She shifted from one foot to the other. She was just remembering: this teacher had athing about poor
people. He was dways bringing them up. "Um, yeah, it'sfair. Becauseif | study redly hard for atest and
get an A and Emily doesn't and fails' -- renewed interest from the class; Emily raised blond eyebrows --
"thenit'snot fair to take some of my marks and givethem to her, isit?'

The teacher frowned. Hayley fdlt aflash of panic. "Another thing, in non-USA countries they want
everyoneto be the same, so if your sister isborn blind, then they blind you, too, to make it even. But
how unfair isthat? | would much rather be an American than a European Union... person.” She gavethe
classabig smile. They clapped, much more enthusiagtically than before. She added hopefully, "Isthat
dl?'

"Y es. Thank you."

Relief! She started walking. A cute boy in the third row winked at her.

Theteacher said, "Although, Hayley, they don't redly blind peoplein non-USA countries.”

Hayley stopped. "Wdll, that'skind of hypocritica, isn't it?'

The class cheered. The teacher opened his mouth, then shut it. Hayley took her seet. Kick ass, she
thought. She had aced thistest.

3 The Police

Hack sat in traffic, biting his nails. This had not been agood day. He was beginning to think that
vigting the marketing floor for a cup of water was the worst mistake heldd ever made.

Heturned into aside Street and parked his Toyota. It rattled angrily and let loose a puff of black
smoke. Hack really needed anew car. Maybe if thisjob paid off, he could move out of St. Kilda. He
could get an gpartment with some space, maybe some naturd light--

He shook his head angrily. What was he thinking? He wasn't going to shoot anyone. Not even for a
better gpartment.

He climbed the stairs to the second floor and et himsdlf in. Violet was Sitting cross-legged on the
living-room floor with her notebook computer in her |ap. Violet was his girlfriend. She wasthe only
unemployed person he had ever met, not counting homeless people who asked him for money. Shewas
an entrepreneur. Violet was probably going to be rich one day: she was smart and determined.
Sometimes Hack wasn't sure why they were together.

He dropped his briefcase and shrugged off his jacket. The table was littered with bills. Hack hadn't



bargained very wdl in hislast performance evauation and it was redly biting him now. "Violet?'

"Mmm?'

"Canwetak?'

"Isit important?"

"Yes"

Shefrowned. Hack waited. Violet didn't like being disturbed during her work. She didn't like being
disturbed at al. She was short and thin and had long brown hair, which made her look much more fragile
than shewas. "What's up?'

He sat on the sofa. "I did something stupid.”

"Oh, Hack, not again."

Hack had missed a couple of turnoffs on the way home lately: last Tuesday held gotten himsdlf onto a
premium road and eaten through eleven dollarsin tolls before he found an exit. "No, something redlly
upid.”

"What happened?’

"Wédll, | got offered some work... some marketing work--"

"That's great! We could redlly use the extramoney."

"--and | signed a contract without reading it.”

Pause. "Oh," Violet said. "Wel, it might be okay--"

"It says| havetokill people. It's somekind of promotiona campaign. | haveto, um, kill ten people.”

For amoment she said nothing. He hoped she wasn't going to shout at him. "I'd better look at that
contract.”

He dropped his head.

"You don't have acopy?'

"No."

"Oh, Hack."

"I'm sorry."

Violet chewed her lip. "Wdl, you can't go through with it. The Government's not as pussy as people
think. They'd get you for sure. But then, you don't know what the penatiesin that contract are... | think
you should go to the Police.”

"Redly?'

"There's a station on Chapel Street. When are you meant to... do it?"

"Friday."

"Y ou should go. Right now."

"Okay. You'reright." He picked up hisjacket. "Thanks, Violet."

"Why does thiskind of thing aways happen to you, Hack?'

"l don't know," he said. He felt emotional. He shut the door carefully behind him.

The gtation was only afew blocks away, and asit cameinto view he began to fed hopeful. The
building waslit up in blue neon, with THE POLICE in enormous | etters and a swirling light above that. If
anyone could help him out of this Stuation, it would be someone who worked in aplacelikethis.

The doors did open and he walked up to the reception desk. A woman in uniform -- either areal cop
or areceptionist dressed in theme, Hack didn't know which -- smiled. Playing over the PA system was
the song from their TV ads, "Every Bregth Y ou Take."

"Good evening, how can | help you?'

"l have amatter I'd like to discuss with an officer, please.”

"May | ask the nature of your problem?’

"Um," he said. "I've been contracted to kill someone. Some people, actudly.”

The receptionist's eyebrows rose a fraction, then settled. Hack felt relieved. He didn't want to be
chastised by the receptionist. "Take aseat, Sir. An officer will beright with you."

Hack dropped into a soft blue chair and waited. A few minutes later, acop came out and stopped in
front of him. Hack rose.



"I'm Senior Sergeant Pearson Police," the man said. He shook Hack's hand firmly. He had a small,
trim mustache but otherwise looked pretty capable. "Please accompany me.”

Hack followed him down aplushly carpeted hallway to asmadl, profess ond-looking meeting room.
Onthe wall were pictures of cops escorting crimsout of buildings, in front of courthouses, and busting
protestor heads outside some corporate building. As Pearson took a seat, Hack caught a glimpse of
handcuffs and apistol.

"So what's your problem?’ He flipped open a notebook.

Hack told him the whole story. When he was done, Pearson was silent for along time. Finally Hack
couldn't take it anymore. "What do you think?"

Pearson pressed hisfingerstogether. "Wdll, | appreciate you coming forward with this. Y ou did the
right thing. Now let me take you through your options." He closed the notebook and put it to one side.
"First, you can go ahead with this Nike contract. Shoot some people. In that case, what wed do, if we
were retained by the Government or one of the victims representatives, is attempt to apprehend you."

"y es

"And we would apprehend you, Hack. We have an eighty-six percent success rate. With someone
like you, inexperienced, no backing, we'd have you within hours. So | strongly recommend you do not
carry out this contract.”

"l know," Hack said. "I should haveit read it, but--"

"Second, you can refuse to go through with it. That would expose you to whatever pendtiesarein
that contract. And I'm sure | don't need to tell you they could be harsh. Very harsh indeed.”

Hack nodded. He hoped Pearson wasn't finished.

"Herésyour aternative." Pearson leaned forward. ™Y ou subcontract the dayingsto us. Wefulfill your
contract, at avery competitive rate. Asyou probably know from our advertisements, your identity is
totally protected. If the Government comes after us, it's not your problem.”

Hack said, "That's my only dternative?'

"Wadll, if you had a copy of the contract, I'd tell you to go talk to our Legd branch. But you don't, do
you?"
"Um, no." He hesitated. "How much would it beto..."

Pearson blew out his cheeks. "Depends. Y ou don't need specific individuals done, right? Just people
who buy these Mercury shoes."

v

"Well, that's cheaper. We can make sure we don't take out anyone with means. For, you know,
retribution. And you need ten capped, so there's abulk discount. We could do thisfor, say, one-fifty."

"One-fifty what?"

"Grand," Pearson said. "One-fifty grand, Hack, what do you think?"

Hefdt despair. "I'm aMerc Officer, | earn thirty-three ayear--"

"Come on, now," Pearson said, looking pained. "Don't start that.”

"I'm sorry." Hisvision blurred. Twicein one day! Hewasfaling apart.

"L ook, find offer: one-thirty. Y ou can go talk to the NRA but you won't get better than that, |
promise. Now do we have aded?"

"Yes," Hack said. Hewiped angrily at hisface as Pearson began to draw up the contract.

4 Mitsui

Theadarm clock said: "--and rumors of strong profits. Microsoft tumbled to twenty-two after the
company announced shipping delays would..."

Buy couldn't bresthe. His chest ached. He thought: 1'm having a heart attack! Then he remembered.
No. Not a heart attack.

He staggered into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. Hisface stared back at him. 1t didn't ook



impressed. He said, "I am agreat person. Today isagreat day.”
Taped to acorner of the mirror was a piece of paper. It said:

| AM A GREAT PERSON  TODAY ISA GREAT DAY EVERY OBSTACLEIS
AN OPPORTUNITY

It was Monday, October 27, and therefore the fifth-last working day of Mitsui Corporation's financia
year. Buy was an Account Manager, Competitive Accounts Group, Southern Region, which meant he
was a stockbroker, which meant he was a sdesman. He had a $4.2 million quota. That hadn't looked
like a problem after an outstanding first quarter and a solid Q2, but in Q3 they'd reorganized some
accounts away from him, and Q4 had been terrible, a catasirophe. Buy had five daysto find haf a
million dollars

He showered and padded out to the living room. His apartment looked over the ExxonMobil
Botanica Gardens and beyond that the city of Mebourne, USA (Audtrdia). It was alittle after six, and
the office towers were flaring orange in the dawn sun. The sky was asolid blue expanse. Buy had
stopped seeing it in Q3.

He ate toast and washed it down with juice. He dressed and caught the elevator to the parking lot,
where his Jeep was waiting for him. Jeeps were one of the safest vehicles on the road, Buy had read;
safefor peoplein the Jeep, anyway. He roared out onto the street.

The chegp roads were clogged, even at six-thirty, but he was only four blocks from apremium
Bechtedl freeway and that was eight lanes, two dollarsamile, and no speed limit. He sped past office
buildings and factories with the needle on 95 mph.

He pulled into the Mitsui parking lot and caught the eevator to the sixth-floor cube farm. Brokers
didn't get proper offices, or even walls above shoulder height, at least not in Competitive Accounts. In his
first year here, Buy had been grateful for that, because it was so easy to turn to a coworker for help.
Now it annoyed him, for the same reason.

Hamish, who ran the night shift from Buy's desk, was pulling off his headphones. "Hey, Buy."

"Hey." Hamish looked relaxed and happy. Buy felt aflash of jedousy. "How's the market?'

"Even jJumpier than you. Takeit easy, buddy. You'll get there.”

"Yeah, | know." Hetried to sound sincere. Hamish patted him on the back and Ieft for what was no
doubt aday of lying on the sofawatching football, or activities equally casua and stress-free. Hamish had
made quota Sx weeks ago, and Buy was finding it harder and harder to not hate him.

Buy did into the seat, plugged in histelephone headset, and dided. Taped to his cubiclewall wasa
note held written in Q1.

| SUCCESS=500CALLSPERDAY |

He stared at it while his client's phone rang. Buy was starting to think that successwasabig
crapshoot.

In France, he wouldn't bein aposition like this. Of course, in France he wouldn't have received last
year's paycheck of $347,000, either. That waswhy he'd left: the EU was a socialist morass, with taxes
and unemployment and public everything. Until recently, Buy had thought that moving to aUSA country
was the best move held ever made, with the possible exception of changing his name from Jean-Paul.

"You've reached Michael Microsoft, Project Manager Business Solutions Division. Leave a
message and I'll get back to you."

Buy started rambling about market indicators pointing to increasing volatility, clicking through his
e-mail at the sametime. There was a message from afriend who now worked for US Alliance, one of
the big customer loyalty programs.

Buy--
A priest and a stockbroker meet at the Pearly Gates. Saint Peter



gives the broker a golden harp and silk robes and lets him into
Heaven. Then he gives the priest a rusty trumpet and some old rags.
The priest says, "Hey, how come the stockbroker gets the harp and
robes?" And Saint Peter says, "Because while you preached, people
slept -- but his clients, now, they prayed.”

--Sami.

P.S. We just passed 200 million subscribers at US Alliance and
are about to sign on the NRA (still hush-hush). But | guess that's not
as exciting as making monkey trades for Mitsui, huh?

Buy looked at hiswatch. It was noon in L.A. He hung up on Michael Microsoft's voice mail and
dided.

"Sami UA."

"Areyou serious about NRA?'

"Buy! How you doing?'

"Y ou don't want to know."

"Yeah, I'm very serious. Y ou have no ideahow fast things are moving here.”

"Y ou know what will happen to NRA's stock priceif they sign with US Alliance?!

"Geg, | don't know, Buy. I'm not a stockbroker anymore.”

Hefdt arush of gratitude. "Thank you, Sami."

"Wait. Y ou can't use thisinformation. It's company confidential.”

Buy paused. "Areyou--"

"Comeon,” Sami said. "You know | haveto say that. Y ou've had arough year, right? Maybe things
will turn around for you." He hung up.

For asecond, Buy fdlt paralyzed. There were too many things he needed to do at once. Fifteen years
ago, thiswould have been insider trading, but that quaint concept had disappeared a decade or two ago
when so many brokerswere doing it that it wasimpossibleto jail them dl. Now it was called smart
trading.

He tucked the phone under his ear, hit SPEED DIAL 1, and Started tapping out an e-mail.

"Jason Mutua Unity."

Buy said, "I'm calling because you're my best client. | have some information that's going to make alot
of peoplealot of money and | want you to be one of them." At the sametime, he tapped out:

IF YOU WANT TO RIDE A WAVE CALL ME RIGHT NOW

He dragged hisentire client list into the addressfield and hit SEND.

"Buy, | just stepped out of the shower."

"Tdl meyouvegot liquid."

"What am |, aday-trader? Which company?'

"Nationd Rifle Association.”

"The NRA? Arethey even listed?

"Jason," Buy said, "everyone'slisted.”

"l don't know... I'd have to sdll out of another position. Look, tell you what, leave it with me--"

"Therésnotime. Y ou know how thisworks. Thefirst fish to take abite will stir up the sharks."

"I'm sorry, Buy. We don't operate like this."

He heard himself say: "I'll forfeit the commisson.”

"What?'

"If the stock doesn't rise, I'll eat the commission.” He swallowed. He was pretty sure he wasn't
allowed to do that. He was pretty surethat if the NRA ticker pricefdl, Mitsui would both fire and sue
him. "Give me at least twenty million and I'll take no commission unless you make money."

"Areyou serious?’

The commission on twenty million dollars was four hundred thousand. He thought, October 27,



October 27. "Very serious.”
"Widll, fuck," Jason said. "Y ou've got yourself adedl, buddy.”
"Thank you," Buy said. He closed hiseyes. His chest till hurt.

5 Wal-Mart

"| found your presentationsto be uniformly disappointing,” the teacher said. He was|eaning againg his
desk, armsfolded. Every time he turned his head, his glasses reflected sunlight at Hayley, asif he was
shooting rays of disgpprovd. "l recommend that you al improvetheleve of your critica thinking."

He began walking between aides, dropping papers onto desks. Hayley saw a D, and an F; alittleguy
with glasses got a C-. She exhded. Thiswas not going to be good.

She heard whispering behind her and turned. Three girls were huddled together. When they saw
Hayley looking, they closed tighter.

A paper landed on her desk. There was alot of red pen, with words like superficial. At the bottom:
F.

Hayley raised her hand. "Why do | get an F for saying capitdizm is good when that's what everyone
else saystoo? It's not fair.”

"Hayley, what's not fair isthat our society rewards sdfishness. That's not far.”

So move to China, Hayley thought. ™Y ou should know I'll be chdlenging thisgrade." The
McDonad's curriculum panel wouldn't |et this crap stand, you could bet your ass.

"I don't think it'sfair, either,” aboy to Hayley'sleft said. "My parents say you have to understand how
capitalizm worksto get ahead. That self-interest isa good thing. Shouldn't you be preparing usfor the
red world?'

"Mercurys," one of thewhispering girlssaid.

Hayley turned around again. "What did you say about Mercurys?’

They looked at her, their faces guarded. "The Nike Town at the mall is getting in some Mercurys.”

Hayley's jaw dropped. "Areyou serious?'

"Thanksto self-interest,” the teacher said, "it'slegal to let aperson starve to degth in the street while
you drive past in your Mercedes. Isthat fair?'

"We heard five pairs.”

"No way! When?' Hayley gripped the desk. "When are they getting the Mercurys?’

"Tonight. Sx-thirty." Thegirl glanced at her friends. "Want to meet usthere?'

"Oh, yeah!" Shefdt faint and sick dl at once. Mercuryswere two and a haf thousand dollars, and
Hayley didn't have that much, but she could borrow: there were ATMs at the madll. It would betotaly
worth it; Mercurysweren't just cool shoes; they were an investment. She could sell them tomorrow for
twice what she bought them for, maybe more. What if -- what if she could get two pairs?

"It'svery disappointing,” the teacher said, "that none of you can see past Smple consumerism. Very
disgppointing.”

Mercurys, Hayley thought. Oh my God.

6 NRA

Billy Bechtel built tanks. Big ones. They had caterpillar treads and cannons on the front and swiveling
machine guns, they were fucking impressive, was what they were. When anyone asked what Billy did for
aliving, hesaid, "Y ou know the Bechtel military yards, outsde Abilene? | work there," and watched their
eyebrows jump. It got so Billy started wishing hisjob was as cool asit sounded.

Billy'sjob wasto check stedl plates to make sure they weren't buckled. How it worked was aforklift
came and dumped aload of platesin hisarea, then Billy checked them with ameta ruler, then another



forklift came and carted them away. If he found any warped ones, they went in a separate pile, and when
Billy showed up for work the next day, they were gone. Most of the guys on the Bechtdl siteworked in
teams, but Billy was stuck on hisown. It was driving him nuts.

After he'd been there afew months, he let a plate with a pucker at the edge go through, just to see
what would happen, but nothing did. Someone was now driving around atank that leaked when it rained,
he guessed. After that he let aplate go through that was almost bent in half, and aguy from welding came
andyeled a him.

Hetook up smoking so he could hang around with some of the other workers, and that's where he
met the shooters. There were ten or twelve of them, and they met after day shift three times aweek.

"Y ou should come dong," one of them told Billy, looking him up and down. Billy was young and blond
and worked out alot. "Y ou'll have fun.”

So Billy went, and it was fun. He a so discovered he was a good shot. He had done some hunting as
akid growing up on afarm, but then his dad died and his mom moved them to Dallas and there hadn't
been much cdl for shooting after that. Until now, where on the back blocks of the Bechtel Military
Abilene gite, Billy earned the respect and admiration of his coworkers by clocking torso-shaped targets
from farther out than anyone e se. Things were good then. Sometimes even the forklift drivers stopped to
tak tohim.

Then came the bad news. The foreman gathered them al in Hangar One, among the scaffolding and
half-assembled tanks, and aguy from Head Office, some guy in asuit, said, "Unfortunately, dueto cost
pressures...” Then therewasalot of stuff about competition and efficiencies and how painful it wasfor
management to make tough decisions. But what it came down to, the workers agreed afterward, was:
You can all fuck off now. Billy wasout of ajob.

They gathered out front and stood around uncertainly. They bitched about management and
wondered what they would do now; some of them talked bitterly about the days when there were unions,
when shit like thiswasn't tolerated. One of the shooters clapped Billy on the shoulder and said, "What
about you, champ? What are you going to do?"'

" think I'm gonna.go away somewhere," Billy said, surprising himsdlf. True, he had enough saved up
for aworking holiday, and he had aways wanted to travel outside of Texas, but that was along-term
god, of the sort he'd never expected to actudly accomplish. This shooting thing had redlly developed his
self-confidence. "'l dways wanted to go skiing, you know? Maybe I'll go somewhere and learn how to
«i."

The man roared with laughter. "Hey, get thid Billy the Kid isgoing skiing!"

The men around him erupted. Hands clapped him on the back. "Good on ya, Billy!" someone said,
and someone dse sad, "We should dl go fuckin' skiing!" They thought it wasterrific, Billy redized: they
thought he was sticking it to Bechtel management. For acongtruction worker in Abilene, Texas, skiing
was about as exotic as you could get. It waslike going to Disneyland.

"That'sthe way, Billy the Kid," theman said. "Y ou learn to ski."

He thought he'd go to Sweden, because of the ski bunnies. He imagined days of riding steep white
dopes by day, and gentle white curves at night. But the travel agent told him it wasimpossible to work
there: Sweden was anon-USA country. Billy couldn't believeit. He didn't even think countries like that
existed anymore. "Oh, sure," the agent said, who was agirl Billy had dated in high school. She il
chewed gum. "There are plenty. Mostly places you don't wannago, of course.”

"So wherecan | go?'

"How about Singapore? Singapore'srea nice. | can get you agrest price on--"

"Not Singapore,” Billy said. He was pretty sure thistravel agency had some kind of dedl with
Singapore; they tried to talk everyoneinto visiting. "I need somewhere with mountains. | want to go
iing."

"Skiing?' Her eyeswidened.

"Yegh"

"Wow. Okay, then." She poked at her computer. "Well, there's Alaska, that's right up north. And



Canada, of course.”

Billy was hoping for something more exatic. "Anything farther avay?'

"Okay, lemme see here." Billy waited while she flicked through screens. ™'Y ou wanna go to New
Zedand?'

"Where?' Billy said.

But heliked New Zedand, heredly did. At first he was apprehensive: it was so far away, tucked
down in the bottom of the world like something Australia coughed up. But he landed in Auckland Airport
and the people spoke American and there were McDonald's and Coca-Cola machines everywhere and
hefdt rdieved: it wasaUSA country, after dl. He was feeling good when he asked the hotel concierge
about the best placesto ski, and then the guy laughed so hard he had to sit down. " Ski season?’ he said.
"Buddy, you'retoo late. It's spring.”

"What are you taking about?"

"Comeon," the concierge said. "Y ou know the Southern Hemi sphere has backward seasons, right?”

"You're shitting me," Billy said, but the concierge wasn': the concierge wastelling the truth. He
couldn't believeit. Spring in October! Who would have thought?

Hoping to catch the last vestiges of snow, he caught aferry to New Zedland's South Idand and abus
down to Invercargill, where it was freezing al year round. On the bus he met some backpackers from
Massachusetts. They wanted to go somewhere excatic, they told Billy; they wanted something different.
"Weve done Laos, Thailand, everything," one of the girls said. ™Y ou know thefirgt thing we saw when
we got off the boat at Ko Phangan? A Starbucks.” Shelooked disgusted. "Everything's Americanized.
We should have stayed home."

"Yeah, right,” Billy said, although he didn't see what was wrong with being able to get good coffeein
Thailand. The girl was pretty cute. "I'm herefor the skiing. We could get a package together, maybe--"

"Skiing, uh-uh," the other girl said. "No sanitized experiences, thank you.” She wasn't o cute.

He disembarked donein Invercargill and waked the main street looking for achegp hotel. But first he
came across an NRA office: asquat, professond-looking building with National Rifle Association Ltd
embossed in black letters on gray. Helooked at it for awhile. Then he went in. He was browsing the
bulletin board for loca shooting ranges when the receptionist said, "Would you like to join the loca
chapter, Sr?'

Billy looked at her. She was young and blond, wearing ablue sweater. It fitted her very nicdly.

"If you're going to be staying in town." She smiled. Crumpled on the desk beside her was aski parka

"I'm staying,” Billy said.

Hewas on an NRA shooting range east of Invercargill when they approached him. There were two of
them, both wearing blue suits. Neither of them seemed to be carrying guns. Billy nodded at them ashe
reloaded hisrifle. Hed bought it at member discount prices: a Colt M4A 1 carbine, deek and heavy,
thirty roundsto aclip.

"Nice shooting," one of the men said, smiling. He had a detectable accent, which was rare: most New
Zedandersjust sounded asif they were from Cdifornia. His hair was dicked back. Both men were
wearing sunglasses.

"Thanks." He dotted the next clip in. ™Y ou guys shooters?!

The man glanced at his companion. "Y eah, you could say that. Y ou're Billy Bechtd, right? Y ou're
new here?'

"Yep." Hefired. A stuffed dummy ahundred meters away spat a puff of feathersfrom its head.

"Funny, | didn't know Bechtel had anything going on down here.”

Billy looked at him. The truth was he wasn't Billy Bechtdl anymore, of course: he wasjust Billy,
unemployed wanderer. But it was too embarrassing to announce yourself without asurname. People
thought you were abum. "I'm on vacation."

"Right. Seeing the Sghts, en? Getting to know afew of the locas?"

He wondered if they knew he'd dated the NRA receptionist. They'd gotten alittle hot and heavy last



night in her car. Maybe one of these guyswas her father. He tightened hisgrip on therifle.

"Wadll, Billy, weld like you to work for us."

"Uh-huh. And who areyou?"'

"The NRA," the man said, and smiled broadly. He was creeping Billy out alittle. Y ou'd be surprised
what we're doing these days, Billy, you redlly would. The NRA isn't just about pamphlets and gun shows
anymore.”

"We need men like you," the second guy said. "Men just like you. And we pay well."

"Y eah? For what?'

The man turned and |ooked out at the target. Billy could see the dummy reflected in his sunglasses.
"That's some nice shooting, dl right. That'sredly nice shooting."

7 Mercedes-Benz

"Woo!" abroker said, doshing champagne on hisarm. " Shit! Sorry, Buy."

"That's okay."

"Comeon, loosen up." Shetook hisarm. "They'll gpprove your trades. I'm sure they will."

Buy was sitting on one of the desks, histie dung. He had averaged four hours deep for the last five
days. Around him, brokers drank and laughed and shook hands. It was 6:15 P.M., Friday, October 31.
Thefinancid year was officidly over. "l amloose.”

"Leave him aone," Cameron said, putting a hand on Buy's shoulder. Cameron was the floor manager,
and hewould be sacking Buy in afew minutes, Buy suspected. "The guy's put in aheroic week."

"Whll, the suspenseisfucking killing me," the woman said. "When do wefind out if they're canning
him?'

"I'm expecting--"

"Don't say you're expecting the cal any minute.”

"Lisa" Cameron said. "Assoon as| know, I'll announceit.”

"Well, | think you did the right thing, Buy. That was agutsy move, promising to eat the commission if
the stock fell. Really gutsy.” Shelooped her arm through his. "A few of us are hitting the bars tonight.
Want to come? | think you should.”

"l just want to go to bed. But thanks."

"Okay." Shetook her arm back. " See you Monday, | hope.”

When sheléeft, Buy said, "Am | fired?"

Cameron considered. "Depends whether they want to make an example out of you more than they
want to book your trades.”

"Maybethey'll only disdlow Mutud Unity," Buy said. "Just enough to push me under quota.”

"Buy, we don't fire everyone who misses quota.”

"Who missed quota but wasn't fired?"

"I'm saying theoretically,” Cameron said. "It's not automatic, iswhat | mean.”

"Oh," Buy sad.

"Cameron? Call from Head Office."

Everyone stopped talking. "Thank you," Cameron said. His office was up some stairs and
glass-encased, S0 he could look over the trading floor. Everyone watched him ascend.

"Well," Buy said. "It's been fun working with you." Hefdlt giddy.

There was aknock on glass. He looked up. Cameron had his phone tucked under his ear. He gave
Buy athumbs-up.

Hefdt himsdlf go faint. People surrounded him, dgpping him on the back and shouting. Relief rushed
through him like aphysica thing and then he couldn't stop laughing.

All he wanted to do was deep, but halfway home the Chadstone Wal-Mart mall called out to him. He



deserved something to celebrate after today, didn't he? He deserved something redly expensive. Buy
turned the whesd!.

Insdethe mall, hefound abank of ATMsingtdled at the base of a series of mezzaninefloors, like
peons gathered to stare up at aglass sky. A Mercedes-Benz dealer was conducting araffle in the center,
and Buy looked at the cars with interest. He had two cars dready, but his Saab was no longer
current-year. Maybe he deserved anew car.

A dark-haired schoolgirl wastaking forever at the terminal. He peered over her shoulder. She was
getting out aloan. He sighed.

Thegirl glanced at him. "'l can't get it to work." With alarm, Buy saw tearsforming in her eyes. "I've
been trying -- | really need--"

"Maybe you should try adifferent machine.”

"None of them will loanto me!”

"How much do you need?'

"Fivethousand dollars”

"Oh." He smiled sympatheticaly.

She stood there amoment. Buy thought she might be about to scream. Then she walked away.

He stepped up to the machine and inserted his card. His current balance was alittle over ahundred
thousand. On impulse, helooked after the girl. She was pushing through shoppers, heading for the exit.

He pulled out five thousand: fifty hundred-dollar bills. Then he hurried fter the girl. "Hey!" Shedidn't
turn until he put ahand on her shoulder. "Hey. Here."

"What?'

"It'sapresent.” Her eyeswidened, staring at the cash. Buy felt eated, better than he had in months.
"Go on, takeit. Get yoursdf something nice.”

Her hand crept up and wrapped around the notes. "Why -- why would you do that?"

"I'm celebrating.”

"Thank you so much! Oh my God, thank you so much!”

"What's your name?"

"Hayley! I'm Hayley McDondd'sl"

"I'm Buy," hesad. "Havefun."

8 Violet Enterprises

Hack was jumpy as hdll tonight, and he was driving Violet nuts. She was working sixteen-hour days
to finish her software, and with two days to deadline she didn't have timeto talk him out of histree again.
Therewasalot riding on this: it was her big chance. Three months of coding based on ayear'sworth of
research and an idea so brilliant it had stopped her dead in the street one day; she couldn't throw that
away to deal with Hack's latest drama.

Hack started tapping hisfoot, jiggling her laptop. "Hack. Please.”

"I'm sorry." Helooked a her plaintively.

"It's not your problem, Hack."

"I'mkilling somebody," he whispered.

"You'renot. You just passed on ajob. It's got nothing to do with you.”

He started jiggling hisfoot again.

"Have adrink," Violet said. "Go down to the supermarket, buy some drugs.”

"l don't want to."

"Then do something ese! | don't havetimefor thigl"

Helooked at her screen. She resisted the urge to snap the lid shut. Y ou working on your program?”

"Y es. The security software.” Thiswasn't Strictly accurate, but it was less complicated than the truth,
whichwas: the virus. Nontechnica people had trouble gppreciating Violet'svison.



"Need any hep?’

"No." Sheforced hersdlf to say: "Thanks."

"Okay." He waked over to the window and looked up at the sky. Violet went back to her code. She
wasamogt logt init when he said, "I hopeit'sno onenice.

"I'm sureit's not, Hack," she said, not really paying attention.

9 Government

She was wearing along coat, to hide what was undernesth. Her hair was tucked into a shawl. She
wore dark sunglasses, athough they couldn't conceal the barcode tattoo beneath her |eft eye. But she
didn't mind that. It madeit harder for peopleto tell what shewas.

The Chadstone Wal-Mart mall was six storiesin places, and mezzanine-style all the way down. The
Nike Town was on the fourth level. She glanced down as she stepped off the escdlator. On the ground
floor, shoppers flowed around two gleaming Mercedes automobiles.,

There was dready a crush around the Nike Town, made up of maybe four dozen teenagers, most in
school uniforms. The store had its shutter down, but abad man in asuit was talking through it. He waved
hisarms excitedly. The kids rattled the shutter in response. The doorsto the Nike Town had long, meta
swooshes as handles, she saw, tapering to a point: they looked pretty dangerous. She hoped none of
these teenagers were going to impale themselves.

TherewasaBarnes & Noble afew stores down with a nice reflective window, so she stood in front
of it. For twenty minutes, she saw no onelikely to be her target. At one point she caught herself reading
the jackets of the booksin the window, and jerked her eyes away. Possibly the book of the year, the
jacket had said, which she found unlikely. Thiswas Barnes & Noble's Non-Best-Selling Authors floor.

After thirty-five minutes, she saw ayoung man in camouflage pants. He was on the Side opposite to
the Nike Town, across the gap, leaning on the guardrail. He lit acigarette. From the bulge in his jacket,
he was carrying agun in ashoulder holster. There wasthirty feet of air between him and the Nike Town,
which would protect him from the crowd, and an emergency exit directly behind him. There was no
doubt. Thiswas her target.

The kids had been chanting for five minutes -- O-PEN, O-PEN, O-PEN -- but now they started
ghrieking, amost screaming. Girlswaved rolls of money, jumping in excitement. Then the Nike Town
shutter clattered upward and the noise turned into a cacophony. The teenagers ssampeded: she saw a
boy go down, crying out. She turned and began walking quietly toward the store, glancing at the target.
He was sraightening, tossing aside his cigarette.

" Sold!" aman shouted. In the Nike Town, four girls wearing McDonad's school uniformswere
screaming with delight, holding abox of Mercurys -- no, four boxes. And there were more: the shelves
were lined with them. Her information had been wrong. This store had more than five pairs. It had
dozens.

The girlsforced their way out of the store, talking excitedly. The target dipped ahand in hisjacket.

"l can't believe it! | can't believe we each got apair!”

"We should get more -- we should go back in--"

The girls squeezed past her. She kept gtill, unable to move until the target did. The last girl, the one
with dark hair, moved directly in front of her. She could smell the girl's perfume.

A man in the crowd pressed agun to the back of the girl's neck.

Her ingtinctive reaction -- the emotion that burst across her brain first -- was disappointment. WWrong
one, | targeted the wrong one. Then the gun fired, sharp and loud. The girl went down. The crowd
screamed and flinched like asingle animd. The assassin was amuscular young man in ablack T-shirt. He
was five feet away from her, and their eyes met.

"They're killing people for their Mercurys!" someone shouted, and the crowd surged. The n
broke for the Barnes & Noble.



She threw off her coat and hefted the machine gun concedled indgdeit. It wasaVektor SS77: heavy
and awkward, but capable of nine hundred rounds aminute. Four stepsto her right took her out of the
crowd. She dropped to her knee and squeezed the trigger.

He zagged asif held known it was coming, and she blew out the Barnes & Naoble window,
disntegrating novels. Shetracked him as quickly as she was able to with the Vektor shuddering against
her shoulder, and tore up the floor in thick plaster chunks. The n dived through the Toys"R" Us
window.

She dropped the Vektor and broke out her two .45s. He was scrambling for hisfooting among the
display of life-szed Barbie dolls;, she wasn't fortunate enough for him to have cut histhroat on the plate
glass, it seemed. She squeezed the triggers, letting the pistols go fully automeatic. The arm of a Doctor
Barbie exploded; she tore a Prom Queen Barbie in half. The assassin rolled and vanished into the store.

She pulled off her glasses and shawl and ran. Thiswas not good: she was not going to be able to
chase down muscular young men in T-shirts, not with the amount of body armor she was wearing. She
ran anywey.

The n had reached the in-store escalators. There were shoppers everywhere, staring at her. "
Out of the way!" she shouted. "Get down!”

They scattered, and she dived for the escalator, landing on her somach and diding, leading with her
45s. There was aman at the bottom, looking up, and she dmost put him down before recognizing he
wasn't the target. She regained her feet and looked around. Toys"R" Uswas like abowling dley, nothing
but endless aides. "Which way? Wheréd he go?*

He pointed at the nearest aide. Sheran, but it was empty. Fluorescent-lit racks of Star Wars
characters stood mutely. She moved to the next aide, then the next.

It was quiet. No panting, no running, no shrieking shoppers. This meant the n had gone netive,
trying to blend in with the crowd. Sheran for the exit.

A checkout boy saw her guns and hollered. She jumped the turnstile and kept running. A crowd had
gathered at therailing to stare up at the Nike Town on level four. And aman waswaking briskly toward
the centra escalators, awell-built young man in ablack T-shirt.

She pushed through the crowd to the edge of the mezzanine and clambered up onto therailing. When
she could see him clearly, she baanced hersdf with her legs and shouted: "Freeze!" Her voice echoed.
"Thisisthe Government!"

Heturned. It wasthe n. Lessthan two feet in front of him, the escaator churned. He looked at
it, then at her.

"Don't movel"

Heraised his hands.

Thank Christ, shethought. She gestured with apistol, and he stepped away from the escalator. She
glanced down to seeif it was clear for her to jump down from therailing.

Thething was: she should have seen it coming. She had identified him from the beginning, when she
saw hisreflection in the window of Barnes & Noble. She should have redlized there were two of them.

He was maybe twenty feet away. He had a pistol pointed at her. There was nothing she could do.

Hefired, and it was like being hit by acar. Her feet went out from under her. Asshefdl, the
fluorescent lights twisted and swirled above her. She had timeto think: The lights look like angels. Then
shelanded on the roof of aMercedes, catching the car with her spine. Itswindshield blew out. The car
rocked wildly. She blinked. She could till blink.

After awhile, some faces appeared above her. "Get her down,” someone said, and someone else
said, "No, don't move her."

"Honey?' awoman said. "I'll cal help for you. What's your name?"

"Government.” Her tongue felt like a bloated, broken sausage. All she could taste was blood.
"Jennifer Government.”



10 American Express

Buy hadn't meant to hang around. He was happy with himself; now he was going to go home and
deep. But he hesitated at one of the Mercedes, attracting the attention of the dedler and becoming
ensnared in asades pitch, and so was still there to hear the shots.

He dropped to a crouch, aware that everyone around him was doing the same, and craned his neck
upward. Gunfire broke out again: an automatic weapon. He heard screaming, glass breaking.

Buy and the dedler crawled toward the cars, seeking cover. The mall fell silent. It was eerie, SO many
people being so quiet. Then after aminute they started to emerge. Buy got to hisfeet.

The dedler wrung his hands. "Excitement.”

"| think I'm going to take alook," Buy said.

"Y ou should leave it to mall security,” the deder said.

"l know first aid." Not many people did; there was too much risk of being sued. Buy caught the
escalator up. On the fourth floor, there were alot of teenagers standing around, dazed; some were
cowering insde shops. Glass sparkled outside the Barnes & Noble and aline of jagged holesin the floor
marked a path toward Toys"R" Us. On the ground outside the Nike Town, a girl was bleeding to degth.
Hesad, "Hayley?'

Her neck was exposed. Heran to her, tore off hisjacket, and tried to staunch the flow of blood. Her
eyesrolled. "Someone call an ambulance!" he roared. " Does someone have--"

"I have acdlphone," akid said, handing it to him. Buy dided 911 and tucked it under hisear. Hayley
waslooking a him; he realized she wanted him to take her hand. He squeezed it tightly.

"Nine-eleven Emergency, how can | help you?"

"I need an ambulance. Quickly, agirl has been shot at the Chadstone Wal-Mart mall."

"Certainly, dr. Can you tel methegirl's name?’

"Hayley. Hayley something. Please, come straight away."

"Sir, | need to know if thevictim is part of our register,” the operator said. "If she'sone of our clients,
well be there within afew minutes. Otherwise I'm happy to recommend--"

"I need an ambulance!™ he shouted, and it was only when water splashed on his hand that he realized
he had started to cry. "I'll pay for it, | don't care, just come!”

"Do you have acredit card, Sir?"

"Yes! Send someone now!"

"Assoon as| confirm your ability to pay, Sr. Thiswill only take afew seconds.”

Helooked at the faces around him. " Someone help her. Help her!” The kid who had loaned Buy his
cdlular knelt down and held the jacket over the wound. A girl began stroking Hayley's hair. Buy dragged
hiswallet out from his back pocket and retrieved his credit card. Hayley's eyes were fixed on him. |
promise, hetold her. | promise. "I have American Express--"

"That'sfine, gr. Could you read your card number to me, please?’

"Nine seven onefour, oh three--"

Two shots rang out from somewhere below them, close. The people around him shrieked and fled;
only the kid stayed, crouching lower.

"--gX SX--"

People were screaming. Something hit the ground -- or one of the Mercedes? -- with a deafening
boom.

"Sir? Areyou there?| didn't catch the number, sir.”

"Nine seven--"

Thekid put hishand over Buy's. "Migter... | don't think it matters.”

Hayley was no longer looking at him. Her eyes were turned upward, at the Nike Town sign, at the
fluorescent lights. Her face was white.

"Oh, no," Buy said. "No, please.

"Sir?" the operator said. "Can you please repeat your credit card number for me, sir? Sir? Areyou



there? Sr? Sir?"

PART TWO

11 Hack

They came for him a eleven o'clock the following night. Hack wasin front of the televison. He had
AOL TimeWarner, 182 channels, and four including CNN-A were running nonstop on the Mercury
killings. He sat on the floor, wrapped in a blanket, and flicked from one channel to another. Hed been
doing it for thirty hours.

That's one theory, Mary. But one thing's for sure: there are fourteen confirmed dead, and
nobody's--

Some Nike Town stores are now closed, but many remain open, despite the obvious risk. With
demand for Mercurys running at fever pitch--

The words flowed around him. He couldn't hear anything except the number fourteen.

The security buzzer sounded, artling him. He got up and walked to the kitchen. "Hello?"

"It's John. Can | come up?'

"Who?'

He heard laughter. "He said, 'Who'?" John said. "Come on, Hack, don't mess with us. Thisisashitty
neighborhood."

Hack froze. "John Nike?'

"Y ou subcontracted, didn't you, Hack? Y ou passed on the job. | guess we didn't make ourselves
clear. And that'sredlly our fault. I blame mysdlf, and John here, he fedlsterrible. Don't you, John?”

A second voice. "Let'stak about it, Hack. Open the door."

"Thisisnt agood time."

There was a pause. Then, much clearer: "Hack, you little shit, open the door ."

He pushed the security button and heard it sound downgtairs. He took a step away from the intercom
and gtared at it. He hoped he wasn't making another big mistake.

When the Johns knocked on hisfront door, he unlocked it with trembling fingers. The door swung
open. The sudden light from the hallway dazzled him. He shielded hiseyesand lost hisgrip onthe
blanket.

"Oh, God," Vice-President John said, stepping past him. "What are they, Disney boxer shorts? And
you aMerchandising Officer.”

"Youlook like crap," the other John said. They were both wearing dark suits. They had gleaming
black shoes. "Hack, your breath.”

John was aready in the living room. The bedroom door was gar, Hack saw. Violet wasadeepin
there. "Come here, Hack. Weve got something to show you.”

As he passed by the bedroom door, he pulled it closed. The Johns didn't seem to notice. Hack sat on
the sofaand tugged the blanket around himself.

The other John found Hack's remote and zapped the TV. Animage of Vice-President John jumped
onto the screen. "Aw, we missed the start. Y ou kept us waiting too long, Hack."

On the screen, John said, "None of that takes away from the fact that thisis a real tragedy. We
under stand that people value our products very highly -- the Nike Air range, the very successful
Nike Jordan label, and of course the amazing new Nike Mercurys. But to kill for a pair iswrong,
and Nike will not tolerateit."

" dill think you should have thumped the podium,” the other John said. " For effect.”

"Understatement,” John said. "That'sthe key."

"We will hunt down the killers, and we will see justice done. That's a promise from Nike. That's
a money-back guarantee.”



"Killer close," John said. "Pardon the pun.” He looked a Hack. "What do you think?"

"Y ou're going to turn mein to the Government.” There was no point going for the door. Maybe the
window? Hack's hands tightened into fists.

The Johns burst out laughing. "Hack," the other John said, "you are one crazy kid."

"You'reaMerc Officer,” Vice-President John said, putting ahand on his shoulder. " Sometimes we
forget that not everyone understands marketing like we do. Hack, what you just saw was a pressrelease.
We have no intention of hunting down the people responsible, because the people responsible are us. Al
right?’

Hack nodded.

"But thething is, that was meant to be our little secret. And it's not anymore, isit?Y ou couldn't keep
your mouth shut.”

"I mean, Hack, if we wanted to use someone outside the company, we would have picked up the
fucking phone, you know?"

"l didn't know that," Hack said. ™Y ou never said anything about--"

"L ook, there's no point wasting time over whosefaultitis," Vice-President John said. "Although
frankly, Hack, it'syours. All we can do now is control it. So first question: who'd you subcontract to?"

"| -- the Police.”

John nodded. "Okay. A professional organization, at least. Y ou seen their ads, John?"

"Sure. Eighty-six percent successrate.”

"Yeah," John said. "That'saredly amazing figure." He looked at Hack. "1'm assuming you told them
thiswas Nike'sjob."

"Ah.."

"Don't be coy, Hack. We know these agenciesing st on knowing where the job is coming from."

"Um, okay. Yeah, | told them."

"Fuck!" the other John said. "Hack, you dumb shit!™

"Shh," Vice-Presdent John said. "It's okay, Hack. Now we're getting somewhere. | mean, obvioudy
none of thisisgood, from abig-picture point of view. Overdl, it'svery fucked, a
commercia-in-confidence arrangement getting soread al over the place. But on theindividua level, asfar
asour relationship goes, Hack, I'm very pleased you're being straight with me." He leaned forward, so
his face was amost touching Hack's. His skin seemed uncomfortably tight, his cheekbones artificialy
prominent. "And since we're sharing, I'm going to let you in on asecret. The Police didn't do these
shootings. Y ou want to know who did?"

"Uh," Hack said.

"The NRA. Weve got data on six incidents, and it smellslike those National Rifle clownsal the way.
They think undercover isguysin black T-shirts and camouflage pants. So what does that suggest to you,
Hack?"

Hack shook his head.

"It means the Police subcontracted, too." John sighed. "Everyone wants to outsource these days. No
one has any respect for core competencies. But Nikeisfriendly with the NRA, Hack, with us both being
inthe US Alliance program; if we'd wanted to subcontract, we would have chosen them oursalves. So if
the job went from you to the Police to the NRA, that's only one unsecure link in the chain, which, again,
is not fantastic, but isn't acatastrophe. What would be a catastrophe isif there are other linksin the
chain. Linkswe don't know about. Y ou follow me?’

"Y ou want to... find out if the Police went straight to the NRA?"

"Brilliant, Eingtein,” the other John said. He was watching the TV, which wasreplaying ascene a a
Sydney Nike Town. About two hundred teenagers were storming it, clawing at each other for position.
The plate-glass window shattered. The John snickered.

"That's exactly what | want you to do," Vice-President John said, smiling. "Now."

"Now?'

"I'll accompany you. John will wait here."

"Got any snacks?' the other John said.



"Um..." Hack said, thinking about Violet. "Y ou -- why don't you both come with me? Or, how about
I'll go talk to the Police and afterward I'll call you--"

The other John looked up. "Don't tell uswhat to do, Hack. Don't even think about doing that."

" think we should go," Vice-Presdent John said. He wasn't smiling anymore. "Now. | redly do."

12 Jennifer

"Hey," somebody said. "Jen. Hey."

She opened her eyes. Then she shut them. Lights like angels, shethought. God is fluorescent.

"Come on. Open up."

"Ahh," shesad.

"That'smy girl. Comeon."

Sheforced open her eyes. Calvin, her partner, was Sitting by abed. She wasin the bed. The bed
seemed to bein ahospital.

"The Mercedes deder is suing usfor the cost of the car you landed on, can you believe that?
Forty-eight thousand bucks."

"Did -- did they get away?"

He sighed. "'Fraid so. We got screwed at the downtown Nike Town, too. And in Sydney..." Calvin
scratched hisnose. "Waell, Ben'sfine. There were no bad guys at Ben's Nike Town, he spent the night
watching thirteen-year-olds buy sneskers. But Taylor... Taylor tagged abad guy. Then wefigure his
accomplice got her."

"Oh, no." Shetried to cover her face. Pain shot through her shoulder. "Ahh!”

"Don't movethat arm," Calvin said. "Y ou're getting ading or something. Anyway, we're dl happy that
you made it back in one piece, okay? Clearly we went into this operation with bad information.”

"My sourceisrdiable. | know sheis"

"Um," hesaid. "Not that | want to press the issue, but those stores al had more than five pairs of
Mercurys."

"l trust my source,” she said. She felt thirsty. Her whole body ached. She needed to go to the
bathroom, and from the tubes coming out of her arm, it looked like she'd have to take astand full of bags
and dripswith her.

"Wdll, we can debate that later. She called last night, by the way. Left aname, too. Hack Nike."

"Who?"'

"Begtsthe hell out of me. Y ou didn't hear about anyone caled Hack when you were sniffing around
Nike?'

"No."

"Well, maybe hes nobody,” Cavin said. "Like | say, the quaity of our information to this point has not
been spectacular.”

She screwed shut her eyes, trying to think.

"Y ou know, | should come back later.” Calvin rosefrom hischair. Y ou need somerest. I'll take care
of--"

"Wait. How... how many..."

He sat again. "Fourteen dead. At least eight were contract killings, dl from families of limited means.
At thisstageit looks like the victims were selected for low incomes. | hateto say it, but it'sgoing to be
tough to get budget on thisone.”

"What about |eads?"

"Weve got two. First, adead bad guy, courtesy of Taylor. We're running background on him now.
Second, some stockbroker who was on the scene with avictim. He says he didn't see anything, but we
haven't pushed him yet."

"What about this Hack Nike?'



"Well," Calvin said, "since your source didn't turn out to be so reliable, | haven't followed it up yet."
"Get him."

"If we get funding, sure, I'll--"

"Now," Jennifer said. "Get him."

"Before budget approva? Are you sure?'

"Do | look sure?’

"You look awful," Cavin said, and laughed.

13 Billy

Billy had been involved in some weird shit before, but thiswasright up there. The NRA had given
them animal code names, so now he couldn't even say howdy to someone without feding like adick.
Some guystook straight to it, dl, "Evening, Horse," and, "Jacka, can that shit," but Billy thought it was
Supid. Billy was Mouse.

Hed been out in the bush for three days, deeping in ditches. He was wearing camouflage pantsand a
heavy jacket over ablack T-shirt and carrying adicker. HEd used that asa pillow last night, even when
it started raining. This morning his smokes were too wet to light and hisarms were so siff he could hardly
lift them.

TheNRA cdled it awar game, and it was meant to test hisskills. So far it had only tested Billy's
patience. Thiswas not skiing.

"The flag's gotta be close now," Grizzly said. "Gottabe real close"

"We need that flag," said Caf. She was the scariest-looking woman Billy had ever met. " realy want
thisjob.”

"What do you mean?’ Billy said. "Weredready hired, right?1 thought thiswasjust training."

"Yeah," Cdf sad. "Thekind of training that costs you your job if you messup.”

"Oh," Billy sad. "Wow."

"Can the chatter!" Finch said, walking backward. "And stay tight!"

Billy scowled. HEd had enough of Finch, the squad leader, too. If Finch said "chain of command”
again, Billy was ready to pay ot.

They walked. The bush was much thicker now, dmost aforest. There were weird-ass animal's out
here, Billy knew. Types of animas held never seen before. The idea spooked him.

Something moved in the scrub to their |eft. The squad dropped to the ground. Billy raised his
paintgun. It might not stop acharging bear, or rhino, or whatever the hell they had here, but if he aimed
for the eyes--

"Naw, lemmedoit. Youload it like this."

Voices. Finch gestured, Fan out. Billy didn't think that was such agrest ideg; if they snapped twigs,
they'd give themselves away. He looked at Finch questioningly.

"Move," Finch hissed.

He sighed. He and Drake took one flank, Grizzly and Cdf the other. They made ten yards before
ether Grizzly or CdAf snapped abranch and said, "Ahh, shit!"

"Go! Go!" Finch shouted. " Attack!"

Billy ran, thinking thiswas really generous of Finch, yelling out to let the enemy know they were
coming. He legpt over afdlen tree. Drake pounded behind him.

They burst into a clearing, which had ared flag and alot of NRA guyswith red bands around their
arms, and suddenly everyone was shooting paintballs. Drake caught aglob on his chest and sat down.
Billy dived, rolled, and took up a position behind atree. He globbed four enemies, fluidly shooting and
reloading. Then Grizzly and Caf entered the clearing from the other side.

"Takethat, asshole!" Grizzly shouted, and pumped a paint round into a man who was dready Sitting
down.



"Behind you!" Billy yelled, but it wastoo late. Grizzly took one in the buttocks.

"Son of abitch," sad Grizzly.

"Sit down, you moron,” the dead enemy said.

Cdf ran for aclutch of treesthat was sheltering the remaining red soldier. Hefired at her once, then
ran. Caf was pretty scary. Billy globbed the soldier, then walked out into the clearing.

Cdaf met himin themiddle. "Hey, good work, Mouse. Y ou got agood eye on you."

"Thanks." He eyed her pants. "Hey, Cdf... | think they got you."

"What? Aw, shit!"

"Well, wdl!" Finch said, arriving. "A good day for the blue team!” He walked to the flagpole and
began tugging at theropes. "I think the blue team will dl find secure NRA positions.”

"Y ou got everyone shot,” Billy said. "Everyone except me."

Finch looked around. "Wéll, perhaps not dl of us, then.”

"You asshole!” Caf said. "Y ou let them know we were coming!™

"1 did not," Finch said. "That was your own fault, snapping branches and so forth.”

"You did, man," one of the enemies said. "I heard someone say, 'Go, attack!™

"Thanksalot, Finch! Y ou probably cost me ajob!”

"Y our ineptitude in combat isn't my fault,” Finch said. He began folding the flag, tucking one end under
hischin.

Billy said, "Y ou think you're areal squad commander? Thisisa game! Y ou think they'd ever put you
in chargefor red?"

Everyonefdl slent. Finch raised his paintgun. " Shut your mouth, Mouse."

Billy laughed. "What are you going to do? Shoot me?"

"l said stand down!"

"Give metheflag. You don't deserveit." Hereached for it.

Finch pulled the trigger. Billy felt something sharp strike his chest. Helooked down and saw amess of
blue paint on hisjacket. Heraised his head. Finch said nervoudly, "Now, Mouse--" and Billy punched
himintheface.

Finch fdl to the ground. Arms grabbed at Billy. Heflailed wildly and connected with something soft.
Someoneydled, "Ahh, my nosel" Then Billy was on the ground and alot of angry people were holding
him down.

"What's the matter with you?'

"Get out of here," aman said. "The NRA doesn't need thugs like you.”

"The NRA will hear about this, Mouse," Finch said, hisvoice shrill. "Y ou can forget about your job!"

Billy looked at Calf, hoping for support. She looked at the ground. "Y ou'd better scoot, Mouse."

"Fine!" He scrambled to hisfeet. He tore off his blue armband and threw it to the ground, but no one
seemed very impressed. He amost shouted, Screw you all, but strangled the impulse. He turned on his
hedl and walked away.

Twenty minutes later, he redlized he didn't have asolid grip on his bearings. The bushland looked the
samein every direction. In placesit was so thick he had to scramble over falen trees and hack through
bushes. The blue paint on his jacket dried to form ahard layer that chafed against his skin, and he pulled
it off and hurled it at atree. Ten minuteslater hisarms were attacked so violently by mosguitoesthat he
headed back for it.

But thiswas harder than it sounded, and Billy realized he waswell and truly lost. He spent half an
hour smashing through the bush, getting increasingly irate at himself, the NRA, and mideading blue birds.
Hewished heldd never met those NRA suits a the firing range. When he got out of this, thefirst thing Billy
was going to do was cancel his membership.

About three hours later, he ssumbled across adirt road. He was so relieved he fell to hisknees. He
was dirty and tired and his throat made clicking sounds when he swallowed. He was aso dying for a
cigarette, but scared of how much worse histhirst would get if he smoked one. He peered down the
road, first one way, then the other. Neither looked especialy promising.

Hewalked forever. Not asingle car passed him. The sun began to fal below the tree line and a chill



settled intheair. Billy was now redly regretting pitching that jacket. He was thinking he might bein red
trouble. He was beginning to think he might die.

Then he glanced to hisright and saw the Jeep. Therewas atiny track off the road, just agap inthe
trees, redly, and afew hundred yards down it, ared glow of brakelights. Billy stopped and stared. Then
he ran toward it.

It was an NRA vehicle, he could tell even in the gloom, with afew NRA uniforms stting init. One of
the men waslooking in hisdirection. "Hoy!" Billy ydled, waving hisarms. "Hedllo, hello!™

Themanraised arifle. Billy stopped running. A spotlight snapped on, blinding him. Heraised anarm
to shidd hiseyes.

"Identify yourself."

"I'm Billy! Billy NRA!"

Silence. Hislegs started to tremble. He had aterrible fegling he was somewhere he shouldn't be. He
heard someone jump down from the Jeep and walk toward him, boots crunching through the
undergrowth. A man entered the light. He was short and maybe fifty and wearing auniform with alot of
shiny bitsand pieces. None of thismade Billy fed any better.

"You'reBill NRA?'

"y es

The man exhaded. " Jesus. We thought you weren't going to show. I'm Ydlam."

"I'm -- pleased to meset you, Sr." Hislegswouldn't quit shaking.

"Youdl right?'

"I'mfine gr."

"We heard about the trouble in Sydney. Sorry about Damon.”

"I--" Billy said, then redlized there was only one correct response here. "Yes, Sir."

Ydlam turned around. "Frank! Turn off that light."

Thelight died. Billy blinked in the sudden darkness.

"Wed better get moving. Y ou disposed of your vehicle?'

"My -- yes, sr."

"Good man." Y alam clapped him on the back and began steering him toward the Jeep. Billy very
much didn't want to get into that Jeep. "Y oure acredit to the NRA, son. Don't think your work this last
week won't go unrewarded.”

"Thank you, gir,” Billy said. A soldier opened the door for him and he climbed in. He had never been
0 scared in hislife.

14 Jennifer

The shrink said, "Now you're going to tell me you don't need to be here.”

"Wow, you're good,” Jennifer said. The plagtic chair was uncomfortable. The office was smdl, dark,
and had no view. She had been discharged, or so sheld thought. The Government was ingsting on an
outgoing psych evauation. Jennifer just wanted to go home.

"Danger ispart of your job, right?Y ou're wasting time here when you could be out pursuing the
perpetrators.”

"Amazing," shesaid. "It'slike | don't even haveto be here."

The shrink rested his elbows on his desk. She could see an open file, which she guessed was hers.
"Jennifer, I'm not going to ask you about your childhood, or your sex life, or what an ink blot lookslike.
I'm only hereto help you ded with the trauma. Prevent it from dominating your life."

"The only traumawas my stupidity. | wasthereto do ajob; | screwed up. | practically deserved to
et shot.”

"Doyou redly think that?"

"No," shesaid. "l deserved to save that girl, and those two gun-toting assholes deserved to die



ingtead of her. But you can't winthem dl."

The shrink paused. It was a meaningful pause, Jennifer suspected: it wasto give her time to consider
her response and revise it. She kept her mouth shut.

"Y ou know," the shrink said, "some people, asthey recover from trauma, obsess on the perpetrators.
Thelr lives come to revolve around the enemy. They congtantly think about obtaining justice.”

"These people sound sensible.”

"They withdraw from loved ones. Only the traumaisimportant to them. They can fed desensitized to
violence; they can become aggressive. Does any of this sound familiar?'

"Well, we could discussthese people dl day," she said, standing. "But since | have work to do--"

"Sit."

She sat. "Y ou know, thisisn't even about me. Thisis about some asshole a Nike thinking he can build
acareer out of dead teenagers. Y ou don't know what these people are like. They don't stop until you
make them stop.”

"Yes, I'm aware of your corporate past,” the shrink said. Hiseyes did to her barcode tattoo. Y ou
have scoresto settle, yes?'

"Hey," she said. "That has nothing to do with this. It's not me who can't forget that, it's you people.”

"Are you working for the Government to atone for your past?’

"Yeah," shesad. "I'mared idedist."

"'From the single-minded idedlist to the fanatic is but astep.' F. A. Hayek wrotethat. ‘Thereisonly
one step from fanaticism to barbarism.” That's Denis Diderot.”

"Someone should shoot you and drop you three floors,” she said. "Y ou could write an article.

He sighed and made anotein thefile. She didn't think it was agood note.

"Y ou're recommending | be suspended? Isthat it?"

"Jennifer, clearly you could benefit from arest before returning to active duty.”

"l don't need arest!"

Helooked up. "I'm told you don't date. Isthat true?’

"| thought we weren't discussing my sex life.”

"It'srelevant to your loss of perspective.”

"I'm leaving." She stood up, too quickly. Her chair toppled backward and hit the floor.

"Wait! Jennifer!”

She dammed the door behind her. People in the corridor turned. She stared back at them. Outside
the hospital it was dark and there were no cabs, so she stood by the road and waited. It wasn't until her
jaw began to ache that she redlized she was clenching it.

The cab dropped her on Peckville Street and she struggled up to the front door. Jennifer was
discovering how difficult it wasto do anything with one arm in ading, even to get into her own house. In
the end sherang the bell.

She owned asingle-fronted house in North Melbourne, asmall, innercity suburb that had so far
mostly resisted the apartment block invasion. Jennifer had moved to Mebourne from Los Angeles nine
years ago: she had needed an escape, Austrdiawas completing its absorption into the United States, and
the TV advertisementswere calling it the new Cdifornia. "MebourneisL.A. without the smog," ared
estate man told her, which she guessed wastrue, but it was also L.A. without the amenities. She had
been shocked by how small the place was. That had changed, of course. There had been so much
congtruction since then that she hardly recognized the city anymore.

The porch light flicked on. An eye appeared at the peephole. "Oh!" agirl said. She unlocked and
swung open the door. "I wondered if you were coming home tonight.”

"| -- sorry. | should have cdled.”

"No, it'sfing" thegirl said. "I'mjust studying." She hefted her bag. "I'll hit the road, unlessthere's
anything you need.”

"Um," shesaid. "No, thanks."

"Givemeacal if you need meagan." Thegirl banged her way out the front door.



Jennifer went in and dropped her bag on the sofa. The halway light was on, but Kate's room was
dark, so she snuck insgde and stood there for amoment, letting her eyes adjust.

"Mommy?'

"Hi, swestie." She knelt beside the bed.

"Your hair looks funny.”

"They had to cut it. Look, | have stitches."

Kate touched Jennifer's skull, feding her hair. "I liked it better before.”

"Wdll, | think it looks snappy,” she said. "Were you good for the baby-sitter?”

"y es"

"Good girl." She stroked Kate'sface. "Y ou want to have aglass of milk with me?’

"It'svery late, Mommy."

"l know."

"All right." She pulled back the covers. Jennifer took her hand asthey walked to the kitchen. "Did you
hurt your arm?"

"A little, yeah."

"Isit going to bedl right?"

"Of course" Jennifer said. "Everything awaysworksout al right.”

15 Violet

Violet woke and aman was sitting on her bed. "Hi," he said.

She scrambled away, pulling the blankets with her. "Who are you?"

"I'm afriend of Hack's. But he didn't say anything about you. Areyou hisgirlfriend?' He sat down on
the bed. " ou have nice shoulders.”

"Where's Hack?"

"Hewent for awak.” The man's face was smooth. His suit was dark and anonymous. "He won't be
back for awhile."

"Please leave.”

"But Hack invited mein. What's your name?"

" want you to go."

"I'm John Nike." He smiled, histeeth gleaming faintly in the gloom. "Who are you?"

"Violet."

"Violet who?' He shifted closer. "Are you unemployed? It'sdl right. It happens, sometimes. | tell you
what, unemployed Violet. I'll give you ahundred dollarsfor akiss."

Shetightened her grip on the blankets. "Get out. Now."

Heraised his eyebrows. "That's pretty generous. Considering you're in no position to negotiate.” His
hand touched her thigh.

"Let go of me!”

"Y ou need to be enterprising to get ahead, Violet. Y ou need to take advantage of opportunities.” He
Squeezed.

She reached for his hand. He grabbed her wrists and pinned them to thewall. The blanket dropped.

"Hoo," he said, looking down. "Those are nice puppies.”

She bit his ear as hard as she could.

" Ahhh! Goddamn! "

Sheralled off the bed, landing on her hands and knees. She scrambled to her feet and ran. She had
the front door half-unlocked before she redlized just how bad an ideathat was, running naked at night
through this neighborhood. She ran into the kitchen and began pulling open drawers.

"Youllittle bitch," John said, entering. "'If | need cosmetic surgery, you're going to pay for it."

She found aknife, along one. " Stay away from me."



"l don't think so, unemployed Violet." He edged closer, watching the knife. "1 don't think you want to
get in any moretrouble than you aready are.”

"You attacked me--" she said, and he grabbed her wrist and dammed it onto the kitchen bench. She
cried out. The knife clattered to the floor.

There was a crumpet toaster on the bench, a shiny, heavy thing Hack had bought her for her last
birthday. It had variable-sized dotsfor different bread and an auto-sensor so it never burnt. Violet
grabbed it with both hands and swung it at John'sface. It rang like abell. John dropped to the floor.

Hedidn't move. Violet peered at him. He didn't seem to be bresathing. After amoment, she prodded
him with her foot. "Are you--"

He grabbed her ankle. Shefell backward and banged her head against the stove. His hands clutched
at her legs. She shrieked and flailed at him with the crumpet toaster. She cracked his knuckles, then hit
her own knee. She dammed the toaster on his hands, his head, hisface, until she realized held stopped
moving again. He hadn't been moving for awhile,

She pulled hersdlf out from under him, breathing heavily. John waslimp. She looked at the toaster.
There were spots of blood oniit.

She dropped the toaster and circled around his body. She shut the kitchen door and went into the
bedroom, pulled on a T-shirt and pants, and sat on the bed. After awhile she started to bite her nails.
She thought she may have just done something terrible.

16 Hack

"Y ou sure we shouldn't drive?' John said. There were some teenagers across the road, listening to
loud music.

"It'sjust up here," Hack said.

"Why do you even live here? How much are you earning at Nike?"

"Um... about thirty-three."

"Jesud" John said. "What's the matter with you?'

"l.... guess I'm not very good in pay negotiations,” Hack said. Hack sucked in pay negotiations. Every
year his boss sat him down and talked about competitive pressures and budget cuts, at the end he named
afigure and Hack took it, grateful to be still employed.

"There are courses you can do. Assertivenesstraining. Y ou should look into it. Isthisit?"

Hack looked up. The Police, the swirling bluelight. "Yes."

John straightened histie. "Now, thisiswhat you're going to do. Y ou go in, you ask for whoever you
talked to last time. Y ou establish exactly how many other linksin the chain there are. Then you leave.
Nothing dse"

"Okay," Hack said. They went in. The same music, "Every Breath Y ou Take," was playing. That must
get pretty annoying, Hack thought. "Can | speak to Sergeant Pearson, please?’

"Certainly, gr." It wasthe same receptionist. She smiled a him. "Y our name?"

"Hack Nike."

Shelooked at John. "And?'

"A friend," John sad.

The receptionist eyeballed him. She wasfriendly so long as you didn't mess with her, Hack redlized.
"Tekeaseat."

They sat. "Y ou gave your real name?' John whispered.

Hack said nothing. He was thinking about Violet at home with the other John.

Pearson didn't keep them waiting: within aminute he strode into the lobby. He was ared presence,
Pearson, Hack thought. Pearson commanded respect. "Hack, glad to see you. Right thisway.” Heled
them into the same meeting room. "What can | do for you?"

Hack said, "I'm hereto talk about the job."



"Uh-huh." Pearson raised his eyebrows at John.

"l know about it," John said.

"Uh, yeah, he does," Hack said. "l just wanted to ask who you, um, gave thejob to."

Pearson was dlent. " Are you happy with the results, Hack?!

"Happy?' he said, and aimost laughed. "I -- sure, | guess.”

"Thiswas asgnificant enterprise. I'm not sure if you gppreciate the complexity of the assgnment. The
pricing we offered was extremely generous.”

"Um, sure. | just want to know about subcontracting.”

"l see," Pearson said. "Y ou knew we reserved the right to do that, right?”

"Wadll... | guess. | mean, it doesn't matter if the NRA actudly didit. | just want to know--"

Pearson's eyebrows shot up. "What makes you think it was NRA work?”

"Oh!" Hack glanced at John, who looked disgusted. "1 just... thought."

"Did you?' Pearson said. "Wdll, that's avery interesting guess, Hack. Because, as we discussed, we
treat our business associations with the utmost confidence. The utmost confidence.”

"That'swhat | want to talk about. | want to know if there were any other, um, business associates,
besdesthe NRA."

Pearson folded his hands neetly. "In our line of work, Hack, discretion iscritical. I'm surprised you
don't know thisaready. Did | give you abrochure?’

" AR

"I'll give you a brochure. We have safeguardsin place to protect your confidentiaity. They are
incontrovertible.

"Okay," Hack said.

"But | see you want additional assurance,”" Pearson said. "Which, given the nature of the job, | can
understand. Very well. | can inform you that the directive passed directly from usto athird party, who
carried out the work. No intermediaries were involved.”

"Right," Hack said, relieved. "Okay, wdll, thanks--"

"l hope you appreciate the magnitude of what we've accomplished here, Hack. Y ou will remember
that when you make your monthly payments.”

"Y es, Sergeant Pearson," Hack said.

" Senior Sergeant Pearson,” Pearson said.

John was upbeat on the walk home from the Police. "They're avery focused organization, al right.
John was one hundred percent right about that."

"Uh-huh," Hack said. He was thinking about Violet again.

John peered at the brochure. "Each case has a single contact. Everything's encrypted, so employees
can't tell what their colleagues are working on. Even management can only access job numbers, not
names. And it'sthe largest Augtrdian-based company in the world! Did you know that?"

"No."

"Y ou want to know why Americanstook over the world, Hack? Because they respect achievement.
Before thiswasaUSA country, our ided was the working-class battler, for Christ's sake. If Austrdians
ruled the world, everyone would work one day aweek and bitch about the pay.” He shook his head.
"Then therés the British, who thought there was something wrong with making money. No surprise they
ended up kissing the colony's ass. The Japanese, they think the pinnacle of achievement isa Government
job. The Chinese are Communist, the Germans are Socidists, the Russians are broke... who does that
leave?'

"Canada?'

"America," John said. "The United fucking States of America, the country founded on free-market
capitdizm. | tell you, those Founding Fathers knew their shit.”

Hack was slent.

"So herésthis Audtraian company,” John said, waving the brochure, "doing the only thing Austrdians
il have acompetitive advantage in: keeping their traps shut. Still, it makes our job essier.”

"Doesit?"



"Sure. It means we only haveto kill Pearson.”

"Oh."

"Although, when | say ‘we..."

Hack dropped his head.

"It'sin your contract,” John said. "Page eight. A clause called 'logical extensons™

Hack shook his head wildly. "No, | can't do thisagain. Please. | can't.”

John sighed. "Jesus, Hack, you are the worst goddamn assassin | ever heard of. We wanted anice
little rampage, something we could write off as an employee gone postdl if the Government caught up
with us. Neat and tidy. But no, you had to go and outsource.” He sighed. "Good people get thejob
done, Hack, no matter what. Remember that. Isthisyour apartment?’

"Yes," Hack said. When they reached the top of the stairs, he fumbled for hiskeys.

John reached out and stopped him. "Knock first. We don't want John getting jumpy.”

"Okay." He hoped John wasn't the sort to get jumpy. He hoped he hadn't explored the apartment.

An eye appeared at the peephole. "Hack?' It was Violet's voice. He heard her unlocking. "Hack,
therésaman in here--"

"Violet! It's okay, there'saguy with me, too. It'sal right.”

Silence.

"Hdlo?'

"Who'sthat?' John said. Hetried the handle. "That's not John."

"It'smy girlfriend. Violet."

"Give methekeys," John said. He wrestled with the door. Finally the door siwung open. It was dark
ingde. "John?'Y ou there, buddy?’

"Violegt?'

"Yougofirst," John said. He pushed Hack forward.

Hack moved blindly, his hands out before him. He couldn't think why the lights would be out. And
why Violet had answered the--

John said, "Ag!"

He turned. John was two steps behind him and Violet had along knife to histhroat. She must have
hidden behind the door. "Violet! He's John Nike! Let him go!”

"Girl," John said, "you want to let go of me, right now. You redly do."

"Hack," Violet said, "pack some clothes. We're leaving." Shelooked a him. "Do it!"

Hack jolted into motion. He went into the bedroom and started pulling open drawers. He threw
clothesinto abag and showed it to her.

"What about shoes? Hack! And get my computer.”

He grabbed some shoes from the bedroom closet and collected her notebook. When he emerged,
she was patting down John's pockets.

"Violet," Hack sad, "1 redly think you're making amistake.”

"Go," shesaid. "Outsde." She pulled apistol from John'sjacket and looked at him.

"That has sentimenta value," John said. Violet pushed him into the living room. He regarded them
from the darkness. "Violet -- isthat your name? Thisisyour last chance. If you do this, you'l regret it. |
guaranteeit." Heheld out his hand. "Give me back my gun.”

She dammed the door. Hack followed her down the stairs and into the car park. "What's going on?
Where arewe going?'

"l think | killed aman,” shesaid.

"Oh." Hack left arespectful sllence.

"Now drive," shesaid, and hegot in.

17 Buy



Buy couldn't tell what color the walls were. The sounds of the crowd were dulled and thick, and he
kept redizing that his head was heading for the bar just before he reached it. Buy was very drunk. He
was going downin flames

Buy hadn't been in to work for dmost aweek. He'd arranged the leave a month ago, knowing that the
last week of the financia year would leave him drained; of course, he hadn't known just how true that
would turn out to be. It was Wednesday night, and tomorrow Buy was meant to front up to Mitsui with
the stain of adead girl on his soul, and he absolutely, definitely was not ready for thet.

A woman at the bar was looking at him. He squinted at her and she rose and came toward him. He
tried to St sraighter on the stool.

"Hi."

"Hi," Buy said. When she didn't say anything else, he added, "Can | buy you adrink?'

"A Manhattan, please.”

He ordered the drink. "I'm Buy Mitsui."

"Sandy John Hancock. Y ou got life insurance?" Shelaughed. "I'm kidding. Are you a stockbroker?!

"Yes," Buy said. He managed to discern ablack skirt and atight green top.

"I wanted to be astockbroker, once. But | didn't like the math. Do you have to know math?"

"Sometimes,”" he said, even though the answer was no, not redly.

"Thanks." He redlized she wasn't talking to him. The barman waslooking a him expectantly. He dug
out acard from hiswallet and fumbled it onto the bar.

"Points card?'

"No." Buy had one, but didn't think he could find it.

"Y ou should get one of those," Sandy said. "I got one last year, after they formed US Alliance. | got a
Team Advantage card, too. Y ou earn so much free suff.”

"l don't need free stuff.”

"You mugt berich. Areyou?' Shelaughed. "I'm just kidding."

"I have an unlimited AmEX. But you haveto be ableto... recite the numbers... to useit." Hefdt his
head dipping toward the bar again.

"Unlimited? Wow. So you could, like, buy awhole gpartment on plagtic.”

Buy said nothing. Hetried to drain his glass, but nothing came out. He set it down on the bar as
carefully ashe could. "Lifeinsurance,” he said. "It doesn't actudly protect your life, doesit? It just gives
you money for it."

"Well, lifeinsuranceisfor your dependents,” Sandy said. "If you have any."

Buy realized she waswaiting for an answer. "I don't.”

"| find that hard to believe." He saw teeth.

"Mmm," Buy said. The bar was swaying. "Do you want to see my apartment?”’

"Doesit haveaview?'

"Um," hesaid. "Yes, it--"

"I'mjust kidding," shesaid. "Let'sgo.”

On the street, he asked, "Have you ever done something generous for no reason?”

"Sure. Everybody has."

"Oncel gave agirl five thousand dollars.”

"For no reason?’

"Because she wanted it."

"Y ou know, | want five thousand dollars.” Sandy laughed. Buy said nothing. "What did she do?'

"Shedied."

"She died? What, because you gave her money?'

" think s0."

"Y ou mean the one time you did something nice for no reason, the person died?'

Buy swayed, and she caught hisarm.

"Let mehepyou," Sandy sad.

"No," hesaid, but she did anyway.



18 Jennifer

It was hard to believe how far Kate could strew the contents of one schoolbag. "Katel" Jennifer
ydled. "Where have you put your drink bottle?

"It'sonthe TV"

"Why isitonthe TV?' Shedidn't really want to know. She'd spent twenty minutes trying to make
sandwicheswith one arm in ading and when she picked them up al the cheesefell out. It was her first
day back at work and Jennifer was being thwarted by dippery condiments.

Kate entered the kitchen, carrying her schoolbag. "It makes the reception better.”

"Wl -- go get it, please. We're both late."

Kate left. Jennifer wrapped the sandwiches and tucked them into the schoolbag. There were some
papers crammed in there, and Jennifer pulled them out. Papers usudly meant things she had to sign to
avoid getting scammed by a school fund-raising drive. Last year sheld ended up with acrate of Barbie
dollsto sdl; they were till under the house. Mattdl ran good schools, but the merchandising waskilling
her.

The papers weren't about fund-raising. It looked like Kate's schoolwork, a paper on penguins. There
were drawings and writing and printouts of pictures from the internet. It looked pretty impressveto
Jennifer. "Kate?'

Kate reentered. "I've got it."

"What'sthis?'

"What? Oh. A project. It'sduein today."

"It looks great. Really great.”

"Wdl, | like penguins.

"Do you want afolder for it? It'sgoing to get crushed if you takeit in like this."

"Do we have folders?'

Shelooked at her watch. "For you, | have folders.” Sheled Kate into the study and rooted through
her desk drawer. There was a Government report on inner-city crime ratesin asmart, gray folder, and
shetipped it out. "How about this?"

"Yegh!"

"Y ou know, we should put the pages behind plastic sheets,”" Jennifer said. "They'll look snazzy."

"Mommy, you said we were late."

"A project thisnice," Jennifer said, "should be behind plastic sheets.”

"Okay!" Kate said, excited. Sheranto get it.

She was s0 late to work she missed her own Welcome Back party, which she was grateful for. Since
sheld been injured her answering machine had fielded fourteen well wishes from colleagues. It wasnt
totally about her, she knew: it was about Taylor, who had gone to work Friday morning and diedina
shopping mall. Jennifer hadn't done anything except stay dive. But thiswas abig dedl to agents, who had
the highest death rate of any occupation except machine operators.

Therewas an e-mail waiting for her from Legd, about the suit from the Mercedes-Benz dedler whose
car shedfalenon. It said:

Dear Field Agent Jennifer,

Please justify why damage to the property in question (1 X
MERCEDES-BENZ E420 SEDAN) was unavoidable in the course of carrying
out your duties. In particular, please specify:

(1) whether you considered any alternative plans of action that
would not have led to the destruction of this property;

(2) if so, why you did not pursue these alternative plans;

(3) a statement about your mental state at the time.



She had alot of experience with allowing memos from Lega to grow old and diein her In Box, but
this one, she decided, deserved aresponse. She tapped out:

The alternatives | considered were:

(1) jumping under a passing bus;

(2) shooting myself in both legs;

(3) dragging some sorry asses out of the Legal Department and
throwing them off the third floor.

| did not pursue the first two strategies because they did not
guarantee me as much personal injury as landing on a Mercedes. | did
not pursue the third strategy because my mental state at the time must
have been severely impaired.

"My God," Calvin sad, entering. "Y oureredly back. How's the shoulder?!

"Hi," shesaid, turning. "Did you get Hack Nike?"

He dropped into achair. "Come on, Jen, thisisn't Europe. | can't just get someone. We have no
evidence. We have no budget "

"| asked you to."

"l assumed you were ddlirious,” Cavin said. "Look, anyway, |'ve been busy interviewing families,
trying to scrounge up funding. So far, zip. And I'm down to the last couple.”

"Who?"'

"Ummm..." He did hischair over to the desk and shuffled some papers. "Jim GE and Mary Shdll.
Parents of Hayley McDondd's. Killed a..." Helooked up.

"Chadstone?’

"Maybe you should st thisout.”

"Don't coddleme,” shesaid. "l can run an interview."

There was aknock on the door. A man stood in the doorway. His suit was so cheap it shone.
"Jennifer Government,” he said. "Maybe you think you're acomedian. Maybe you think thiswhole
gtuaionisfunny.”

"Who areyou?' Cavin sad.

"Lemme guess,” Jennifer said. "Legd?"

"My department has ajob to do, Jennifer. We're trying to defend your budget. We can do without
you sending usinsulting replies.”

Shesad, "Don't ask mewhy | choseto fall onto acar and talk about being insulted, you shit. I'm
wearing ading here"

He reddened. "Wdll, we still need that information. It may not seem important to you, but thisisa
serious suit.”

She couldn't help it: shelooked at his suit.

"l see" thelawyer said. "It'sdl very, very amusng.”

"Ah, look," Cavin said. "WEell get you theinfo you want. We have interviews to conduct now.
Okay?'

"Fine," the lawyer said, and | eft.

"What did you do to him?"

"Nothing," she said. "Go get Hayley's parents.”

Heleft. Shetried to push back her hair before remembering there wasn't anything left to push: just a
crude, dark shock. She missed her hair.

Calvin led Hayley's parentsin and offered them seats. They were shy, clutching coffeesin polystyrene
cups. She stared at them. It was hard to forget she'd seen their daughter shot. Calvin cleared histhroat.

Sheblinked. "Jm, Mary, I'm Field Agent Jennifer Government. I'm very sorry for your loss. I'm not
sure how familiar you are with Government procedure in these circumstances.”

Mary looked lost. Jm said, "Y ou want money."

Jennifer folded her hands on the desk. "In order to pursue the perpetrators, we need funding, yes. The



Government's budget only extendsto preventing crime, not punishing it. For aretributive investigation, we
can only proceed if we can obtain funding.” She gave them amoment. "I gpologize for the question. Can
you contribute?'

Mary shifted. Jm said, "I... I've had avery bad three months. | lost my job..."

Slence. Cdvinfolded hisarms.

"She played hockey," Mary said, then bit her lip.

"There were Government agents at the mall,” Jm said. Hisearswerered. "If you had stopped these
people then, Hayley would -- we wouldn't be here."

"Wedid our best with the information we had,” Calvin said. "We're sorry, Jm. Welost an agent in
thismess™

Jennifer leaned forward. "1 wasthere. At Chadstone. If anyone should have stopped them, it was
me"

His eyes darted to her ding. "And now you want money."

"y e

Silence. "Thiswasn't some street shooting."

"No. Wethink it was planned.”

"Then they'll be hard to catch.”

"y es

He nodded. He looked at Mary, then his hands. Then helooked at Jennifer. "Will you try?*

"If | have the budget, | will get them. | promise you that.”

"All right," hesad. "Then I'll sdll my house."

Her relief wasfrightening. "Thank you, Jm."

"Jen, that was redlly bad form," Calvin said, closing the door. ™Y ou know you're not meant to promise
results. No investigation isadam dunk.”

"We havefunding." She couldn't stop jiggling her leg.

"And don't smilelikethat,” he said. "What's the matter with you? Y ou're freaking me out.”

"Let'sgo pick up Hack," she said.

19 Billy

Someone was shaking him. "Nnn," Billy said. "Quit it."

"Get up,” the someone said. "We're leaving."

He sat up. It was an NRA clone. Black T-shirt, camouflage pants, buzzcut haircut, too much timein
the gym: Billy was having trouble telling them gpart. "L eaving where?'

"Therésabriefing in the mess. Get dressed and assemble thereiin fifteen.”

"Yes, gr!" Billy said. He had discovered that everyone was much more relaxed if you called them i
He showered, standing under the water for too long. When he was done, he went back to his bunk
and dressed in the crigp pants and T-shirt laid out for him. The T-shirt was black with abig NRA logo on

the chest: an AK-47 crossed with aburly arm. Undernesth, it said: FREEDOM ISAN ASSAULT
RIFLE. That waskind of catchy, Billy thought. The NRA was getting hip.

There was akid standing guard outside the barracks, and he snapped to attention. Billy attempted a
sdute, squinting in the sun.

"Good morning, sir!” the kid said. His head was shaved so brutally it looked like someone had
gouged hisskull. "1 am informed that you may wish to visit briefing tent 4A, sir!™

"Sure, okay."

"If you will accompany me, sir!”

Billy followed. The compound was like amutant Boy Scout camp: al green tents and vehiclesand
barrels, smack in the middle of nowhere. He saw atroop of soldiersdrilling in afield. They reminded him



of high school football playerswith guns. Then atank rolled past.

"Shit! What's that?"

"That isan Abrams M 1A battle tank, sir!™

Billy looked around with new respect. Now he understood why the NRA membership feeswere so
high.

Thekid led him to atent at the front of the camp, set back from adusty road. He held open the flap
for Billy. Insde, adozen men looked up.

"Close the fucking door,” the man at the front said. He was the older man Billy had met in the bush:
hisnamewas Y dlam. "Mosquitoeslike birdsin this place.”

"Yes, gr!" Billy said. He squeezed onto the end of a bench.

"Now weredl here" Yalam said. "We depart camp in exactly six minutes. Our destination is
Melbourne, our target is an employee of the Police, one Senior Sergeant Pearson. We will diminate the
target quickly and quietly, and return to base. Questions?”

A man at thefront raised his hand. "Weapons?'

"Issued in-flight. Anyone else?"

In-flight?Billy thought.

"Yeah," asoldier said. "What's with the FNG?'

"Bill'sagood man," Yalam said. "He's been reassigned here after completing some classified action.”

"All right,” the guy said, nodding &t Billy. Billy raised hiseyebrowsin return.

"Other questions?”'

Billy became aware of adrone outsde the tent. He looked around.

"All right. Good luck, God speed, straight shooting.”

The men began filing outside. Billy wondered if now was agood timeto cut and run. The past few
days held kept alow profile, but now it was sounding asif the NRA expected him to fight, and he
definitely wasn't--

A hand fell on hisshoulder. "Y ou're probably wondering why you're being sent back into action so
soon,” Ydlam said. "Thetruthis, we were only assgned this action this morning. Command fed s that
moving you again might arouse suspicion.” He held Billy's gaze. "Maybeit's for the best. Get back on the
horse."

The drone had turned into aroar. "Uh, | see”

"It'simportant that you integrate into the team like any other NRA soldier, Bill. Our enemiesare
looking for you. Now go join your squad.”

"Yes, gr!" Billy sad. He pushed hisway out through the tent flap, thinking: | am surrounded by
maniacs. Then he stopped.

Therewas agreen military transport aircraft straddling the road. Fat NRA logos adorned its Sides.
The noise from its engines was tremendous. The NRA squad was marching up aramp into its belly.

"Bill!" one of the soldiers shouted. "Come on, move your assl”

Thisis not skiing, Billy thought. He jogged toward the transport.

20 Hack

Hack woke to Violet moving about the bedroom, gathering clothes. He sat up, rubbing hisface.
"What..."

"l haveto do my software demo.” She was pulling on ashort black skirt; aready wearing acream
shirt. "Y ou knew this, Hack."

Hack did know that. "But... aren't we going to the Police? Or the Government?'

Sheblew air through her teeth. "Y ou packed me one pair of underpants. And--" She shook her head.
"I don't have timeto go to the Government. Y ou go."

Hebit hislip. "Y ou sure you don't want to come? Since, | mean, you killed that guy..."



"Y ou want me to defend mysdlf against amurder charge with two hundred dollars?’

"But it was self-defense. It doesn't matter how much money--"

"Don't benaive" Violet said. "Look, if my demo goeswedll, I'll have money. Then | cantak to the
Government.”

"l guess," Hack said. "Okay."

She hefted her |aptop. "Wish meluck.”

"Good luck. And -- be careful, okay?"

"l will," shesaid. "Don't wake my sgter."”

Hack padded out to the kitchen in his dressing gown and made a bowl of cered. He couldn't find the
sugar, so added some strange, unbranded honey. He sat at the dining table and tried to eat quietly.

Violet'ssster had alot of books. They filled three bookcases, with bizarreftitles like An Equal
Society and Socialist Thought. Hack wondered what they were about.

At ten o'clock he caught a cab downtown to the Government office, which was a couple of floorsina
dingy building that looked asif it hadn't been cleaned since 1980. Thelobby was huge, though, and
crawling with people in scruffy-looking suits who Hack could only assume were Government agents. He
felt them looking at him as he walked up to reception, and started sweeting. Thiswasn't like the Police,
with magazines and nice-looking women dressed in cop uniforms.

The agent behind the desk was doing something to his computer. Hack waited patiently. After a
while, he cleared histhroat.

"Just asecond,” the agent said.

"Sorry." He waited.

"All right." The agent looked him up and down. "Who are you hereto see?"

"Um, | don't know. I'm here because | -- | mean my girlfriend -- might have killed someone."

"Y ou don't have an appointment?’

"No," Hack said. " See, therésthis body in my kitchen--"

"You're meant to cal firgt," the agent said. "To set up an gppointment. We can't drop everything just
becauseyouwak in."

"Oh. Sorry."

The agent poked at his computer abit more. Hack wondered if he should clear histhroat again. The
agent said, "Y ou sure thisguy's dead?

"My girlfriend said she thought he was."

"Your girlfriend?’

"Y ep. She wasn't sure but--"

"Why didn't she make an gppointment?’

"Uh," Hack said, "I don't know. | just wanted to report--"

"Y eah, okay, look," the agent said. "Take asest. I'll try to find someoneto talk to you about your
alleged dead body."

"Maybe | should come back later," Hack said. "Just St down," the agent said.

He sat on ahard wooden bench for fifty minutes. Then an agent came out and spoke to the desk guy.
The desk guy gestured at Hack, and the other agent came over, scratching his stubble. "Hack Nike?!

"y es"

"Y ou found a dead body somewhere?’

"Um, not exactly," Hack said. "What happened was--"

"Y eah, okay. Come with me." The agent led Hack down alot of corridors and into aroom that had a
table and two chairs and that wasiit. The wallswere glass, and Hack could see agentsin other offices
moving around, glancing in at him. ™Y ou want a coffee?'

"No thanks."

"Well, | need one. Hold tight." He left. Hack jiggled hisleg, nervous. There were two agentsin an
office across the corridor, and one of them had aweird smudge underneath her left eye, like arectangular
bruise. No: atattoo, a barcode tattoo. That was strange, Hack thought. The Government was meant to



be againg dl that consumer Stuff.

"Okay," the agent said, entering. " So about this body." He yawned.

"Well, he attacked my girlfriend,” Hack said. "I was out and he... he tried to assault my girlfriend. She
defended hersdf and hit him with acrumpet toaster. She thinks shekilled him.”

"A crumpet toaster?*

"Yep."

"What isthat?'

"It's... you know, like an electric toaster. Y ou cook crumpetsin it. It's better than broiling them.”

"Huh," the agent said. "Can you do bagelsin that?"

"Um, no," Hack said. "Bagelsdon't fit in the dots. But you can get bagdl toasters, | think."

"How about that," the agent said. "1 had no idea.”

"So, anyway," Hack said. The barcode agent and her partner werein the corridor, now, speaking to
someone. The woman looked up and met Hack's eyes. He looked away quickly. "It was self-defense
and everything, but | thought | should report it... just in case.”

The agent rubbed hisface. "Hack, thisis something your girlfriend will have to sort out with the
deceased's lawyers. Contact them, negotiate some sort of compensation. It's not a Government matter
unlessyou can't cometo an agreement.”

"Oh," Hack said, relieved. "Okay, sure, | can do that."

The door opened. The woman with the barcode tattoo and her partner were in the doorway. "Hack
Nike?' the woman said.

He started. "Yes."

"What's up, Jen?' the agent said.

"Out," shesaid. "Now." Her eyes were fixed on Hack. Hack redlized: it had happened. He had made
another big mistake.

Thefirst agent left and then nobody spoke. The woman sat across the table from him and her partner
stood againgt the wall, hisarmsfolded. Finally, Hack said, "I just camein to report--"

"Hack Nike, I'm Jennifer Government, Field Agent. Thisis Cavin Government, Field Agent. We have
information that you're responsblefor theillegd initiation of deadly force againgt up to fourteen persons
at various Nike Town stores. Do you understand?’

"Ag," Hack said. Hefdt histhroat closing. "No, no--"

"Yes, yes," Jennifer said. "Y ou arranged for the NRA to shoot a bunch of kidswho'd bought Nike
Mercurys. Some kind of promotion, right? Get out with your shoes dive and win atrip for two?"

Hefdt faint. "Wait, |... | want to cal my girlfriend.”

"Shealawyer, Hack?' Cavin said.

"No, she's..." He couldn't make himself say unemployed. "Shell know what to do.”

"Sorry," Cavinsad. "No girlfriends.”

"Oh, and we're recording you," Jennifer said. "Thefirst guy told you that, right?"

"L et me saveyou sometime," Cavin said. "We know you're aMerchandising Officer. We know
you're eager for promotion.”

"It sounded like agrest idea at the time, right?" Jennifer said. "Kill afew kids, make afew bucks,
back dapsdl round at the office."

"And abonusin your next paycheck -- maybe tied to sales growth? Ten thousand, fifty thousand
dollars? More?"

"Plusapromotion, of course. Y ou get out of Merc work, into the creative stuff. White-collar gutter
jobs are so repetitive, aren't they, Hack? After awhile you go nuts--"

"Stop! It wasn't my idea! | just did what they told me!™

"Who?' she sad, leaning forward. "Who, Hack?"

"There were two of them -- they made me--"

"Who?'

He swallowed. "I don't think | should tell you."



Jennifer leaned back. Shelooked at Calvin.

"They could kill me," Hack whispered. "If | tdl you."

"Aw, welll take care of you," Calvin said. "Don't worry about that."

"Y ou'regoing to haveto tel uswho they are, Hack," Jennifer said.

"l can't! They -- they made me sign a contract without reading it."

"Made you? They used force?'

Hack was slent.

"No," shesaid. "No force. So you voluntarily sgned a contract without reading it."

"1 know that was a mistake--"

"A mistake," Jennifer said, disgusted. ™Y ou dumb shit, why do you think anybody wantsyou to sgn a
contract without reading it? Because it's bad, Hack, it's a bad contract.”

"We're going to need a copy of that,” Calvin said.

Hack dropped hiseyes. "I don't have one."

Silence. When he looked up, they were staring at him.

"You don't understand. They offered meajob, ajob in Marketing." He stopped, choked up.

"Hack," Jennifer said, leaning forward. "It'stime for you to make adecision. Y ou can either help usgo
after the people responsible for the Nike dayings--"

"Which will expose you to whatever pendtiesarein that contract,” Cavin said. "And I'm guessing
they're not that you have to bring the cups to the next company picnic, if you know what | mean.”

"Or you can keep your mouth shut,” Jennifer said. "Which will exposeyouto us.”

"I'd hate to land fourteen counts of deadly force against someone who didn't deserveit, | redly
would. That's-" He looked at Jennifer. " Pretty much life, right?"

"For sure. And the financid penalties-- well, maybe you can negotiate to pay them off at ten centson
the dollar, something like that. Plenty of crimsdo that. If you work hard, you can clear your debt in
twenty, thirty years.”

"l don't know, Jen," Calvin said. "Prison housing prices have redly jumped lately. Some of these
places, you do fifteen years labor and come out owing them for food and board.”

"l guessin your case it would be academic anyway," Jennifer said to Hack. "Since you wouldn't ever
get out.” Sheleaned forward. "Think about it, Hack. A guy like you, reasonable skills, employable --
suddenly you're laying tar in Utah for the rest of your life. And you know the safety record of prison
workers. Only last month, those eight guysin -- where wasit?"

"WichitaFdls" Calvin said. "Texas. Although | think one of them madeit. | mean, obvioudy he'sdll
messed up from the scalding, but | think he'sill dive.”

"Y ou can take freedom for granted, Hack," Jennifer said, "until you'reliving in acell and you haveto
ask permission every time you want to take ashit. Don't you think?"

"Marketing guys," Hack whispered. "It was John and John, from GuerrillaMarketing.”

Jennifer leaned forward. " John Nike? Vice-Presdent?"

He nodded dumbly.

"Brown eyes, brown hair, flat face, John Nike?"

"y e

"Good boy, Hack," Calvin said. "Y ou won't regret this."

Jennifer dragged her chair closer to him. "Let's sart from the beginning.” She smiled. It wasthefirst
time Hack had seen her do that. Shelooked almost tender. "Tell me everything.”

21 Violet

When Violet arrived at the ExxonMobil building, they gave her a CONTRACTOR badge, which she
pinned to her jacket |apd. Her escort was akid in awhite short-deeved shirt and pants so chegp his
kneesreflected. Violet was disappointed. Geeks didn't dressthat way anymore, or rather, successful



geeksdidn't. Even Violet knew it wasworth investing in impressive threads.

"l heard about what you're doing," the kid said in the elevator. "It sounds pretty cool. But it won't
work. Eight months ago, maybe. We had awhole bunch of attacks, denia of service, e-bombs,
phreaking, the works. Then management gave us aton of money to upgrade everything.” Heled her
down acorridor and opened a door.

Violet went in. There were computers and wires and crap everywhere. Four men sat around the
boardroom-sized table, dl in front of keyboards except one, who was therefore in charge. He was very
largeand didn't smile.

"Violet." He extended hishand. "I'm Rendell ExxonMohil. Thisis my team: James, Peter, Saglain,
Hunter." She nodded at them. "If you don't mind, let's get started. We have fifteen minutes before our
next applicant.”

Shetook a seat at the thick table and snapped open her laptop case. The geeks did their chairs
inward, preparing to do battle. She powered on her Igptop, snapped in an RI5 connector. "Do you
want to give mealogin, or should | do it the hard way?"

Rendd| looked at Hunter, who was so thin it was like Renddll had been stealing hisfood. "An
ordinary employee password?'

"y es

"I'll pot you that."

"| can crack it if you want meto."

"It'strivid."

"That'swhy I'm asking."

Hunter managed to sound gracious. "I'll ghost your machine. User is'applicants,’ passisthe same.”

Applications began streaming into Violet's laptop, transforming it into a tandardized, centrally
managed ExxonMobil PC. While she waited, she glanced at the beige box humming behind her. It had
the dimensions and aesthetics of arefrigerator: a Hewlett-Packard Unix machine. "Thisisyour server
here?'

"That'sit."

"And we're isolated from the company network?"

"We're safe enough.”

"| strongly suggest you physically isolate this room from the rest of the network."

They locked eyesfor awhile. She had to resist asigh. Violet wasn't interested in comparing dick size
with skinny geeks.

"Unplugit,” Rendd| said.

Thekid, James, crawled under the desk. "Okay, got it."

"Buckleup,” Violet said, and logged in. There was alittle icon on her desktop called Fizz, in the shape
of asodacan. Sheclicked it.

Her machine said: bing! A window appeared: McAfee Anti-Virus. WARNING! McAfee has
detected a possible virus on your computer. Virus Type: unknown. Files infected: Fizz.exe. Delete
-- Fix -- Ignore.

"Game over," Hunter said across the table, pushing back hischair. "Sorry, you're dead, Violet.
Thanksfor playing.”

"Y ou shouldn't have let him ghost your machine," James said. He waslooking over her shoulder. "He
ingtaled our virus checker.”

Shelooked at her screen awhile longer. When the network activity stopped, she closed the lid and
rested her elbows on the table.

"And not only did we bust your virus," Hunter said, "but we got a copy of its sgnature, so we can
gpot it if it shows up anywhere se. You're history."

Violet glanced at the hub, asquat, plastic box routing traffic between the server and PCs. Itsgreen
lightswereflashing. "So my virusis getting transmitted to the server.”

"No, not your virus. Itssgnature. Big difference.”

The hub'slightswereincreasingly active. The geeks eyed it. Flash-flash-flash-flash. Violet said,



"Then your server transmits my virusto the checkers on every PC. Right?!

"No, no, no." Hunter's eyesflicked to the hub. "Virus checkers don't store actud viruses. They store
patterns.”

"My virus checker isupdating,” one of the other geeks said.

"Mine, too."

"It'smeant tol" Hunter said. "Be cool, guys. It'sinoculating us.”

"You havealot of faithin your checker," Violet said, "for a product with buffer-overrun issues.”

Hunter stared.

"Last chance," shesaid.

It was asmall noise, and to anyone but tech-heads, hardly noticeable. From each PC:
chik-chik-chik-chik-chik--

"Shit!" Saglain said. "Disk activity--"

"Metoo--"

The machines crashed together. The geeks stared at dark screens. Each computer beeped
smultaneoudy, rebooting. Violet knew what they were looking at now, a screen that said: BOOT DISK
FAILURE: INSERT SYSTEM DISK. Thismeant that either someone had unscrewed each computer
and removed the hard drive, or the disks had been trashed so thoroughly the computers couldn't tell if
they were il there.

" Jesus, she wiped the master boot record!”

"Did you go through the virus checker?' Saglain asked, astounded. "Did you send aworm through
the virus checker ?'

She swiveled her chair to see the lights on the HP server lock up. When that was done, she turned to
Renddll. "Interested?"

Rendell looked from his server to his dead PCs.

"It could have been your whole company,” Violet said. "Not just thisroom. Y ou tell me: how
vulnerable do you want to be?"

"Whoa, whoa," Hunter said. "Y ou know, | hate to ruin the party, but we don't need to buy anything
from you. | can recover thisthing. Two seconds of disk activity, itll be somewhere.”

"Whatever you can recover from those drives,” she said, "you're welcometo.”

Silence. Rendd| lifted his chin. "James? Cancel our other applicants, please.”

22 Buy

Buy woke up fedling like someone had rearranged hisintestines. He staggered into the bathroom. On
themirror inred lipstick was.

HOPE YOU'RE FEELING BETTER,
SLEEPYHEAD! CALL ME!
SANDY

He sank to the cooal tiles. Buy didn't think he'd be calling Sandy John Hancock. He crawled into the
shower ingtead. Thiswas not going to be agood day.

Hearrived at Mitsui very late, which for a stockbroker was not just improper but obscene. The stock
markets had been twenty-four-hour for several years now, and Hamish would be angrily waiting for Buy
toreievehim.

The devator doors opened and he walked between the cubicles. Hamish jumped to hisfeet, snapping
closed his briefcase. "Sorry, Hamish, I--"

"That'sdl right." Hewaslooking a Buy oddly. Hiswhole reaction was odd. "They told me what
happened. Y ou don't even have to be here, we can get atemp--"



"No, I'mfine."

"Y ou sure?!

"Yegh."

"Okay. Wdll, good luck."

Buy watched Hamish leave, then sat down. Hefdt eyeswatching him and turned. Suddenly alot of
brokers were frowning at their screens and flicking lint off their pants. He turned back to his screen.

Helooked at it for along time. Something was wrong, but he didn't know what. He clicked through a
few pages of overnight financia summaries, but kept losing focus on the screen. His attention was drifting
back to Friday night. His phone rang, and he looked &t it, abruptly frightened. He didn't want to answer
it.

He felt sweat on hisforehead. Brokers burned out sometimes; everyone knew somebody who had
derailed. It was aterrifying idea, that you could lose the motivation to keep going. That everything that
used to define and sustain you could collgpse into meaninglessness.

An hour later, Buy felt ahand on his shoulder. He was staring into space.

It was Cameron. "Want to talk?"

Hed only been insde Cameron'sfishbowl office acouple of times. Everyone outside could seeyou,
S0 you knew they were speculating about you. Not the office for a paranoid, Buy decided.

"Y ou don't have to be heretoday,” Cameron said. "Y ou know that, right?’

"l don't get paid if I'm not."

Cameron shrugged. "Even s0."

Buy sad, "I'mfine”

"How many trades have you made this morning?”'

Buy was pretty sure the computer on Cameron's desk could answer that question. He was pretty sure
it dready had. "None."

"I'm going to help you, now," Cameron said. "All right? I've heard awhisper that ExxonMobil could
be the target of atakeover.”

"ExM0?'

"Theword isthat Shell likesthe idea of ExMo & up to forty-seven.”

Hethought. "Shdl is... hdf ExXMo'ssize. It can't betrue.”

"l think it is"

Buy congdered. Thiswas ahugetip, even more vauable than the NRA information Sami had given
him. If he remembered right, ExXMo was trading around thirty-one. Cameron was offering him sixteen
dollarsashare. "Then thanks."

"Thank me by making trades. Y ou're agood broker, Buy. Don't let yourself get thrown.”

"l won't."

"Good. Now get out there and trade.”

Buy left the office and walked down the staircase, trying to ignore the eyes on him. He sat down and
clicked for the latest ExXMo price. It was even lower than he'd thought: just above thirty.

He picked up the phone handset. The did tone hummed in his ear. His hand shook. He felt sweat on
his forehead. Hetried to force himsdlf to focus on what was important. Seventeen dollars a share.
Seventeen dollars a share.

After awhile, he put the phone down. Hisfingersfelt likeice. He could fed it in hisgut: it had
happened. He had burned out. Buy had lost it.

23 Jennifer

Sherequested an arrest warrant right away, but that was wishful thinking. She wasin the car with
Cavinwhen Elise, her boss, radioed. "What's this gpplication? Are you trying to creste paperwork?"



"No, Elise" Jennifer said. "We have reason to believe John Nike--"

"Because one suspect says s0? Y ou need more than that."

"Right, but were going to interview this Police officer and well get him to confirm meeting with John
Nike. Then we--"

"So talk to me after that. Right?'

"Right," Jennifer said, and hung up theradio. " Shit."

"Well, it wasworth ashot,” Cavin said. "Hey, you know who works around here? That Mitsui
stockbroker. Want to interview him?”

"Yeah. Sure.”

He changed lanes. " So where do you know John Nike from?"

Sheblinked. "What?'

"Theway you reacted in theinterview room, it seemed like you knew him."

"Oh," shesaid. "l just -- you know, I've dealt with him before."

"When?"'

"Hey," shesaid. "Here's aquestion for you. Apparently someone told the hospital shrink I'm not
interested in dating anymore. Any ideawho that was?'

"Uh," Cavin sad. "l might have said... you hadn't dated in awhile..." He glanced at her. "l wasjust
trying to hdp.”

"| date plenty,” shesaid.

"Okay, okay. Fine."

"l do," shesaid.

"l wasn't arguing.”

"I've been busy, that's all.”

Theradio said, "Unit three-three-nine, come back."

Jennifer picked up. "Three-three-nine."

"It's Gary. We're at that apartment you wanted us to check out, Hack Nike's? There's no dead body
here

She looked at Calvin. He shrugged. "Y ou sure?’

"Y ou want usto sart cutting up furniture?’

"No." She didn't have the budget to replace furniture. "Any sign of astruggle?’

"The bed's unmade.”

"In the kitchen. Theré's meant to be adead man in the kitchen.”

"The kitchen's spotless. It's the cleanest room in the apartment.”

"Okay. Thanks." She hung up the radio.

Cavin sad, "You think Hack lied to us?'

"He never said he saw the body. He said his girlfriend told him it was there. ThisViolet."

"So either Hack'slying, or Violet'slying--"

"Or John Nike cleaned up the scene.”

"Hmm," Calvin said. "I'll take door number three."

"Shit!" shesaid. "That asshole!”

Cavinlooked at her.

"What?'

"So where did you say you knew John Nike from?"

"Why doesit matter?’

"I'm trying to work out why this caseis so important to you. Why you won't take time off, even
though--"

"He killed fourteen people. Isn't that enough?"

"To explain the look you get? No."

"l don't have alook."

"Now you're getting irritable," Cavin said, "I think you used to work with him. Before you joined the
Government. And | think your mysterious source is someone you used to work with, too."



Jennifer pressed her fingersto her temples. "I've never worked for Nike. Okay? Now drop it."
"Hmm," Cavin sad. "Well, you sure didn't get that tattoo in the Government.”

Buy Mitsui took along time to come down. Jennifer amused hersdlf by reading the wall hangings.
There were case studies up there, with pictures of suits shaking hands under headlines like Mitsui &
Reebok: Float Debuts Up 118%! It reminded her of the photos they had in casinos: ederly couplesin
front of dot machines with improbable readouts. JACKPOT!

"I'm Buy," aman said, and she turned.

Hewastal and good-looking, which surprised her. It had been awhile since shed dated. " Jennifer
Government. Thanksfor your time."

"| thought 1'd been through this. At the mdl. | don't see why--"

Cavin sad, "Somewhere we can talk?'

His shoulders dropped. "There's aroom through here."

They followed him. The meeting room was big and tastefully lit, the chairs heavy and wooden. There
was hothing like thisin the Government. "Nice digs.”

"Our business selIsintangibles," Buy said. He took a seat opposite her. "Nothing you can touch. So
we like to appear very..." He knocked on the table.

"Rich?"

"Solid." Hesmiled, but it was a strange, disconnected smile; it worried Jennifer alittle. Buy Mitsui was
not running on dl cylinders.

Calvin flipped open his notepad. "Y ou were at the Chadstone Wa-Mart mal last Friday?'

"y es

"But you didn't see anything.”

"| got theretoo late. Thegirl... she...”

"Takeyour time," Jennifer said.

"I'msorry. I'm not... Thegirl died. | couldn't help her. | tried.”

"You didn't see who shot her?”

"l didn't see anything. | told the Government peoplethislast Friday."

"Right," Calvin sad, flipping some more. "Y ou gave the girl some money? Why was that?"

"l wanted to."

"But you'd never met her before?!

"No."

Calvin paused. Hewaswaiting for her to comein, Jennifer knew: to run aflanking formation, to
sueeze from the other side. Instead, she said, "'l was there that night.”

Buy's eyebrowsrose. "At Chadstone?”’

"They pedled me off the top of aMercedes.”

His eyeswidened. Then he laughed. "I'm sorry. | didn't recognize you. Y ou are... much improved.”

Shelooked down, alittle flustered. "It's a pretty fucking strange coincidence, you giving Hayley
money to buy the shoes shewaskilled for, don't you think?!

She regretted the words immediately. Buy'sfacefell. "I wish more than anything | had never met her.”

Cavin sad, "Did you see any of the assailantsthat night?"

"No."

"Anyone who looked suspicious? At al?’

"No."

Silence.

" S0, the only suspicious thing you saw that night was yoursdlf. Isthat right?"

"l suppose s0."

Cavinlooked at her. She nodded. "All right," he said. "Then we're done. For now."
Jennifer sood. Buy was staring at the tabletop. On impulse, she sat again. "Hey," she said.

He looked up.

"] understand how you fed." He said nothing. She did her card acrossthe tableto him. "If there's



anything dse, cdl me. All right?'

He nodded wordlesdy, looking at the card.

She touched his hand across the table. Then they left, passing through the lobby and exiting to bright
sunshine. The door wheezed pneumaticaly behind them.

"Goddamn, Jennifer Government,” Cavin said findly. "There may be hopefor you yet."

"Oh, shut up,” shesaid. "Let'sgo talk to Pearson.”

24 Billy

Billy NRA's plan was very smple: the second he could, he was going to run like hell. The longer this
charade continued, the more fucked-up things were getting.

Theinside of the plane had not seats but benches and straps, and when they werein the air, instead of
getting peanuts and Cokes with too much ice they were given Vektor R4 assault rifles. It was the heaviest
gun Billy had ever held. That somebody thought he might need it scared the crap out of him.

They landed somewhere rura and piled out of the plane and into the back of two Ryder rental trucks.
More benches and straps. There was some chatter, none of it making much sense, and Billy stared a his
black boots. He was starting to think he'd be better off if hewas il lost in the bush.

Thetruck idled for two hours, then took off with such agtart that Billy fdll into the guy next to him.
"Sorry," Billy said, and the guy said, "Y ou'reright, buddy." But Billy was not right. He was not right &t all.

The squad leader pulled himsdlf to hisfeet. "Wearenow at T minustwo minutes! Our primary
objective when we reach the target is to maintain a safe operating perimeter, inside of which Team B will
operatel Isthisclear?

"Yes, 9r!" the men shouted. Billy didn't shout anything, but the word " perimeter” was the most
interesting thing he had heard al day.

The truck dowed, then stopped. The leader cracked open the doors and peered out while everybody
else st tight, fingering their Vektors. It was becoming clear to Billy there was going to be somefairly
serious law-breaking going on here.

G0, go, go!" the leader said, and threw open the doors.

Billy immediately saw two things: firdt, they were on aleafy, reasonably urban street, and second,
someone was about to have a very bad traffic accident. The car was alate-model Ford, and the second
Ryder truck plowed into it, catching itsrear. The Ford made two full, smoking-tire revolutions, then bent
itsdlf around atelephone pole.

"Movel" someone yelled, and Billy redlized he was gaping like an idiot. Some of the NRA soldiers
were running toward the wrecked car, keeping low, asif they expected the guy inside to jump out with
guns blazing. Two others were carrying something from the second Ryder truck, something like the jaws
of life. Thelargest group of soldiers were dragging metd barriers across the south side of the road. Billy
garted jogging north.

"Hey, you! South Sde, south sde!™

“I'll cover the north!™ he yedlled back. "Just gonnacheck it out!"”

He heard footsteps behind him. He put on aburst of speed, but with the Vektor it waslike trying to
run with amotorcycle around his neck. A soldier grabbed hisarm. Hewas ayoung guy, like Billy, but
without the terror. "What's the matter? South sde, man!”

"Dude, | redly haveto go," Billy said. "No offense, but--"

Behind him, thejaws of life screeched. Billy jumped. NRA guyswere tearing into the Ford, or what
was left of it. For thefirgt time, Billy noticed aPoliceinggniaon itsside. He saw someone moving inside
it.

"Yalam's going to hear about this. Now get your ass back to the perimeter!”

"Look, thisisdl abig mistake," he said, and then there were shots and Billy hit the deck. Heraised
his head. The young soldier was looking down at him contemptuoudy. The NRA soldiers werejogging



away from the smashed Ford, holstering weapons. Billy redized they'd just accomplished their mission.
Hefet sick.

"Hogtilesfrom the south! Hostilesinbound!™

"Comeon! They need usl" The young soldier ran back toward the line of soldiers.

"No thanks," Billy said. He got to hisfeet. "See you later, man."

Three dark blue cars crested the hill. They were fast and low and had some kind of rotary cannon set
into their hoods: he vaguely recollected seeing themin the Police TV advertisements. The NRA soldiers
opened fire. Then the Police car cannons clamored and suddenly there were bullets everywhere,
bouncing off the cars, chewing up the road, and passing much too closeto Billy's body.

"Fuck, fuck!" one of thejaws of life guysyelled. He was running to the second Ryder, which struck
Billy asagood ideg, too. He jJumped into the back of it with the jaws guy and two other sweaty NRA
soldiers. Insde, bullets like a hailstorm beat againgt the truck's Side, creating darming indentations.
Someone up front revved the engine and the vehicle lunged forward.

"Team A, come back, come back," the jaws guy said into hisradio.

"Team A'sgone, man," asoldier said. "Those cop cars! They annihilated ugl"

"They can't get past the blockade," the jaws guy said. "They'll have to go around, do afull block.
Weve got maybe ninety secondsto lose them.”

Billy decided hewas going to stick close the jaws guy. This dude knew what he was doing. The truck
bounced and lurched. Billy clutched at the sirgp. Then hefdlt them dowing.

Thejawsguy sad, "What's going on?"

"Don't ask me," Billy said, but the man wastalking to hisradio. The radio said something like:
Crrsshwifss ssahvunt.

"Right," the jaws guy said. He looked at the rest of them. "Okay. Now we have a problem.”

25 Jennifer

"It'sagood ded," Cavin said, overtaking a Chryder. "It'snot like | actually spend more. | buy what |
would have anyway, but from US Alliance companies.”

"Mmm," Jennifer said.

"Y ou buy your computer from IBM, your gasfrom Shell, use AT& T for cdls... soon you're getting
gift vouchers, for like, fifty bucks. And if you buy acar--"

"I don't likeloydty programs.”

"Whll, you could go with Team Advantage,” Cavin said. "But US Alliance has twice as many
companiesthat are number onein their industry.”

"What isthat, from their brochure?’

The car radio said: "Field Agents Jennifer and Calvin, please identify your position.”

She picked up. "Downtown, King and Hinders."

"Proceed to corner Chapel and Inkerman streets, St. Kilda. Crimein progress, extreme caution
advised.”

"That'swhere were going. What's the Stuation?”
"Didress call from the Police. One Senior Sergeant Pearson Police is under attack. Instigators may be
NRA."

"Fuck!" She dropped theradio. "Go!"

Cavin gunned the engine, weaving through traffic. Sheflicked on the siren and they roared down St.
Kilda Road. "We shouldn't have stopped to talk to that stockbroker."

"Inkerman Street is, what, the--"

"Two more blocks," she said. " See where that Ryder truck came from?”

"Yep." He dowed and killed the Siren.

The truck passed them, heading in the opposite direction. Its front had sustained some damage, she



saw: the grille was smashed in. She frowned. "Turn around.”

"What?'

"Let'spull over that truck.”

"For what, being in an accident?'

"Just doit." He swung the whedl. She chewed her lip. The truck had been through more than atraffic
accident: its side looked speckled and pocked. "Are our lights working?”

"Yep."

"So why aren't they stopping?’

"Don't know. I'll go around front, cut them off."

"Y eah, okay," she said, and the truck's rear door opened.

"Oh, shit," Calvin said.

She saw men in camouflage pants and black T-shirts. Calvin dragged the whed |€ft. Bullets thudded
into the car. She heard atire blow. The steering whedl jumped through Calvin's hands. White palings
from a picket fence bounced off the windshield and then she caught aglimpse of athick tree.

After awhile, sheredlized that Calvin wastaking on the radio. She fumbled at her belt.

"Jen. Y ou okay?'

She found the latch and tumbled out of the car. Her head felt thick and heavy. Shelooked around and
saw atreein the middle of their car's hood. She waked unsteadily toward the road.

"Backup's on the way, Jen! We wait herel”

She stopped in the middle of the road.

Calvin came after her. "Jen, come sit down. Y ou're bleeding.”

She touched her forehead. Her fingers came away red and sticky. That meant clotting. ™Y ou think
they got Pearson?"

"] guess s0."

A white Taurus crested the rise. Jennifer held out her ID until it stopped. The driver was ayoung man,
unshaven. Hiseyesflicked nervoudy. "Y eah?'

"I want to commandeer your vehicle for Government business. We pay three hundred dollars per
hour of use, plus any necessary repairs. Also, you have the satisfaction of knowing you've helped prevent
crimein your community.”

"Three hundred up front?"

"No," Jennifer said. "Sorry, | don't carry large amounts of cash with me on the off chance I'll need to
commandeer somebody's car.”

"Jen," Calvin sad. "Please, let's not blow our budget on this.”

"No, wait," the kid said, getting out. "Okay, sure. Three hundred an hour?'

"Right," she said. "Calvin, will you takethis person's details?"

"Jen! Y ou can't even drivel”

Hewas amost right: she could hardly drive. But the car was an automatic, and she could use her bad
armto hold thewhed!, if not turn it. Jennifer somped on the accelerator.

She figured the NRA would be putting as much distance between themsdlves and the scene as
possible, but they'd avoid the freeways, which had choke points. That pretty much left Dandenong Road,
and shefdt confident guessing they'd head out of the city, not into it. She accelerated through the traffic.

Within aminute, she spotted the truck. She moved up behind it and waited until they got onto a
Sraight stretch of road. Then she wound down the window, held the steering whedl with her knees, and
leaned out with her .45.

The driver must have seen her: he swerved before she'd squeezed off ashot. If he'd braked, she
would have been screwed, would have dammed right into him. But he tried to zigzag, and since Ryder
rental trucks weren't the most maneuverable vehiclesin the world, she was able to take out threetires,
one after the other. The truck ran up the sidewalk and burst through a storefront.

Jennifer sailed past and started a U-turn. Her bad shoulder made it harder than sheld anticipated, and
by the time sheld swung around, NRA guyswere spilling out of the truck.

She hit the brakes and ducked, and the windshield imploded. Bullets chewed through the driver's



seet, filling the car with asnowstorm of yellow foam. She squeezed down among the pedal's, then poked
her pistol over the dash and fired randomly. The gunfire stopped. She grabbed at the rearview mirror,
popping it free, and clutched it to her chest, breathing hard.

It was il quiet. Sheraised the mirror and swung it around. There were three NRA guys by the
truck... and one running low, toward the car. She dropped the mirror, picked up the pistol, and fired
three shots. A man yelled out. She raised her eyebrows. Back to mirror: one NRA guy, crawling away
and clutching hisleg. "Hot damn,” she said.

The gunfire started again, peppering her car. Jennifer found the radio and got Government agentsen
route, then settled into aregular exchange of fire that she hoped would keep everybody entertained. The
important thing wasto fire often enough so they could dl fed comfortable that they were engagedina
pitched gun battle and not fed the need to do anything overly tacticd, like advance on her.

When she heard cars, she raised the mirror again. A line of black Cadillac SUV swas stopping by the
wrecked Ryder truck. Doors opened and closed. "Where's my backup?' she yelled at the radio.
"They're getting away!"

"ETA four minutes, Field Agent.” Jennifer dropped it in disgust. When she heard the cars Sart to
move away, she yanked open the door and fell out onto the road.

It was dready too late. She lined up the wheels of the last car and fired again and again. She hit the
road twice, blew inits rear windshield, and popped open its trunk, which would have been an amazing
shot if that's what she was trying to accomplish. But it wasn't. " Shit!"

Something moved to her right. Sheturned. A man was sprinting down an aley: she saw camouflage
pants and aheavy rifle.

"Freezel Thisisthe Government!”

He kept running. She aimed above his head and fired.

He dove into the asphalt so hard that she thought she'd accidentally clocked him. But shejogged over
and hewas dive. He was covering his head with his hands.

"Please, don't shoot!"

She executed an academy-approved arm twist that finished up with her kneesin his back and her gun
againg hishead. "You kill any girlslast Friday? Visgt any Nike Town stores?'Y ou good friends with John
Nike?'

"I'm not with them! | swear, I'm not with them!"

"Well see about thet," she said.

PART THREE

26 Egress

Hack took deep breaths, gulping air. It felt so good to be out! What that Jennifer Government had
said wastrue: you didn't appreciate freedom until it wastoo late. It redly put thingsin perspective, an
experience like this. It made you redlize what was important.

He couldn't feel depressed, even though he knew there was a good chance held lose his job, and that
debt to the Police wasn't going anywhere. Hack was happy to be dive.

He caught a cab to take him to Violet's sster's house, then changed his mind halfway and got out at
Searsin Fitzroy. He wanted to buy Violet a present: something to show her how he felt. This experience
had brought them closer together, he thought.

He stopped. Sears had ajewe ry section. Rows of glass-encased stones and rings gleamed at him. He
hesitated, then entered.

"Help you?' asdesgirl said. She had curly red hair.

"Um..." Hack said. "Do you have any..."

"Lemme guess," shesad. "Engagement rings?"



"How did you know?"
"You look nervous," the girl said, and smiled.

He clutched the package, lining up at the register behind alarge woman who was buying atricycle. ™
Surely you canwrap it," the woman said to the checkout boy. "Y ou have a wrapping service; | want
thiswrapped.”

"I can only wrap smaller items here," the boy said patiently. " Something this size you haveto take to
the wrapperson levd three”

"It didn't say that on the advertisement.”

"I'mredly sorry," the boy said.

The woman pushed past Hack, poking him in the arm with one of the tricycl€'s handlebars. Hack
protected his package. He had been to the wrapping desk first, even though hisitem was small.

The boy scanned Hack's box. The price materidized on the orange readout: $649.95. "Y ou got aUS
Alliance card?'

"Yes." Hehanded it over.

"Do you have a Team Advantage card, too?"

"What?'

The boy pointed to abright blue badge on hischest. It said: THROW AWAY YOUR T.A. CARD
AND SAVE! ASK ME HOW. "If you quit the Team Advantage program, you get fifteen percent off
from al US Alliance -- effiliated stores for the next two months. Got aT.A. card?'

"No. | work for Nike."

"That's okay. If you stick with US Alliance and don't get a T.A. card, you can accrue points too."

Hack blinked. That sounded al right. "How do | register?”

"Likethis," the boy said, and pushed a button. The register chatted out a couple of extralines onto
Hack's receipt. "Thanks for shopping at Sears. Have anice day.”

"Thanks," Hack said. He took his package and walked out of the store. On impulse, he turned to
look back at the registers. There were thirty or forty stations, lined up like battlements. Each was staffed
by aclean-cut girl or boy in Sears uniform. Their blue badgeswinked at him.

Violet'ssgter, Claire, was watching TV when he arrived home. Hack had actualy known Clairefirst:
he had met Violet through her. Claire wastdl and had long hair and brown eyes and anice smile. She
was shier than Violet; more like him. For awhile Hack had thought he wasin love with her. But then
Violet cameadong. Violet was pretty determined.

"Hi."

"Oh! Hi, Hack. Where have you been?'

"1 had to see the Government.”

Clairéseyeswidened. "Areyou in trouble?’

"No. Not redly. IsViolet home?!

She shook her head. "I thought she was with you.”

" She had a business meeting today. If she's not back... maybe it went well." Helooked at hiswatch. It
was pretty late.

"Have you eaten? | can cook something, if you want."

"Oh -- no, thanks." He felt embarrassed. Claire was dways offering to do stuff for him. "Can | call my
gpartment? Maybe she'sthere.”

"Of course.”

"Thanks." He went into the kitchen and dided. The phone rang and rang.

27 Dislocation

Violet had never flown before, and Rendell, the fat ExxonMobil manager, thought that was hilarious.



"Not even interstate’”?" he asked, and shook his head, amazed. Renddll had two million frequent flier
miles

She wished she could fly without Rendell, who took up the full girth of his extra-wide business-class
seat and leaned into her when he wanted to talk, which was al the time. She had a paperback nove,
selected from arange the flight attendant had brought around, but Renddll wouldn't leave her done with
it. After fourteen hours, al she wanted was for Rendell to choke to death on an airline-issue peanui.

He leaned across. "Y ou can plug into the web from here, you know. Theresajack in the armrest.”

Violet looked. There was, too.

"Although, with your virus -- | mean, you've got that thing under lock and key, right? Maybe you
shouldnt plugin."

"I redlly doubt the customer network is connected to the flight controls,” Violet said.

"Even s0." Rendd| smiled nervoudly.

"Fine." Shedidn't want to e-mail with him looking over her shoulder anyway. She raised her novd.

Hisarm pressed againg hers. "There are phones, though. If you want.”

Shelooked at him.

"If there's anyone you need to tell you're en route to Texas. Don't worry about the cog, it's taken care
of."

"Therésnoonel needto cal,” Violet said. She didn't want to cal home with him there, either.

She was surprised by Dallass ugliness. Even with the sun rising behind it, the city looked asif it had
been built to withstand bombardment. Sheld never seen so much concrete in one place.

"What do you think?' Rendell said in the cab. "Nice, huh?"

"Where are the trees?"

"There are some parks." He craned his neck. "I think you can seeone..." A heavy truck roared
aongside them. The cab darkened like it was descending into the earth. Violet put her fingersin her ears.
"Padt that traffic accident.”

She looked. Therewas a snarl of turnpike ahead, and tow trucks were extracting cars and pickups
from one another. The cab driver dowed to avoid a shredded tire that had rolled onto the road. Violet
didn't see any park.

"Seeit?"

"Yes" shesad. "Whichisthe ExxonMobil building?"

"ExMo'sout of town, in Irving. It's about athirty-minute drive.”

"Oh."

"Y ou're going to be sick of me by theend of dl this" he said, smiling. Shetried to smile back. "l
thought you'd want to see Dallas. Thisiswhere the President was nated, you know."

She looked a him in surprise. “The President of ExxonMaobil?*

"No. The Government President. Kennedy."

"Oh," she said, turning back to the window.

"Y ou're probably too young to have heard of him," Renddll said, and Violet bit her lip until it hurt.

The ExxonMobil man wastdl, with bright blue eyes. He stood, smiling, and extended his hand. His
mouth showed teeth, but his eyes never changed. "Violet. Please, Sit."

Shetook an ornate chair across the table from him. Rendell took a seat beside her. She couldn't
escape him anywhere.

"I'm Nathaniel ExxonMobil, CEQ." Behind him was adoor with asnarling tiger, the ExMo logo,
engraved in frosted glass. "1 appreciate you coming on such short notice.”

"No problem." Shefdlt thirsty.

"We're going to have a conversation now. But first, | want you to understand some ground rules.”

"1'm happy to sign anondisclosure agreement.”

"I don't want you to sign an NDA.." He smiled. "I prefer to do this by word of agreement.”

"Oh." Violet fet her heart Snk. Thiswas dready deviating from thelittle she knew about how business



worked.

"Contracts force people to do things, Violet, and nothing good comes from force. People achieve
great things by voluntarily working together for mutua gain. Doesthat sound al right to you?'

"Sure," she said, but she could fed the bridge creaking beneath her feet, the boards splintering. An
NDA was standard; everybody used them. She didn't think Nathaniel would talk to her without one
unless he had a better way of ensuring her silence.

Hefolded his hands on thetable. "I understand you have some software that can take down a
company-wide computer network. Isthat right?"

"y es

"Any company's network?"

"Pretty much.”

"If you wanted to attack my network at a particular time, on a particular day, could you do that?!

"Um, no. The software can only spread when the clients request an update from the server. That
could beimmediatdly; it could be next week."

Renddl leaned forward. "But in Mebourne, it happened so fast--"

"Y ou guys were ultra-paranoid, you had your virus checkers all geared up. The more active the
checker is, the faster my software spreads.”

"Ah," Nathaniel said.

"l didn't redizethat,” Renddl said. " Sorry, Nathanid, | just assumed--"

Nathaniel ignored him. "Violet, for this software to be useful to me, | need to be able to control the
timeat whichit activates.”

"But if you want to smulate an attack, you can--"

"Let'sjust agree | need to control thetiming,” Nathanid said. " Shal we?'

And Violet redized Nathaniel ExxonMobil wasn't interested in smulating anything. He didn't want her
software for defensive purposes. He didn't want to shore up his|.T. security. Shefelt atinge of fear.

"What if we could gain accessto akey server?' Nathaniel said. "Could you control the timing then?”

"Then -- yes, you could load it and tell the server to push an update. But if you can access a server,
why would you go to the trouble of --"

"We could gain temporary access. If we haveto."

Shetook a bregth. "Wdll, if you can do that, you can control the timing.”

Silence.

Renddl said, "How would you like to become an employee of ExxonMobil, Violet?'

She jumped. "I'm not here to become anyone's employee. | just want to license my software.”

"Well licenseit," Nathanid said. "And pay you well for it. But | want your servicesto implement it,
too."

Her gut tightened. "Implement how?"

"We gain accessto the server, you load your software and spread it through the network."

"Y ou mean remotely?"' Violet said, dthough she didn't think he did.

Nathaniel said, "I won't risk doing anything remotely. It'll haveto be on-site."

"But -- on-site -- how will--"

"A small group of our security personnd will enter the target building,” he said, "and take stepsto
alow you passage to the server.”

She gripped the sest. "I thought you didn't believe you could accomplish anything by force."

"A-harha," Nathanid said, amused. "Y ou've seen right through me, Violet ExxonMohil."

28 Espial

Billy NRA was giving Jennifer aheadache. She rubbed her forehead. "Y ou're saying these NRA guys
just assumed?'



"They had guns. | wasn't going to tell them they'd made amistake. And then they put me on the plane
-- | had no chanceto get away." He looked from Jennifer to Calvin. "Y ou gotta believe me."

She said, "Thisisthe biggest horseshit story | ever heard in my life.”

"Y ou say the NRA approached you because of your shooting,” Calvin said. "Are we talking sniper
shooting? Who'd they want you to assassinate?’

"Pearson Police, obvioudy,” Jennifer said.

"No!" Billy said. "That was some other NRA guys. These guysthought | was someone else, they
thought | was someone cdled Bill!"

"So wherésthered Bill?' Cavin said. "Who ishe?’

"How should | know?"'

"And you never heard anybody mention the name John Nike?"

"For the fifth fucking time, I've never heard of John Nike! | just got put in a plane and sent here and
then people are getting chopped up by cars with machine guns on the front and--"

"Quiet!" Jennifer said. "Cavin?"

He dragged his chair over. Billy rubbed hisface. "L ook, can | get asmoke? I'm--"

"Shut your pie-hole.” She leaned closeto Calvin. "What about the NRA guy Taylor tagged?’

"Hewasn't cdled Bill."

"Any of thevictims?"

"There are no dead Bills"

"So thisguy's story isfull of shit. He's covering.”

Calvin shrugged. "Maybe the redl Bill decided to split once he capped a Government agent.”

"Or maybethisguy isthered Bill, and hekilled Taylor."

They looked a him.

"| could redlly useacigarette,” Billy said. "Redlly."

"Y ou know what the Police will do to you?' Jennifer said. "Do you have any idea? They run their own
prisons, you know."

"Whoa, whoa--"

Therewas aknock at the door. She turned. It was Elise Government. "Hi, boss," Jennifer said.

"A word?'

"Sure." She closed the door behind her.

"Guesswhat | just got?' Elisesaid. "A psych evauation.”

She supposed sheldd known it was coming. "Oh, hey, Elise, | was joking around with that shrink. |
didn't think he'd take me so serioudly. Between you and me, that guy needs avacation.”

"You'retaking avacation," Elisesaid. "Asof right now. Go home."

"No, wait, no. Elise, I'm making amajor breakthrough here. I've caught a murderer red-handed; we
can roll him over on John--"

"Thisisn't abreakthrough. The labs finished checking your suspect's weapon. It hasn't been fired."

Jennifer blinked. "Not once?"

"Listento me. Y ou need abreak. This case will be solved without you. Y ou're not my only competent

She hesitated. " Give me an arrest warrant for John Nike and I'll go home.™

"N

"Elisel Today John killed one of the few people who could link him with the Nike Town killings. If we
don't pick him up, Hack isnext. Johnis cleaning up.”

"| can't give you awarrant on one person's say-so."

Jennifer said, "'l -- have more evidence coming in.”

" Something substantia ?*

"Yes" Shehit her tongue.

"Soon?"

"y e

"Y ou wouldn't lieto me, would you, Jen?'



"Elisel" shesad.

Eliseeyed her. "Herésthe ded: I'll approve an arrest warrant on condition that somebody else serves
it. Y ou go home, you watch TV, you resst the urgeto call in every five minutes. Well take care of John
Nike. All right?"

"Okay," Jennifer said, thinking she could ride dong on John's arrest without Elise finding out. "Dedl.”

"And get yourself adecent haircut,” Elise said. "What did they use on you, garden shears?"

"Ha-ha," she said, and went back inside. Calvin had given the NRA guy acigarette. She sat down
and watched him awhile.

"What?' Billy said.

"Y ou never fired your gun. Not once.”

"That'swhat I'm trying to tell you," he said. "That'swhat I'm saying."

Jennifer stayed late at the office, formulating aplan. By the time sheleft, she had agood ideawhat she
was going to do with Billy NRA. She thought he would turn out to be useful after dl. It meant shed have
to come back to work tomorrow, but that was okay. Elise's direction to go home was probably more of
asuggestion than an order anyway.

When she arrived home, K ate was scribbling on some drawing paper on the coffee table. "Heyal"
Jennifer said.

"Hi, Mom! How was your day?"

"Great! | caught abad guy."

"y gyl

"l know," she said. "It was very satisfying. How about you?!

"l had agood day, too." Kate rummaged in her schoolbag and emerged with agray folder.

"What are you doing with an internal Government report?’ Jennifer said. Shetook it and flipped open
thefront. It said: PENGUINS! In the corner, Kate's teacher had written: Excellent work, Kate! You
obviously put a lot of time and effort into this one. 10/10. "Kae! Thisisfantagtic!”

"Yeah."

"Wow! Come herel" She kndlt and opened her aams and Kate fell into them. Jennifer kissed her.
"You are very dever."

"Next I'm going to do one on Damatians. They're atype of dog.”

"I had heard that," she said. "Y ou'reredly into animads, huh?"

" like them, Mommy. When | grow up | want to be avet."

"l know you do," Jennifer said. "I love you. Y ou'll be the world's best vet." Kate hugged her back.
"You know, it'sapity that..."

"What?'

"Well," Jennifer said, "if you're going to be thisfamous vet, it's a shame you have nothing to practice
on."

"Whét do you mean?"

“I'm reconsidering my no-pet policy,” she said. "Inlight of thisexcdlent penguin project.”

"Mom! Areyou serious?'

"How about adog? We could rescue one from the shelter.”

"Yes! Yes! Canwe get adog? Can we go this weekend?'

"Yes" shesad. "Thisweekend."

Kate squealed and threw her arms around Jennifer's neck. "'l loveyou, | love you!"

"l loveyou, too," Jennifer said. She hugged her tightly.

29 Clemency

The man in bed 18C was buzzing her again, and Georgia had run out of patience. She ignored the



sound as best she could and helped ateenage girl vomit into a bucket.

Thegirl spat and moaned. Georgia stroked her hair. " Shhhh."

"I don't know if | can--" She doubled over again, launched a stream of yellow bileinto the bucket. |
want out!"

"No you don't," Georgiasaid. "Therésawaiting list for your bed.”

"l hatethis..."

"I'll get you another blanket." Georgiadrew the curtain around the girl's bed -- it didn't provide much
privacy, but it was much better than last year, when they hadn't even had curtains -- and headed into
room 18. "So you're awake."

"Where the fuck am 17" the man said.

"The Church of Latter Day Saints Charity Hospital, King's Cross."

"What?'

"It'sa Sydney hospital. Do you know what year it is?'

"Of course | know--" He pawed at the tubes coming out of him. "What's dl this shit?"

"Y ou were found unconscious on the streets with gunshot wounds. Y ou had no identification, so we
took you in. The surgeons operated on you two days ago, and--"

"SQurgeons!"

"Sir, please cdm down."

"I will not calm down! | have insurance, | don't need your dumb-fuck religious doctors cutting me!”

"The adminigtrators will be glad to hear you have insurance,” Georgia said patiently. She/d worked
here dmogt three years. "We can hill them for the cost of saving your life"

Themantried to pull himself out of bed. "I'm leaving." His face whitened.

"Y ou're not strong enough to go anywhere. Sit back and I'll tell the doctors you're awake.”

"No! Wait. If | tel youwho | am, will you contact my employer for me?"

"If your insurance is handled through your employer, yes."

"And my detalls are confidentid, right?"

"Sure" she said, not wanting to debateit. The truth was he would be getting alot of junk mail from
the Church from now on.

"All right. All right. My nameis Bill NRA. Now tdll them to get me out of thishole."

30 Ascendancy

The hospitdl wallswerelight blue, which John liked. The only reason hospital's had white wallswas
because people associated white with cleanliness: it was marketing, effectively, and therewasno point in
marketing to amarketer. John would paint ahospital for marketers black.

The door to 412 was open. It was a nice room, with aview of the city skyline. He sat in the chair
beside the bed and checked if John was awake.

It was hard to tell, with al the bandages. That girl Violet had redly let him haveit: the doctors till
weren't sureif there was brain damage. Personally, John thought the bigger problem was hisface. He
hoped alot of the swelling was temporary. There was no place in marketing for aman who looked like
that.

Mercurys had sold asif they were religious artifacts, but for John the whole campaign had taken on a
sour taste, thanksto Hack's inability to be aproper fall guy. Now he and his psychotic girlfriend had
vanished, and it was only ameatter of time, John was sure, before Jennifer Government came calling.
Sheld been sniffing around before the campaign; now sheld amost intercepted the NRA team sent to
eliminate that Police officer. John wasin trouble.

He decided to scribble a note for John -- Looking good, big guy! Everyone at Nike's rooting for
you -- when his cellphone rang. He tugged it out of hisjacket pocket and walked over to the window, in
case the sgndsinterfered with John's equipment. John didn't need any more aggravation. "Go."



"John Nike," avoice said. "What makes you think you can organize acampaign like this from fucking
Audrdia?'

"Who'sthis?'

"Gregory Nike, VP Globa Sdes.™

John gtiffened. He checked the phone display, in case someone thought he was being funny. The
number suggested otherwise. "Sir! | can't tell you what a pleasureit isto spesk with you.”

"Did you think you were handing out baseball caps? Y ou'd better have a serioudy good reason for
exposing the company likethis"

From the bed, John groaned and muttered. "Well, | don't want to preempt my report, sir, but | think
the sales results speak for themselves. Weve sold four hundred thousand pairsin three days, and in
dollar termsthat's--"

"I'm going to explain something to you now, and you're going to shut up and listen. All right?"

"Yes, ar."

"l don't give aflying fuck about your sdles. We have drategic initiatives in place that make four
hundred thousand pairslook like dick. And it pisses me off, John, when those initiatives are jeopardized
by adumb fuck like yoursdf in Melbourne, Austraia, who thinks he can lead worldwide corporate
policy.”

"It wasradicd, | admit," John said. "And perhaps | should have consulted--"

"| assumethat even the Audirdian officeis aware of the importance of the US Alliance program. Y et
you go and involve a Team Advantage company in a-- ahighly risky campaign.”

He suddenly realized what Gregory was talking about. " The Police -- yes, that was beyond my
control, ir. It--" He bit histongue. What was he doing? "'l won't make excuses. | made an error.
However, you'll be pleased to hear I've taken stepsto address that. The non-US Alliancelink isbeing
dedlt with."

"How?"'

"| probably shouldn't answer that on an unsecured line."

Heavy breathing, originating in Portland, Oregon. Transmitted via satellite to Melbourne, the
Augtraian Territories, recreated by AT& T in John's|eft ear. "If you've fucked this up for us, John, you're
out of ajob. Y ou better redize that."

"Sir, perhaps we should meet. We can discussthe initiatives I've taken and you can brief me more
fully onthe US Alliance situation. | think I've demonstrated my ability to take decisive action and provide
outs de-the-dots thinking, and you might make better use of my abilities by keeping meinsdea
higher-level loop.”

"Jesus," Gregory said. "Y ou've got some nerve."

John waited.

"Get onaplane. I'll bein L.A. tomorrow. Meet methere.”

"Yes, ar!" Gregory hung up. John stood in front of the window, elated. What a phone call! Talk about
decisve action!

He picked up his briefcase and dialed his P.A. On the way out, he glanced at John. He hadn't written
that message yet.

"Sorry, buddy," he said, Sraightening histie. "Strategic initiatives are in place.” He closed the door on
hisway out.

31 Declivity

Buy was acorpse. He sat in his Mitsui cubicle and stunk up the place. Brokers circumscribed wary
arcs asthey passed, asif what he had was contagious. He was adead man in a suit.

On Tueday, Cameron said, "Buy. That's enough.”

Buy looked up. HeEd known he was going to be fired for awhile now. He'd thought it would be more



exating.

"My office." Buy followed him up to the fishbowl. Cameron waited until they were seated, and even
then threw in apause. Buy waited patiently. "1 offered you time off. Y ou remember that.”

"Yes" Hisvoice cracked. He wasn't using it much these days.

"I'm going to suggest it again. Thistime, | want you to think about it very carefully. It could save you.”

Buy felt like laughing. Theideathat aweek of daytime TV could make him happy again was very
funny. "No. Thank you."

Cameron sighed. "Y ou want meto fire you? Isthat it? Y our termination package isn't so hot, you
know."

"l know."

"All right. Herésyour last chance. A transfer.”

"What?'

"You'refinished in brokerage. But theresalifdline, if you want it. The Mitsui Liaison to US Alliance
wants an Audiralian assstant. That could beyou.”

"The Mitsui what?'

"Mitsui ispart of US Alliance, the customer loyalty program. We have a person to represent our
interests there, hel's called aLiaison. You could be his assistant.”

"Oh," Buy said. "Okay."

"It'snot such abad job," Cameron said. "Could be ared growth area, you never know."

"Thank you." He wanted to feel more grateful, but he just felt tired. He stuck out his hand.

Cameron blinked, then shook it. "Y ou'rein anew office, on level eight. Maintenance will get you
everything you need. Y ou should clear out your desk.”

"When?'

"No timelike the present.”

"Right," Buy said. He supposed they wanted to get the smell out.

He went to level eight and was shown his new office, It was small but had abig window with aview
of therest of the city. He wasn't sure that was good. He had been thinking about the city alot, lately.
About how the city ate people.

Buy caught the elevator back to brokerage and began collecting his persond items. acoffee mug, a
photo of adog he/d owned once, and afew pens. That wasit.

"Hey, | heard about your big move," Lisasaid. Buy looked up. She was smiling, but her eyes were
sharp and vigilant, asif shewasn't ruling out the possibility that he would lunge & her. " Sounds like your
thing, Buy. Congratulations.”

"“Thanks."

Her eyes softened. "We're dl rooting for you, Buy. Remember that.”

"Thank you, Lisa," he said. He was now pretty sure he was going to kill himself.

32 Agency

The man in the cell was Jesus Chrigt, or so he kept telling Billy. Thishadn't been very amusing when
hed firgt arrived, and had become less so over the next three hours. He sat on the bunk in the cdll's
corner and pulled hisknees up to his chest.

"Righteousfirel" shouted Jesus. "Damnation for -- al you cocksuckers™

Billy closed hiseyes. Hewondered if he could bang Jesus head into the cell wall and claim
sef-defense.

Someone rattled keysin thelock. Billy sat up quickly. The door opened. It was the woman from
earlier, Jennifer. Shewasdone.

"Hi," shesad. "Had timeto think?'



"l am the Lamb of God!" Jesus said. "The Lamb, the Lamb!"

"Not you. Billy, you thought about my offer?"

"Y ou can't keep me here.” Billy tried to say it ascalmly as he could, but he felt his hands shaking. He
really needed another cigarette. "I'm aUS citizen. New Zedland can't lock me up because | wasin the
wrong place at the wrong time. | want to speak to someone from the American Government or the
NRA." Jennifer stared at him.

"What?'

"You'reinthe Austrdian Territories, Billy, not New Zealand. Don't you even know which country
yourein?'

"l.... they flew me-- right, Audtrdia."

"And | am the American Government. ThisisaUSA country. | leave you here overnight, that's the
best you can do?!

"Uh.."

"I'll come back later.”

"No! Wait! Okay, let'stalk!"

"No moretalking. I've offered you a dedl, you say yesor no."

"Fuckerd" Jesus shouted. "The fucking nnnnn-nnnnn--"

"Quiet!" Jennifer said.

"All right,” Billy said, feding hope drain away. "Get me out of here.”

She held open the door. He left the cell, fedling like he was sinking deeper and deeper.

"I'm glad you made theright choice, Billy," Jennifer said. "'l think we're going to work well together.”

"You're going to carry thiswith you at dl times," she said. "Don't leave it where anyone can seeit.
Don't let anyone pick it up.”

"A pack of smokes?'

"Therésabuginsde. | cantak back, if you plug headphonesinto thelittle jack down at the bottom.
Whenit vibrates, that's metelling you | want to talk. Do you smoke Marlboro?’

"Yeah, sure”

"Don't smoke these."

He stared at them. "Are they drugged?”

"No, Billy, they're cigarettes. But if you finish the pack, there's no reason for you to hold on to the
box. If you leave thisthing in atrash can somewhere, | will not be happy.”

"Right," he said, and licked hislips. He wondered if he could have one of those cigarettes now.

Jennifer eyed him. "Maybe you're not cut out for this."

"l am, redlly! It'sjust..." He reached for the pack.

Shelooked disgusted. "What are you, on one of those high-nic brands?*

"I'm cutting back." He lit one with shaking fingers. The taste wasincredible.

"Fed better?'

"Ohhh..." Things were so much better with the smoke. Even Jennifer Government looked cute, ina
hard-ass sort of way.

"Now let's get thisclear. Y ou get in, you get me some people on tape talking about John Nike and
NRA jobs, you get out, and you'rein the clear. But if you ditch this device and run back to Mississppi or
wherever the hell you're from, I'll come after you. I'm the Government, Billy. Y ou can't escape me.
Understand?'

"Yes"

Shewas slent for amoment. Billy sucked on his cigarette.

"He killed fourteen kids. Thought about it, planned it, made it happen. I'm not going to tolerate that.
Do you believe me?'

Y

She nodded. "Y ou're booked on aflight to Invercargill, New Zedand, in two hours. Don't messup.”

"Y ou can count on me." Hiswhole body wastingling. In this moment, he really meant it.



33 Cecity

She moved quickly, but even so they caught her outside her office. " Jennifer!”

Shelooked up. Elise and Calvin were by the watercooler. "Oh, hey, Elise.”

"Explainto mewhy you'rein thisbuilding.”

"I'm just collecting some things to take home--"

"Two weeks ago they were stitching your head back together. Now get out of my station.”

"You know, | fed redlly recuperated,” Jennifer said. "And | saw the shrink again and he said I'd made
red progresstoward processng the negative experience and resolving my role within it.”

Eliselooked at Calvin. "Has she seen the shrink again?”

"Uh," Cavinsad.

"Get out,” Elisesad. "l swear, Jennifer, don't you somuch ascal in."

"I'm touched by your concern, but--"

"Didit sound like | was giving you an option?"

Sheressted asigh. "No."

"Then go home."

"Fine," she said, and turned.

"What do you need to go to your officefor?’

"I'm getting my jacket!" she shouted. "Isthat dl right?"

“I'll driveyou home," Cavinsad.

"S0," shesaid in the car, "now we've got this arrest warrant--"

"Don't even ask."

"What?'

"Y ou're not coming aong, Jen.”

"That's not what I'm saying,” she said, nettled. "That's not even what | meant.”

"Oh," Cavin said. "Good."

Therewas silence.

"So how many agents are you going in with?'

"Dependswho's available.”

"Youll let me know how it goes?'

He stopped at alight and turned to her. "I will keep you informed, Jen."

"Good. Thanks."

"Y ou know, the break could be good for you. Take some time to step back, cool down, get some
perspective. Hang out with Kate."

"I have perspective," shesaid. "I have shitloads of perspective. That'swhy | don't want to sit at home
while John Nikeisgtill out there. | want himinjail. | want to know that when Kate goesto the shops,
nobody's going to shoot her. That's my perspective.”

"Okay, okay," Cdvinsad."l getit."

"If you let him get away, I'll beredly pissed.”

"Jen, | am a competent human being.”

"I know. I'm sorry." She rubbed her face. She fdlt frustrated. "Don't take Church Street.”

Kate was waiting for the bus at the school gate. "Mommy!"
"Hiya," Jennifer said. "What's that on your face?"

"A dticker. See, it hasastar oniit.”

"Ohyeah."

"How comeyou're here so early?"



"I'm on vacation."

"Oh, yay!"

"I thought maybe we could go to the park and play soccer. Do you want to do that?"

"And, after, can we go to the dog shelter?"

"It'sabit late tonight, honey. Come on, Cavin'sdriving us home." Shetook Kate's hand.

"Alex'sdog rollsonitsback every timeyou go near it," Kate said. "It'sweird.”

"Our dog will be much cooler," Jennifer said.

"Can we go to the shelter tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow or the weekend," Jennifer promised. The codesto Billy's bug were in her pocket. "I have
acouple of important things | need to do first, honey."

34 Competition

John Nike was reading anove called The Space Merchants; it had been reissued and hed seen a
review in Fast Company. They cdled it "prescient and hilarious,” which John was having ahard time
agreeing with. All these old science-fiction books were the same: they thought the future would be
dominated by some hard-ass, oppressive Government. Maybe that was plausible back in the 1950s,
when the world looked asif it might turn Commie. It sure wasn't now.

In The Soace Merchants, the world was dominated by two advertising companies, which was closer
to the truth. But till, there were so many laws the companies had to follow! If these guyshad dl the
money, John wondered, who could stop them doing whatever they wanted?

"Weé're about to commence our descent, gir," aflight attendant told him. John looked at her cleavage.
"Isthere anything se can get you?'

Manual relief, John thought, but didn't say; thiswas United Airlines, not American. "No."

He started to put hisnovel into his briefcase, then tucked it into the seat pocket instead. It was turning
into ady, anti-free market statement, and irony irritated him. There was no placefor irony in marketing: it
made people want to look for deeper meaning. There was no place in marketing for that, either.

Hewasin acab less than ten minutes after touchdown. He'd visited the States a couple of times
before the last barriersto free trade had come down and there had been hasdes with taxes, with what
you had in your suitcase, with changing money -- it wasridiculous. And when you made it through, the
culture was so different you didn't even know how to order abeer properly. Now things were much
better: the only sgn you werein Los Angelesingtead of Sydney wasthat the air waslouser.

Nike'sL.A. officewasasnglefloor in an anonymous building on Santa Monica Boulevard. Los
Angeleswas not abig dedl for Nike: Nike was born in Portland, Oregon, and had never |eft home. He
wondered why Gregory was meeting him here.

He paid the cabdriver and bounded into the building. The receptionist sent him to the eighth floor,
where awoman told him Gregory would be afew minutes. Thiswasagood sign: "afew minutes' meant
Gregory il intended to see him. John had been braced for "unexpectedly called away."

He wished held held on to that novel now. It would have been good to be seen reading it: relevant yet
|eft-field, demondtrating initiative and a cregtive gpproach to problem solving. He sifted through the
magazines on offer. The best available was Sports Illustrated. He sghed.

Twenty minutes later, Gregory appeared from aside door. "John, VP GuerrillaMarketing, Australian
Territories?’

John rose. "Gregory, it's a pleasure to--"

"Sorry I'm late.”

"You'renot lateat al," John lied. "I just got here.”

Gregory looked at him in annoyance. Maybe that had been too much. "Come through.”

Hefollowed Gregory past asmdl, shabby cube farm of what had to be low-level managers --
possibly even Merchandising Officers. Maybe Gregory wastrying to humiliate him.



"Y oull forgive the surroundings,” Gregory said, holding open the door to his office. "I'm only in town
to meet with US Alliance."

John sat. No coffee was on offer, apparently. "US Allianceisbased inL.A.?"

"Yes" Gregory planted himsalf behind the desk and leaned forward. It was a cheap desk, but
Gregory made up for it, John decided: he was ominous even with bad props. "Thisisacritica timefor
us. Which iswhy your antics aren't gppreciated.”

John wondered if now was agood time to produce his salesreport. "I gpologize again, Sir. I'm
looking forward to being brought up to speed on Nikesvision.”

Gregory folded hishands. "What I'm about to tell you is strictly confidentid. 1t's covered under trade
secretsin your employment contract.”

"l understand.”

"Y ou better. We don't screw around with breaches of trade secrets.”

John had ruined afew ex-employeesin histime. "l understand, Sir."

"All right. Y oure aware of Nike's participation in the US Alliance customer loyaty program. What do
you think of it?"

John considered. He thought loyaty programs were useless, especialy to an image-centric consumer
goods company like Nike. But obvioudy that wasn't the answer Gregory was looking for. "1 believe they
can be very vauable, in the correct gpplication.”

"Loyalty programs aren't worth dick to us," Gregory said. John cursed silently. Tricked! ™Y ou think
anybody buys Nike because they get frequent flier miles? Give me abreek.”

John rowed hard. "Sir, | fed the same way. Our brand isweakened by discounting and giveaway
promoetions. If anything, the higher our price, the morewe sdll.”

"And yet Nike congdersthe US Alliance loyaty program to be the most important Strategic initiative
it has taken in twenty years. Why?'

John kept his mouth shut.

"Y ou know how US Alliance got started, John?"

"Somekind of... airline miles?’

"That'sit. Y ou bought atank of gas on American Express, you got flier milesfor American Airlines. If
you didn't have an AmEXx, well, you thought about getting yourself one pretty quick. And right there, the
competitive environment changed forever. Because suddenly credit card companies werein competition
witharlines"

"Right."

"So Visagoes out and getsitsdf afrequent flier milesded. They think, 'Hey, what can we do to make
our program more attractive? And they redize--"

"More ways to earn points. More services. More companies.”

"And ten yearslater we have US Alliance and Team Advantage, and there aren't more than five mgjor
companiesin theworld that haven't sgned up with one of them. The more companiesjoined in, the more
customers signed up, and so the more companieswant in. At the end of last month, US Alliance had five
hundred million subscribers. T.A. hastwo-ninety million.”

"Fve hundred million... | didn't redize."

"Believeit. US Alliance only accepts one company from each industry, but we've got the biggest and
best. Generd Motors, IBM, AT&T, Boeing -- they're all here.”

John hesitated. "But Boeing only hasindustria customers. What doesit gain?'

"The battle lines have been drawn. Every Alliance company isin competition with every Team
Advantage company. Every customer who fliesonaT.A. arlinewill buy acomputer from Compaq
ingtead of IBM. Boeing iswith us because otherwise United Airlineswon't buy fromiit.”

"And the Policeis...”

"Not with us" Gregory said. "It'sin Team Advantage.”

"Ah," John said. "Y ou know, | want to stress that that Situation is now resolved--"

"Good. Because we have bigger concerns. A week ago, the US Alliance member companies,
including us, began offering rewards for customers who throw away their Team Advantage cards. Were



forcing everyone who signed up with both programs to make a choice.”

John sat back. "Thisisvery impressive. | had no ideathat initiatives of such... scope... werein
moation.”

"Itsawar," Gregory said. "I'm not exaggerating when | say that. Welve only seen skirmishes so far,
but the war has started. And you don't want to be doing business with the enemy. Y ou understand me?”

"Completely.”

"I'm glad we had thistalk," Gregory said. "I'm impressed by your quick grasp of the situation.”

"Tell mewhat to do," John said.

"Exactly,” Gregory said. "That's exactly what | mean.”

35 Serendipity

A bunch of college students got it into their heads to protest at a downtown Starbucks, so Calvin got
no backup for Nike. Starbucks was a big Government client: when they had trouble, agents scrambled.
"Y ou can wait, if youwant," Elise said. "WEell free up Johan and Emmaby three--"

"Don't worry about it," he said, knowing Jen would blow an artery if she found out. He droveto Nike
and parked in avisitor's bay. The front doors parted, enveloping him in air-conditioning. The receptionist
was attractive and looked like she ran track in her sparetime.

"Welcometo Nike. How may | help you?'

"I have an appointment with John, Vice-President, GuerrillaMarketing.”

"Your name, Sr?'

"Calvin McDonad's." He smiled. Trespass was an assault against property and therefore a crime, but
fraud wasfine: fraud was practically a condtitutiond right, like free speech.

"Just amoment, Sir." She murmured into amicrophone. "'I'm sorry, John's P.A. has no record of your
appointment. Areyou sure you havetheright time?"

"I'm very sure. Goddammit, what's going on here?!

"I don't know, gir, you'll haveto ask her."

"I think | will." He grabbed the visitors book. "I sign in here? What floor is she on?"

"Ah -- the fourteenth.”

"What's her name?"

"Georgia."

Hetook an ID tag from the box. The eevator boomed pop music a him. Calvin hummed dong with
it. On the fourteenth floor, he pushed through glass doorsto enter alarge, tasteful reception lined with
wall-sized pictures of sportspeople Cavin recognized from sodacommercids. A woman in her late
twentiesrose. "Cavin McDondd's?'

"Where the hell is John Nike? I've got an gppointment.”

"Vice-President John is on an overseas business trip. He has no appointments.”

"Oversead" Cavin said. Jennifer was not going to be happy. "Where?"

"Sir, | don't believe you ever made an appointment for John to see you.”

"Maybe I'm getting confused. Isthere another John in GuerillaMarketing?'

"Thereis Operative John, but he'sin ahospitd. If you had an gppointment with him, we would have
cdled you."

"A hospital! | hope he'sdl right. What happened?’

"Sir, I'm afraid | haveto ask you to leave."

Fraud, Calvin thought, will only get you so far. He flipped open his Government ID. "Okay, I'm not
redly from McDondd's."

She gasped. Calvin blinked. The plagtic didn't usualy have such an effect. Y ou're not meant to come
here! Y ou're not meant to -- put that away!"

"Oh, crap,” he said, realizing. "Y ou're Jen's source.”



"|--" She froze as someone passed in the corridor. She hissed, "Thisis not the ded!"

He made the ID disappear. "I'm Jennifer Government's partner. Where's John Nike?"

"LosAngdes. Heleft thismorning.”

"Wher€'s he staying?"

She lowered her voice even further, so he could hardly hear her. "I can't talk here. Call melater, from
apay phone."

"Okay. | will." Calvin turned to leave, then stopped. "By the way, where do you know Jennifer from?"

"l worked for her at Maher. Please, you haveto go."

"Maher?'

Georgiagtared at him. "The advertisng firm. She's Jennifer Maher. Didn't you know that?"

"Jennifer Maher..." It sounded vagudly familiar.

"Shewas one of the best at the biggest ad company in the world. She ran campaigns for Coke,
Apple, Mattel... she could sell anything. Why do you think she got the tattoo?"
"Wel," he sad, "I've wondered about that.”
"If you'd been part of corporate Americaten years ago, you'd already know. People still talk about
her."

"So what happened? Why'd she quit?’

"John Nike happened,” Georgiasaid. "L ook, you haveto go. If anyone knowsyou're here--"

"What do you mean, John happened?’

"Please. You haveto leave. Please.”

"Okay. Thanksfor your help, GeorgiaNike."

"Saints-Nike," shesaid. "I work part-time for the Church of Latter Day Saints."

"What do you do?"

"Whatever's needed.”

"And they pay you?"'

"No. But it'sill Saints-Nike."

"Okay," Cavinsaid. "Then thank you, Georgia Saints-Nike."

36 Transposition

Hack was sure of it: Violet was dead. She hadn't come home after her business mesting, and there
was only one plausible explanation: some NRA heavies had found her and taken her out. Maybe John
Nike had tracked her down himsdlf. Either way, Hack had made one big mistake too many, and it had
killed Violet.

He gtill had thering. How poignant! His eyes watered every time he thought of it. He had tucked it in
his bedroom drawer, but now he got it out and turned it over in his hands. That was how Claire found
him: sitting on the bed, a blubbering mess. She hesitated in the doorway, wearing her Sears uniform.

"Y ou okay?"

Hack held out the ring. " She's gone.”

"Violg?'

"I killed her!" That made fifteen, Hack redized. He had murdered fifteen people. Hewas a sevid
killer.

"Did you hear something?'

He shook his head.

Claire sat beside him on the bed. "Hack... until we know for sure, you should try not to worry so
much. Violetis... Violet doesn't dwaysthink of other people. She might just be busy.”

"No, no!" He didn't want to hear of Violet'sfaults. Violet had been kind and thoughtful.

"Hey, comeon..." Claire put her arms around him. She hugged him tightly. For a second Hack was
lost in the scent of her hair -- but that, no doubt, was because Claire reminded him of her. "I'm sure shélll



be okay. Y ou're a sweet guy, Hack. Y ou care too much.”

He accepted this slently. His nose touched her nametag. It said: CLAIRE SEARS. She began
stroking hishair. Hack closed his eyes. He might have drifted off, because then shewas saying, "I haveto
go," and he redized time had passed. He sat up. "I'm sorry,” Clairesaid. "If I'm thirty minutes late for
work, | drop a pay grade.”

"That's okay."

"I'd stay if | could." Shetook her arm back.

"l know."

"Stay cool,” she said, and poked his nose. He watched her leave. Claire was so good to him. He
didn't know why she didn't have aboyfriend. Any guy in their right mind would grab on to Claire
and not let go, Hack thought.

Helooked down. Hewas il holding the ring. He felt himsdlf tearing up again. "Oh, Violet," he said
to the empty room, and no one answered.

He spent an hour and a haf wallowing around the house. Then he got hungry and made himsdlf
breakfast. As he ate, he wondered what people at Nike would be saying aout him not showing up for
work again. There were abunch of posters that were meant to go to astore in Sydney, and Hack
wondered if anyone had taken care of them.

Thenit struck him that if he did go in to Nike, hewould be safe. His employment contract required
Niketo provide a safe workplace, and surely John wouldn't risk messing with that. Which meant Hack
could confront John with total impunity. He could demand justice. Hack bit hislip. That was adaring
idea. He began to get dressed.

By thetimethe cab dropped him at Nike, hislegswere shaking. His throat was parched. He decided
to go to hisdesk first and get adrink of water. Then he could confront John.

His boss, the Manager of Loca Merchandising, caught him at the watercooler. It had been refilled
sincethe day it had sent Hack off to the marketing floor: it had been refilled by the time held come back.
"Hack! Y ou take asick day yesterday?'

"Um... yes"

"Hack, you have to phonethosein. Y ou can't just not show up for work. To qualify for sick pay, you
need to phonein.”

"Right. Sorry."

"| can't approve pay for that day. I'm sorry, but it'sin your contract. Maybe next time you'll
remember.”

Hack sat down at his desk. There was a stack of messagesthere, but he ignored them. He sipped at
his water, then dialed reception and asked for John'sP. A.

"Georgia Saints-Nike, good morning?*

Hetook abreath. "I need to spesk to John. It's Hack from Merchandising.”

There was a pause. "Oh, Hack... I'm sorry, John is oversess.”

"Oh." That was asurprise. "When's he coming back?'

"l don't know. Not for awhile."

"Oh. Thanks."

Hack hung up and stared at his desk. So much for aconfrontation. So much for publicly denouncing
John. Hefdlt rdieved, and was ashamed of himsdif.

"Hey, Hack," hisboss said, stopping at his desk. "Y ou know something about postersfor aNike
Town in Sydney? They've been cdling and cdling.”

"Yeah," hesaid. "I'll take care of it."

"Good man," hisboss said.

There were abunch of cars parked outside Claire's house, and Hack felt a stab of fear. Maybe John
had people watching him. Maybe the NRA had tracked him here! But even in the streetlights he could
see the carswere tiny and rusting and had bumper stickersthat said thingslike THE WORLD ISNOT



FOR SALE. Hack didn't think the NRA would get around like that.

He entered the house. Clairewasin the halway, carrying abunch of coffee cups. There were voices
coming from theliving room: loud and strident. Claire said, "Oh, Hack! How areyou?'

"Fine. Did Violet--"

"She hasn't called.”

"Oh." Someonein theliving room said, "That kind of mentality iswhat alowed the corporate sector to
dominate society in thefirg place!™

Claire hesitated. "1 have some people over. Y ou might want to stay out of the living room."

"What people?"

"Just agroup... we talk about capitalizm and society and things."

"Oh," Hack said. He thought he would keep out of the living room.

"1 mean, you're welcometo join us, if you want."

He dmost agreed. He didn't want to say no to Claire. But he said, "No, that's okay. Thanks."

"No problem. Comein later, if you want."

He went into the kitchen and got some juice from the fridge. The door to the living room was gar,
and the conversation from Claire's friends spilled through.

"That'swhat they rely on," agirl said. "They know no one wantsto get involved. But until you stand
up to them, they'll push you asfar asthey can. Nike'saprime example."

Hack started. For a second he thought they were talking about him. Then he redlized they werent.
Then he redlized they were.

He stood up and waked to the doorway with hisjuice. There were five of them. "Hi," he said. "Sorry,
doyou... mindif | joinyou?'

"Here," Claire said. She patted the sofa beside her. Hack thought her smile was very beautiful.

37 Inadvertency

Billy nearly lost the bug even before he made it to the plane. Those Marlboros weren't as satisfying as
his regular brand, and he smoked one after another until they were al gone. He carefully stowed the
empty pack in hisjacket pocket, then, when the cab dropped him at the airport, fished it out and tossed
it on the ground. He wasinside the termina before he realized what he'd done and sprinted back outside.
It was lying on the concrete. He snatched it up and put it back in his pocket, where hisrestlessfingers
tried to crush it when he wasn't concentrating.

Therewas aticket for Billy NRA at the counter, just like Jennifer had promised. He looked at the
Departures board. Beneath hisflight to Invercargill was one bound for Dallas, Texas.

"Everything dl right with your ticket, Sr?"

Billy hesitated. "How much to change my ticket to Dalas?"

The girl behind the counter tapped at her keyboard. "1 can get you on that flight for an additional three
hundred and twelve dallars, Sr.”

"Oh," he said, deflated. "Never mind."

He dragged his bag to the waiting lounge and stared at the TV. It was maybe ten minutes later when it
occurred to him that Jennifer Government would have heard every word he said.

He wandered through Invercargill Airport until he found a bus station that advertised servicesto Bluff,
the small town the NRA was more or less running these days. There was only one other person there, an
unshaven, rough-looking man guarding a canvas bag. Billy leaned againg thewall and lit up a Camd from
apack he'd purchased on the plane.

"Dude," the man said. Billy turned, on guard. "Got a spare?"

"Sure" Hedug out acigarette and lit it for him.

"Thanks, man." He stuck out hishand. "I'm Bill NRA.."



Billy blinked. "Y oure kidding me."

"What?'

"“I'm Billy NRA!" Helaughed.

"Hey, brother! Geez, it's good to meet another grunt. Y ou stationed in Bluff?"

"Yeeh, | am!"

"Just got back from Sydney myself.” He leaned closer. ™Y ou been on business or pleasure?’

"Busness" Billy said.

Theman grinned. "I know about that. | know about that al right.”

"Y ou seen some action?”

"Man, look at this." He pulled up his shirt. Therewasared, ugly scar line acrosshisside; it looked
pretty recent. " That's action.”

"Whoa, yeah." He thought: That might have happened to me. If one of those Police cars had lined
him up..."Y ou didn't do the Policejob, did you? | don't think | saw--"

Bill shook his head. "No, dude. Something else.”" Hewinked.

"Cooal." Hewondered if Jennifer Government was getting al this. It sounded like the kind of thing she
would beinterested in.

"Hey, you wanna share a cab to base? We can report in together.”

"Yeah, greet ideal"

"Maybe well end up working together. That'd be shit-hot, en?”’

"That'd be unred,” Billy said. "Shit, it's so funny, us having the same name.”

"Ohyeah," Bill said. "They're gonnago nutstrying to tell us gpart.”

Billy laughed. The Marlboro packet wasin his shirt pocket, and he felt it abruptly begin to vibrate. He
didit to one side. Jennifer probably wanted to bawl him out for thinking about skipping out to L.A.; well,
she could fucking wait. "That's so true," he said to Bill. "Man, that's so funny.”

38 Discontinuance

From his new office window, Buy Mitsui could see agun store. It was NRA-affiliated, which was
appropriate, or ironic, or something. Buy had decided that at the end of the day, he would vist thisgun
store, purchase afirearm, and shoot himself.

People were going to say held cracked, that he'd been grief-stricken. But that wasn't it. The truth was
sampler: nothing Buy could ever do would be asimportant as saving that girl Hayley'slife. He couldn't
watch agirl bleed to death and then go make 3 percent off stock trades. The idea was monstrous. So
Buy was finished as a productive member of society, unless he managed to lose so much perspective that
margin cals began to seem important again. Either way, Buy was prepared to put agun in hismouth and
pull thetrigger.

He was debating which was the biggest waste, buying lunch or saving the money, when his phone
rang. He was so surprised he picked it up. "Uh -- hello?"

"Konitchiwa-hdlo," the phone said. " Stand by please for Kato Mitsui, Liaison.”

"For who?' Buy said.

"Buy, hdlo!" anew voice said. "How areyou? | hear the weether islovely.”

"Whoisthis?'

"ItisKato Mitsui, Liaison. Y ou are working for me, isthat right?”

"Oh, right," Buy said. "Yes."

"Excdlent! It ismost good to speak with you. | hope you are excited about this new position, Buy.
Areyou excited?"

"Uh," hesad. "Wdl--"

"Good!" Kato laughed heartily. Buy had to hold the phone away from his ear. "We have much to do.
Our consumer-marketer friends are launching programs of most excellent potentid. If we do not wish



Mitsui to be relegated to any siddlines, we too must devise some cunning marketing strategies. | am
hoping you are well equipped in this department.”

"Marketing strategies? | don't know anything about--"

"Ah, you are modest,” Kato said. "To begin, | shdl tell you of a program belonging to our friends at
IBM. They arerewarding customers who bring in acompetitive product and submit it to their in-house
crushing machine. It smashesit in-store, you see?’

"Yes, | see--"

"A mogt brilliant strategy, to relegate the competition to the status of junk and garbage. Y ou must
understand, it is difficult for we Japanese to think along these lines of head-to-head competition. Thisis
why we are now finding oursaves running behind our energetic American friends. But the timesthey are
achanging, are they not?'

"They are," Buy said.

"Very good! Now, you try one."

"What?'

"I am needing al your esteemed ideas, Buy, to improve and establish our rolein US Alliance.”

"Uh..." hesaid. "Can | think about it and get back to you?"

"Of course! | am trusting on your support, Buy. Wewill talk again when you have had some
thoughts."

"I'monit," Buy said. He put down the phone. Then he stared at it. I'mon it. That was the sort of
thing Buy usedto say. I'mon it, I'mall over it, let me find out what the story is and get back to
you. Why had he said that? Because what Kato was talking about was interesting?

['monit, hethought. It was happening dready. He felt disgusted with himsdlf.

It was dmost two. Close enough. Buy packed his briefcase and closed his office door behind him.

There were so many guns, and Buy couldn't be bothered, looking through the racks. "I want apistal,”
he told the man behind the desk. " Something suitable for putting in my mouth and pulling the trigger.”

The man raised his eyebrows. "Y ou want to cap someone?”’

"Mysdf."

"Right, right," the man said, smiling. It took Buy amoment to catch theingnuation. " Something
powerful but disposable. Right?!

"In the sense | only need it once, yes."

He unlocked a cabinet between them and hoisted apistal. "ThisisaVektor Z88, nine millimeter.
Powerful at close range, smpleto operate, doesn't make alot of noise, and on the cheap side. Thiswhat
you're after?"

"| don't care about the cost.”

The man made the V ektor disappear. " Then you should take alook at this baby right here." He
dapped agun on the desk. It was deeker and looked more powerful than the Vektor. Buy picked it up
and weighed it in hishand. "A Coalt .45, fully automatic. Extremdly reliable, American-made, can makea
man's head disappear from two hundred feet."

"l don't need--"

"I know, you don't need long-range. But if you want power and reliability, thisbaby hasit in spades.
The accuracy isabonus."

"How much?'

"For you, three thousand,” the man said. "And I'll throw in a case of bullets and some cleaning
olution.”

Buy handed over his AmEX. "Keep the solution.”

The man wrapped the Colt in white paper, then put it in abox. "And, in case you were wondering,
thismode has no serial number." Hewinked.

"Jugt give methegun,” Buy said.

He parked his Saab in the gpartment block's underground area and got out. Without thinking, he



locked it; it only occurred to him in the elevator how pointless that was. He should have left it on the
Sreet with the motor running.

The apartment was neat and quiet: his cleaning service had been in. Buy dragged a huge legther
armchair over to the floor-to-ceiling windows and looked out at the city lights. They stared back at him.
He began unwrapping hisgun.

He was struck with the thought that the assassin -- whoever had killed the girl, Hayley -- must have
donethis, must have acquired agun and loaded it with bullets. It didn't seem right to Buy that it was so
easy. Helooked at the Colt, feding disgusted. Then he put the barrel in his mouth.

There was a plane descending from the north, its red and white lights winking at him. Buy watched it
until it disgppeared behind the AT& T building, then pulled the trigger.

39 Pertinacity

Jennifer's finger was getting sore from holding down V, the key that told Billy NRA's bug to vibrate.
The sgnd went from her keyboard to her modem, through the telephone line to the Government
Communications Center in Sydney, to ageosyncronous satdllite, to the fake cigarette packet in Billy's
pocket. It wasalot of technology the Government was still paying off, and it was adl usdless thanksto the
agtounding stupidity of Billy NRA.

She had aplan: Billy would overpower Bill and get him to a Government station. Thiswas clearly the
man the NRA had confused Billy for. Why he was only now returning to New Zedland, Jennifer didn't
know, but that was just details. The important thing was that she'd been given this opportunity to arrest
him and replace him with Billy, who could then gather evidence to link the whole mess back to John
Nike. But Billy wasn't picking up, Billy, was en route to the NRA in blissful, moronic ignorance, and if he
reported in dongside the man he was pretending to be, it was dl over for Jennifer's clever plan and
probably dl over for Billy, too.

"Mommy?"' Kate said, coming into the study. "Can we go to the dog shelter now?”

"In alittlewhile." She picked up the phone, but it hissed and squealed at her. She'd forgotten about
the modem. "Can you get my cellphone from the kitchen table, honey?"

"| thought we were going to go."

"Kate, Mommy'svery busy."

"Then when can we--"

" After " shesad. "When I'm done, al right? Please get my phone. It's very important.”

Kate left. Jennifer waited, holding down the V key. Her head hurt.

"Isthisit?’

"Thank you. | won't be much longer, swestie, maybe twenty minutes, okay?'

"That'swhat you said an hour ago.”

"It was not an hour," she said, but she looked at her watch and maybe it was. "Kate, please go and --
find something to do."

Kate left wordlesdy. Jennifer swapped hands on the keyboard -- she was about ready to dump this
ding -- and dided with her free hand.

"Government Comms Center."

"It's Jennifer, Field Agent. I'm using that Marlboro bug and | need to get amessage to the user.”

"Y ou know that vibrate feature | told you about? If you go into the Transmit screen and pressV--"

"I'm pressing the V right now. How else can | get amessage to him?”

"Um... you could just try transmitting a message anyway."

"Hell hear that?"

"No, not unless he's got the headphonesin.”

"Why would he have the heedphonesin?'

"l dunno, I'm just saying--"



"Fuck!" shesaid.

"It's designed to be unobtrusive," he said, wounded. "An undercover agent doesn't want hisbug to
start broadcasting, ‘Come back, Agent Grimes." Maybe your operative has a good reason for not
responding.”

"My operative's reason for not responding isthat he'sanidiot. Y ou're telling me there's no way--" Her
cellphone beeped. Shelooked at it. It said: INCOMING CALL.

"Apart from vibrate? No, theres not."

"I'm going to put you on hold, and | want you to think of away for me to contact my operative. All
right?'

"I'm sorry, theré's no--"

She switched lines. "Hdllo?!

"Jen!" Cavin said. "How'shomelife? | didn't interrupt you in the middle of baking cookies, did |7

"No," shesaid. "Did you get John Nike?'

"Ah... no, not exactly."

"No?'

"Before you get upset--"

"I'm upset!”

"He jumped aplanefor Los Angdes.”

"Son of abitch!”

"I've dready contacted the L.A. office. They're going to assign acouple of agents. They'll take care of
it

"No. They won't. John isn't going to be caught by acouple of agentslooking for himin their spare
time. Jesud™

"Well, | guessyoull just haveto trust in their abilities” Calvin said. "By theway, the other Johnisina
coma.”

"What?'

"There are two Johns, right? Vice-Presdent Johnisin L.A. The other oneisin acoma. They don't
know if hell ever recover.”

"Oh," shesaid. "Right." That was kind of good news.

"Aren't you going to ask me how | know this?'

"How do--"

"It'safunny gtory,” Cavinsaid. "At Nike, | ran into this Georgia Saints-Nike. Nice woman. Shetold
me al about working with you and John in your halcyon advertisng days at Maher. At first | had trouble
picturing you in apower skirt and hedls, but now | think about it--"

"l have someone on hold,” she said. "Doesthis story have a point?'

"You lied to me. Y ou said you never worked with him."

"| said | never worked for Nike."

"That's sneaky, Jen. Very sneaky. What happened? John stole a juicy account from you? Pinched
your ass a the office Christmas party?'

"I redly hope you found some time to work on the case in between snooping into my past.”

"I'm garting to wonder if theres any difference.”

"Look," shesaid. "I'm Government. Hesacrimina. Doesit matter if | used to know him?' Inthe
living room, she heard the TV go on. "Kate!" she called. "Too loud!"

"If you've got a prior interest in John Nike, you're not hel ping the Government by keeping it a secret.
He could usethat in hisdefense.”

"Calvin, plesse." Her phone beeped, reminding her about the call on hold. "Nobody & se knows what
John is capable of. I'm the best person to track him down. Because | used to work with him, | can't be
on thiscase? No. That's stupid.”

Her phone beeped again. "Hang on, I've got someone on the other line." She put Calvin on hold,
ydled, "Kate, turn the TV down!" and switched cdls. "Y ou till there?"



"Hdlo?Is... isthat Jennifer Government?”

Jennifer blinked. Thiswasn't her guy on hold: it wasanew cdl. "Who isthis?'

"It'sBuy Mitsui. Y ou interviewed me on Tuesday ?'

"Oh. Buy, sure. Look, can | cdl you back? I'm kind of --"

"I have aquestion.”

"Isit quick?"

"I think so. | have a... aColt pistol, and | can't get it to fire. There's... somekind of lock, | guess.”

"Therésasafety just in front of thetrigger,” she said. "Have you loaded the magazine?'

"Yes, | put some bulletsin.”

"If the magazine's not full, you have to chamber thefirst round. Did you do that?'

"Oh," he said, and laughed. "No. Thank you."

"No problem.” Shewas reaching for the button to cut him off when she redized what he was saying.
"Wait aminute. What'sthisfor?"

"Um... I'd rather not say."

"Please. Say."

"Wdl," Buy sad. "Okay. I'm going to kill mysdf."

"Bad day at the stock exchange?' He was silent, and Jennifer regretted the words. "Buy, I'm sorry.
Give me one second. Okay?'

"Okay."

She clicked her phone. "Any ideas?'

"Y ou could try sending the vibrationsin Morse code," the Communications Center guy said. "Does
your operative know Morse?'

She laughed before she could stop hersdlf.

"|sthat ano?'

"Thanksfor your help." Shekilled the cdl. "Calvin, I'm coming in tomorrow. Seeyou a the office."

"Jen! No!"

"Buy?"

“I'm here."

"Where do you live?'

"That's -- realy not necessary.” He sounded embarrassed. "Please--"

"Thisisabout the girl. Hayley. Right? Tell mewhereyou live."

Hetold her. Jennifer took her finger off the V key to write down the address.

“I'll betherein ten minutes.”

"| -- okay. Okay."

"Do you have wine?'

"Wine?Yes"

"Good," she said, and hung up. She looked at her computer screen, at the collection of technology
that |eft her unable to spesk to Billy NRA. Then sheturned it off.

Kate was watching atelevision show about giant pandas. Jennifer squatted down in front of her. She
looked up.

"That last baby-ditter, she was nice, wasn't she?"

"No! You said we'd go to the dog shelter "

"Kate, I'm redlly sorry." She sat down and put her arms around her. Kate was upset and resistant; it
waslike hugging acat. "I know | said we could go today. But we can go tomorrow, and that's il earlier
than the weekend, right?' Kate didn't respond. "Honey, I'm sorry. But sometimes you have to be brave
and put your own needs on hold, to help someone else. Do you understand?!

"l don't want you to go!"

"l know you don't, swestie. Look, you're the most important person in the world to me. I've told you
it'simportant for meto go. But if you redly don't want meto, I'll stay. Okay? What do you say?"

"Stay!”

"Kate!" she said, exasperated. "l haveto go!”



"l don't want you to!"

"Y ou didn't mind me going out when you had those new videosto watch! Y ou hardly noticed | was
gone!™

"] did notice"

"All right!" she shouted. "All right, al right! I'm aterrible mother! I've ruined your lifel I'm sorry, but |
have to go!" She ground the hedl of her hand into her forehead. When she removed it, Kate wasooking
a her. "What?'

"Y ou're not aterrible mother, Mommy."

"You..." shesad. "Wdll, that's nice of you to say."

"Areyou sure we can go to the dog shelter tomorrow?"

"Yes" Jennifer said. "Honey, | promise. I'll pick you up from school and well go straight there. Welll
pick out the perfect dog.”

"Okay," Kate said. "And... soon you won't be so busy, right? When you've caught the bad guys.”

"That's-- that'sright. | wish | could spend al my timewith you. | loveyou, Kate. Mommy isjust
under alot of pressureright now."

Kate nodded. "She was nice. Thelast baby-sitter.”

"Good girl." Jennifer kissed her. She felt proud and tired.

40 Acculturation

The easier your job, the more you got paid. John had suspected thisfor many years, but here was the
proof: pulling down five hundred bucks an hour to St in the afternoon sun on top of an L.A. office tower.
He was wearing a suit and shades, reclining on adeck chair while alight breeze blew in from the bay.
John thought he might have found the perfect job.

"Hey," he said to the foreman. "I've got an inventory sheet. None of this stuff had better go missing.”

The foreman looked at him. He was not so relaxed: he was getting paid much less than John and
doing much harder work. "Nothing's going to go missing.”

"It better not." He closed his eyes, enjoying the sun. He was building anice tan out here.

"Nothing's going missing,” the foreman repeated. He hesitated. "1 don't know your business, but --
you want these things pointing north, right?'

"Gy

"Widl, north is downtown. Y ou're going to end up with abunch of missiles pointing at other office
towers. If you're worried about security--"

"You'reright," John said. "Y ou don't know my business."

After awhile, the foreman went away. John folded his hands on his chest and closed hiseyes.
Tomorrow, he thought, he would bring a couple of beers.

His new title was US Alliance Liaison. He didn't know exactly what that meant; it was something to
do with making sure Nike was doing its part for the team and the team was doing its part for Nike. Last
night he'd met Liaisons from Genera Motors, Microsoft, and Johnson & Johnson. It was amazing to
think they were dl on the same sde. What they could do with al those marketing budgets working
together!

He and Gregory met in abar on Sunset every night, or dmost every night. When Gregory didn't
show, John downed scotches and picked up women. But mostly Gregory showed. John wasinto his
third drink and eyeing agirl with curly brown hair when Gregory sat down. "John."

"Hey, buddy."

"Y ou get the ingtalation done?"

John drained hisglass. "Half of it. We're putting the rest in tomorrow."

"Get someone elseto doit. You're going to London.”



"What's there?'

"Our interests. You'll get more information when you arrive."

"All right," John said, but he was annoyed. London would not be eighty degreeswith alight breeze;
L ondon would not provide opportunities to network with the type of people he wanted to meet.

"You'll beworking with the Shell Liaison. Y ou do what he tells you. Understood?

"We're taking ordersfrom Shell now?”

"It's cdled teamwork."

"O-kay," John said.

"l haveto go. Collect your ticket from the office and call mefrom London.” He studied John. "Also, it
may be agood ideafor you to keep alow profile. I'm told the Government islooking for you. Thelittle
matter of fourteen dead teenagers.”

"Hey," John said. "Y ou know | only ordered ten."

"Y ou can explain that to the Government,” Gregory said, looking a hiswatch, "if they ever catch up
withyou."

"It's not the whole Government,” he said, disgusted. "It'sjust Jennifer. The bitch never quits.”

Gregory raised his eyebrows. " Jennifer?'

"Long gory,” John said. "Don't worry, I'll take care of it."

Gregory consdered. "Don't expect the company to help you, John, if the Government gets you for
this. It won't accept responsibility for acrimina act.”

"Then maybe the company should hand over the billion dollars my crimina act just madeit.”

Gregory was Slent.

"Uh-huh," John said. He smiled a the girl with curly hair.

"Does it bother you, John? That you're responsible for those kids?"

John looked at him. "How do you mean?”'

"Forget it," Gregory said.

"Hey," John said, nettled. "It'smy job to increase sdes. Isit my fault that wasthe best way to do it? If
the Government had the muscle to enforce the law, it wouldn't have made economic sense, but they
don't, and it did. Thisisthe world welivein. If you don't take advantage of the rules, you're a sucker."

"l see," Gregory said. He was disappointed, John realized. Y ou could never do enough for some
people. No matter how much you ddivered, they aways wanted more. "For now, deal with your
Government problem. And cdl mefrom London."

"Sure." Hetried to end on apositive note. "Y ou can count on me."

He watched Gregory's back until he disappeared onto the street. He had overstepped his mark there.
He had mouthed off. The tak about Jennifer Government had thrown him. The ideashe was il tailing
him gave him the cregps.

"Another?" the bartender said.

"Sure," John said. Helooked around the bar. The girl with curly hair was till there, talking with her
friend. Shelooked at him, smiled, and looked away. She was maybe sixteen. John smiled back at her.
He could end L.A. on a positive note, too.

Georgia picked up on the first ring. John was pleased: it was eight A.M. in Melbourne, and most
P.A.swould be taking advantage of his absence. John liked Georgia Saints-Nike; held used her since
Maher. The only thing she lacked was a knockout body and a penchant for skimpy ouitfits, but John had
been down that road before and it never worked out. Other managers got jealous, your diary never got
organized, and after you'd been fucking them afew monthsthey turned whiny and disobedient.

"Georgia, good girl, in early. I've got some work for you."

"“Hi, John. How'sL.A.?"

"Great." Hewas cdling from the airport gate; he had hisfinger plugged into hisother ear. "I'm going to
London today. Has the Government been around?”

"The Government?'

"Y ou know: chegp suits, dour expressions, always asking for money."



"No, John."

"Y ou haven't heard from Jennifer?"

"Jennifer Maher? No, John."

"Okay." Superficidly, that was good; fundamentaly, it meant Jennifer was chasing him but being
sneaky about it, which was bad. "If they come knocking, I'min Cuba."

"Cuba?’

"Or some country | might actually vist, | don't know. Make something up.”

"All right, John. Can | get anumber for you in London? An address?"

"I don't know where I'll be. Just use my cellphone.” The flight had started to board: attractive women
in short skirtswere processing business-classtickets. "I haveto go. If anything's not clear, get John to
sort it out.”

"He'sdill inacoma”

John blinked. "Still? How long is that guy going to take to get back to work?”

"The hospitd saditshardto tell.”

"Jesus," he said. "Those places have no accountability. Look, I'll call you from London."

"With an address?'

"Sure, yeah. Y ou clear on my indtructions?’

"Yes, John."

"Good girl," hesaid. "'l can dwaysrely onyou."

"Businessclass?' one of the women cdled. "Business class?'

"Right here," John said, handing her histicket. Helooked into her eyes and smiled.

Ten hourslater he was wandering around the Heathrow lounge looking for anyone with a JOHN
NIKE sign. He did two vague laps, then settled into a plastic bench seat with his briefcase on hislap.

After along time, akid wearing baggy pants and a puffy jacket wandered into the lounge. "Y ou
John?'

"y e

"Sorry I'm late, man. Theairport is, like, two hours out of thiscity.”

"Redly?" John said. "Well, how about you turn around and go back there.”

"Say what?' said the kid.

"Y ou see those things on your feet? That's my company. There are some people you can leave
waiting for thirty minutes, and I'm not one of them. | don't get met by trainees, especidly when they'rean
hour late. So go back to London and tell your boss that when areal person wantsto talk to me, I'll be at
the Hilton." He stood.

"Dude," thekid said, "no need for hodtilities. I'm a Liaison, too."

John started. "Y ou're the Shell Liaison?"

"Peps Co. Well be working together with Shell.”

"So arewe cool 7'

"You'rethe Peps Liaison.”

"Straight up.”

John sighed. Consumer marketing could be so tiresome.

"So can we move?' thekid said. "My Ferrari's double-parked.”

"I've never been to England before," the Pepsi kid said. He had mentioned his name, but John hadn't
bothered to remember it. "I gottasay, I'm disappointed. | thought it would be all cottages and meadows
and shit. But it'sjust another city.”

"Mmm," John said. He looked out the window asthey roared past aMini.

"I mean, I'm glad it's not al, you know, European Union and police. But | thought there'd be some
differences™

"Whered you get the car?'

" just asked my P.A. to get me something hot." He glanced at John. "It'sa 550 Barchetta. Y ou like?"



"It'sdl right." He decided to get Georgiato rent him a Porsche.

"Y ou wannadrive?'

"No."

"Twelve cylinders, dude, it'slike wrestling acrocodile.

"How old areyou?'

"Twenty-four. But trust me, I'm competent.” The kid swerved through lanes. "Hey, | saw thisold
British movie, al the people spoke so different, you could hardly understand them. But everyone here
gpeaks American as good as you and me. What's with that?"

"It'sasmdler world these days,” John said. "Where are we going?"'

"Oh, sorry, man. We're going straight to the stock exchange. Didn't they tell you? Shdll's buying out
ExxonMobil. They launch ahogtile takeover bidin..." Helooked at hiswatch. "Thirty minutes.

"That'swhy were here? To watch abunch of bankers?!

"Brokers, dude. It'saserious event. If this one comes off, US Alliance controls two-thirds of the
world's heavy fuds™

"And what are we meant to do?

"Crowd control.” Thekid grinned.

John said, "I'd redly like to spesk to the Shell Liaison.”

"We're meeting him there."

John said nothing. Thiswas very screwed up. He wondered if he should call Gregory.

"And what's with these road signs?’ the kid said. ""Motorway'? What's wrong with ‘interstate? "

"They don't have states. They cdl them shires.”

"Why?"

"They just do."

"Huh," thekid said. Hewas silent for awhile. "Wdll, | guessthat's different.”

41 Intersection

Buy was hafway into anew shirt when the buzzer went. He buttoned and hurried into the kitchen. He
could see Jennifer in the fuzzy screen of hisintercom, wearing along coat.

He suddenly decided not to answer. He shouldn't have called her in thefirst place: that had been
pathetic. He might aswell have said, "Hi, Jennifer, thisis Buy with acry for help." He felt embarrassed at
hisfalure to competently kill himsdif.

The buzzer rang again. On the intercom screen, Jennifer shifted impatiently. He pushed the button.
"Hi."

"Oh, good. Youredill here.

"Uh," hesaid. "Yes. Comeon up.”

He buzzed her in. His gpartment looked plain and embarrassingly bachel orlike. Buy wished he had
some flowers, or knick-knacks, or something.

She knocked. Buy took a breath and answered the door.

"Hiya" shesad.

"Hi! Comein, let metake your coat.”

"Thanks." Jennifer wandered in and looked around, dmost professiondly. "Nice view. How much
doesaplacelikethiscost?'

"Y ou don't want to know. Would you like adrink?' He had wine chilling in the fridge and two glasses
on the sideboard.

"Y eah, that'd be great." She dropped onto the sofa.

"I'll beright back." He went into the kitchen, collected the wine and glasses, tried to calm down, and
went back in. Jennifer was flipping through amagazine hed | eft on the coffee table: Investor.

"Doesthis uff redly interest you?' she said. "All these numbers and graphs?’



Buy sat down in the chair next to the sofa. It was hard to not ook at her barcode tattoo. He kept
wondering what would come up if you scanned it. "Not anymore.”

"Ah." She smiled wryly. Buy suspected that Jennifer Government had quite arepertoire of wry smiles;
they might, in fact, be the only kind she had. "Hence the Colt."

"Uh, right."

"Canl seeit?'

"Okay." He fetched it from his bedroom desk drawer and brought it back. She turned it over, then
put it in her bag. "What are you doing?'

"l don't want you to do anything you won't be ableto regret later.”

Hefdt himsdlf redden. "Y ou must think I'm pathetic.”

"No."

"| shouldn't have called you."

Shetouched hishand. "Buy, | was at that Nike Town. | know what it fedsliketofall. | do."

Helooked at her for awhile.

Jennifer said, "At least you got out of it with a decent haircut.”

He laughed.

"Comeon,” shesad. "I'm starving. Let's get somefood.”

They ordered Chinese and spread it across the carpet in front of the window. Jennifer kept staring out
at the city, and when she did Buy snuck looks at her. She caught him once, and he looked away,
embarrassed.

"| can hardly hold these damn chopsticks," she said. ™Y ou know, my shoulder.”

"Doesit hurt much?'

"It's not so bad anymore. My hair isworse.”

"No, no. It'svery... noticeable.”

"Hey," shesad.

"I likeit. It's French. Short and messy iship.”

"Yeah, well," shesaid. "You'retoo generous." She drained her glass. "So what's France like?"!

"Different. People pay tax, and the Government is... much stronger.”

"My kind of place," Jennifer said.

"Thereisn't the poverty of here. Or the wedlth. There is unemployment. But Franceis very beautiful.
Thegreat buildings of Paris, and the villageslike paintings..." He saw her smile, and it looked like ared
one. "It isatruly romantic place."

"Mmm," shesaid. "l could do with some of that."

"Unfortunatdly, it didn't ssemto help when | lived there"

"No?'

"If anything," Buy said, "it only seemed to make the breakups more poignant. Onetime | broke up
with agirl outside the Notre Dame. She dapped me and ran away crying. | felt likethebad guy ina
movie." Jennifer snickered. "Oh, and you've never had a bad breakup?’

"No, | guess| have."

"Don' just St there," he said, topping up her glass. "Let'shaveit.”

Shefrowned. "It wasin the board room of an L.A. office tower. This enormous room, with glass
wallsand views over the city, and we'd both just finished the most important meeting of our lives. | asked
him to hang up aminute.”

"Uh-oh."

"He had no ideait was coming. He thought we were going great. | told him | was pregnant.”

Buy said nothing. Jennifer's dark eyes watched him.

"Heflipped. | mean, really flipped. He didn't want akid. He didn't want meto have akid. | can
understand it, in away. We were young and trying to establish careers. But when he said that, | hated
him." She shook her head. "Assoon as| discovered | was pregnant, | knew | wasn't giving up my baby.
It sounds stupid, but it changesyour life. It makes you redize who you are,



"Soheand|... went towar. It wasinsane. Intheend | quit my job and moved out here. He thought
that meant hewon. But | have a beautiful daughter, and she's everything | want. She's everything.”

They held each other's eyes. Buy thought wildly: Should | kiss her? Should |?

Jennifer looked down. "Y ou mind if | make aphone cal?'

"Of course," hesaid, trying to recover. "I'll clean up.”

She produced a cellphone and Buy carried the remnants of their medl to the garbage. When he
returned, she was on the sofa. He carefully sat beside her.

"...you, Billy. You haveto get rid of him, any way you can. Y ou'd better understand what | mean.”
She paused. "Y ou get al that? Okay. Thanks." She beeped off her phone.

Buy raised an eyebrow.

"Work," Jennifer said.

"Right," Buy said, and, like an idiot, kissed her.

She tensed. For a second he thought she was going to flip him and dig her kneeinto his back. But
then she kissed him back. It was sirange and tentative. Then hefelt her hand on his shoulder, pulling him
closer. Her lips curved beneath his.

Shepulled away. "Thisiswhy you called me, right?'

"Yes" Buy confessed.

"Good." She smiled again, dmost shyly. "That'swhat | was hoping.”

42 Relevation

The NRA camp had grown alot since Billy was last here. There were more tents, more soldiers, and
spotlights siweeping the grounds. It didn't look so temporary anymore.

"Wow," hesad. "What's going on?"

"Expedition,” Bill said. "They're bringing more of the regular NRA membership into thefold.”

Billy didn't know what that meant. "Wow."

The cabdriver was nervous. He dowed to ahdt twenty feet from the gates, where NRA guards eyed
them from behind metal fortifications. "Y ou get out here. Okay? No further.”

"They won't hurt you," Bill said, but he reached for hiswallet. He grinned at Billy.

As soon as they closed the doors, the driver spun the cab around and bounced down the dirt-packed
road. Billy and Bill walked up to the gate.

"Name and business!"

"Bill NRA, Strike Team Operétive, Operation Instigate.”

"Billy NRA," Billy said. "Uh, Strike Team Operdtive, Operation... Police."

The guards were kids, not even Billy'sage. "Y ou got some ID?"

"Son,” Bill said, "the work we do, we don't carry identification.”

"Um..." the guard said. "I'm gonna have to check thisout."

"Look," Bill said, "the only person in this camp who's going to know meis Corpord Y alam. Now,
you can either wake him up, or let me and my buddy in so we can get some goddamn deep.”

The guards huddled together, conferring. Billy frowned. That was another coincidence: Bill worked
for Yalam, too! But that didn't make any sense. Why wasn't Bill with Y adlam's squad for the Policejob,
then?

"l can put you in asecured areafor the night,” the guard said findly. "Lock you in until Yallam can
verify you inthemorning. All right?’

"Some homecoming,” Bill said, but he hoisted his pack and Billy did the same. The guards showed
them to a secured barracks, a squat, wooden building with no windows and ametal door, and locked
themin.

Billy found the light switch. There were six bunks and a door to the bathroom. He dropped his pack
on abed. "Man, I'm beet."



"Metoo. Let's hit the sack.”

In bed, Billy kept thinking about Y alam. Something was bugging him about that. Then he wondered if
he'd be able to get away and see that NRA receptionist again, the one with the great body. That would
be nice. That would beredl nice.

He woke sometime just before dawn with afull bladder. It was just light enough to see Bill adeepin
the bunk across the room. Billy got out of bed and went to the bathroom.

As hewas pissing, he thought about Jennifer Government. Sheld been pretty keen to talk to him
yesterday, with al that buzzing. Maybe he should check in.

He zipped and went back to his bunk. Bill was till adeep. Hefished through his pack until he found
hisjacket and the Marlboros in the pocket. He needed that little headphone jack, too, but it was way
down in the bottom of his pack. Hetried to keep quiet. Bill didn't tir.

He went back to the bathroom and sat in astal, pushing the door closed with hisfoot. That funky
packet was il vibrating, although now only in little bursts. Maybe the batteries were running low. He
plugged in the headphones, and was surprised to hear Jennifer Government's voice.

"--you check in together, it's going to take them about ten seconds to realize what's going on. Then
they'll kill you, Billy. Y ou haveto get rid of him, any way you can. Y ou'd better understand what | mean.”

"Hello?' he whispered.

Therewas aclick and then she started again. It was arecording.

"Billy, thisis Jennifer. Y ou dumb shit, the guy yourewith is the guy you're pretending to be. You
said the NRA were expecting someone caled Bill NRA. Thisisthe guy. If you check in together, it's
going to take them about ten seconds--"

Billy felt hisbody freeze over. "Oh, shit!"

He heard the bathroom door squeak open. "Hey, buddy,” Bill said. "What you doing in there?'

"I'm--" Thewords hardly made a sound. "Just taking a dump, dude.”

He heard Bill's footsteps. He looked at the door. No lock! There was no lock on the door! "What,
another one?'

Histhroat tightened until he could hardly breathe. "What?'

"You get up, comein here, go back to your bunk, come back in here. What's that about?' Hisvoice
lowered. "Y ou got some girly mags or something?"

"Yeah!" Billy said. "Yeah, |'ve--"

"What are you, talking to them?"

"Um," Billy said. "Yes... sometimes| liketo... um..."

"Wl don't be sdfish, dude,” Bill said, and pushed open the door. They looked at each other for a
while

"What the fuck isthat?' Bill said.

"It's.."

"Some kind of radio? Can you get the baseball on that?"

"What?' Billy said. "l -- yeah! Yeah, I'm listening to agame now."

"Man, that isawvesome! Who's playing?”

Billy coughed to give himsdlf enough timeto think. "The Y ankees and the White Sox."

"Y ou're shitting me! The Sox are my team! Mind if | have alisen?’

"Uh... sure." He unplugged the headphones and handed the packet to Bill.

Bill turned it over. "I've never seen anything likethis. They look just like regular smokes! Whered you
get it?" He put the headphonesinto his ears and listened.

Maybe the recording stopped, Billy thought. Maybe Jennifer heard us and turned it off.

"Hey," Bill sad. "Thisain't basebdl."

Billy kicked the stdl door as hard as he could. It hit Bill in the face and rebounded. The door blocked
Billy'sview for asecond, then he saw Bill lying against the opposite wall underneath the sink, looking
surprised and hurt. Bill spat blood onto his chest. Y ou're Gover nment.”

"Sorry," Billy said. He stood and walked over, looking for something to knock Bill out with.

"Infiltrator!” Bill shouted, and kicked out Billy'slegs. Suddenly Bill'sthick arm was wrapped around



his neck. Billy coughed and struggled. "Help me!” Bill yelled. Hisvoice bounced off thetiled walls.
"Security! | need hep!”

Billy got an elbow free and rammed Bill's head up into the bottom of the sink. The porcdan
shattered, raining down onto him.

"Uh" Bill said. "Y ou... nnnn..."

"Sorry," Billy said again. Then he felt something hot and wet on his scomach.

"Takethat, asshole,” Bill said.

Billy looked down. Therewas along, thin shard of porcelain sticking out of hisside. He was so
horrified at the blood that he forgot about Bill, so didn't see his knuckles coming. His head rocked back
and hit thewall. Then Billy stopped thinking about anything for awhile.

He must have dumped over and knocked the porcelain shard against the floor: that regained his
attention. He screamed. He was adonein the bathroom. He felt dizzy. His hands and feet were numb.

He knew he should probably leave the shard in hisside, but he couldn't stand it hanging there. He
yanked; hisvison flared; he felt blood stream down his Sde. Hetried to cover the wound with his hand.

"Infiltrator!" Bill's voice echoed from the deeping quarters. "Will you guys hurry up, theré's agoddamn
Government infiltrator in heretrying to kill me!”

Billy heard keys rattling. Someone, or more likely some people, were unlocking the front door. He
got to hisfest, fell over, then stood up again. The bathroom door was along way away. He staggered
forward and grabbed hold of the doorway.

Bill was assembling a gun on one of the bunks. It was an FN M 249 automatic, if Billy wasn't
mistaken: not very accurate over long range, but pretty much guaranteed to chop him into piecesfrom ten
feet away. Bill raised it. Billy took the only evasive action he could and dropped to the floor. The
woodwork exploded above his head.

Thefront door popped open. Four men in combat fatigues stormed in. They were carrying
submachine guns.

"Infiltrator," Billy croaked, and pointed at Bill.

They opened fire, and Bill backflipped across the room. For a second, Billy thought Bill must be
incredibly acrobatic. Then herealized, and turned away.

"Areyou dl right?' an NRA man said to him, and another shouted, "Medic! We need amedicin
herel"

"Ag," Billy said, and dept for awhile.

43 Apostasy

Hack felt her touch hishair. He felt her hand on hisface. "Violet? Violet!"

"Shh," Claresaid. "It'sjust me."

He struggled awake. "What time--"

"It'sjust after Sx. Therésaphonecal for you. It'sViolet."

Hack threw back the covers. Rdlief washed through him. Violet was divel Heran to the kitchen and
grabbed thereceiver. "Hello? Violet?!

"Hi." She sounded small and far away. Therewas alot of background noise, asif shewasin acar on
abusy freeway. "1 can't talk long. I'm cdling from an airplane.”

"A what?'

"l just wanted to tell you I'll be away awhile. | got ajob.”

"What airplane?’

"I'm going to London."

"London?" Hefelt confused.

"y e

"But... how come... when are you coming back?"



"l don't know. Maybe a couple of weeks."

"Weeks?'

"l sold my software. To ExxonMobil."

"Oh, Violet, that's great! How did--"

"I haveto go. I'll cdll again later."

"Wait! How come you didn't cal before?’

"I've been busy. | had to go to Ddllas."

"Dalas?'

"Hack, | haveto go."

"Why didn't you cal mefrom Ddlas?'

"I'm calling you now, aren't I? Come on, don't dick me around.”

"I'm not dicking you around.” Hack heard the whine in hisvoice. He turned his back on Claire, who
waswaiting in the doorway. "I just think you could have called so | didn't have to worry you'd been
killed."

"Y ou know, forget | called. | thought you might be happy for me."

"l am, Violet, but--"

"You'relike arope around my legs, you know? Everything | do, you try to hold me back. It'stoo

"Violet, I've never held you back! We've lived on my income for ayear!"

The phoneclicked in hisear.

"Violet?Violet?'

Hack couldnt move. After awhile hefdt Clairésarmsencircle hiswaist, hugging him from behind.
"Y ou okay?"

"She's..." He couldn't speak.

" She doesn't deserve you, Hack," Claire said softly. "She never did.”

Hack went in to work, but he couldn't concentrate. He spent most of the day staring out the window
and chewing on his pen. So many things had turned out lately to not be what Hack thought. First there
was Violet, who was neither as affectionate nor as dead as he'd believed. Then there were the things
Clairés hippiefriends had said, things that made more sense than he redlly wanted them to. Like how he
was being exploited by Nike. That was truer than any of them knew.

But most confusing was Claire. It was possible shewasjust being nice to him, Hack knew. Claire
was swest. But it was adso possible she till cared for him. It was possible sheld never stopped caring for
him, the whole time held been with Violet. That thought kept running around and around in his head.

"Hey, Hack," awoman acrosstheaide said. "Y ou ill with us?’

"What?'

"Y ou're saring at nothing."

"Oh," hesad. "Yes, I'mfine."

Sherolled her eyes. Hack felt annoyed. He was Sitting right here, did she think he couldn't see her?
No one respected Hack at Nike. No one respected him anywhere.

He stood up. "I'm going to get going.”

Shelooked gtartled. "It'sonly five o'clock.”

"Yeah, wdll," Hack said. "I'm still going." He had things to do.

The cabdriver thought it was pretty funny, Hack not knowing where his own car was. Hack was
having trouble seeing the humor in the Situation, but that might have been because it was costing him a
buck aminute to uselesdly circle the airport parking lot. Then it occurred to him that Violet might not have
driven hersdf here at dl: she sure hadn't paid for her own planeticket. He had the cab take him to the
ExxonMobil building and walked up to reception. "Excuse me, wherésyour vistor's parking?'

"To usevigtor's parking, you need to book ahead, Sir.” The receptionist smiled sympatheticaly.

"l don't want to useit,” Hack said. "I just want to know whereitis."

"But, Sir, theré's no point in metelling you whereit is unless you've booked."



"But | -- oh, fine," Hack said. He would wander around until he found it. He Started to walk away.
The receptionist said: "Oh -- are you the owner of ared Toyota?'

He stopped. "Yes."

"We had that towed."

"Towed where?'

"I'm not sure... theré'safirm we use, you'll need to cal them." She dipped a card across the desk.

"Can | useyour phone?'

Shelooked at him doubtfully. Hack resisted the urge to drop his eyes. Instead he met her gaze with
what he hoped was force and natural authority. "Um... sure,” the receptionist said. She did the phone
acrossthe desk. "l redly shouldn't let you, though." She smiled.

"Thanks." Hetried not to show his surprise. What areaction! Hack had never gained such resultsin
hislife. There was something to this assertiveness suff. "1 won't belong.”

"Take aslong asyou need," the receptionist said.

The tow truck company would give Hack's car back only if he came out to their lot, showed them
some D, and paid them five hundred dollars. That wasn't such agreat development. Hack didn't have
five hundred dallars, not even close. The man from the towing company wouldn't budge no matter how
much force and naturd authority Hack used.

Still, hefet upbest on the cab trip back to Claire's. Hefdlt like he'd discovered something important.
People like John Nike hadn't been pushing him around for no reason, Hack realized: he had let them do
it. Hed expected them to do it. Well, dl that was going to change. Hack was going to take control.

Clairewasn't home yet. Hack sat on the sofaand jiggled hisleg. He couldn't wait to talk to her. He
wanted to ask about that group of hers. He wanted to know if they did more than just talk.

44 Collaboration

Violet pushed END CALL onthearphone. It had along cord that was meant to retract into her seet,
but she couldn't get it to work. She caught Nathaniel ExxonMobil looking at her acrossthe aide.
"Trouble & home?"

"It'sfing" Violet said. Shedidn't want to talk to Nathaniel right now.

"It'shard for your loved onesto understand why you have to leave them. Why you have to do certain
things. That's something I've learned.”

"Thingsarefine." She found the right button. The phone retracted.

"You didn't tell him about the dedl ?"

Violet looked down at the contract. It gave ExxonMobil full use of her software, plus her servicesto
activateit. It gave Violet, if her product worked, just under three million dollars. "It's nothing to do with
him. Thisismine"

"All right," Nathanidl said, and returned to hisjournd.

It wasraining in London. Violet cupped her hands and peered out the windows, but all she could see
through thetint and fog were gray silhouettes of low buildings. She reached for the control to wind them
down, but Nathaniel's hand closed over hers. "Sorry. Not possible.”

"Why not?"

"l don't want to be seen. Y ou can do the tourist thing after you've hit Shell.”

"When'sthat?'

Helooked at hiswatch. "Three hours.”

"Oh." Shefdt her gut tighten.

"Everything will work out,” Nathanid said. "Just you wait and see.”

"You don't haveto go in there."



"Neither do you. Do you want to back out of the contract?”
Violet looked away. She didn't like Nathaniel very much. "No."

Violet wasthe only tech in the group. She'd been briefed on the server they'd gain access to, but even
30, shewas no Solaris expert. If she got lost in the operating system, al she had to rely on was a headset
and some guysin the London ExMo headquarters. Violet thought it should be the other way around:
ExMo techs going in while she sat in an air-conditioned building with aradio.

But this was how Nathanid wanted it: Violet plus twelve members of the Police -- who were soldiers,
redlly, with uniforms and guns and belts with plenty of suff on them. They rodeto Shell in the back of a
UPSvan. Violet watched to seeif they looked competent. She wasn't used to working in ateam. She
was starting to freak out alittle.

"Two minutes,” the leader said. The Police began pulling on ba aclavas and 9 gpping weapons
together. "Maam, well be between you and them at dl times. Just go where we push you."

"Youll look after me, right? Y ou won't lose me?’

"No, maam.” Shelooked for hisnametag. It said only: ONE. "Trust me."

The van dowed and everyone insde shut up. Then it moved on, then finaly stopped. Thiswasthe cue
everyone except Violet knew: Police soldiersjumped up and dapped open the doors. She was
immediately surrounded. Someone kneed her in the buit; she accidentally headbutted a man's back. Her
only view was straight up, of the office tower they were about to enter.

She heard glass smash, then a soldier manhandled her through a broken revolving door. Someone
said, "Down! Down! On the ground!" She caught aglimpse of awhite-faced security guard. He didn't
look asif hefdt liketaking on adozen heavily armed soldiers. Violet thought: Maybe thisis going to be
all right.

A few soldiers stayed in the lobby, but the rest sormed a stairwell. Violet's soldier kept one hand on
her back, pushing her al theway up. At first she was resentful, but ten stories later, she was pretty much
relying on him. When they exited onto afloor, she could hardly bresthe.

Then therewasalot of shouting. The floor was acubicle farm full of shocked-looking employees. The
Police kept breaking out of formation to push someone to the ground, and Violet began to fee more
vulnerable. A girl with glasses met her eyes. Shelooked young and scared. Violet felt bad for her.

The speakersin the celling said: "All personnd, dl personnel. We are experiencing adangerous
Security Situation. Take cover under your desk until further notice. Do not attempt to leave the building.
Thisisnot adrill.”

"Down, down, down!" the soldier to Violet'sleft shouted. He ran to where a man was leaning over a
desk, talking on the phone. "Put that down! Get on the floor!™

"l -- I'mjust closing aded," the man said. Violet froze: she couldn't believe anyone would be so
Supid.

The soldier thrust hisrifle barrdl into the man'sface. " Put it down!"

"Please, just one more--"

The soldier did something to hisgun. It madea click.

"--minute, please--"

The soldier jumped, twisted, and fell on top of him.

Violet didn't know why she never heard the shot. She was|€ft to infer it from the businessman's
horrified expression and the blood. There was ayoung man across the room, akid in asuit and abright
tie. Hewas holding apigtol.

A soldier tackled Violet hard, throwing her to the ground, and then therewas alot of gunfire; she
heard that. "Get off!" Violet shouted, but he had her pinned. "Get off me!" She didn't know why shewas
gruggling.

The shooting didn't last long. There was some screaming, and the Police shouted some more, then
Violet's soldier hauled her up and pushed her dong. "Wait!" Shetwisted, trying to see. "Wait, what
happened to--"



The kid with the pistol was gone. On the wall behind where he had been was ared spray.

"Oh, no," she said. "No no no--"

"Get ahold of yoursdf!" the soldier snarled. He sounded strange, so she turned to look. Hewas
carrying the wounded soldier over his shoulder, who was trying to hold his neck in. Blood ran between
hisfingers

She screamed, recoiled against the man in front of her, tripped, and fell.

"Get up!" the soldier yelled. Hands were on her, pulling a her hair and clothes. "Get up, get up!”

"No! No!" She kicked at them. Someone reached a hand toward her and she bit it.

" Ahh! Goddamn it--"

"Carry her!" someone ordered, and they did. A soldier picked Violet up and dung her over his
shoulders. She dapped wildly at hishead. She felt terribly exposed: she could see employee eyes
peeking at her around desks and through potted plants.

The soldiers broke open some glass doors. Thiswas the computer room, so busted doors were redly
going to fuck with the temperature control, Violet knew. Featureless computer servers stood abouit,
spaced evenly across the floor. The soldier dropped her to the ground.

"You! Were herel Do your stuff!”

"No--"

"Doit!"

"l cant!"

He dapped her so hard sheféll to her knees. It was so surprising and absurd that Violet started
laughing.

A Police soldier pulled her so close that she couldn't see anything except his eyes, surrounded by the
balaclava. It was enough for her to recognize him: it was the leader, ONE. His hand gripped her neck.
"Doyour job or I'll kill you here."

Hiswords were funny, but his eyes were hard and suggested to Violet that ONE was not the kind of
guy to kid around. She struggled for air. "Wait -- wait -- | need aterminal. Not the actua computer. A
termind.”

"What the fuck'satermina ?'

"They'rein the--" In hisgrip, shetried to peer around. There was asmall, glass-walled room to one
sde. Threetechs stood inside, looking out nervoudy. "I need to get in there.”

"Movel" ONE said, and dropped her. She rubbed her throat while the soldiers kicked in the door
and hauled the techs out. Violet followed them in and walked between the rows of terminals until she
found onethat said:

[root@sphinx /usr] %

ONE wasright behind her. "Isthiswhat you need? Isthisit?"
"Yes," she said, and began to work.

45 Execution

In John's opinion, if you'd seen one stock exchange, you'd seen them dl: giant screens, paper-strewn
floors, and too many swesty people in close proximity to each other. John hadn't been on the trading
floor before, but al that added to the experience was strangers shouting mumbo jumbo in hisear. The
only words he understood coming out of these people's mouths were "gimme" and "fucking.”

The Shell Liaison wastall, thin, and jumpy. His eyesroved around the boards, and he kept losing
concentration while John was talking to him. Between him and the Peps kid, John was lessthan
impressed with the quaity of US Alliance personnel engaged here.

The takeover had been announced a nine-thirty: Shell was offering $58 for every common share of



ExxonMobil sold before the close of trading. "Isthat alot?* John asked, and the Shell Liaison said, "It's
double the opening!" which John took to mean yes.

Since then there had been alot of excited brokers and the Shell Liaison biting his nails, and John was
getting bored. "What are we doing here?' he asked the Peps kid.

"You'retaking to me again?' the kid said. He had collected some ripped paper stubs from the floor
and seemed to be trying to stick them together. "We're herefor defense. If T.A. triesto storm the
exchange, we coordinate with the NRA to repd them."

"They think Team Advantage will atack the exchange?'

"Those NRA dudes aren't for show, man.”

John had assumed they were part of normal security. He began to fed vulnerable. He hadn't replaced
the pistol Hack's girlfriend had stolen from him yet. "Do you have agun?'

The Peps kid patted hisjacket. "Always."

"Grest," John said. "Just great."

"Y ou're unarmed?’

"No one told me people were going to be shooting at me."

"Aw, nothing's probably going to happen. We caught T.A. off guard, and we've got like fifty guys
here"

"Hmm." He noticed a commotion spreading through the floor. The brokers were getting even more
agitated. "What'sgoing on?"

The kid was squinting at historn dockets. *Dunno. Ask Stretch.”

John saw the Shell Liaison shouting into his cellphone. The cordsin hisneck were bulging. "This
doesn't look good.”

"Maybe T.A. are coming." Thekid sniggered.

A groan rippled through the hall. One of the big boards flashed up: ROYAL DUTCH/SHELL (RDS)
BID FOR EXXONMOBIL (XXN) -- SUSPENDED.

John walked to the Shell Liaison and took hisarm. "What's happening?’

He covered the mouthpiece. "We've lost our integrated trading systems. We can't verify buy orders
until it comes back up. Weretrying to--"

"Isit temporary?'

"I'll let you know. Okay?"

John went back to the Pepsi kid. "So?" the kid said.

"Some computer problem.”

Thekid blew air through histeeth. "Eggheads, man. Y ou can never rely on 'em.” He smirked. "If we
were being attacked, | would have given you my gun, you know."

"Sure you would have," John said.

An hour later, the BID SUSPENDED sign was still up and brokers were getting increasingly pissed
off. John was restless: he was here to make sure the buyout went smoothly, and it had cometo agrinding
halt. Thiswas not looking like agood career move.

"What's taking them so long?' the Pepsi kid said. "Don't their computers have backups?!

John spotted the Shell Liaison in conversation with afloor trader. "Let'sfind out.” He stood behind the
man until he turned. " Are we doing business here or what?"

The Shell Liaison whispered, "The entire Shell net has been toasted. They don't think they can bring it
back up today."

"Son of abitch!" the Peps kid said. "What happened down there?!

"An armed group entered the Shell building and disabled our I.T."

"T.A. attacked us?"

"Those fuckers!" thekid said.

"We don't know for sureit's Team Advantage. There's no way we can identify particular--"

"Of courseit'sthem,” John said. "It's ExxonMobil, it's T.A. What's our counteraction?"

The Shell Liaison rubbed his forehead. "We need to prepare an announcement for the floor... well



extend the bid until tomorrow, maybe the day after--"

"No," John said. "Y our competitor just invaded your building. What's our counteraction?’

"There's nothing we can do."

"Bullshit.” Some people couldn't salvage anything from a defeat, John thought. Well, he wasn't one of
them. He was prepared to seize opportunities. "How many men do we have here?”

"Whoa, whoa," the Liaison said. "Nobody's going to--"

"I'mwith John," the kid said. "Let'skick some ass"

"WEell refer theincident to the Government, and they will--"

"The Government? The enemy kicksyou in the bals and you want to fill out acomplaint form?You
think the Government's even on our Side”?’

"T.A. aredissing us," the Peps kid said. "Listen to John-boy."

"But what are you going to do?'

"I'm going to take these NRA guys and go tell ExxonMobil they made amistake.”

"Let metak to the Shell CEO firgt. Just -- John, wait!"

"Toolate," John said.

"You," hesaid. "I need your men to come with mefor a counteroffensive against ExxonMohil."

The NRA soldier looked him up and down. According to hislapel, he was a Lieutenant, but John
didn't know how high that was. "And who are you?"'

Heflashed hisID. "Nike Liaison."

"Sir, | have no authority to initiate offensives. My orders are to hold this position.”

"Do you have ordersto protect the safety of Liaisons?”

IIYS.II

"Then you better follow me," John said, "because I'm about to go shoot some people.” He didn't wait
to seeif he was being obeyed. The Peps kid was at his side, like a puppy. " Give me your keys."

"What?'

"Your keys," John said. "I'm driving."

The kid wasright: the Barchettawas an anima. They blew through downtown London while the kid
scrambled for his seat belt and shouted, " Ohhhhh fuck!" when they got too closeto other cars.

"Arethey following?'

Thekid craned hisneck. "There'san NRA truck about three blocks back! But you're losing them!™

The lights ahead turned red, and John gunned the engine. It was atypica narrow London stret, just a
singlelane of carsin each direction, so he jumped the curb, scraped between apylon and a storefront,
and bounced back onto the road. The street ahead was clear. He put his foot down.

"John! Thiscar hasno clearance! Y ou can't drive on the sdewak, man!"

"How much further?’

Thekid had gotten directions from his cellphone; it wasan AT& T service. "Right there!
Eight-ninety-ning™

He saw thelogo. It was atall, cream-color building with alobby encased in plate glass. That suited
John nicely.

"NRA dill with us?*

"They're pretty far back, man. Better wait or they'll missus.”

"They won't miss us. Hang on."

"Oh, no, no--"

John dropped the handbrake |ong enough to spin the car ninety degrees, then nudged the accelerator.
The Ferrari legpt towards the ExxonM obil entrance.

" Ahhhhhh!" the kid yelled.

The car hit the curb and bounced, so they were dightly airborne when they plowed into the plate
glass. The kid wasright again: they had no clearance at dl. He caught a glimpse of people running and
diving, then they hit something large and unmovable and he was drowning in an airbag.



He couldn't see, but he got ahand onto the kid's chest and found his gun. He unlatched the door and
tumbled out.

"Areyou dl right?' awoman sad. "Mister?'

“I'm fing," John said, and pointed the gun at her. She screamed. It echoed in the lobby. "Where are
the top executivesin this building? Which floor?"

He heard the passenger door open and the kid get out, coughing.

"Thethirty-eighth, they'redl on the thirty-eighth!"

"Thank you." Hewalked to the devators. The kid trailed him slently. John had findly found away to
shut him up. He pushed for an elevator and waited.

The Ferrari was embedded in a huge reception desk, so far init was hard to tell where one stopped
and the other one began. John wondered if anyone had been sitting there.

NRA soldiers entered the lobby, picking their way through the glass. John spotted the Lieutenant hed
spoken to earlier. "Hey!" he called. " Security cameras!”

"What?'

"Go find where they operate the security cameras. | don't want to leave evidence.”

"Yes, ar!" the Lieutenant said. He was giving John some respect now, al right. The elevator arrived
and John entered it. Asthey rose toward floor thirty-eight, the car tinkled Muzak at them.

Thekid held out for another few seconds. "Y ou just assumed there was a passenger-side airbag.”

"Too much planning getsin theway of execution,” John said.

"It could have been my execution.”

"Yourefine

"And you took my gun.”

"You sadyoudloanitto me."

"Y eah, well," the kid muttered.

John said, "Y ou know what makes a successful executive?'

"Dude, | am asuccessful executive.”

"Decisveness," hesaid. The doors did open. A man in a briefcase was standing there; heraised his
eyebrows. John pointed the gun at the man's leg and squeezed the trigger. It was louder than hed
expected.

"Holy shit!" thekid said.

"Also implementation skills" John said, and |eft the elevator.

The board room was directly ahead, guarded by asingle P.A. a adesk. She rose as John and the
Peps kid approached. "What was that? Was that a shot?!

John pointed the gun & her. "Sit down."

She sat. The Pepsi kid took the initiative and pushed open the board room doors. Inside, amongst
muted lighting and tasteful paintings, were five men and agirl. They werein such enormous, bloated
charsthat it waslike they were waiting for John to plug them.

"All right," he said. "Who'sthe big cheese here?’

Silence.

"Speak up!" the kid shouted.

"Okay," John said, and cocked his gun at the girl. She screamed and crammed her fist into her mouth.
There was something familiar about her, something that tugged a his memory. "Do | know you?'

"No! No."

He thought she was probably lying, but didn't have timeto pursueit. "Who'sthe CEO?"

"l am," aman sad. "I'm Nathaniel ExxonMobil. Let'stalk about compensation.”

"| thought you might be in town, Mr. CEO. | had afeding.”

"Why don't you let these people go? You and |, well discussit like businessmen.”

"Heresaquestion for you," John said. "Did you or did you not commission an assault on the
computer network of Shell, aUS Alliance company?'

Nathaniel'seyes didn't waver. "Yes."

John shot him. The force rolled Nathaniel and his executive chair back two feet, like adisplay. The



girl started crying.

"Okay," John said. "Now you fuckerswill cease hostile action toward US Alliance. Y ou will
acknowledge that your company and your Team Advantage has no ability and no right to compete with
us. Thisisthe new economy, and in it you can't hope to fuck with usand get away with it. Do you
shitheads understand that?"

One of the men closed his eyes and began mouthing a prayer. John almost clocked him just for that.

"Good," he said. The Peps kid held the door open for him.

46 Resumption

Jennifer dipped out of Buy's bed at five, trying to sneak out. When she came out of the bathroom, his
eyeswere peeking over apillow, reflecting the light.

"Jennifer?’

"Hey." She sat on the bed. "'l gottago.”

"Oh."

Helooked cute: dl disheveled and disoriented. On impulse, she stroked his hair. " So you want to see
meagain, or what?'

"Hmm..." hesaid. "You know, | think | do."

"Y ou sure?'

"Y ou want meto proveit?' Hethrew back the covers.

She looked at her watch. She looked at Buy.

"Y ou know you want to," he said, and she couldn't argue with that.

The house was spotless when she returned, and the babysitter was curled up on the sofa. Sheredly
was good value, Jennifer thought. She would have to start tipping her more.

She tiptoed down the hall and peeked in Kate's bedroom. Kate was adeep, snuggled up to agiant
frog. Jennifer crouched down and kissed her. "Morning, sveetheart.”

Kate's eyes opened, then squeezed closed. "I'm tired..."

"It'stimeto get ready for school.”

"l don't want to."

"And yet," shesaid.

Kate screwed up her face. "Mommy, | hateit when you say, 'And yet.

"Come on, deepy. Today'sthe big day, remember? We hit the kennelstonight.”

Kate's eyes opened. "Redly?

"Yep. | promised, didn't 17" She kissed her cheek.

At work, she spent haf an hour trying to find someoneto talk to in the L.A. office before she checked
her e-mail and found amessage. It read:

From: georgia-saints@mktg.nike.com.au
To: jennifer.fieldagent@melb-au.government.com
John. London. Don't know where.

She hit the top of her desk, then kicked the table. That didn't help, so she grabbed the monitor and
shook it.

"Whoa," Cdvin sad, entering. "Bad time?"

"He's goneto London!™

"Who? John?' He sat beside her and read the e-mail. "Ah, crap.”

"How are we going to get to London?"

"l don't know. | wonder..." Helooked at hiswatch. "The brass called a briefing this morning.
Something happened in the British Territories, some kind of corporate dispute. Maybeit's related.”



"A dispute?"

"Let'swak and talk. Oh, and | cdled you in to attend this, okay? That's why you're here, not because
you're too pigheaded to stay home.”

"Mmm," Jennifer said. "Okay."

They entered the canteen, which was dready full of agents, and took a couple of seats at the back.
Elise was up front with more top management than Jennifer had ever seen in one place. Their uniforms
gleamed.

"Maybe John was involved," she said. "Maybe he got hurt.”

"l haveto say, you'relooking much perkier,” Cavin said. "One day of rest, you're anew woman."

"I guess you wereright about me needing time off," shesaid. "I guessyou redlly nailed the source of
al my problems.”

Helooked at her.

"Or," Jennifer said, "maybe | got lucky."

His eyebrows shot up. "Jen! Good work. Anyone | know?'

Elisesaid, "Let'sget thismoving, please. Fird, let meintroduce our guests from Head Office..."

"A lady never tels" shesaid. "But it was Buy Mitsui.”

"Well done."

Elisesad, "If we can have everyone's attention.”

People turned to look at them. "Sorry,” Calvin said.

A man had taken the podium; he had dides. "Thank you. The thing we want to get across hereisthat
thiswas ameasured, blatant violation of law. They knew what they were doing, both T.A. and US
Alliance. They decided they could get away with it. We're going to prove them wrong.

"Team Advantage has aready admitted it sent astrike team into Shell. They say it was ordered by
Nathaniel ExxonMohil, who is now deceased, without the company's knowledge or approva. The
Government doesn't consider this explanation acceptable.

"US Alliance, for its part, denies any involvement in the subsequent death of Nathaniel ExxonMohil.
The Government aso consdersthis unsatisfactory.

"We are now going to exact compensation. Were going to demand unheard-of penaties. Our most
senior people, including the President, are now en route to London to conduct a negotiation.”

London! Jennifer raised her hand. The man pointed to her. 'Y es?'

"The corporateswon't roll over just because we tell them to. | hope you guys have a better plan than
asking nicdy.”

Elise whispered in his ear; another woman touched his shoulder. He convened with them, then
nodded. "Jennifer? Y ou'reright. If we can't hit these guys with anything more than harsh words, they'll
continue to bresk the law when it suitsthem.

"Therefore, the Government is reassigning twenty thousand agents, effectiveimmediately. In two days,
wewill conduct smultaneous raids againgt every company involved. Well arrest every executive we can.
Wewill, if necessary, incarcerate every member of senior management, pending trid, until they concede
to our demands.”

Agentswere murmuring. "Holy shit," Calvin said. "Isthat even legd?'

Jennifer kept her hand up. "Who gets to do the raids? Excuse me? Who getsto go?"

Some of the agents around her snickered. "The raiding partieswill be comprised of every field agent
we can sparein London. And well beflying in agents who have particular expertise.”

"l have particular expertise,”" she said. "Even before the Nike Town killings, I--"

"Yes, Jennifer," he said. "Weknow. Y ou're going to London. Tonight.”



PART FOUR

47 NRA (N2)

When Billy woke, there was aman with a chestful of ribbons sitting beside him.

"Ah, good," the man said. He was short, crisp, and compact, with gray temples and sharp eyes. "Billy,
I'm Generd Li. Do you mind if wetak?

"Uh, sure,” Billy said. Hetried to Sit up and discovered hiswristsweretied to the bed. "What the--"

"Good! Then let's start with this. Can you tell mewhat it is?’

The evening sun was streaming through the window, and Billy had to squint. The Generd was holding
his cigarette packet, hisbug. Billy suddenly felt moreaert. "That's... hey, that'swhat that Bill guy had.
And, man, | think hewastdkingintoit.”

"Mmm," Generd Li said. He pondered. "L et me put this another way. Billy, | know you'reaspy."

"Oh." Hetugged at the regtraints.

"The shameof itis, wekilled agood soldier. | understand how it occurred, but it realy isapity.
Ironic, how he survived amission againgt the Government only to bekilled by us. | haveto explain that to
hisfamily somehow.” Genera Li waswearing aberet; now hetook it off and scratched his skull. "Such
things happen in thefriction of war."

"Now -- | never wanted to carry that thing," Billy said. "The Government made me. | can explain!”

"Ah," Generd Li sad. "Please do.”

Billy started talking. He told hiswhole sorry tale from Abilene, Texas, to New Zedand and active
NRA missions he didn't know anything about to Government espionage. The General seemed vagudly
sympathetic.

"Wel," hesaid findly. "That isastory. That isastory indeed.”

Billy waited.

"There's some debate about what to do with you. There are officers who believe you should spend
the foreseeable futurein amilitary prison. That's the field-book solution.”

"No, you can't put mein prison!" Hefdt histhroat congricting. "I just wanted to go skiing, that'sal |
wanted! Please!"

"Other officers, however, would prefer to have you shot.”

"Ag," Billy sad.

"But theré's something that interests me, Billy. Before this debacle, you were being recruited by us.

Y ou had been sdlected because you demonstrated exemplary skills."

Billy blinked.

"Marksmanship,” Li said helpfully.

"Right! Yeah, | can shoot red well. Better than anybody." He felt hiswrists growing dippery with
sweat where the restraints held them.

"If that'strue, | may have aspecia need for you.”

"Sure, let me show you--"

"l assume you know what kind of job | havein mind."

"Sure, sure.” Hethought. "Like, sniper stuff?”

"Would you have a problem with that?"

He contemplated this. Y es, Billy would have a problem with that, but his most pressing problem was
getting shot for treason by NRA soldiers. "No way! Give meagun and I'll blow away whoever you--"

"Yes, dl right,” Generd Li said. "In good time. If thingswork out, well have assgnmentsfor you.
Away from the Audtrdian Territories and the loca Government.”

"Andif -- if things don't work out..."

"l was leaning toward the prison option,” Generd Li said. "Probably.” He stood. "Rest up. Tomorrow
morning well seewhat you can do.”

"Thanks, man. Thanks." Just before the Generd |eft, Billy said: "This place where1'd go -- the place



where I'll do assgnments... are there mountains? Snow?"
Generd Li smiled. "No."

48 N/A

"Okay," Buy said, when Jennifer walked in the door. "I decided on casserole. | was thinking tuna
bake, but that box of bread crumbs of yours expired six months ago.” He looked at her reprovingly.

"Oh," Jennifer said. "Y ou're cooking?'

"] got restless.” Buy had arranged to meet at Jennifer's house after work, but when he arrived shewas
on the way out to pick up Kate. So shelet him in and told him to amuse himself. He now had three pots
bubbling on the stove top and adish in the oven. "I hope you don't mind. | thought..."

"What?'

"Therdsagirl," Buy said, "hiding behind your legs."

She looked down. "Buy, thisis Kate. Kate, meet Buy."

Buy waved. "Pleased to meet you.” Kate didn't say anything. She had dark eyes, like her mother. Buy
felt atwinge of nervousness. He didn't have much experience with kids.

Jennifer said, "Kate, why don't you get changed?’

Kate left wordlesdy. There was something going on here, Buy thought. Kate'sface looked like a
storm; Jennifer'swastired and strained. " She's cute,” Buy said. He stirred a pot.

"Yeah. Sheis" Jennifer looked at him. "L ook, | have something to ask... afavor. A big one."

"Sure

"I've been given an assgnment in London. | don't know how long it will be. Maybe aweek."

"You're leaving? When?"

"Tonight."

Buy looked at his casserole. "Do you havetimeto eat?'

N

"Oh. Lucky I'm hungry.”

"Y ou can say no... but | need someoneto look after Kate." She watched him.

Buy dmost laughed. "Y ou want me to take care of your daughter?”

"You'd only haveto pick her up after school or aftercare, feed her--"

"lsn't there anyone ese you'd rather do this? Family? Her father?!

"Look," Jennifer said, "I'm asking you, okay?"

"Okay." He hegitated. "Y ou don't know me very well."

"Surel do."

"Wdll, okay, then," Buy said. "I'd be honored.”

"Thanks. Thank you." He could seethe rdlief on her face. "l thought maybe you could stay here, so
Katesnot in anew environment. Isthat al right?"

"Sure”

Kate regppeared in the doorway. Jennifer said, "Honey, Buy will belooking after you while I'm
avay."

Katelooked at him.

"All right? He's cooking anice medl for you." She waited.

"I'm not hungry."

"Y ou don't have to eat now. It's not ready yet. Y ou can edt later.”

Katewassilent.

"I'm sorry," Jennifer said. She pressed her hand against her forehead. "Kate, I'm so sorry. | haveto
pack."

Sheleft. Buy and Kate looked at each other.

"Well," Buy said. "Lookslikeyou and meareinfor afuntime.”



Kate looked at the stove. "What are you cooking?'

"A casserole. You likeit?"

"What isit?'

"Y ou don't know what a casseroleis?'

Kate shook her head.

"What do you eat?"

" Spaghetti, mogtly.”

"Well, then," Buy said. "You'reinfor quite atreat."

"Y ou speak funny.”

"That's because | was born in France. | can teach you afew words of my language, if you like. Y ou
canimpressyour friendswith your command of francais.”

"What?'

"Francais," Buy sad, "isFrench for French.”

"What's French for Kate?'

"Kate," Buy said.

"Oh."

"Mogt of the other words are different,” he assured her. ™Y ou will sound very sophisticated.”

"Okay." Sheamiled alittle. "I think I am hungry now."

Kate set the table and over dinner they talked about French cheeses. Kate wouldn't believe that
France had five hundred types and she asked Buy to name them. He struggled to get past ten, and
anyway she accused him of making up Roquefort.

"It'sred," Jennifer said, coming into the room. "I've seen it mysdlf.” Kate didn't say anything. Jennifer
looked a Buy, and he noticed again how tired she looked. "Thanks so much for this. I'll call assoon as|
"Sure.

She squatted beside Kate. Kate stared at her plate. "Y ou know | don't want to do this. Right? As
soon as | get back, you and me will go down to the dog shelter. The minute | get back.”

"Yes, Mommy."

"l loveyou. | love you so much.”

Buy said, "Do you need help with your bags?'

Shelooked up. "Thanks, no. My shoulder'salot better." She kissed K ate, then him on the cheek.
"I'm sorry, | redlly haveto run."

"Have agood trip."

"Thanks." She dragged her suitcase out the front door.

Buy played with hisfork. Kate stared at her empty plate. When Jennifer had invited him over, this
was not how Buy had envisioned the evening.

"Okay!" he said. " Should we see what's in the freezer for dessert?’

Kate sniffed. Buy realized she was crying, or about to. He felt panic.

"Hey..." Herose and went over to her, feding awkward. What did he know about kids? Nothing.
"Shelll be back before you know it. | bet.”

Kateslip wastrembling; her eyeswerefilling. Buy didn't know whét to do. Then she reached out for
him, and he hugged her. Her tiny armsfelt strange around his neck. Strange and nice. He stroked her
hair.

"Youreavery brave girl." He held her for along time, until she stopped trembling. " Some dessert
now?"' hesaid, and felt her nod.

49 The Gap

Everyone was very worked up when Hack arrived at the parking lot. "Have you seen the news?"



Leid demanded. Leid had green hair and heavy makeup; her main beef was with genetically modified
food but she was basicdly willing to stick it to anyone who was making alot of money.

"What news?' Hack said.

"They shot some people. One company went in and shot some people from another company. It's
like organized crime. It'slike the mob."

"Oh, wow," Hack said. "No, | hadn't heard." He wondered if Nike was involved.

"That's why tonight is so important,” Thomas said. Thomas was the younges, just akid, redly. He
hated inequdity, like how only rich people got to ride first-classin airplanes. "Right, Hack?'

"Right," Hack said. "Hi, Claire"

"Hi." She amiled. Her breath fogged in the night air. ™Y ou still want to go ahead with this?!

"Hell, yes," Hack said. "Bring it on." He wondered if he should make alittle speech.

"Yeah!" Thomas said. Thomas was pretty excited. Hack guessed they al were.

"Wdl, weredl set," Leid sad. "I've secured the guy ropes. Any timeyou're ready."”

"Okay." Hewasn't totaly confident about Leid, so he checked the ropes himself. It was sSix storiesto
the ground. Hack didn't want to find out halfway down that Leid had used hemp rope or something.
"Thenlet'sdoit.”

On the side of the parking ot was an enormous billboard, on which amode advertised stretch pants
for The Gap. The modd wasfour storiestal but her arams were like sticks. He and Claire were going to
go down and spray-paint a speech bubble that said FEED ME.

They got trussed up and stood together on the ledge. Claire's cheeks were red; from the excitement
or the cold, Hack didn't know. Shetook his hand. "I can't believe were doing this."

"Bombsaway," Hack said, and stepped over the edge. The street, sixty feet down, swung out before
him. His head spun. His body screamed out for him to get vertical. What are you doing? Hack, you
don't do things like this! But Hack was doing it. He started to get the knack of it and pushed off from
the side, then swung back. It waskind of fun. Soon he was rappelling down the billboard in grest |egps.
He stopped when he reached the modd's neck and looked up. Claire was still edging down. ™Y ou
okay?'

"yeg"

He blew on his hands to keep them warm. Hack was getting a pretty good view of the Punt Road
shopping strip from here. The traffic looked like ametd river. He wondered what the drivers made of
him and Claire.

Claire dowly made her way down. "What are you, somekind of stunt man? Jumping and leaping like
anidiot.”

Hegrinned. "It'sfun.”

She amiled, studying him. ™Y ou know, I'm proud of you."

"What?'

"l thought you'd be moping around, feeling bad about Violet... I'm impressed. Y ou're doing greet.”

"Violet and me were never such agreat couple.” But Clairewasright, of course. The old Hack would
be inconsolable about being dumped; bitter about being | eft behind while Violet enjoyed her new success
oversess. But thiswasn't the old Hack. This was the New and Improved Hack.

"Good for you." Claire popped the lid from a spray can and started on the speech bubble. She was
concentrating hard, her tongue poking out the sde of her mouth. Hack smiled. He opened his mouth and
what popped out was, "1 loved you first, you know."

Clairelooked at him, sartled. "What?'

"Um..."

"What?' Shelowered the spray can. "Tel me.”

"l wasinlovewith you," Hack confessed. "Before Violet.”

"Redly?'

"Yeah."

"But | was sweet on you. | kept waiting for you to ask me out. But you never did."

"l didn't know you were..." Hefelt embarrassed. "I didn't know you liked me."



"How could you not know? | madeit so obvious. Y ou met my parents.”

"Yeah..." That waswhen hed met Violet, Hack remembered: the dinner with Clairesfamily. "l guess
| just couldn't believeit.”

Claire smiled and turned back to her spray-painting. "What's so hard to believe?'

"Wdl, you know... you're s0... 0..." He hesitated.

Shelooked a him. "I'm so what?"

"Curious," Hack said.

Claire laughed, and the sound bounced around the parking lot. Hack felt happy. "You'reanidiot.”

"Was anidiot.”

"And what does that mean?"

"It means | wished I'd asked you out," he said. He gave Claires arm aplayful push, but of course she
was hanging from arope and she gasped in surprise and grabbed at him. Hack lost his footing and swung
into thewall. He hit it awkwardly and his breath escaped in agasp. Then Claire crashed into his back
and they were both hanging againgt the freezing concrete. He twisted around and got hold of Claire. "Oh
shit, shit, are you okay?"

"Areyou trying to kill us?' Claire said, but she was starting to laugh.

"No, | swear." Her lipswereinchesfrom his, and it wastoo close, redlly. There was nothing he could
do about that. He kissed her and she kissed him back. It felt like something bursting free. He heard
someone whimper and didn't know if it was him or her.

"Hey!" Leid shouted. "You guysadl right down there?"

He broke the kiss. He and Claire were breathing fast, fogging the air between them. "Y es!" Hack
cdled. "Everything'sfing"

50 Team Advantage

Violet wanted two things very much: to go home, and three million dollars. She wasn't sure which of
these things she wanted more, but that was a moot point anyway, because there were alot of
ExxonMobil people intent on preventing either one. They were very ingstent: at one point they used
needles to quieten her down. Now she was locked in an office sick bay with no windows and she was
having trouble remembering her own name.

She stared at a pair of brown shoesfor awhile before she redlized they implied a presence. She
darted. Her armsflailed.

"Shhh. Calm down."

"Who--"

"Don't start screaming again. Don't make me get the doctor.”

"l wasn't screaming,” Violet said, but maybe she had been.

"Y ou want to get out of here?"

"Yes. Home. Please.”

"Y ou think you can answer some questions?”

Shebit her lip hard to help concentrate. She nodded.

"Okay. Don't do anything stupid.” Then some other peoplefiled into the room. One was awoman
with green eyes and alight brown bob. A man pulled up achair for her to st in.

"Hello, Violet. Do you know who | am?"

Violet shook her head.

“I'mHolly T.A. The CEO of Team Advantage.”

The words didn't mean anything. Violet stared at Holly's eyes. They were very green.

"Y ou've been through quite an experience. How are you feding?’

"Someone stuck aneedlein me."

"That was to help you relax, honey. Were al on the same side. We just want to help.”



Violet said nothing.

"l want to ask you about last Thursday. In the board room of ExxonMobil. Y ou know what I'm
talking about?"

"y e

"Therewas aman. Thisis very important. The man seemed to recognize you. Do you know who he
is?'

"What man?'

"The--" Holly stopped. "Honey, two days ago you were in the ExxonMobil board room and aman
with agun camein. Do you remember that?'

"A gun?'

"He shot Nathaniel ExxonMobil. Do you know who that man is?'

"Hecamein..." Violet said, and then there were men holding her down. Holly was on her feet, her
eyeswide.

"Violet!" one of the men shouted in her face. "Violet!"

She snapped her mouth closed. Shapes swam in front of her eyes, so she shut them, too.

"Maybethisisabad time" someone said. "What's she on?"

"Ativan. | didn't know anyone wanted to interview her. Y ou said you wanted her quiet.”

"Enough,” Holly said. Violet felt ahand on her forehead. She opened her eyes. Holly was Sitting
beside her, her green eyesfilled with concern. Violet felt arush of affection for Holly. "Do your best,
honey. Just do your best."

"Help me."

"l will. Just tell mewho themanis.”

Thefog cleared alittle. Violet remembered him standing in her living room, hisface dark. Violet, is
that your name? If you do this, you'll regret it. | guaranteeit.

She sad, "Hisnameis John Nike."

"Ah," Hally said. She nodded, pleased. "Good girl."

They took her off the drugs, and then it was better. By the next morning Violet's mind was dmost
clear, and when they brought her luggage from the hotel, she could shower and change clothes. The
downside was that her memories got bigger and brighter; sometimes she couldn't stop thinking about
John Nike. She wanted to get away from London.

Shewas stuffing her old clothesinto her bag when Holly appeared. "Wéll, you're looking one hundred
percent better."

"That would be because no one's injecting meanymore.”

Holly smiled. "I'm sorry. They tell me you were uncontrollable.” She sat on the bunk. "Violet, | need
you to do something for me."

"Well, | need you to give me three million bucks," Violet said. "And arideto the airport would be
nice, too."

Holly blinked. "Pardon me?*

"Nathaniel ExxonMobil bought my software for two point eight million dollars. | did everything he
wanted. Now | want to get paid.”

"Hmm," Holly said. "That's redly something you haveto take up with ExMo. It'snot aT.A. matter.”

"l don't care whose matter it is. | have acontract.”

"Wdll, I'll seewhat | can do. And in return, you can do alittlejob for me."

"No. I'm not doing any little jobs, especidly for people who think it'sfun to stick me with needles. I'm
getting my money and going home.”

"Don't you even want to hear me out?"

Violet zipped her bag. "No."

"There's an important meeting today, between T.A.., US Alliance, and the Government. | want you to
come and tdl meif you see this John Nike there."

Shefdt theair go out of her. "Noway am | going to do that. No way."



"You have alot of money at stake.”

"Y ou -- you owe me that money whether | help you or not."

"Beredidic," Hally sad.

"No!" Violet heard her voice tremble. "I'm not going anywhere near John Nike! Y ou get that?' She
dung her bag over her shoulder. A man stepped into the doorway, blocking it. He was wearing a Police
soldier uniform. His nametag said: ONE.

"Maybe | made this sound too much like arequest,” Holly said, and Violet started to cry.

51 US Alliance

John had twenty minutesto review abunch of advertisng campaigns and get hisassdown to
Parliament House. The agency had set up aroom full of mock-upsfor him to consider: there were
posters on the walls, TV s blaring, radios chattering. They'd goneto alot of effort because John was here
to decide whether they'd get apiece of US Alliance's global advertising budget. John's career had taken
off like arocket in the last week. It had taken off the moment he put a car through the front window of
ExxonMobil.

"What the hell isthat meant to be?' he asked, pointingat aTV. To his cellphone: "No, not you,
Georgia."

"We're very pleased with thisone," the agency man said. "Y ou see, there are eements of George
Orwell's 1984, which of course aready has an established advertisng mindset thanks to the Apple--"

"Y ou gotta be kidding me," John said. "The Government as al-powerful ?*

"Ah, well--"

"Keep going," he said to Georgia. "'Y ou were explaining to me how Gregory Nike found out | have a
Government problem.”

"The Government is asking everyone questions.” Georgia sounded tired: it must be late in Mebourne.
"Ever sncethe ExxonMohil... incident. They want to know where our top executives are.”

"Has Jennifer contacted you?' The agency man stopped in front of apogter. It said: LOOSE LIPS
SINK SPONSORSHIPS -- OBEY YOUR NDA.. John looked at him in disgust.

"No, John."

He sighed. He really needed John to wake up out of that goddamn coma; John would be able to take
care of problemslike Jennifer Government. He looked a hiswatch. "When | next speak to you, you're
going to tel me exactly where sheis. All right?I'll take care of therest." He was about to end the call,
then athought struck him. "Georgia, isHack still working for Nike?!

"Hack?'

"The Merchandising Officer who | used for the... Mercurysincident.”

"Um, let me check... yes, heis, John."

"Huh." Details had away of getting away from you when you were dedling with the big picture, John
redlized. "Fire him, will you?' He pocketed his phone. The agency man raised his eyebrows. "Well do
the Uncle Sam Wants Your Property series, the Nelson Mandela Freedom series, | want to hold
everything that'santi-T.A. to use later, and... what wasthe other one |l liked?'

"Where Would You Be Without Cor porations?'

"Yes. | likethe peoplein caves.”

"Excellent choiced" the agency man said. "I'm redlly looking forward to working with you on this,
John."

"I'm sureyou are," he said. The limo waswaiting out front.

Traffic was banked up for half amile around Parliament. Every second car was alimousine; they lined
entire streets. John drummed hisfingers on the seet. "Y ou do redize | have to be there in three minutes?’
"Not with thistraffic, buddy,” the driver said.



"Fine." He opened the door. Some people would break the rulesto get things done and some
wouldn'; it was as smple asthat. John didn't have much use for the latter.

He started toward Perliament at a brisk walk. It peeked at him between office buildings, looking
vaguely familiar. Maybe héld seen it in amovie once. It was asprawling, ornate thing, but John bet it was
cold asfuck ingde. Governments dways built for form instead of function.

"Hey!" someone yelled. The Peps kid was leaning out of alimo. "John! Wait up!"

He tapped hiswatch and kept walking. The Peps kid knew when he was riding awinner: held stuck
to John like a burr since the stock exchange. John was getting irritated. The kid was leeching off his
credibility.

John trotted up Parliament steps. The lobby was packed with suits and awave of body heat washed
over him. Hewrinkled his nose.

"Man, you could have waited," the Peps kid said, panting. "Y ou trashed my Ferrari, the least you
could doiswait up.”

There were two main doors from the lobby: one labeled GOVERNMENT and the other US
ALLIANCE/TEAM ADVANTAGE COMPANIES. John blew air through histeeth. They should never
have | et the Government dictate the venue.

"The rental company went nuts, man. | tried to tell them it was good publicity, because you could see
their bumper sticker on the news, but some guys are so short-term. They wouldn't even givemea
replacement.”

"What do you want meto do? Call them up, tell them it was officid US Alliance business?' He forged
apath toward the corporate doorway.

"Would you?' thekid said. "Man, that'd be great.”

"I'm not calling any fucking rental company,” John said.

"Oh."

The doorway opened into along corridor. It was less crowded here, and he spotted Gregory Nike.
He sghed. He didn't have much use for Gregory these days, either. But Gregory was aready beckoning
him. John smiled and made hisway over.

"John, we were about to go in. Y ou know everyone here?'

Gregory wastaking to a couple of big US Alliance cheeses, including Alfonse, the CEO. " Of course.
Niceto seeyou again, Alfonse."

Alfonse nodded. Alfonse and John had had severd interesting conversations over the last two days.
Alfonse had taken a persond interest in him.

Thelightsdimmed. "Wed better get inthere," Gregory said. "All the best, gentlemen.” He put his hand
on John'sarm.

"John comeswith us" Alfonse said.

"Yes, I'm sitting with Alfonse," John said. He looked down at Gregory's hand.

Gregory released it. "l see”

"It'sredly quite an honor. For Nike, | mean."

Gregory said nothing. Then heleaned in close. ™Y ou have a bad habit, John, of forgetting where your
loydtieslie”

"Mmm," John said. "That is something to think about. Excuse me."

The Peps kid attached himself to John's elbow. "We're sitting with the big boys?’

"I'm ditting with the big boys."

"What about me?'

"Don't you havefriends at Peps to play with?"

"| thought we were ateam, man," he said, wounded.

"S0o now you know otherwise," John said.

They entered the main hdl, the quaintly named House of Commons, and it waslikewaking into a
thunderstorm. There were five hundred people seated, maybe more, plus camera crews and clusters of



computers. The room was ahuge U, with chanddiers and ba conies and athickset table in the center. No
one was seated there yet: it sat bare as an empty stage.

Mogt of the US Alliance contingent took outer seats, leaving just Alfonse, awoman, and John to
approach the centrd table. As the mass recognized them, the noise level rose even higher. John sat and
poured himsdf aglass of water. His hand trembled.

"Alfonse," someone said. John looked up. Another contingent had arrived: awoman and two flunkies.
“I'mHaly TA."

The table was too wide to shake hands across. Alfonse rose a fraction from his chair, nodded, and
settled back down. "Good morning, Holly."

She smiled. Holly T.A. had sharp green eyes, John noticed. She said, "Thank you, Alfonse.”

Holly sat, but one of the flunkies, agirl, stayed rooted to the floor. She was staring at John. She made
astrange sound in her throat, like awhimper.

"Viole, dt," Holly said. The girl sat. She turned her head away from him.

It wasthe girl at ExxonMobil, John redlized, who had seen him shoot Nathanidl. But she had been
familiar eventhen... "Ah." Hefdt likeanidiot. It had been dark, of course, and on the other sde of the
world, but even so. He never should have forgotten thisface. "Now | remember. Hello again, Violet." He
cocked afinger and thumb at her.

She jumped in her chair, which was amusing, and the other flunky had to restrain her. Holly whispered
to both of them.

John relaxed. Now he didn't fed nervousat dl. Hefelt ready to do hisjob.

At firgt, hethought thetrail of people entering the House were common spectators, or maybe
journdigts. He should have redlized: cheap suits and outdated ties were practically Government
signatures. There were maybe fifteen people marching toward the table, and John shook his head.
Typicd Government, using so many people to do ajob the private sector could do with three.

He didn't know which was the President, but a man emerged from the group and strode forward to
shake Hally's hand. He was weathered and kind of rough-looking, like an old cop. Holly rose and
clasped his hands.

There was applause from the gdllery, and abarrage of flash photography. John amost snorted. If they
wanted an image to capture the spirit of this meeting, shaking hands wasnt it.

The President spoke afew wordsto Holly, then rounded the table and shook with Alfonse. More
clapping and flashbulbs. "Thank you for coming, Alfonse," the President said. "I look forward to resolving
thisawkward Stuation.”

"Asdol,” Alfonsesaid. "Asdol."

John thought, What a load of shit.

The President took his seat at the head of thetable. US Alliance and T.A. were facing each other
across the sides, which John wasn't happy about. This whole event suited the Government. But that was
okay. John was expecting the balance to tip soon.

There were afew minutes of techs running around to mike everybody up, then the President stood.
The crowd quieted, and John supposed this whole sorry mess had begun.

52 General Motors

Jennifer had been hoping for some free time after landing in London, enough timeto, say, track down
John Nike and bust his chops. But it was such along flight from Audtrdiathat she and Calvin were
among the last agentsto arrive, and they were ferried straight to awarehouse the Government was using
asagaging area. She stood in along linefor the communa bathroom, showered, and met with Calvin to
report in.

"Ah, Jennifer," the adminigtrator said. " ou're a squad leader, yes?'

"Redly?' shesad.



"Sounds like some kind of mix-up,” Cavinsaid. "A squad leader? With your people skills?!

"Jennifer, receive your riot gear from dispensary, and meet your team in AreaD-21."

She found the dispensary, which had alonger queue than the bathroom, and received more equi pment
than sheld seen infive years. Therewas aflak jacket, ahemet, anightstick, even ashield.

"Y ou need any help getting into al that, gorgeous?" the man behind the counter said.

"Kissmy ass," she said, which was her tried and tested response to overenthusiastic Government
types. Then she noticed the TV behind him. It was broadcasting live from the Government-corporate
conference: the picture showed the three US Alliance members. " Shit! 1t's John!™

"What?' Cadvin sad.

She pointed. "John Nike!" She turned to the dispensary man. "Where's this happening?’

"The conference? Parliament.”

"Cdvin," Jennifer said, "l fed a sudden urge to modify my mission parameters.”

"Jen, we have ajob to do."

"But he'sright there.”

"If John's part of the US Alliance delegation, helll bethere dl day. Well grab him when weve finished
the raids. Everybody goes home happy."

Shedared at the TV. "Look at him. He's so smug.”

"Weéll fix that,” Calvin said. "After theraids.

She met her team: there were five of them and the oldest looked about twenty-three. Asthe van
bumped aong aLondon Street they sat quietly and snuck glances at her tattoo. Jennifer wished she had
something inspirationa to say. She had nothing. She wished Calvin wasin her team.

The van hdted and the driver banged on the partition. Jennifer opened her mouth and what came out
was. "Let'sgo!”

They emerged onto aparking lot in front of agleaming, fifteen-story building. A sgn marked it as
GENERAL MOTORS. There was even aflag and awide, green lawn. The ky drizzled light rain. They
jogged toward the [obby.

Inaway, Jennifer felt bad, busting into such anice placein full riot gear and scaring the crap out of
everybody. But in another, more accurate way, she enjoyed it alot. She collared a scared-looking
receptionist and read out her list of target executives. "Where arethey?'

"They're -- different floors. Four, eight, and nine."

"Threeteamd!" Jennifer said. "I'll takelevel nine. Meet back here.”

"Y ou can't go up there!™ the receptionist said, horrified. "Thisis private property! Y ou can't!”

"And yet," Jennifer said. She hit the stairs. She found her target by striding down the corridor and
barking out his name: when aman popped his head out of an office, she cuffed him. It was much easier
than she'd expected.

"Thisisridiculous I'm afinancia controller! | don't even deal with US Alliance! Y ou can't arrest mel”

She marched him down the sairs. The rest of her team were aready gathered in the lobby, holding
executives. Then she saw that adozen NRA soldiers were pointing semiautomatic rifles at them, and
everything stopped being so much fun.

"You! Put down your wegpon!”

"Werethe Government,” she said, just in case there had been some misunderstanding. "We are
arresting three people on suspicion of murder.”

"No, maam. Y ou are on General Motors property and you will comply with GM orders.”

"Team," shesad levdlly, "close your hemets and draw your weapons.”

"Do not draw your weapons!" the NRA man barked. They tensed. There were now alot of guns
looking at her.

"Doit," Jennifer said, and heard them obey: helmets sngpping down, holsters being unfastened.

"Put down your weapons or we will fire on you!"

"Y ou don't want to shoot six Government agents, dick,” shesaid. "You redly don't."

"l won't ask you again!"



"Team, follow me out the door. Fire only if fired upon. Do not rel ease the suspects.”

"Y ou think I'm kidding, lady? My orders are very fucking clear! If you leave with our people, we will
take you down!" He pushed the barrel of therifleinto her forehead. It felt hard and very cold. "Thisis not
anexercie"

Someone whimpered. Jennifer wanted to believe it was one of the NRA, but didn't think it was. The
soldier's eyeswere locked on hers.

She said quietly, "Y ou'd better be very sure your employer can protect you from the Government.”

"I'mvery sure."

Shefdt her heart twist. To her people, shesad, "L et them go.”

The NRA watched them dl the way to the van.

"What is going on?" she screamed.

"It'sthe same everywhere," Cavin said on theradio. "Roaming NRA squads, responding within six
minutesto callsfor help, faster in central London. T.A. are less defended; we're doing better. Jen, don't
do anything stupid. Weve dready got two agentsin the hospital."

"Thiswas meant to be a show of force!"

"What can | say? Try to hit your next building in under Sx minutes.”

But her next building wasthe NRA: only an administrative headquarters, but till, she didn't like her
chances. She had the van park two blocks away and they squatted against the hedge, checking their
equipment as the rain soaked through their clothes.

"Helmets down the whole time. Don't stop for anything. If we run into armed security, abort
immediately. Y ou're not authorized to fire your weapon except in self-defense. Isthat clear?”

"Yes, maam!"

"Go!" she said, and they ran, hunched over, for the NRA building. The lobby was crowded but
soldier-free; when they burst in, people scattered. She was looking for security guards first and anyone
who looked like they could locate her target executives second, but someone €l se caught her eye: a
young man with a sports bag over his shoulder. He was pushing hisway out the revolving doors.

"Madam! | have the receptionist!”

"One second,” Jennifer said. The man with the bag escaped the doors and sprinted across the grass.
She was hoping he would look back at theroad, and hedid. It was Billy NRA. " Shit!"

"Madam?' an agent said. "Our time limit?*

"You'rein charge. I'll catch up with you later."

"What?' he said, but Jennifer was aready out the door.

53 NRA/Ground

Billy sprinted, sucking cold London air into hislungs. Jennifer shouted, "Billy! Stop, you little prick!"
and that encouraged him to run even faster. He crossed the road without looking. A truck's horn blared
and hefelt awhoosh of air buffet him. A mall was just up the block, and he pounded the sdewak. At the
entrance he crashed through a group of shoppers, spraying their bags and sscumbling to hisknees. Then he
was up and inside.

He spied an exit across the mall and forged through the crowd toward it. The place was crammed,
but he was making such a commotion that Jennifer would spot him as soon as she camein. Hehad to
make the exit. He shoved awoman out of theway and hurdled achild.

"Ow! Watchit!"

"Out of theway!" he screamed. "Coming through!™

"Freeze! Government agent, don't move!"

Billy stopped. The door was right in front of him. He turned around. Jennifer was at the entrance, a
hundred feet away, pointing ahandgun a him. He couldn't believeit. She hadn't been kidding when she
said he couldn't escape her.



"On your knees!"

Hedmost did it. Then it occurred to him that there were alot of people between him and Jennifer,
and a hundred-foot shot from a pistol was abig cal even for askilled marksman. Billy sucked in his
breath, then broke for the door.

He was positive she was going to fire. He hit the door and rolled through, screaming in anticipation.
No shot! He scrambled to hisfeet. There were dleystwisting off in four directions, lined with cratesand
garbage. He ran down one at random.

Fifteen minutes later, when he was sure he was safe, he sank to his knees and gasped for breath. He
checked hisbag. Everything was till there. Thank God.

When he was ready, he stepped out onto the street and hailed a cab.

"Parliament,” he said. "Please hurry."

Billy just about died: no one had told him Perliament would be crawling with Government. Worse, half
the agents were scurrying around in that blue armored getup held seen Jennifer in, so he kept thinking he
saw her out of the corner of hiseye. He felt himsalf break into fresh sweet. Billy was no longer smelling
S0 good.

Generd Li waswaiting a the top of the steps. "Good timing, Private. Five minutes early.”

It was probably best not to mention the Jennifer Government incident to Generd Li, Billy decided
"Yes gr."

Li started walking, and Billy fdll into step. He wiped at hisforehead. The Genera would protect him,
he thought. No one was giving the Generd any grief. They entered the great lobby, which was packed,
then acorridor, then aside room. There were a half-dozen suits lounging around, smoking and eating
lunch from abuffet.

The General stopped besde three men and waited. No one acknowledged him, which Billy thought
was kind of rude,

"I told you they'd try this," one of the men said. "If | hadn't taken steps, half our goddamn staff would
bein Government lockup right now."

"Johnisright,” an older, shorter man said.

"You're overreacting,” the third man said. " So they're trying to muscle us. That doesn't meanit'stime
to -- to do what you're suggesting. We can't take that step. It'sillegal, and more importantly it's bad

"Youidiot," John said. Y ou want to wait until they comefor you? When they raid your house a four
inthe morning? Things have dready gonetoo far."

The old man nodded. "John Nikeis now in charge of our operation.”

"Alfonse!" the third man said, shocked, but they were already turning their backs on him.

John seemed to notice the Generd for thefirgt time. "Who are you?"

"Generd Li NRA, sr. Weve spoken on the phone.”

"Right, right," John said. "Excuse me, Alfonse. | have afew housekeeping mattersto take care of ."

Alfonse nodded and moved off. John put one arm around L.i's shoulders and one around Billy's. His
face wasinchesfrom Billy's, which cregped him out alittle. Billy suddenly redlized: this might be the John
Nike that Jennifer wanted him to collect information on. "So, Li, thisis..."

"The man you requested.”

Thiswas one of those Stuationsthat required alot of "gr's” Billy redized. "Private Billy NRA, Specid
Ops, reporting, Sir!™

John looked amused. "Billy, you might get to earn your keep today."

"Yes ar!"

"If things don't go our way in there, then during my speech I'm going to point at someone. | assume
you know what to do then."

"Yes gr!”

"But not ingde the House. Y ou mark them, you wait until they leave, you do them on the steps. If you
try anything in this building, therell be twenty Government suits on you before you can twitch. And if the



Government gets hold of you, I'll make damn sure you never get to talk to them. Y ou understand me?”
"Yes gr!”
"l likethiskid, Li," John said. "He'saquick learner. Okay, Billy, piss off. Me and the General haveto
tak."
"Yes, gr!" Billy said. Hewent out to walit in the corridor.

After awhile, the lights dimmed, then brightened. Billy thought there must be some kind of dectrica
fault, but people started filing into the main hall, so he straightened to attention. John and the General
came out together, with Alfonse and abunch of other suits. Billy waited afew minutes, then made his
own way into the main room. He fought hisway to a seat in the back few rows. On the way he jabbed
someone with his bag.

"Hey, watch it. What've you got in there, stedl rods?’

"Sorry." He found a seat and put his bag between hisfeet. Therewas alot of messing around at the
table, then people seemed to get organized and aman stood up and started talking. It took Billy awhile,
but he redlized this was the Government President. He didn't recognize the third group, the one with two
chicksinit, but if the Government and US Alliance were here, he guessed they were from Team
Advantage. Billy hadn't known so many big enchiladas were getting together in one place.

The President started saying something about freedom and justice, and Billy tuned out. Then there
was Ssome arguing, one suit after another jabbering away, and Billy started thinking about mountains.
London wasn't o far away from some really good skiing countries. Maybe he could skip over there
when dl thiswas over. Then John got to hisfeet, Sraightening his cuffs, and Billy sat up.

"We came herein good faith, to talk about solutions." John's voice was piped through the hal, so it
sounded like he wereright in front of you. "But the Government didn't. This morning, it conducted raids
againg us. It targeted our companies, only because we've been successful at providing products people
want to buy. It trespassed on our private property and assaulted some of our executives.”

He paused. The hal was so quiet Billy could hear his own stomach.

"Thisisintolerable." He stared at the President. Billy was sure he was going to point at him. But he
turned back to the crowd. "By this action, the Government has proved that so long asit exists, none of us
aretruly free. Government and freedom are mutudly exclusve. So if we vaue freedom, therés only one
conclusion. It'stimeto get rid of thisleftover relic we cal Government.”

People started to talk; afew roseto their feet in front of Billy. He craned his neck. John was looking
at the young woman from Team Advantage. Billy's hands tightened on the bag.

"US Alliance has had enough of being persecuted for the crime of making money. From this moment,
we no longer recognize them as an authority. It'stime for abrave new age. | hereby declare the end of
Government. And you, Sir, are out of ajob.”

He pointed at the Government President. The crowd erupted. Billy felt no surprise. He picked up his
bag and began to fight hisway out of the hall.

He jogged across the road, through the square, and into a restaurant that looked like a
boardinghouse. A girl was cleaning glasses at the bar. "What's upstairs?' Billy asked. "Rooms?"

"Sure. They dtart a ninety dollars.”

"I want something that faces Parliament,” he said. "Um, for the view."

She collected a key from undernegth the counter. "A lot going on today, hey?"

"Yousadit," Billy sad.

The room was on the second floor, small with thick drapes, which was perfect. He set hisbag on the
bed and unzipped it. He took out the barrel and cleaned it thoroughly, keeping one foot againgt the wall
to hold the curtain open afraction so he could watch Parliament House. When the flow of human traffic
down the steps increased, he snapped the scope and magazine into place and dragged a chair over to the
window. He raised the window and squinted against theicy air that blew in.

People were gushing out of the building, most in suits. Billy worried that he wouldn't be able to spot



the President. Then came another thought: maybe he would spot the President. That would mean Billy
was meant to raise the gun and line aman up in the Sghts. He fdt fresh swesat run down hisback. Billy
hadn't believed he would ever reach this moment, not truly. The moment when he would have to decideif
he would kill aman to escape the NRA. He chewed hislip.

The President emerged, surrounded by a dozen Government agents. Even in the crowd, that stood
out. He looked like the center of abull's-eye.

Theriflelay in Billy'slap. Some snipers -- amateurs -- raised their gunstoo early, used the scope to
see what was going on. That wasrisky, the NRA had taught him, because he could be spotted. A good
sniper became visble only at the last moment. Billy waited. Then heraised therifle and fitted the butt into
his shoulder.

He rested his elbow on the sll and the barrel against the window frame. There were thirty or so steps
up to the House of Commons, so he had plenty of timeto line him up. When he saw the man behind the
crosshairs, his sscomach lurched. His hands shook minutely. There was a variable wind, and Billy thought:
Maybe I'll miss. Maybe I'll do my best but I'll miss.

Thewind eased.

Skiing, Billy thought. I'm just skiing.

The President looked up. It was asif he knew it was coming.

54 Government

"Shit!" Jennifer screamed. Shoppers hurried away from her. She ran toward the exit Billy had
escaped through, but with her helmet and body armor, it was like wading through ariver. By thetime she
got to the door, she couldn't even hear Billy's footsteps.

She grabbed her radio. "Team one-nine-six, what's your status?"'

"We're back at the van. NRA soldiers turned up ninety seconds after you left, lots of them. We never
had a chance."

"Fine. We're aborting. Let's do something useful .

"Maam? Our orders--"

"Shh," shesad.

In normal circumstances, she would put out an A.P.B. on Billy, but today there were twenty thousand
agentstied up in raids and no one had spare time to look for young, muscular men with canvas bags. But
there was, she thought, redlly only one place asniper could be headed. Maybe she could kill two birds
with one stone. She sat in the back of the Government van and ignored the glances her team exchanged.

"Trafficsdowing," thedriver called.

"Stop,” Jennifer said. She assembled her team by the side of the road. Parliament House was a
five-minute run away, and shefdt like abit of adick, jogging up the sdewak with five armored agents.
But you had to do what you had to do.

There weren't many people outside Parliament, which was good: it meant the session hadn't finished
yet. "Teams of two," she said. "L ook for the bag. Gray with dark red straps.”

She left them to trot up the steps. A young agent with agoatee tried to stop her entering the main
floor: Jennifer flashed her ID and kept walking. He didn't chase her. Thiswasn't security. It wasajoke.

Therewere alot of people insde, and many of them were shouting at each other. She saw John Nike
gtanding with hisarmsfolded across his chest, smiling. The temptation to run acrossthefloor, dam him
face-firg into the table, and cuff him was very strong. Maybe that Government shrink had had a point.

She made her way to the Government's private guard. John didn't see her. Jennifer felt glad to have a
wespon.

Shetook aguess at which agent was in charge. These guys had earpieces, sunglasses, thewhole
works; they looked ridiculous. "Excuse me."



"Shh," the agent said without turning.

"Were done," John Nike announced to the floor. "There's nothing more to discuss.”

"We are not done!" the President said. Jennifer could see avein throbbing at histemple, which
probably wasn't agood sign for the negotiations. *Nobody's leaving until we arrive at aresolution!™

"Hey!" Jennifer said to the agent. He didn't react, so she prodded hisribs. "Hdlo?"

"Don't poke me, Agent.”

"l believe a sharpshooter may be about to take a shot at the President.”

He glanced at her, then back at the crowd. "From where?"

"l don't know. But--"

"Agent, we dways assume somebody, somewhereis about to take a shot at the Presdent. That'swhy
we're here. Please step away.”

The noisewasrising a thetable. "That'sit,” John Nike said. ™Y ou people don't know when you're
finished." Heturned and walked away. The US Alliance contingent rose and followed him.

"Wait!" the President said, but it was al over: even Jennifer could see that. Shelooked at John Nike's
back.

"Look, | haveto go. Just take the President out the back way, okay?'

"We have twenty agents between here and his car. Were not letting them put pictures of him running
out the back door on the news."

"What?' There was so much movement in the crowd, she was starting to see Billys everywhere. John
was about to reach the corporate exit. "Mr. President!" Jennifer called.

The agent took her arm and twisted. Her sore shoulder screamed. Her vision flared. She didn't redlize
he was pushing her againgt thewall until she hit it with her forehead. "Don't interfere with our protection
of the President, Agent. Do you understand?’

"Let me--" Over her shoulder, she saw agents box the President and begin to lead him from the hal. ™
Jesus!"

The agent spoke into hismike. "I am occupied with atwo-twenty in the main hall, please proceed
to--"

She got her legstogether and tried to sweep his feet out. How this normally turned out was with them
on the floor and Jennifer sanding over them with a superior expression, but this guy waswell trained and
she succeeded only injolting him. Shefdt hisface brush her hair and threw her head backward.
Something soft and probably nasal cracked againgt her skull. The agent went down, groaning. Jennifer
ydled, "That was my sore shoulder!"

The President was dready gone, which raised an interesting dilemma: should she save hislife or arrest
John Nike? But it would be crazy to try to protect the Presdent, Jennifer redized: shed only distract his
guards. Shewould haveto put her faith in the men with sunglasses and earpieces. Sheran for the
corporate corridor.

It was stuffed with excited suits, talking and gesturing. She pushed her way through. There were too
many people who looked like him; she kept grabbing people with smilar haircuts. People stared &t her.
A man sad: "Jennifer Maher?' and she heard others pick up onit: "L ook, that's Jennifer Maher."

She saw John. He was fifteen feet away, Side-on to her, holding court to adozen other suits. She
dipped her hand into her pocket and found her gun.

Her radio said, "Jen? We spotted your boy."

Jennifer froze. "What?'

"The building across the road from here? Y our guy just went in. Canvas bag, red straps?’

A woman to her |eft sprayed laughter. A suit said, "--but then of coursethey increased their equity--"

" Jen’?"

Shefdt sck. "I'll meet you there.”

She burgt through the doors, gun drawn. 1t was dimly lit, and she had to crouch there amoment,
waliting for her eyesto adjust. Her team followed her in. Jennifer felt stupid: thiswas a pretty good way to
let an ambush kill alot of temporarily blind Government agents. She was rushing, not thinking.



The restaurant was empty except for agirl behind abar. "Man came in here afew minutes ago, with a
bag," Jennifer sad. "Whereishe?'

"Oh, he took aroom."

"Which one?"

"l dunnoif | should tell you that."

She pointed her .45 at thegirl. "Tell."

"Twenty-eight.”

They hit the stairs, then jogged down the hallway, peering at door numbersin the gloom. Twenty-eight
wasthefina door. She listened at it for amoment. Nothing. She took astep back and kicked it.

The door popped open. It made a strange sound, like a combination of a crunch and acrack. Then
she saw Billy NRA by the window and the thin smoke curling from his gun, and realized she was wrong.
It hadn't been asingle noise. It had been two.

"Don't move! Put the gun down right now!"

"Shit!" Billy said. "Shit, shit, shit!" Helooked from her to the window and back.

"Drop it!"

"Look what you made me do,” he moaned. "Oh, shit, look what you made me do.”

The gun shook in her hand. "Billy, if you've just shot the President, you're leaving thisroom viathe
window." She crossed the room and dragged the rifle from his hand. Outside the window, there were
people milling and aman lying bleeding on the steps. A group of agents were hustling the President into a
car.

"Who did you shoot?'

"l wastrying to missl You startled me! | didn't mean to!"

"Y ou shot someone by accident?'

"Don't hurt me! Please?’

"Y ou should have thought of that before," she said.

55 US Alliance

John walked out of Parliament, trying hard to suppress his exultation. He was preparing to register
shock and outrage, because there were TV cameras everywhere and no doubt some were already
swinging onto him. He'd bardly stepped into daylight when aman grabbed hisarm.

"Sir, someone's been shot! Y ou shouldn't be out herel”

"Someone's been shot?' John said. Shock, outrage. He hurried to the top of the stairs. Halfway
down, medics were attending to aman in adark suit. He was white-faced, had athick pad strapped to
his chest, and was definitely not the Government President.

John's vision washed red. It was afew moments before he redlized the media had clustered around
him. "John! John Nike! Isthis attack a surpriseto you! Do you know this man! What's your reaction?"

He had to swallow twice before he could speak. Then he caught sight of Billy NRA being led toward
ablack Government car. On one side of Billy was an agent John had never seen before. On the other
Sdewas Jennifer Government.

"I am shocked and outraged,” he said. The words trembled.

He jumped into thefirst US Alliance limousine he reached, which was Generd Li's. That was
fortuitous: John had alittle something to say to Genera Li. He waited until the General was settled, the
doors closed, and the car far enough away from Parliament so that the chance of Jennifer Government
pulling it over and sticking agun in hisface was decreasingly small. Then he punched the window and put
hished into the TV monitor.

"l understand you're upset,” General Li said.



"| ask for one sniper to do asinglejob! And he managesto not only get himself arrested, but shoot
thewrong guy! How doesthat happen?'

"Billy isan excellent marksman. | redlly don't know."

"Maybe you think thisis some kind of exercise. Thisisno drill, Li. The Government is after my ass.
And now Jennifer--"

The phone beside him rang. He was tempted to rip it out and toss it out the window, but that could be
amistake. There were some people he could yell at and some people he couldn't, and there was a good
chance thiswould be the latter. He pushed for speaker. "Y es?'

"Ah, John." It was Alfonse. "That was some speech.”

"I'm glad you liked it."

"l didn't say that."

"Well, Alfonse," John said. ™Y ou asked me to express our indignation. Okay, in the heat of the
moment, maybe| got alittle--"

"Y ou announced that US Allianceisacrimind organization.”

"Crimina," he said. "What isthat, anyway? Just someone the Government doesn't agree with."

"Don't play games with me, John. Our organization exists to gain market share from Team Advantage.
The Government is peripherd.”

"How can we fight Team Advantage with the Government as referee? The Government isthe mgor
obstacle to our goals. We can't ignore them, Alfonse. They're coming after us. We had to send them a
messege.”

"Because | partidly believethat,” Alfonse said, "you still have ajob. But consder yourself on notice.”

"Thank you, Sir!" he said, but Alfonse was aready gone. He exhaed shakily.

Generd Li sad carefully, "Perhgpsit'sjust aswell our sniper failed.”

John looked at him. ™Y ou can hit the President before he getsto the airport. Or you can hit himin the
air. Do you people have jets?'

Li cleared histhroat. "Forgive me, but... | gained theimpression Alfonseisnot in favor of adirect
attack on the Government.”

"Did you?" John said. "How strange.”

"Perhaps I'm mistaken... but was Alfonse unaware of our operation involving Private Billy?'

" think you are mistaken, Li," John said. "US Allianceistotaly unified on this one. The Government
has to be stopped. They'll come for you, too, unless we hit them first."

Li said nothing.

John leaned forward. "If we go to war, which company becomes more important than any other?
Which company becomes the most powerful on the planet? It's not McDondd's. It's not Nike."

Li looked a him for awhile. Then he said: "We have jets.”

"Good," John said. He began to fed alittle better.

He had half an hour in his hotel room before the post-conference meeting. He loosened histie, poured
ascotch from the bar, and walked out to the balcony. It was dark and cold, with alight wind diding past,
but the view was glorious. He sipped hisdrink and stared at the curve of London Bridge, the light from
Parliament House bouncing off the Thames. When hefdt calm enough, he flipped open his cellphone and
dided.

"Georgia Saints-Nike, hdlo?!

"Guesswho | saw today?"

"Oh, John..." She sounded cautious. "Um..."

"I'll giveyou ahint: it gartswith Jennifer and endswithmeinjail."

"Oh! I'm s0 sorry, John, | did everything you asked.”

You couldn't rely on anyone, hethought. You had to do everything yourself. "Georgia, you've
been talking behind my back, haven't you?'

"No, John!"

"Always asking where | was. And suddenly Jennifer pops up. Y ou told her how to find me."

Silence. Then: "I tried to tell you not to do that Mercury campaign, John, | told you it was-"



"You'refired. And let me give you some advice: vanish. Becauseif | find you, | will take you apart.”

"John!"

Hekilled the call, disgusted. Georgia Saints-Nike. He should have known. She'd never been the same
since she took up volunteer work.

He went back insgde and fired up hise-mail. He sent one to terminate Georgias employment, and
another to get security to throw her out of the building. It was a pity he couldn't arrange for John to
ensure she never made it home, too. He sighed. He needed anew P.A.

He had an e-mail from Hack Nike. He read it, growing amazed at Hack's arrogance. He tapped out a
reply, then checked hiswatch. It wastimeto go.

US Alliance had commandeered the hotel ballroom for its post-conference meeting, and the place
was aready full of suits. People looked around as he entered. Conversations faltered. He took a seet
near the front. The Peps kid dropped in beside him. "Kick-ass speech, John. Y ou really told the Feds
whereto shoveit."

John dropped his voice. "What do the other Liaisonsthink?’

"Some think you're agenius. Othersthink you're nuts and the Government's going to lock usal up.”

"Well," hesad, "let'sjust see what the Government is capable of, after tonight.”

The Peps kid's eyeswidened. "Y ou've got something planned! What's happening?*

"Shh." Alfonse was opening the meeting, talking about the new competitive environment. But John
couldn't stop thinking about Jennifer Government. He would never be safe while she was after him, that
was clear. He needed to get her off his back, no matter what it took.

"Hey," the Peps kid whispered. "What's so funny?"

"Nothing,” John said. "'l just -- had an idea.”

" Something good?"

"Very good." Kate: that was her name. Jennifer's daughter. John couldn't imagine why held never
thought of using her before.

56 NRA/AIr

Some pilotsdidnt like flying on moonless nights. They wouldn't admit it, of course, but night flying
was very different to cutting open a blue sky with the world spread out below. On black nights, visibility
outside the cockpit was reduced to your own helmet looking back and down at you, illuminated by the
glowing ingruments. Any good pilot could fly blind without raising asweet, but there was something
fundamentaly different about pushing ameta can through five hundred miles per hour when you couldn't
see.

Jackpot had beenin the air for two and ahdf hours. Eight hundred feet to hisright, according to his
instruments, another F/A-18 hung alongside him. They'd been scrambled too early and spent ninety
minutes circling, waiting for the target. Both were approaching their fuel limit. " Jackpot to ground control,
request variation of misson parameters.”

"Go ahead, Jackpot.”

"Target ismoving very dowly, request permission to gpproach early.”

"Negative, Jackpot. Wait until they're over sea.”

He chewed on that. "Then welll need to land somewhere closer than Luton, base.”

"Roger that, Jackpot. We will advise new runway. Out.”

They hung there, he and histwin, while twelve miles ahead aBoeing 737 trawled westward.

They crossed the coast twenty minutes later, then the two-mile exclusion zone. The fighters pushed
forward. Pretty soon the 737 would see them on scope, but Jackpot didn't think it would matter. There
wasn't much an airliner could do in theway of evasive action.

He covered the instrument lights with hisarm and peered forward. He could see the Boeing's running
lightsdancing in the night.



"Jackpot to Liontamer, do you have visual contact?'

"Roger that, Jackpot.”

"Launch, launch," he said, and flipped the switch. He bardly fdlt the uncoupling, but the instruments let
him know al about it, blegping and squeding. "Missle away.”

"Missleaway."

The two wing-tipped Fal cons took eight secondsto eat up the distance, then they caught the Boeing
and broke it open. The sky flared momentarily yellow, and Jackpot saw the airplanelose awing, begin to
pitch. Then the F/A-18s shot past it.

They came around in timeto seeit hit the ocean. They circled until even the flaming debris had sunk,
then opened up the engines and headed home.

When they crossed back into England, Jackpot said: Y ou ever done anything like that before,
Liontamer?"

Therewas apause. "Negative, Jackpot," Liontamer said. He sounded emotionless and professiondl.
Jackpot took his cue and shut his mouth.

PART FIVE

57 Hack

Hack started varying the way he drove to work, to pass billboards. It was partly for practical reasons:
the sooner he knew a company had replaced one, the sooner he could hit it again. But it was also pride.
Heliked to admire his own work.

The Gap billboard they'd done aweek ago was still tagged, which was amazing because it was the
biggest of them dl, afour-story monster. Then there was a Nike poster on the freeway that used to say: |
CAN SHOOT THE MOON; now it said: | CAN SHOQOT 14 KIDS. Benegath it wasthe line: NIKE
KILLSITS CUSTOMERS. Hack wasn't so pleased with that. The kid, Thomas, had added it. It was
too blatant, in Hack's opinion.

He passed amedica insurer that now boasted: WE CARE ABOUT YOUR WALLET. Onthe
corner of Springvale Road, Coke told peopleto ENJOY STOMACH CANCER. A tireretailer
advertised: 25% MORE CARBON MONOXIDE, and CARS = DEATH! Thomas again! Hack was
going to have to speak to him.

He parked and went into the Nike building, nodding to the receptionist. He felt more energetic these
days, much more confident. He was friendly to people he previoudy hadn't had the nerveto tak to. The
funny thing was that his boss thought Hack had become dynamic and effective, when Hack was doing
lesswork than ever before. In fact, he was hardly working at al.

At hisdesk, he powered on his computer and started going through hismail. There was athick,
personally addressed |etter from Human Resources. He tore it open asthe phonerang. "Hack Nike,
Merchandise Digtribution Officer."

Claresad, "Hi! It'sme."

"Hi!" He flipped open the letter. "How are you?"

"Good. | missed you."

"Aw."

"Are you coming straight home tonight? | thought maybe we' could go out somewhere. Y ou know, for
dinner.”

"Sure, that would be--" Hack read thefirst linein the letter. Then heread it again. "Uh..."

"What?'

"I think I've just been fired."

"What?'

"Nike'sfired me." His eyes scanned the page. ""Annua Headcount Consolidation'! What bullshit!”



"Hack, are you okay?'
"No," hesaid. "l haveto go."

He went to Human Resources and asked to speak to Lillian, who had signed his letter.

"I'm Lillian," awoman said. She looked crotchety to Hack. Everyone who worked in HR looked
crotchety.

"I'm Hack, Merchandise Digtribution Officer. Did you write this?'

"Let meseeit." She studied the paper for much longer than Hack could believe was necessary. "'|
issued this, yes."

"Why?"

"When departments reduce headcount, we handle the formalities.”

"So who actudly fired me?’

"Y ou should dready know. The correct procedure isfor the manager to discuss the trangition with the
employee before we draw up the documents.”

"Well, that didn't happen.”

Lillian sighed. "He redlly should have discussed thiswith you firgt. 1t's not our job to break bad news."

"Who?' Hack said. He was having trouble remaining dynamic and effective.

Lillian eyebdled him, but Hack was pretty worked up and she didn't do it for long. "John, Liaison.”

"Thank you," he said. He returned to his desk and started typing.

Dear John,

Apparently you've decided to fire me. This is a BIG MISTAKE since
| know all about you and the Nike Town BUSINESS. Maybe you think I'm
going to keep my mouth shut but you should think AGAIN because I'll
tell the Government and the MEDIA everything | know. So don't try to
push me around anymore!!

Hack.

He spent the rest of the day browsing the web for new billboard targets. There were six good
webcams around the city that wereidea for planning purposes. One, he noticed, showed anew poster
being pasted up, patch by patch. It featured a scowling, pointing Uncle Sam, and the copy read: UNCLE
SAM WANTS YOUR PROPERTY . Hack blew air between histeeth. That one was definitely getting
it.

At five o'clock, an e-mail arrived from John. Hack clicked onit, pleased by the quick reply. Even
John was taking him serioudy now.

Thee-mall sad:

Fuck off. John.

Then Hack started to get redlly mad.

58 John

John arrived a US Alliance twenty minutes early and rode to the twenty-ninth floor. He was
expecting to be shown straight through to Alfonse, but a young woman with ablack bob and natty
glasses made him St out in the corridor. He felt like anaughty boy summoned to the principa's office.
After awhile, he walked back to the woman's desk. "I am John Nike," he said. "Did | mention that?'

"Yes, dr. Youreto wait out here."

He returned to his seat. He had been sent to the principal’s office. But then, he supposed he had been
very naughty. After the NRA whacked the Government jet, every high-ranking US Alliance suit --
including John -- had scrambled to get the hell out of London, most heading here to the headquartersin



L.A. Nobody had wanted to hang around in a city with twenty thousand pissed-off Government agents.

Twenty minutes later, the woman said, ™Y ou may go in now, John."

He stood, brushed down his suit, and tugged open the oak doors. The room was a piece of sky with
furniture. Forty or fifty suits were arranged aong tables that looked asif they'd been carved from
thousand-foot trees: there were gold desk platesthat reed MCDONALD'S and MONSANTO and
IBM. John had never been around so many good pairs of shoes.

"Wow," hesad. "It'slike the United Nationsin here."

Alfonse said, "Have a seat, John."

Helooked around for anike plate. Alfonse cleared his throat and gestured to a plastic chair that was
gtting againg aglasswadl, facing thetables. "There?'

"y es"

He sat with as much dignity as he could manage, which wasn't much. The plastic chair squeaked. He
glanced over hisshoulder. He at least got agreat view of downtown Los Angelesfrom here.

For amoment, nobody spoke. 1t was unnerving: John had never been to ameeting that wasn't afight
for conversation space. He spotted the Peps kid toward the back. John couldn't work out what was odd
about him, until he redlized it wasthe first time held seen the kid in asuit. "Okay, so everyonesalittle
surprised about the jet thing.”

Snorts of outrage. The McDonad's Liaison looked like she wanted to leap across the desk and dap
him.

Alfonse said, "John, in case you haven't dready gathered, were here to vote on your expulsion from
USAlliance. If thisvote carries, UA and its member companies will disown any responsibility for your
actions. Wewill deliver you to the Government and negotiate compensation for the damage you've

"So | wasright,” John said. "It is the United Nations."

"He doesn't think he's done anything wrong,” the IBM Liaison snapped. He was an older man with
white hair and adark blue suit; John had never met him. "Look at him. He's turned the world's most
distinguished corporationsinto criminasand he's smirking.”

"You'reright. | dont think I've done anything wrong."

"Then let me help you out, you moron. First, the Government isgoing to arrest us. All of us. Second,
if they dont, the public isgoing to annihilate us. Y ou want to see a marketplace backlash? Wejust
nated the Government President. L et's see how that affects sales, shall we? Third, you killed
people. | don't know if that's a problem for you, John, or for Nike, but it's abig goddamn problem for
IBM, for me, and for everybody ese here. Doesthat help? Doesthat clarify the Situation for you?"

Silence. "Okay, then." His career depended on his answer, John redlized. It wastimeto pull out al the
stops. "Three points. Okay."

He rubbed his pams on his pants. "One. The Government isnot going to arrest us. They tried in
London, and failed. Now, you can bet they weren't going to pack up their toys and go home. They were
going to try again, and again and again, until they'd gotten us. But now, thanksto me, they've lost half
their executives. They've logt their ability to coordinate, a least for awhile. The Government is not going
to arrest us because the Government is no longer ableto.”

A wall of stony faces|ooked back at him. He spotted the NRA plague, off to the left, but there was
an empty chair behind it. He guessed that meant the NRA werein the shit, too. "Two. Therewill not bea
consumer boycott. The public will not suddenly start buying Whoppersinstead of Big Macsor Apples
instead of IBMs. Trust me, I'm from Nike. Nobody actually swaps brands because they heard the
company did something bad. They keep on buying their favorite product at their favorite price. Yes, there
isgoing to be amedia backlash. But thereis not going to be aconsumer backlash.

"Three." Thiswas the tough one. John got to hisfeet. Mercifully, the chair didn't squesk. Theroom
was dead quiet. "Y es, some people died. But let's not pretend these are the first people to diein the
interests of commerce. Let's not pretend there's acompany in this room that hasn't had to put profit
above human life a some point. We make cars we know some people will diein. We make medicine
that carriesachance of afatal reaction. We make guns. | mean, you want to expel someone here for



murder, let's start with the Philip Morris Liaison. We have all, at sometime, put a price tag on ahuman
life and decided we can afford it. No onein thisroom hastheright to Sit here and pretend my actions
came out of the blue.”

Hetook arisk and paused for effect. If the IBM Liaison was going to preach a him, now washis
chance. But he didn't. He just sat there. Pussy, John thought.

"Look, | am not designing next year's ad campaign here. I'm getting rid of the Government, the
greatest impediment to businessin history. Y ou don't do that without a downside. Y es, some peopledie.
But look at the gain! Run a cost-benefit analysisl Maybe some of you have forgotten what companies
redlly do. So let me remind you: they make as much money aspossible. If they don't, investors go
elsawhere. It'sthat ample. We'redl cogs in wedth-creation machines. That's all.

"I've given you aworld without Government interference. There is now no advertisng campaign, no
intercompany deal, no promotion, no action you can't take. Y ou want to pay kidsto get the swoosh
tattooed on their foreheads? Who's going to stop you? Y ou want to make computers that need repair
after three months? Who's going to stop you? Y ou want to reward consumers who complain about your
competitorsin the media? Y ou want to pay them for recruiting their little brothers and sistersto your
brand of cigarettes? Y ou want the NRA to help you diminate your competition? Then doit. Just doit.”

Their faces, ah, their faces. They hadn't seen thiscoming at all, John redlized. He was opening the
door to abrave new commercid world and they were transfixed by the pure, golden light of profit spilling
fromit.

"I'm abusinessman. That'sdl. | just want to do business." He spread his pams. For along time,
nobody spoke. It was amuch better silence than before. John enjoyed every moment of it.

Alfonse sad, "Wewill need to consider--"

"Fuck that!" the Peps kid said. "Let'svote now!"

Theroom wasfull of nodding heads. "Very well. All thosein favor of expelling John Nike from US
Alliance?"

Four hands went up -- no, five. John felt warmth steal up his body.

"It ssemsyou stay with us, John."

"l am pleased and humbled," he said. He couldn't control hissmile.

The meeting raged for three hours. The Liaisons were dectrified by the possibilities; it was so cute.
They threw around outrageous marketing plans, deals for customer referra, for market leverage,
segmentation. By the end of it, even John was sick of talk about money.

When it was over he escaped to the lobby, took cover behind a bronze statue of John D. Rockefeller,
and flipped open his cdlphone.

"Generd Li NRA."

"It'sme."

"Ah, John... | don't think we should be talking--"

"Forget about that. It's taken care of ."

"If you say s0."

John was beginning to respect Generd Li. He was straight-talking, no big ego, aresults man. "Y oull
get verification soon enough. Meantime, | have another job for you.”

A hand fdl on his shoulder: Alfonse. "John. Y ou continue to surprise me.”

"You'retoo kind."

"Onething," Alfonse said. "It crosses my mind that you may be tempted to press your present
advantage. Y ou may think that because you have gotten away with one unsanctioned action, you may do
itagan.”

"No, Alfonse, of course not.”

"Nothing happens without the gpprova of the member companies. Do you understand that, John?"

"Totdly."

Alfonse nodded. "Then | will leave you to your cdl.”

John watched him exit. "Still there, Li?"!



"y es
"How much muscle can you get to the mgjor citiesin three days?'
"Y ou mean--"

"Y ou know what | mean."

"Well," Li sad."A lot."

"Doit," John said. "I've got competitorsto take care of ."

59 Buy

Buy got lost on the way to Kat€'s school, and the traffic was terrible, murderous. He tapped the
geering whedl, anxious. "l thought you said it was aten-minute drive.”

"It is, usudly."

"So what--" Then, up ahead, he saw the Highpoint mall was plastered with a gigantic billboard: UP
TO 50% OFF TO USALLIANCE CARDHOLDERS TODAY'! Carswere banked up in four lanes
trying to get into the parking lot. "There are sdleson?”

"Don't you watch TV?' Kate said.

"Uh," Buy said. "Not enough, clearly.” A gap opened in the adjoining lane: he stlamped on thegas. A
car behind him tooted its horn. Buy flipped him the bird. He redlized Kate was looking at him.

"That's rude."

"I know," he said, shamed. "I'm sorry."

"It's okay. Theré's my school."

"Don't egt that cake before lunchtime. Y ou remember what we agreed?”

"Yes, Buy."

Heamiled at her. "You are aterific girl "

Shelooked away shyly. He couldn't resist kissing her cheek. "Now off you go."

Kate jumped out of the Jeep, waved, and started walking toward the school gate. Buy was watching
her instead of the traffic, and another car tooted him.

"Yeah, yeah," hesad. Hedidn't fed irritated at all.

When he came back from lunch, the red voice-mail light on his phone was flashing. He blinked in
surprise. Buy hadn't had avoice-mail messagein amost aweek. He picked up the handset.

"Buy! ItisKato Mitsui, Liaison, leaving amessage. Please call me back at your conveniences.”

He put down the phone. Kato obvioudy wanted to know what bizarre marketing schemes Buy had
dreamed up: well, the answer was none. He decided to cdl Kato back anyway. He had had enough of
gtting at hisdesk doing nothing.

He was switched through three secretaries, al of whom spoke American better than Buy, then
connected to Kato. Kato wasin his car, or maybe aplane; Buy heard arush of air in motion. "Buy! Itis
most pleasing to speak with you again.”

"And with you, Kato. Although | don't have much to report. Marketing isn't reglly my--"

"Ah, that isnot why | called. | have a more urgent task for you."

"Oh."

Kato laughed. "1 am no doubt filling your In tray to overflowing. Tell me, have you heard of the
amazing exploits of John Nike, Liaison?'

"John Nike? No."

"l must confess great surprise, for he has splashed acrossthe news,” Kato said. "Heisaleading role
in US Alliance drategies. And heisfrom the Austrdian territories, like yoursdlf. | thought to mysdlf, Buy,
what tremendous good fortuneit isfor you to share so many coincidences with John. So | wish you to
form a contact, and make yourself of usefulnessto him."

Buy blinked. "How, exactly?'



"I do not mind how, Buy. | smply wish to get into bed with him. Y ou will ingratiate the corporation of
Mitsui to John Nike through your helpfulness. Sometime later, of course, John Nike will repay Mitsui."

"Or repay Kato," Buy said.

Kato'slaugh wasloud enough to hurt his ear. " Sometimes my colleagues accuse me of learning too
much from America You are dso aquick sudy, | can tell. Together we make amost excedllent team.”

Buy didn't know what to say. "Thanks."

"Cal me when you have entwined yoursdlf with John," Kato said.

He called Nike's Me bourne office and reached John's personal assistant. She sounded flustered and
upset: shetold him sheld only started the job yesterday. Buy suspected his message was one of agreat
many she had taken. He said, "Tdl him it'sfrom the guy who sent you abunch of flowers.”

"Pardon me?'

"Y ou sound like you're up to your neck init," Buy said, "so I'm sending you a big bunch of flowers. |
hope you don't mind.”

"Areyou serious?'

"y es

"That's... Buy Mitsui? I'll make sure he gets your message.”

"Thank you," he said, and hung up, pleased. He didn't have anything to do until John called back, so
he decided to go pick out the flowers himself. He grabbed his jacket and caught the elevator down.

In the lobby, he bumped into Cameron. Cameron looked tired and stressed, and Buy wondered if
something had happened. Or maybe everyone in brokerage looked like this, but he hadn't noticed
before. "Hi, Cameron.”

"Buy?Where are you going?"

"To get someflowers.”

"Howers? What do you need flowersfor?’

"To send to asecretary.”

"Youligentome" Cameron said. "I didn't twist armsto get you this assistant Liaison job so you
could hide out on the eighth floor. I've given you as much support as | can. It'stime for you to find some
goddamn motivation.”

"Cameron, wait," Buy sad. "I'm--"

"Everyone dseis breaking their backsfor this company, Buy. Maybe you don't care about that. But
wewon't carry you forever. Unlessyou start producing, we will replace you. So if you need something to
care about, care about that.”

"I have something to care about," Buy said. "Redly." He glanced a hiswatch. Kate was out of school
inacouple of hours. He had promised to pick her up.

60 Jennifer

Fird they told her to board the Government jet with Billy NRA and accompany the President back to
Washington, D.C. When she questioned the wisdom of putting Billy on the same arcraft asthe man he
wastrying to kill, they told her to stay in London and wait for alater plane. Then two-thirds of the
Government's upper echelon nosedived into the Atlantic, and everything turned to shit.

Her transport got postponed, or canceled: nobody told her which. There were agents twenty deep for
the phones, and after stlanding in linefor two hours, she got five minutesto talk to Kate before a
departmenta officer commandeered the line. Then she walked back to her secured barracks to discover
abunch of Government agents from Japan were moving in. ™Y ou're meant to be gone," they said.

"But my transport isn't here yet."

"Not my problem, sunshine," the Japanese agent said, and Jennifer went looking for someone who
could sort thisout.



" Some Japanese guys are trying to take over my barracks,” shetold the Staff Chief.

"Aren't you meant to be in Washington?'

"Yes. | don't have atransport.”

"Well, those barracks are meant to be free."

"But they're not."

"Look," hesaid. "Jennifer? Let me be clear. | don't know who my bossisanymore. | have acampus
filled with agents who don't know what they should be doing. | have bigger problems than sorting out
your accommodation.”

"Then am | authorized to use my initiative to find asolution?”

"What aterrific idea," the Staff Chief said.

"Thank you, Sir!" Jennifer said. She walked out quickly. That wasjust fine,

"I'm sorry,” the US Alliance man said. "John isn't here anymore. Most top management flew back to
L.A. yesterday. Which newspaper did you say you were from?"

"ToL.A.?Youresure?'

"I'm poditive. | can try to arrange aphone interview, if you like."

"That's okay," Jennifer said. "I'll set something up myself.”

"Wakeup," shesad, flicking onthelight. "Wereleaving."

Billy NRA raised hishead from the bunk, dazed. "L eaving? Where?"

"We have aplaneto catch.”

"Y ou can't take me outsde! The NRA will kill me!”

"Don't worry. I'm very good at this."

They met Calvin at the airport. Hed been sent to adifferent Government campus, and he turned up
twenty minuteslate. "1'm sorry, I'm sorry. Theroads curve. They goincircles. | nearly ended back
where| started.”

"Canwegoindde, pleas=?' Billy said. "l redlly think we should goin."

"What'swith him?"

"Hethinks US Allianceisgoing to try to kill him."

"Arethey?'

"l guess," shesaid.

At the counter, the American Airways clerk said, "I'm sorry, maam, you can't board thisflight. As of
noon today, were not permitted to offer flightsto the Government.”

"Excuse me?'

"Our flightsare for US Alliance cardholders only."

"l haveaUS Alliance card,” Calvin said, feding his pockets.

"What's your name, Sr?"

"Calvin... McDonald's."

"Can | see someD, please?’

"Uh," Cavinsad. "No."

"I'm sorry, Sir. | can't book Government.”

They walked away from the counter. Billy said, "What's going on?"

"Billy, get threetickets, will you?' Jennifer said.

"By myself?'

"I presume you have aUS Alliance card,” she said. "Y ou probably get assassn stars.”

"Man, the NRA isgoing to pop me. You cal thisan escort?'

"I'm sure they won't pop you," Jennifer said. "Go, go."

Billy threw her alook of betrayal and walked up to the counter. For amoment she thought he was
going to gpproach the sameticket girl. Then he veered off. She watched the people around him, looking
for ahead coming up, for hands reaching into pockets.

"We can't even catch aflight, now," Cavin said. "What's going on?"



"l don't know."

"And how come the Government wantsusin L.A.? | thought we were going to Washington."
"They told meto use my initiative."

Cavinlooked at her. "What?'

"John'sgoneto L.A."

"Jen," he said. "We're meant to go to Washington.”

"Yes, yes" Jennifer said. "After.”

"So one jet goes down,” she said, tucking the pillow behind her back, "and the Government is
paralyzed. How did we get that centraized? We're not meant to be about individuas. We're meant to be
for the masses."

"They used to fly the top people in different planes,” Cavin said.

"Wdl, why did that stop?"

"Budget, | suppose.”

"Y ou know, thisal started when they got rid of tax. That's when everyone started buying out of
society. When we had tax, we had a community.”

"Dudes” Billy said. "Do you haveto yak? I'm redly tired.”

"Shut up,” she said.

"At least St next to each other. Come on, I'm getting thisin stereo.”

"Shh," Cdvin said. "What, you want to reintroduce tax? How do you do that?'

"l don't know," she muttered. "But somewhere dong the line, this freedom stuff got way out of
control.”

"Youll fed better once we arrest John Nike," Cavin said.

"Yeah," shesaid. "You'reright about that." She closed her eyes.

61 Hack

McDonad's had taken along time to get afoothold in the Mebourne Centra mdl. Until then, the only
place to get grease-burgers was at alittle shop named Aussie Burgers, which, Hack had read
somewhere, fought hard to keep the Golden Arches out. But then one day he stopped by and Aussie
Burgerswas gone. Facing its empty shell wasthe biggest McDonad's Hack had ever seen, spanning
three levels and four shop frontages. It was packed with customers.

Hack had never eaten at Aussie Burgers, but now that it was gone he wished he had. Hewas glad to
be making it up to them now. Hetightened his grip on his duffel bag and walked into McDondd's.

It was crammed with suits, mothers with toddlers, and truant school students. Hack scanned the
crowd for Claire, and found her on the other side of the store, leaning against the counter. She met his
eyes and smiled. Hack smiled back.

"Hack! Hey!"

Heturned. It was Thomas, the kid who spray-painted over-obvious s ogans on Hack's billboard
jams.

"Man, thisiscool. Are you ready?'

"WheresLeid?' Hack said.

Thomassfacefdl. "I don't think she'scoming.”

"What?'

"l don't think thisis her kind of thing, man. She doesn't want to get into trouble.”

"Oh," Hack said. Wdll, that was okay: three would do. He looked over at Claire and nodded. She
began climbing onto the counter.

Shewas very nimble: she had those long legs up while Hack was till grabbing at the cash register for
leverage. Thomas clambered up too close behind and nearly knocked him off.

"What -- what are you doing?' aMcDonad's clerk said.



"Don't worry," Hack said, looking down at him. "No one's going to get hurt.” He opened his bag,
pulled on thick gloves, and turned to the crowd. "McDondd's rapes the environment! It pillages Third
World countriesfor their natural resources to serve us greasy, unhedthy food! McDonad'sisamember
of US Alliance, which killed peoplein London! It invades our neighborhoods and forces out smdll
business! It advertisesto children!™

"Baby killers" Thomas yelled, and kicked the cash register. Hack resisted asigh.

The customers were looking a him, smirking. Claire said, "McDona d's poisons our livesfor profit!
So we are going to poison McDonad's!"

Hack withdrew alargetin from his duffel bag and jumped down behind the register. The clerk cringed
away from him. "Excuse me," Hack said.

"Everybody out!" Claire shouted. "We're releasing dangerous chemicals! Get out and never come
back! It'l never be safeto eat here again!™

They began fitting their gas masks, and that broke the crowd. Hack guessed you didn't want to see
people snapping those things on while you sat there with your burger and shake, vulnerable. They
stampeded toward the exit. The screaming hurt his ears.

Hack turned toward the kitchen. The staff were strangely frozen, even as he popped open thetin. He
shouted, "Get out of herel” Hiswords were muffled by the mask. "Dangerous” He dipped into thetin
and drew out agloveful of green powder.

They ran. Hack tossed the powder around, hitting the frying dishes, the benches, the roof, everything.
It szzled and blistered where it touched the hot plate, throwing off athick, noxious, green smoke. He
watched it, fascinated. It really looked like the most toxic thing held ever seen.

Someone grabbed his shoulder. He could barely see Claire's eyes through the mask. She tapped her
wrist. He nodded and heaved the remaining powder, dropped the tin, and scrambled back over the
counter. They held hands asthey ran for the exit.

Customers were gathered thirty feet outside the store, but as the three burst out, they scattered again.
Hack's spiritslifted further. No security guard would catch them in this confusion.

He pulled off the gas mask and stuffed it into his bag. They clattered down three levels of concrete
dairs, followed along maintenance corridor, then stepped out onto bustling Bourke Street.

"Wow!" Thomas said. "That was cool! That was so cool!"

"l can't believe how it burned,” Claire said. "That'sjust flour?!

"Hour and food dye."

"No way are people gonna eat there again. No way!"

"You wereredly good,” Hack said to Claire. He kissed her. ™Y our speech, | liked that alot.”

"Thanks." She looked embarrassed.

"Man!" Thomas said. "How are we going to top that?"

"I know how," Hack said. He'd been waiting for this. "We hit Nike."

62 Violet

Hally T.A. taked into her cdllphone nonstop from Parliament. Violet sat opposite her, their knees
amost touching. Thelimousinesthird occupant was the soldier called ONE, and he sat beside Violet, not
moving.

"It means we ramp everything up, right now," Holly said. "Maybe US Alliance is obsessed with the
Government; I'm not. | want directives by the morning.” She snapped her phone closed and |ooked at
Violet. "Oh, come on. That wasn't so bad, wasit?'

Violet said nothing.

"Y ou were useful to metoday. | appreciate that. Y ou helped identify an important opponent.”

"Heé's... he'sevil." Theway John had cocked hisfingersat her... Violet shivered.

"All our competitors are evil,” Holly said. She smiled. Violet couldn't tell if shewasjoking.



"l want to go home now."

"If that's what you want."

"I do. I want to get paid and go home."

"Asl recal," Holly said, flipping open her cdlphone again, "1 said your pay was an ExxonMobil
metter."

"No, you--"

"Swestig, it's nothing to do with me." She pushed buttons.

"Wait asecond!" Violet reached out and took Holly'swrist. Then ONE had his hand around Violet's
throat and was pushing her head into the seat. She choked and clawed at him.

"What afunny girl you are, Violet," Holly said. Shelooked amused. "Y ou've got alot to learn about
how the world works."

Tramp, Violet tried to say, but she had no air. Holly knocked on the window and the limousine pulled
over. ONE opened the door and shoved. Violet banged her knees on the sidewalk. She scrambled to
her feet. The limousine was dready moving again. "Bitch!" she shouted after it. Y ou -- you bitch!™

She was on abridge, with traffic roaring past in both directions. It was already dark. The air was
thick with fog. After awhile, she started walking.

Thereturn ticket sheld recelved from ExxonMobil was dill valid, and Violet got aflight for Melbourne
the same day. Twenty hourslater, she was stepping out of acab at Claire's house. It was eight in the
morning but fdlt like ten P.M. Shefelt out of sync with the world.

Hack would probably have moved back to their gpartment by now, but that was okay: Violet could
freshen up before seeing him. She had been short with Hack, she realized now: she had said some things
he might have taken the wrong way. Hack could be sengitive. She would need to be careful if she wanted
him to help her get her three million dollars.

She gtill had akey, so she unlocked the front door and went inside. "Hello?' There was no answer,
but she heard the shower running. And talking -- Claire snging, maybe. Violet knocked on the bathroom
door. "Hello?"

Slence. "Violet?'

"Yeah." Sherested her head againgt the door and closed her eyes. "I'm home."

"Oh, ah -- how'd it go?' The water shut off.

"Not so hot." Shefet abruptly closeto tears. "Not so grest at all.”

"What'swrong?'

"Can| comein?'

"Uh -- just asecond!"

"l redly need to talk," Violet said, and swung open the door.

Clairewas wearing atowd . Hack wasn't wearing anything. She stared at them. It waslikea
hallucination.

Claresad, "Violet, before you say anything--"

"What the fuck?' she screamed.

"Violet, please, let me explain--"

"How could you? How could you do thisto me?"

"Violet," Hack said. "You l€eft. Y ou went away and said you didn't want to see me again.”

"That was an argument. | can't -- | can't believe you're having an affair!”

"An affair 7' Hack yelled. Hack was being surprisingly assertive for aman with no clothes on. Hack
was being surprisingly assertive for Hack. "We're not together!”

"How dare you say that! We are so!"

"Y ou dumped me!"

"Everybody thinksthey can screw mel" Violet shouted. Shefdt tears prick her eyes. "Everyone
thinksthey can fuck me over!”

Claresad, "Violet, I'mredly sorry--"

Violet dammed the door. The cab was il in Sight, but only just. She ran after it, waving her hands.



Its brake lights flashed. Violet hurried up toit. The cabdriver said, "Nobody home?”
"No," Violet said.

The apartment was much cleaner than she remembered. There was no sign of her fight with Johnin
the kitchen, and the crumpet toaster was gone. It made her fed like she was dreaming. She couldn't help
wonder if dl thishad redlly happened. Maybe if she went back to Claire's house, Hack wouldn't be...
No, that was stupid. Violet pressed her hands againgt her face.

Suddenly, shockingly, she started to cry. Great, wracking sobs burst out of her. She couldn't believe
it. She sank to the kitchen tiles and wrapped her arms around hersalf. She shook uncontrollably. She
didn't know if shewas crying for Hack or for her lost three million dollars or out of jet lag or maybe dl of
it combined, but she couldn't stop. It was atorrent. It seemed to drag out everything she had | eft.

She cried and hated hersdlf. Thiswasn't meant to be her, this smdll, beaten girl. She was meant to
succeed. Other people had taken it dl away from her.

She stood up and scrubbed at her eyes. She went into the living room and picked up the phone. Holly
T.A. had said Violet had alot to learn about how the world worked; well, she'd see about that. Sheld
see how fast she could learn.

It took along time to get someone, and then the someone sounded asif she weren't taking Violet
serioudy. "Tel himitsViole," shesad. "Tdl himit'sthe person who watched him kill aman in London.
Y ou got that?'

"Wait asecond,” thewoman said. "Did you say--"

"Yes" Violet said.

"I'll make sure John gets your message,” the woman said, and Violet hung up. She bit her nails. She
was doing theright thing. She knew shewas.

63 John

John had requisitioned a big table and spread a map of Los Angeles acrossiit. It was covered with
red ink, with wordslike"1st Inf," and "3ro Arm." He was beginning to wish held used pencil; the thing
was getting pretty confusing.

"Y ou are s0 theman,” the Peps kid said, circling. "'l cannot tell you how cool thisis"

"Tell me about the Liaisons.”

"Mogt arefull steam ahead. The campaigns these guys arerolling out, it blows your mind." He peered
at themap. "Isthisartillery? Are you going to hit the Regbok office with artillery?’

"Most of them?'

"Aw, IBM 4ill doesn't likeit, you know. And aMcDonad's store got attacked thismorning in the
Austraian Territories. People are saying it's agrass-roots protest.”

"A protest? About what?'

The Peps kid shrugged. "Consumerism, | guess.”

"Consumerism? Since when did eating a burger become a crime?”’

"l dunno, man."

"Find out who's behind it. | don't want IBM or McDonad's or anyone else to have areason to start
bitching about market backlash." Hisintercom buzzed, startling him. "Quick," he said. "Hide the map."

"John? General Li NRA to seeyou.”

"Ah." Herdaxed. "Send himin."

The Peps kid smoothed out the map: he had creased it down the 110. "Can | stick around? | can
giveyou good strategy.”

"No," John said. Genera Li stepped into the office.

"Aw, come on."

General Li looked at the Peps kid. John said, "Generd Li, thisis..." Heredlized he didn't know the



kid'sname. "The PepsiCo Liaison.”

"A pleasureto meet you," Generd Li sad.

The kid shook Li's hand with enthusiasm. "Same, man. | love dl thiswar shit.”

"All right, now piss off," John said.

"I'll bered quiet."

"Gol"

"All right, dl right." Thekid threw John a sour look. He closed the door hard behind him.

"Tough day?' Generd Li sad.

John sighed. " Just a couple of Liaisons making trouble. Things were much smpler when | didn't have
to listen to other people, Li. Democracy isapaininthe ass."

Li sat. "Inthe military, we have dways had a healthy disrespect for democracy.”

"| can seewhy,” John said. "All right. Now let'stalk about tanks."

"Beforewe begin,” the General said, "'l should bring amatter to your attention. Y ou remember our
faled assassn, Billy NRA?"

"Is he dead yet?'

"I'm afraid not. Billy was held on a Government base for severa days. We've only just reacquired his
location. HE'son aUnited Airlinesflight toL.A."

"Wadll, you take that little prick out,” John said, then stopped. "L.A.? Why ishe coming here?"

"l don't know."

"If the Government was taking him anywhere, it'd be Washington..." He snapped hisfingers. "Billy got
away. He escaped!”

Li cleared histhroat. "1 believe not. According to United, he's traveling with Jennifer and Calvin NRA.
Weé're sure those are fal se names.”

For asecond he couldn't speak. " Jennifer's coming here?’

"Excuse me?

"Leaveme" Johnsaid. "I need to think."

Li looked at the map. "Sir, if you want to coordinate amilitary campaign, we need to--"

"Out!"

Generd Li withdrew. John pressed hisfingers againgt histemples. How could she till be after him?
The Government took months to organize a bake sale; with their top executives making an unscheduled
gplashdown in the Atlantic, they should be in chaos. How did they get two agentsfrom Londonto L.A.?

But he knew: it was Jennifer. He'd been kidding himsdlf, thinking he'd done enough to protect himself.
Jennifer would chase him to the end of the earth.

Therewas a piece of paper on his desk, with a person's number. He found it and studied it. "Violet
ExxonMobil," he said softly. "What do you want with me?' He thought it might be worth finding out.

Hedidn't get out of the office until eleven, and then he was so wired he stopped in at the hotel bar to
unwind. He was staring into his scotch when someone sat beside him, brushing hisarm. Helooked upin
annoyance. It wasathin girl in alight dress. She smiled awkwardly. ™Y ou're John, right? John Nike."

"Who areyou?'

She hesitated, then stuck out her hand. "V anessa FashionWarehouse.com. | hope I'm not bothering
you."

He was tempted to tell her to get lost, but she was young and nervous and there was a possibility she
might be about to offer to deep with him. "Not a al.”

"| suppose -- you probably haven't heard of FashionWarehouse.com. We're a content provider and
on-sdler for several mgjor labels.” She searched hiseyes.

"Uh-huh."

"l -- we gpplied to US Alliance afew months ago, but they rgjected us. They said they only took
companies with revenues of a hundred million plus. But were new, and high-growth, and | was hoping
you could... make an exception.”

John felt amused. There was no way Fashion.com or whatever pissant company thisgirl ran out of her



bedroom was going to be accepted into US Alliance. Y ou'd have to make a pretty good case.”

Her amile stretched. It was almost painful to watch. "I might be able to do that." Awkwardly, she
pressed her body againgt hisarm; he felt asmall breast on his shoulder.

"Sir? Excuse me?' the barman said. "Phone cdll for you.”

John blinked. "Why are my cals coming down here?’

"Reception noticed you were vigting the bar, sir.”

"Oh." The Sofitel was big on customer service; sometimesit could get alittle creepy. "Who isit?"

"Violet ExxonMobil."

"I'll takeit in my room." He stood.

Vanessasad, "Are you coming back? After your cal?!

Helooked at her. "Sorry. I'm busy."

"BUt--"

"Sorry," he said, and walked away. He fdlt cheated. Jennifer was ruining his accomplishments, souring
hisvictories. What was the point of success, if hedidn't have thetimeto screw agirl likethat? He stared
at himsdf in the devator mirror. "What am | becoming?' he said, and his reflection looked back at him.

"Violet."

"John."

"Let's get something clear." He pulled the phone to the window, so he could see theilluminated
Hollywood sign. Columbia had bought it afew years ago and now there was a gigantic Pegasus aboveiit;
it was abig improvement, in John's opinion. "If you're hoping to blackmail me over one dead
ExxonMobil CEO, save your bresth."

"That'snot why I'm cdling.”

"Then maybe you want to gpologize for sticking agun in my face and putting my friend into acoma Is
thet it, Violet?'

"I knew | wasright to call you." She sounded excited, so either had a screw |oose or was one of
those people who didn't know when to quit; either way, John wasinterested. He had usesfor peoplelike
that. "We have acommon enemy. Holly T.A. We can help each other.”

"Last | saw you, you were Sitting next to Holly T.A."

"She -- she--" Her voice tightened. " She owes me alot of money. She owesmealot.”

Uh-huh, he thought. He was tempted to ask Violet if she was nuts, but that was a dangerous
guestion, and besides, he thought he aready knew the answer. "Y ou want me to collect your debts?”

"l can give you information on Holly, | can tell you--"

"Screw that. | don't need help with Holly, I need help with Jennifer Government.” Hislife wasfilled
with domineering women, heredized: if it waan't Jennifer, it wasHolly.

"Who?"

"Don't bullshit me, Violet, it would be very bad for our relationship. If your little friend Hack hasn't
gpoken to Jennifer, I'm Ralph Nader. Ask him about her. Then get her daughter.”

Pause. "Y ou want me to kidnap someone?"

"Yougot it first time. Y ou get methat kid and we'rein busness™

"l didnt... that's not... | thought | could just give you information--"

"How much does Hally owe you?'

"Three million. She owes methree million dollars.

"Well, that'salot of money," John said. He made himsdlf hesitate, asif he wasredlly thinking about it.
"Okay. Get methekid, I'll get your money."

"And -- and when you get it, you'll tell Holly it'sfrom me? Can you do that?'

"Sure" Johnsad. "I'll redly rubitin."

"Okay," Violet said, excited again. "Okay, | could probably do that. | don't haveto hurt the girl or
anything, right?'

"Uh, right," John said. Y ep: deluded. " Of course not." He checked hiswatch. "One more thing. Don't
even think about betraying me." He didn't know why he bothered; they were probably each intending to



betray the other and it was just aquestion of who would get in first. "Y ou've got my number." He hung
up.
No doubt, Violet was flaky, very flaky. But sometimes that was the kind of person who got results.
Even an unsuccessful attempt to grab Jennifer's kid would send a message, and maybe that would be
enough. If he bought enough time, it wouldn't matter how dogged Jennifer was. Li and the NRA would
put her out of ajob.

64 Buy

Two days and no reply from John Nike. Buy called the P.A. again. "Oh!" she said. "The flowersare
lovely, thank you so much! Has John been in touch?”

"No, he hasn't."

"Oh, damn. Look, um, | shouldn't do this... but do you want his cellphone number?”

"That would be greet,” Buy said, and wrote it down. "Thank you again.”

He dided John's number. While he waited, he surfed the internet for Virtual Animaz. He didn't know
what these were, exactly, except that Kate was in love with them. She wanted downloads.

"Hdlo?'

"John Nike? Thisis Buy Mitsui, Assstant Liaison. | don't know if you got my message, but--"

"How thefuck did you get this number?"

"Your PA. gaveittome

"That bitch!" John said.

"Anyway," Buy said. He had the feding he wasn't going to like John Nike. "I'm calling because Kato
Mitsui, Liaison, has asked me to make mysdlf of useto you."

Pause. "Y ou want what?'

"No, no," Buy said. "I'm hereto help you."

"Help how?"

"l don't know. Whatever you want done.”

"Oh," John said. "Well, um... where are you, anyway?"

"Mebourne, the Audtrdian Territories”

Therewas apause. "Okay, sure. Sure. Get in touch with the local McDona d's office, find out who's
been throwing toxic dudge around their Sores.”

"Y ou want me to help McDondd's?' Thiswas getting complicated.

"Wered| one big happy family in US Alliance, haven't you heard?'

"Of course" Buy said.

"But no, | don't want you to help McDondd's. | want you to tell meif they're playing straight. Find out
who's behind the attack: | want names, their plans, everything. | wouldn't put it past those McAssholesto
sagethewholething.”

"Okay." Hethought: Paranoid, too.

"And never cal meat thistime again. It'sfivein the fucking morning.”

"Oh, I'm sorry--" Buy started, but John had aready killed the call.

Buy set up athree-o'clock to see LuciaMcDonad's, Marketing Director, which would let him pick
up Kate from school afterward. McDonad's main officeswere in Sydney, but Luciawasin Mebourne
for criss management. She wanted to meet him at the store that had been attacked, so Buy wandered up
Swanston Street and rode the escalator. The McDonald's store was no longer under plagtic: to his
amazement, there were people eating in it. He entered, looking for Lucia

"Buy Mitsui?'

Heturned. A woman held mistaken for a customer was smiling at him, covering a cellphone with one
hand. In front of her was a half-eaten cheeseburger and fries. "I'm Lucia. Have asedt. I'll be one



Buy sat and eyed L ucia's cheeseburger. He hoped she wasn't going to ask him to eat. He'd seen the
news. they were hosing green stuff off the hot plates. Buy would sooner egt hisbriefcase.

"All thefood is cooked off-gte," Luciasaid, catching him. She folded up her cellphone. "We're
positive there was no contamination, but it's agood way to reassure our customers. We're running hot
delivery vans up and down Swanston Street.”

"No contamination?"

"It was amixture of flour and food dye. Just a prank.”

"Oh, | didnt redlize," Buy said. He dtill didn't want a cheeseburger.

"Y ou and the whole genera public. Weve got ahdl of aPR job. I've got half my staff down hereto
gorge themselves on Happy Meds."

Buy looked around. Now that L uciamentioned it, there was a certain uniformity about dl the
customers. Most had cellphones pressed to their ears. A few had notebook computers. "Do you know
who attacked the store”?”

"Asof thismorning, yes. Security cameras saw them come out of the store and exit onto the stret.
We got cooperation from a couple of stores along Bourke Street, ran their security tapes, and saw which
parking lot they went into. One of them paid with aVisacard. Since Visasin US Alliance, voila, one
billing addressfor aMr. Hack Nike."

Buy blinked. He wondered if it was a coincidence that the attacker worked for Nike, like John. There
was probably more going on here than Buy was aware of. "Have you reported this to the Government?”

Luciasmiled. "We don't work that way, Buy. Too public. Well tak to this Hack Nike instead.”

"By ‘tak' you mean--"

She leaned forward. "1 mean well mount avery persuasive case as to why he should never try
anything likethat again."

"l... see" Buy said. "I'd liketo talk to him firdt, if you don't mind. John Nike wants to know what
these people are about.”

"Yes, John," Luciasaid. Her eyesshone. "l must say, it'svery flattering that he's taken a persond
interest. How do you know him?"

"It's complicated."

"1 hope you'l tell him how grateful | am for hisassstance. If he'sever intown, I'd love to take him to
dinner.”

"1 will tell him," Buy promised. "So can I--"

"L et mewrite down the detailsfor you.”

On the Bechtdl Eastern Freeway, en route to Kate's school, Buy diaed the number Lucia had given
him.

A young woman answered. "Hello?"'

"Hello," Buy said. "Can | spesk to Hack Nike, please?’

"He'snot here," she said, alittle aggressively, Buy thought. "He doesn't live here anymore. Okay?*

"Oh. Do you know where--"

"Try Claire Sears, Sdes Assstant. Why don't you look her up? I'm sure you'll find Hack there.”

"Uh," Buy said. "Thank you." He hung up. That was strange.

He cdled directory information and got a number for Claire Sears. Claire had an answering machine.
Buy told it, "Hi, my nameisBuy Mitsui... I've heard about your group, about what you do, and... I'd like
to be part of it. Please call me back as soon asyou can."”

He ended the call. Hefelt kind of bad, laying atrap like that. Before held left McDonald's, Lucia had
showed him the tape of the attack, and Buy was surprised by how amateurish it al was. On the news, it
had sounded like a strategic chemical wegpons attack. "They'rekids," held said to Lucia. "Just kids."

"They cost ustwenty million in brand damage,” Luciahad said. "Dont fed too sorry for them.”

Buy was early, so he parked the Jeep and ducked inside, hoping to see Kate's classroom. There



were pictures of Barbie dolls and Hot Whedls cars plastered everywhere. Thiswas aMattel school, Buy
redized. He suddenly understood why Kate had a Barbie lunchbox.

A security guard stepped in front of him. "Help you, Sr?”’

"Oh," Buy said, gartled. "I'm just picking up my kid."

" Students can be collected from the gate, Sir," the guard said. "Please wait outside.”

"Uh, sure." Heturned and walked back. That was a pity. But he supposed the precautions were
necessary. Y ou never knew when some lunatic would try to snatch akid.

Kate was one of thefirst out the gates. She ran toward him, her schoolbag bouncing on her back.
"Buy! Did you get my Virtud Animdz?'

He opened the door for her. "I think you need to explain this whole concept to me again.”

"Buy. It'ssmple.”

He garted the engine. "To asmart girl like you, maybe."

"A man cameto talk to ustoday,” Kate said. "He said some companies are bad. Do you work for a
bad company?'

"What?'

"He said the bad companies ganged up on the good companies and they were going to fight.”

"US Alliance and Team Advantage?'

"yeq"

"Thisiswhat they teach you?'

"The good companies are... | forget."

"Metoo," Buy said.

"l know Mattel isagood one."

"There aren't really good companies and bad companies, Kate. It's not that smple.”

"But Mattel look after kidsin schools. There was this sick kid, they gave him ahegp of toys. The
other companies are mean and greedy."

"Inaway, al companies are greedy. That's why they make thingsfor us. It's how the system works."

"Can| get atreat? Since you didn't download any Animalz?"

Buy smiled. "What kind of treat?"

"A Bouncing Beanie Baby."

"I'm surprised you can't buy them at school,” Buy said. "I'm surprised they're not mandatory.”

"Méattel don't make Bouncing Beanie Babies. But | like them.”

"Yourearebd."

"Can1?'

"Sure, | suppose.”

"Thanks! The Chadstone mdl is on theway home."

"Let'sgo somewheredse.”

"But you said--"

"Just not at Chadstone," Buy said. "Please. | don't want to go to Chadstone.”

"Oh," shesaid. "Okay."

They drovein slencefor awhile. Then Kate said, "Do you think Mommy will cal again?'

Buy looked at her. "I'm sure she will. The second she can.”

"It sounded bad. Where shewas. Noisy."

"Shell befine. I'm sure™

"I hopeshecdlsagan,” Kate said. She bit her fingernail and inspected it. "What about Sears? They
sl them there. Can we get a Bouncing Beanie Baby at Sears?"

"Yes" Buy sad. "We can go to Sears.”



65 Billy

Billy woke to Jennifer'selbow in hisribs. "Hey. Tryin' to deep here."

"We'velanded."

"Oh." Hefollowed Calvin into the aide and stretched, cracking hisknuckles,

"Don't do that," Cavin said.

"Sorry." Calvin looked tired and cranky, which was good, because that meant he wouldn't chase Billy
so fast. Billy was pretty sure there would be some chasing, because as soon as he got a chance, he was
going to run like fuck. Hed had alot of timeto think about this, and decided it was definitely better than
the dternative, which was sitting around and waiting for the NRA to pop him. That John Nike had been
pretty convincing.

Jennifer and Calvin escorted him off the plane, keeping between him and the other passengers. A
neon sign said: WELCOME TO LOS ANGELES -- HOME OF USALLIANCE! "Man, it feds good
to behome" Billy said, inhding. "Smell that air, wow."

"It'sar-conditioning,” Jennifer said.

He spotted asign. "Hey, bathroom. | gotta piss.”

"Wait until the hotel.”

"Comeon, | just woke up. | redlly haveto go." Jennifer looked at Calvin. Calvin said, "Come on,
then.”

"Good ded," Billy said.

Jennifer put her hand on hisarm. "The NRA may know we're here. Be careful.”

"Wow, okay, sure." Hetried to look solemn. If Jennifer thought Billy's chances were better hanging
around a couple of jet-lagged Government agents, she was nuts.

Hefollowed Cavin into the restroom. Cavin checked the stdls, which alowed Billy to get ahead
dart. By thetime Cavin unzipped, Billy was shaking off. " So, you worked with Jen along time?

"About ayear."

"Man, how do you put up with it? That chick drives me nuts after five minutes." He zipped.

" She has redeeming qudities" Cavin said, and Billy dammed hisface into thewall. It made aloud
clunk and Calvin bounced back onto thetiles. Billy ran for the exit. Jennifer saw him emerge. Her mouth
dropped. She looked so surprised and outraged that Billy got the giggles. She wasforty feet away. He
took off in the other direction.

"Stop! Billy!"

He legpt arow of potted plants and sprinted past countersfor rental cars. The main exit was ahead,
and there were cabs waiting patiently on the street. He was halfway into one when aman in ablack
Airport Transport uniform caught his shoulder. "Get you acab, Sr?"

"Yesh, yeah!"

Theman looked at his clipboard. Then helooked up. "Billy NRA?!

Billy stopped. "Y eah, who are you?"

"Hold this, will you?" The man handed him the clipboard. Billy looked &t it, confused. It had a
photograph of himsdlf tucked in the top-right corner. He didn't understand why this man would have his
photo, or why hewanted Billy to look at it. Then the man pulled agun from his pocket, and everything
became much clearer.

"No!" He tripped over the curb and sprawled on the concrete. " No, please!”

"Sorry," the man said. Billy could see his eye above the barrdl. He could see hisfingers squeezing the
trigger.

There were two shots, sharp and loud. He felt his body explode, felt blood erupt from him. He
couldn't believe it was happening. All hed wanted to do was go skiing, and he was being shot to desth in
anL.A. airport. He screamed and screamed.

"Comeon," Jennifer said. "Get up.”

He opened his eyes. There was a dead man dumped against the cab. He looked down. "I'm hit! The



blood -- the blood!"

"[t's not yours. Hurry up."

Hetouched hisbdlly, then hislegs.

"See?' she said. "Now move your ass. Let's not assume there's only one of them.”

She hauled him to hisfeet and followed him into the cab. Calvin opened the other door. Cavin had a
bruise above hisright eye, like an egg wastrying to push itsway out of hisskull.

"l think you owe someone an apology,” Jennifer said.

"Uh... sorry, Calvin,” Billy said.

Cavin said nothing. Billy thought he might have reached the end of Cavin Government's goodwill.

"And... thanks for shooting that guy, Jen."

"Try that again,” she said, "and next time I'll shoot you.”

"l won't try it again,” Billy said. But that was alie, of course.

66 Jennifer

Shewasn't thrilled about leaving a dead guy on the sidewalk, but it was elther that or stick around and
exchange words with however many other NRA operatives were hanging around. The cabdriver kept his
mouth shut al theway to their hotel in Santa Monica, which she figured was understandabl e given what
he'd just seen. She should probably tip him pretty well.

"Look at al these people,” Cavin said, peering out the window. "Is every shop in thiscity having a
de?'

"Check out that US Alliance billboard,” Billy said. "GO HOME, CARPETBAGGERS. Man, that's
funny. Where's Team Advantage from?"

"New York," Jennifer said.

"Huh," Billy sad. "Figures"

The cab dropped them outside the hotdl. It was asunny, clear morning, and she thought she could
smell the ocean. She couldn't deny it: some part of her was excited to be here. It had been along time
snceshewaslastinL.A.

She fought off men who very much wanted to carry her bag and made her way to the reception desk.
A man in ademeaning uniform asked, "Areyou US Alliance members?"

"Billy," she ordered. Billy produced his card.

"Areyou amember, maam?"

"l intend to Sgn up,” Jennifer said. "Redl soon.”

He did two clipboards across the counter. Y ou'll need to do that before you check in. It'san
excellent program. Y ou can earn--"

"Jennifer?' someone said. "Holy shit, Jennifer Maher ?'

Sheturned. A suit with brown hair and shiny shoes was staring at her. She searched her memory for a
name. "Max?'

"| thought you dropped off the end of the earth, Barbie doll. What are you doing back in town?"

"I'm... here on business." Shefdt Cavin'seyeson her. "Do your forms," shetold him.

"Areyou il in advertisng?'

"| fredlance.”

"Whoa, hey," Max said. "If you want work, let'stalk.” He pressed a business card into her hand. It
said: MAX SYNERGY, CEO, SYNERGY CAMPAIGNS. "I have my own agency these days. We do
work for US Alliance. Have you seen it? | would love to have you on board, Malibu. Peoplein the
indudtry till remember you."

"That's... nice. But I'm not looking for work."

"Oh. Well, keep mein mind. Hey, do you want to catch up later? We could--"

"How about | cal you?'



"Okay!" Max said. "Wow, it was great to run into you. Really great.”

Cavin didn't say anything until they werein the evator. Then it wastoo quiet: she couldn't handle the
waiting. "Go on. Say it."

"Say what?'

Shelooked at him.

"Youusedtowork inL.A.?"

"Maher isbased here."

"Huh," Cadvin said. "So thisislike ahomecoming for you."

"No, itisn't." But Cavin wasright. She could fed it in her bones.

She called Kate, and it was wonderful. Kate was full of stories of what she and Buy had been doing,
and listening to her voice, Jennifer started to fed much lesslike shed spent the entire last week in an
economy-class plane seat and more like ahuman being. "I missyou so much,” she said, and Calvin and
Billy glanced & her.

After that, she pulled out the phone book and did her journalist routine: cal up US Alliance, pretend
to be from MSNBC, and say she wanted to interview John Nike. She was transferred to an assistant
who said John wasin an important meeting and anyway he didn't do interviews with non-US Alliance
media. "Thanks anyway," Jennifer said, and hung up. Now she had confirmation he was here.

Therewas aproblem with Billy: he didn't want to be left handcuffed to the towe rail. "Well only bea
few hours" she said. "What's the big ded ?*

"What if the NRA comein here?'

"Now you want our protection? | thought you were better off on your own."

"Well, um, now | see you wereright about that,” Billy said.

"I'll cuff you to the mini bar instead,” she said. "Y ou can snack. How about that?"

"Aw, man,” Billy sad.

They left him, hoping a cleaner wouldn't sumble onto him. The cab took forty minutesto reach the
US Alliance building on Main and Central because downtown was jammed with people. "What's going
on?" she asked the driver. "Somekind of riot?'

"Y eah, somekind, dl right. It'sthe Sdles."

"What sales?’

"Areyou kidding me? US Alliance and Team Advantage. If you haven't sgned up yet, lady, now'sthe
time. Y ou can get some amazing bargains.”

"Mmm," Jennifer said. She saw two men fighting over aV CR in the window of a Sears, store security
weretrying to break them up. Acrossthe doors of a K-Mart were spray-painted thewords: T.A. --
NOT IN L.A. "Can you let us out here?"

They walked the remaining two blocksto the US Alliance tower, squeezing through the throng of
shoppers. "Wow, Jen," Cavin said. "These are some good dealsright here." He stopped in front of a
window. "Wide-screen TVsfor two hundred bucks! Can that be right?"

She kept walking. After aminute, Calvin caught up with her.

"Okay, sure, dl thisisterrible, redly. But sncewere here... you could pick up something nice.”

Jennifer stopped. Acrossthe road, the US Alliance building was ringed with NRA soldiers. She saw
helmets, assault rifles, shidds.

"What?' Cavin said, then saw. "Oh, crap.”

"Y ou think that'sto stop us, or Team Advantage?'

"Maybe both." She frowned.

"So what do we do now?"

"I think | call Max," shesaid.



67 Hack

Hack was adegp when the phone rang. It was amazing how much more degp he got now that he was
unemployed. Hewas starting to feel bad for dl the people who had to drag themselvesinto their drone
factories by nine. They didn't know what they were missing.

Clairewas a Sears. He stumbled out into the kitchen. "Hello?"

"Hi. It's Thomas."

"Oh, hi."

"Look, Hack... I've been thinking... | don't want to do the Nike Town with you."

"What?'

"It'sjust, after McDonad's, it seemslike we should lay low for awhile. Y ou know?'

McDonad's had been in the news, big time. For two daysthe TV had been full of shotsof guysin
moonsuits walking through the tore, the shopfront itself wrapped in plastic like something out of a
science-fiction movie. Since then it was mostly serious-looking company spokespeople assuring the
public that al precautions were being taken, that there was no risk, none at all.

"Oh," Hack said. "Y ou don't want to get in trouble?!

"Right."

Hefelt mad. There was no point in stopping after McDonad's; the point of the whole exercise was
Nike. "Gee, I'm sorry. | thought we were doing this because it was right. | thought we were standing up
to corporations like McDonal d's because someone has to. | didn't know we were doing it out of
sdf-interest.”

"Uh," Thomassaid. "It'sjust that--"

"Hey, I've got an ideal Why don't we put advertisng on our uniforms? We could get sponsors, and
funding--"

"That's not what I'm--"

"--and we'd only attack our sponsors competitors, and we could charge alot of money and design a
logo and advertise and we'd be just like them!”

Therewas along pause. Then Thomas said, "I'm sorry, Hack."

"Then get log, you corporate sympathizer.” He hung up.

Firg Leid, now Thomas. Hack was|osing footsoldiers. It was amazing, he thought, how everyone
bitched about corporations but no one was willing to risk pissing them off. Hack was disgppointed at the
level of motivation among this society's counterculture.

He picked a note off the table. It was the message that man had left, Buy Mitsui. Hack hadn't been
going to return hiscal, but with Thomas pulling out... he could do with the extrahelp. Thiswas Nike,
after al. Hack didn't want to make anymore big mistakes.

He met Claire downtown for lunch, and they sat on the same side of abooth in a Johnny Rockets.
Sears only gave Claire twenty minutesfor lunch, so these meetings were dways abit rushed. Given
Hack'sfinancid Stuation sincelosing hisjob, they were an extravagance. But it wasworth it to see
Claire. Apart from gticking it to Nike, seeing Claire was the only thing Hack wanted to do.

"Thomas pulled out. Can you believe that?"

Clairedidn't say anything.

"What?'

"Don't get upset..."

"About what?'

"Maybe we shouldn't do the Nike Town."

Hefdt stunned. Claire, too? "No. Claire, no, were doing it. It'simportant to me.”

She was quiet. Hack sucked at his milkshake. "Hack, | don't think thisis making you agood person.”

He was bewildered. "What do you mean?'

"Y ou used to be... nicer. More generous.”



"When | was nicer, everyone screwed me," he said, and even he recognized the echo of Violet in his
words. He reached for Claire's hands. "L ook, the Nike Town isthe end of it. But | haveto do Nike."

She nodded.

"l promise," Hack said. "Claire, | promise.”

She amiled alittle, and hefelt better. "I haveto go."

"Okay." He stood to let her exit. "It was nice to see you.”

Claire left. Hack sat back in the booth and picked at hisfood. What did she mean, he wasn't agood
person? Hack was taking charge of hislife. He was dynamic and effective. Hack was a great person.

Hewalked to the bus stop. The bench was plastered with an advertisement for Nike Plutoniums: they
werethelatest product line, due out in three years time. Hack snorted. The day before, he had seen
Nike Mercurys sdlling for $99.95 in abargain bin.

The bus arrived and he climbed onboard. " Eighty-five cents, buddy,” the driver said.

Hack dug in his pockets. The result was not promising. He shouldn't have had that sundae, he
redized. "I've only got fifty cents”

"We take cards."

"They charge metransaction fees," Hack said. "Comeon, it'sonly thirty-five cents difference.”

"Y ou pay thefare or you catch adifferent bus" the driver said. "What's the matter, don't you have a
job?'

"Fine." Hack handed over his card. He sat at the back of the bus and stewed. Transportation was a
basic necessity: it should be free.

Maybe at the Nike Town, Hack could swipe some shoes. That wouldn't be stealing, because Nike
had underpaid him for years. They owed him alot more than afew pairs of sneakers. Y es, he thought.
Hewould do that.

The phone was ringing as he opened the door. "Hello?

"Don't hang up.”

"Violg?'

"l have aquestion. | need to know where the Government took you when they arrested you.”

"Why do you want to know that?"

"It's very important, Hack. Where does Jennifer Government work?"

"It was downtown. On Spring Street. How come?"

"Thanks," Violet said, and something in her voice scared Hack alittle. "I won't keep you from Claire.
Goodbye."

"Wait," he said. "How do you know Jennifer Government?' But the line was dead. She was dready
gone.

68 Violet

Violet's nose was running and she didn't have atissue. She wiped it on her deeve, but it kept dripping.
The Government receptionist looked up, and Violet tried to smile at him. It came out fegling too manic,
too desperate. She had to stay cool.

"Jennifer Government isn't available,” the receptionist said. He waswearing ayelow tie. A security
guard was sitting beside him. Violet could see his holster. "But you can leave the package here. I'll see
shegetsit.”

"No can do," shesaid. "Only Jennifer can signfor it."

"She's out of the country.”

"Oh," Violet said, and wiped her nose. She was wearing athick, furry jacket with a SPEEDY
COURIERS patch, and it wasinflaming her dlergies. "Then | should deliver thisto her home. What'sthe
address?'



"| can't give you ahome address.”

"But..." She wiped her nose. "'Isthere someone in Human Resources | can talk to about it?"

"I can get someone for you. But they won't give you ahome address.”

Violet fet her right hand start to shake. She shoved it into her pocket. "I redly haveto ddiver this
package."

"O-kay," the receptionist said. He called someone, and after afew minutesawoman in ablue
cardigan entered. " Courier?"

"Here," Violet said. "'l haveto tak to you. In private."

"Ah, dl right. Follow me." Sheled Violet down along, dilgpidated corridor and into an office. Violet
couldn't believe this place; it looked like the set for an old TV cop show. "Have a sedt.”

"Thanks. | have a package to ddliver to Jennifer Government and | need her home address.”

"I'm sorry, | can't give out that information.”

"Areyou sure?' Violet said. The woman's computer was right there; it was very frudrating. "It'sa
redlly important package."

“I'm sure.”

Violet glanced at the woman's nameplate. It said: Wendy, Human Resources. "Wdll, okay. Mind if |
use the bathroom before | go?

"Sure. Last door on your right before reception.”

She found it and pushed open the bathroom door. Inside, she removed her jacket, turned it inside out,
and put it back on. Then she went back out and knocked on a random office door.

"Comein."

She entered. A man with bushy eyebrows was sitting behind a crowded desk. His office had a poster
of arainforest on the wall and no window. "Hi, I'm with . T. I'm here about your computer.”

"The e-mail problem?’

"N -- yes."

"At lagt. I've been complaining for weeks."

"Sorry, we've been redly backed up." He stood and Violet took his seat. Shefelt her nervescamin
front of the screen, itsradiation like awarm bath. It took her five seconds to determine that thisman
wasn't in Human Resources, and another ten to find Wendy's computer on the network. She pulled a
disk out of her pocket and pushed it into the drive dot.

"What'sthat?'

"New drivers,” Violet said. It was a six hundred thousand word dictionary, and it cracked Wendy's
password (humanitarian) in about two seconds. She pulled up the HR database and typed in:
JENNIFER.

"That's not even my e-mail. The problem iswhen |--"

"Hmm," she said, sanding. "I'm going to need to reload the operating system. I'll be back witha CD."

"You didn't even look a my e-mail. Y ou didn't see the problem!™

"I'll betwo minutes,” Violet said, and |eft. She walked back to reception, forcing herself to keep
looking straight ahead. She had one hand on the door when the receptionist said: "Hey."

She stopped.

"Why isyour jacket ingde out?!

"It wasitching me" Violet said. She pushed her way outside. Jennifer's address was burned into her
brain.

Back at the apartment, she dumped the jacket and went into the kitchen. Her laptop was already set
up on the bench. Now for the easy part. If Jennifer Government was overseas, her daughter might not be
staying a home. But she'd be at school, and Violet could find out where. Some people took care to not
let their personal detailslesk onto the net, but not Government people: they didn't believein privacy. She
sniffed for ENNIFER + GOVERNMENT + KATE + NORTH MELBOURNE + SCHOOL and got
eght hundred hits.

Almost al were schools: class projects, promotiona sites, classlists. She cut the list to two based on



geography, then clicked on thefirdt. It wastitled, "Mattel Primary School (North Melbourne, Augtrdian
Teritories): Class3A," and offered a group photograph, class plans and achievementsfor the year, plus
linksto each kid'sindividua page. Violet didn't understand why schools il did this. It waslikean
invitation to pedophiles.

She scanned the list. There was a Kate Mattel (Starbucks-General Motors) and aKate Mattel
(Government). Violet clicked.

Kate had done alot of work. There was along story, a couple of scanned drawings, and alittle
animation of arunning dog. Violet wasimpressed. At the bottom, Kate had written: "l am Kate Mattel
and | livein North Mebourne with my mom, Jennifer. SheisaGovernment agent. | don't have any
brothers or ssters. When | grow up | want to be avet.”

Violet wrote down the school's address and shut down her notebook. She checked her watch. It
might not be too late to get to Mattel Primary School before they finished for the day. She bit her
fingernals, thinking.

Shetook her fingers out of her mouth and looked &t them. The nails were broken and ragged. There
was blood and torn skin under them. She leaned over and spat, but the taste wouldn't get out of her
mouth. She didn't know why that courier girl had put up such afight. Violet had only wanted her stupid
jacket. People aways had to make things difficult for Violet. They aways had to screw her over.

She spat again and again. When she was done there was a sticky, red pool on the kitchen floor.
Violet stared at it. Now she would have to clean that up.

69 Buy

Hack called Buy afew minutes before three. Hack was surprisingly trusting: Buy didn't haveto use
any of the cover stories held invented. "Just turn up at the Chadstone Nike Town this Friday at six,"
Hack said. "Y ou can help me with the cans.”

"Okay," Buy said. "Will do." He hung up and looked at his notepad. Nike Town. Hefdt nauseous
even looking at the words.

It would be better to get it over with. He checked the time and called John Nikein L.A., whose
phone diverted to an assstant. " John asked me to get some information for him," Buy said, and recited
the details. "It'simportant. Please make sure he getsit.”

"I will do that, sir," the assistant said. Buy hung up. Next he called Kato Mitsui. Kato was very
pleased to hear from him.

"But thisismost wonderful, Buy. Y ou have done work of great quality. | will proceed to make
contact with John Nike immediately! Thisisapath to happiness.”

"Wdl, | hope s0," Buy said.

"| foresee great thingsfor you, my friend. | will bein touch.”

"Thanks," he said. He put down the phone, fedling pleased. He hadn't had aworkday this good since
theincident.

Hewaited in his Jeep until children began streaming out of the gates. Kate ran over and climbed into
the passenger seet. "Hi there," Buy said.
"Buy! Guess what happened in school today?"

"Y ou learned about quadratic equations?' He pulled away from the curb. "Or wasit anew Barbie?'
"There isanew Barbie! How did you know that? But that's not the thing. They're having a Parent
Day."

"A what?'

"Y our mom or dad talks to the class about what they do. It's next... week, | think. | have anote."
"Hopefully your mom will be back by then. I'm sure she will."

"Yeah," Katesaid. "'l hope so. If she'snot, will you go?'



Helooked at her, surprised. "What?"
"Y ou can... you know, go for me. Isthat dl right?"
"Of course," Buy said. Hefdt histhroat tighten. "l would loveto.”

They were sitting down to dinner when the phone rang. Kate legpt up; Buy winced. She had
answered too many calsthat weren't from Jennifer. "Hurry back," hetold her. He spread anapkin on his
lap and picked up hisfork.

"Mommy!" Kate said. "Mommy, Mommy!"

He started. Kate wasin the kitchen, the phone pressed to her ear, her smile enormous. Relief
drenched him. Thank God, Buy thought.

He put down hisfork and listened to Kate talk about things people had said, movies she had seen,
meals Buy had cooked. When she was done, she skipped into the dining room and handed him the
phone. "ItsMom!"

"Thank you," he said. "Y ou are an excellent girl. Now eat your dinner.”" He raised the phone. "Hello?"

"Hiya." Her voice was surprisingly clear; it was asif she wereright next to him. "How's my
baby-gtter?

Hefet abig, stupid smile break across hisface. "I'm so pleased to hear from you. | wasworried."

"Oh, right, the shitfight in London. | just got into L.A."

"L.A.?Why?'

"I'm arresting a perp tomorrow. Someone |'ve been after for along time. Almost there, Buy. Then I'm
coming home. How are you?'

"I'm..." he said, and redized the answer was. happy. "Things are good. Everything isgood.”

"How'swork?'

"Interesting. Suddenly I'm working with bigwigs from dl these different companies... | think | likeit."

"Gresgt, Buy! That'sredly great.”

"Yeah," hesaid. "l can't wait to see you, though.”

"Yeah," Jennifer said, and he got the impression there was someone e se in the room with her. "Ditto.”

"So you'll be home soon?"

"Before you know it."

"Excdlent," hesaid. "That isexcdlent.”

"] gottago,” Jennifer said. He could hear her samiling. "I'll talk to you soon, okay?"

"Okay. Missyou."

"Same here," she said. He put down the phone.

"That was Mommy!" Kate said.

"Yes" Buy said. They wereboth grinning likeidiots. "It was."

They were early the next morning, so Buy parked and waked Kate to the school gate. A notice was
posted about the upcoming Parent Day, and Buy paused to read it. A young woman, agirl, realy, stood
by the gate. She amiled at him. Buy smiled back. "Hi," she said. "Going to Parent Day?"

"Ah, yes, | think s0."

"Me, too." Buy was surprised. She didn't look old enough to have akid in schoal. "I'm a veterinarian.”

"Oh!" Kate said. "l want to be avet!"

"No kidding!" the girl said. She squatted to Kate's level. "How about that!"

"Do you give the animas specid medicine?!

"l sure do. | make everything better.”

"Off you go, Kate," Buy told her. "Straight to class.”

"Aw," Kate said. They watched her go.

"Cute," the girl said. Her eyeswere il on Kate. "She's, what, seven?”

"Eight."

"Such agreat age," the girl said. "l wishwe could dl stay like that. So we wouldn't have to find out
what assholes people are.”



"Uh... yeah," Buy said.

"I used to think | was cynical about people. But then | redlized you can't be too cynical. People will
do anything to get ahead. They'll do terrible things.”

Helooked at her. "That istrue." He stuck out hishand. "I'm Buy."

She smiled. "Violet." They shook hands. "I guess we have abit in common.”

"l guesswe do," Buy said, and laughed.

70 John

John woketo adark hotel room. It wasfive A.M. and the phone was ringing. He fumbled for it in the
darkness. If thiswasthat asshole stockbroker from Australia again, John was going to kill him. "John
Nike"

"Hello, John."

"Whoisthis?'

"Don't be coy, John. You know who | am.”

No wonder it took him afew moments: the man sounded asif he were talking through amouthful of
gravel. But then, what had he expected? It wasamiracle hewas dive at dl.

"John?" he said. "Isthat you, buddy?"

By the time he got to work, John was fedling pretty goddamn good, and there wasn't anything a
woman in an ankle-length skirt and brown glasses could do about it. He walked deliberately fast, forcing
her to hurry dlongside him. As he crossed the lobby, he saw people's heads turning. Look, it's John!
There's John Nike!

"If you'll just ook at the report,” the Johnson & Johnson Liaison said. "Please, John, look at it. Public
opinion isagaing any aggressve move. Firmly agangt it.”

They reached the elevator. He pushed for up. "That's because our advertisng hasn't kicked in yet.”

"No, John, it's not. People don't want us to use military force againgt either the Government or our
competitors. They say we must not attack.”

"Who said | was going to attack anybody?' John said, thinking: The Pepsi kid!

A young woman with long legs and aUS Alliance nametag ran up and asked him to sign her am. He
did, flashing her agrin. Her facelit up with adoration. The woman with brown glasses followed him into
the eevator. She was unstoppable.

"John, if you continue down this path, there will be resgnations. Nobody wantsthisto turninto a
military conflict.”

"Y ou know what?" John said. The doors opened on hisfloor. "It'stoo late. Let them resign. | havethe
NRA and I'm going to useit however | damn well seefit.”

"BUt--"

"All right," hesaid. "Thisisthe part where | go into my office and you fuck off." He closed the glass
door. HisP.A. handed him a sheaf of messages.

"I'll be taking this up with Alfonsel" the woman shouted. He could hardly hear her through the glass.

"Good morning, John,” the P.A. said.

"Yes" hesad. "ltis, in'tit?" He read the messages on hisway to his desk. The top one was from
someone caled Buy Mitsui. John had avague recollection of some junior executive calling to offer help,
but that described about twenty people John had dealt with recently. Ever since his career-saving speech,
every shiny-shoed Liaison in the Alliance had fallen over themselvesto build favor with him.

He read the message. Suddenly he remembered: Buy was the asshol e stockbroker. John had asked
him to check out who was behind the McDonald's attack. He saw the words: HACK NIKE.

John roared with laughter. His P.A. glanced at him, then away. John laughed until his stomach hurt.

He made some callsto set whedlsin motion -- important whedls, very important whedls -- before his



gppointment with Generd Li. Li wasthefirst inalong line of daily meetingsfor John; after him wasthe
Liaison from News Corporation. There had been afew articlesin the newspaperslately that weren't as
pro-NRA as John would have liked.

"Good morning.”

"Chrigt!" Li had away of sneaking up on you. To the phone, he said: "Bethere at Sx." He hung up.
"Good work on security, Li. How many guys do you have out there?!

"Out front? Fifteen."

"The escort last night wasterrific, too. Three cars, right?”

"Four. Plus a chopper.”

" dmost want the Government to try to arrest me."

"I'm glad you're pleased,” Li said. "Because there is another, less pleasant matter | must bring to your
attention. I'm afraid you won't want to hear it."

"Oh?'

"On your ingructions, we attempted to acquire Billy NRA upon hisarrival a LAX. Unfortunately,
given the time pressure, we were unable to--"

"He got away."

"y es"

"Did you plug any agents?'

Li blinked. "Any Government -- no."

"Hmm," hesaid. "A pity. You'relucky, Li, I'minagood mood today."

"I'm pleased to hear that, sir.”

"And I've taken afew precautions of my own. Y ou just keep the Government out of this building, and
well gay friends.”

"Understood, ar."

The intercom buzzed. " John?Y ou have an eleven o'clock to review some advertisng?'

"I'mwith Li. Tell them | can't makeit."

"Ah... you skipped the last one, remember? Y ou said they approved the worst campaign you'd seen
snce AOL. Y ou told meto never let you--"

"Right, right," John said. "Fine, I'll go."

Li said, "What about our military buildup? We haven' yet findized our rules of engagement.”

He put his hands on Li's shoulders. "Y ou know what | want. Y ou've got the firepower. Go nuts."

"John, T.A. may be militarizing faster than we anticipated. If they move againgt us, | need to know if
I'm authorized to--"

"Li," John said. "Y ou're asmart guy. Use your own judgment. Okay?"

Li straightened. "Understood, Sir."

"Good man." John bounced out of the room. Everything was coming together.

71 Jennifer

Max had donewd| for himsdf snce Maher. The Synergy building was large and well-located, even
close enough to the media companies to share the same restaurants. The lobby was large and modern.
Jennifer said, "Hi, I'm--"

"I know who you are," the receptionist said, smiling.

"Oh," shesaid.

Max wasin the lobby and kissing her cheeks within aminute and ahalf. "Barbie dall, it's super to see
you again. | cannot tell you how happy | am you cdled.” Hisgrin was huge. He held on to both her
hands.

"Wadl, you can take the girl out of advertising..." she said, and they laughed. She got her hands back.

"The US Alliance briefing isat eleven. | don't want to pressure you, but it would be unbdlievableif



you could comeaong.”
"I'dloveto."
"You'refantadtic,” hesaid. "I could kissyou."
"Let'snot get carried away," she said. They laughed again.
"Wait until our clientsseeyou. They will flip."
"They might," Jennifer said.

"Our campaign plays up the local angleon US Alliance," Max said in the cab. "Asyou might have
noticed. | don't liketo brag, but US Alliance has a higher share of subscribersin L.A. than any other
mgor market."

"Wow," shesaid.

"l know," hesaid. "l know."

"So who's going to be a this meeting?"

"A few US Alliance people, acouple of Liaisons.” The cab pulled over. The windows darkened with
NRA bodies. "The main guy is John Nike; you must have heard of him."

The cab doors popped open. "I1Ds," asoldier said, and another said. "Please spread your arms and
legs”

"Morning, fellas," Max said. "We have an eleven o'clock. We've been cleared.”

Jennifer'sID was fresh from printing; it said: JENNIFER SYNERGY . An NRA man eyed it and her
with equa impassivity. Another soldier began patting her down, his handsfast and professiona. "Hey,"
shesad. "Watchit."

"Gun!" he shouted. Suddenly there were alot of NRA rifles pointed at her. There had been far too
many NRA rifles pointed at Jennifer lately.

"Hey, whoa!" Max said. "Jen, US Alliance are very twitchy on security. Give them your gun.”

"Oh, sure. No problem.” She handed it over. The NRA guysdidn't look happy, but they stopped
aming guns at her. Max took her arm as they entered the [obby.

"| should have mentioned that earlier,” Max said. "I didn't know you carried agun.”

"Doesn't everybody?*

"Not to business meetings, Malibu." He laughed. ™Y ou know?"

"Right," shesaid. "l guess| just forgot about it.”

An assigtant escorted them to ameeting room and Max spent ten minutes fiddling with hislaptop
compuiter, trying to set up adide show. Then US Alliance people began wandering in and Jennifer had to
make conversation about audience hits and reach figures. It was surprisingly easy: amost everyone had
heard of her, or a least her campaigns. Shefdt alittle surredl. Shefdt asif shed never |eft advertising.

"The'96 Pepg, right!" awoman said, her eyes wide with awe. "That was atotally groundbreaking
campaign. | can't believeyou did that!"

"Only the best tdlent for my clients” Max said.

One of the suitswas studying her silently. She knew what was coming before he opened his mouth.
"Y ou must know John Nike, then. He worked at Maher around the sametime.”

Everybody |ooked at her. "John," she said. "Y eah, we worked together."

"Wow, hell just die when he seesyou,” the woman said. She looked at her watch. "He should be
aong any minute”

"We can talk about old times," she said. Everybody laughed except Max. Max was looking not so
happy.

"Jennifer... could | get your assistance here a second?”

"Sure

He waited until she was hovering over the computer with him. "1 didn't redize that. | never worked
with him. John Nikeis John Maher?"

"Uh-huh."

"But... but isn't John..."



"My ex?' shesaid. "Yep. Heis"

"Okay," avoice said from the doorway. "L et's see how much money you clowns have managed to
waste thisweek."

She turned. He looked the same as nine years ago; she suspected hed flirted with surgery. Hiseyes
swept the room, then jerked back to her. His mouth dropped.

"Hi, honey," shesaid.

PART SIX

72 Disintegration

Billy was starting to suspect that whatever Jennifer and Cavin were doing with him, it wasn't officid.
Hed had plenty of time to think about it, stuck in the hotel room, and the longer he sat there, the more
convinced he wasthat it wasn't Government protocol to handcuff suspectsto refrigerators.

Jennifer had |eft early that morning, dressed up in asuit and hedls and looking very much unlikea
Government agent. Billy had no ideawhat that was about. Calvin hung around until nine, then went out
for anewspaper. "Come on, dude," Billy said. "Please, not the mini bar. Take me with you."

Cavin got out the handcuffs. "Hands on the whitegoods.”

When he was gone, Billy kicked it in frustration. Then he made an interesting discovery: it wasn't
fastened to anything. It was heavy, sure, but he managed to get to hisfeet and stagger around the hotel
room with it. The bottles of liquor inside knocked and crashed against each other. He put the mini bar
down and gtarted to unload it, then changed his mind. He might want those | ater.

He arranged his jacket as best he could and checked himself in the mirror. He still looked like aman
trying to hideasmall refrigerator. Well, he would just have to do his best. Billy lurched out the door and
toward the elevators.

Thinking carefully, he rode all the way to the car park. No way would he make it out through the
lobby like this. He was congratul ating himself on hisingenuity when he saw the driveway attendant. Billy
stopped, unsure what to do. The attendant saw him. He picked up awalkie-talkie and spoke into it. Billy
broke into alumbering run.

Two hotdl security guys caught him before hed made half ablock. Billy was drenched with swest. His
legswere like rubber. His breath was coming in great gasps. The security guys stared at him. One said, "l
thought George musta been kidding."

"I've seen people ed alot of stuff,” the other said. "But thistakesthe cake.”

"I'm handcuffed toit,” Billy said. Then herealized he should just shut hismouth. They made him gtin
the lobby and wait for Calvin to come back. Billy had afedling that Calvin wasn't going to be happy with
him. He was right about that, at least.

"Y ou know," Calvin said, "being cuffed to the mini bar isaprivilege. | could haveleft you inthe
bathroom."

"l know," Billy said. "I'm sorry."

"They're gecting usfrom the hotel. Did you hear that?' Calvin sat on the bed and stared at him.

"I'mredly sorry."

"Now I'm going to have to take you with me."

"Y eah? Where are we going?"

Cavin didn't say anything. Billy didn't take that as agood sign. He was starting to think he should
have stayed in hisroom.

They caught a cab downtown and got out at alarge, open, shopping plaza. It was directly opposite a
big US Alliance tower, and out front alot of NRA soldiers with helmets and automatic weapons were



hanging around. "Uh, Calvin," Billy said. "Thisisn't such agood idea.”

"So gtick close," Cavin sad. Heled Billy to aplastic table surrounded by fast food joints, including a
McDonad's on one side and a Burger King on the other. ™Y ou want some lunch?’

"Y eah, sure. How about--"

"| can see you gentlemen arein need of some refreshment!” aman said. "Would you like some
couponsfor McDonad's? Buy one, get one freel”

"Okay," Billy said.

"Wait, wait asecond,” someone dse sad. Billy saw agirl, dso bristling with coupon books. "Y ou
don't want to eat a McDonald's; they rape the environment, didn't you know? Here, have a coupon for
Burger King."

"Sure. Thanks." He smiled at the girl.

"I don't want to spread rumors,” the man said, "but 1've seen that Burger King kitchen and it'sfilthy. |
wouldn't want to egt there."

"That'sacrock of shit,” thegirl said. "At least Burger King doesn't have traces of dog inits
quote-al-beef-patties-unquote.”

"That was one store! In New Y ork!"

"L ook, weve got your coupons,” Calvin said. "Now go away, the both of you."

Theman and thegirl Ieft. "Aw," Billy said. "She was cute.”

"l can't answer my phone at night without some telemarketer trying to sell me something," Calvin said.
"Now | can't St down to lunch?"

"They were just giving avay coupons.”

"Fine" Cavinsaid. "So go get some McDondd's."

Billy looked at the Burger King girl. She was handing a coupon to an elderly couple. She saw him and
winked. "How about BK?'

"l have aUS Alliance card. | can get points from McDonald's."

"Dude," Billy said, "I thought you Government people were trying to stop that shit.”

"All right, then!" Calvin said. "Get Burger King!"

"Keep your pantson." He held out his hand. Calvin dug into his pockets. " So Jen was wearing some
outfit thismorning. | never knew she had such legs. What's she up to?'

"None of your business," Cavin said, but he glanced a the US Alliance building and that told Billy
plenty. "Go get somefood. I'll be watching you."

Billy trotted over to the line for Burger King and waited. The coupon girl was circling the square. Billy
hoped she saw him here.

"What'sthis?" avoice said. Five or Six teenage boys were approaching the store, al baggy clothes
and tattoos. "What's the matter, you people don't know where you are? Thisis an Alliance town. We
don't need no T.A. companies.”

Nobody spoke. Billy saw that their tattoos weren't ordinary designs: they werelogos. He saw alot of
Nike swooshes and NRA designs. The leader had a US Alliance logo on his shaved head.

"Go on, get lost! Go spend your money on agood company, not these foreigners!™

"Hey, hey," the coupon girl said. She walked up to the skinhead. "Take it somewhere else, okay?
Trying to earn aliving here"

"Earn it somewhere el se, carpetbagger,” the kid said, and pushed her.

She ssumbled into Billy. He caught and steadied her, which was pretty good luck for Billy, redly. He
lifted his head to tell the skinhead something gppropriate (You wanna push somebody, push me;
something like that), but the kid was dready in hisface.

"Y ou got something to say to me, dickhead?" the kid said. The other punks were gathering around.
Customers quietly left theline. "Y ou better be opening your mouth to tell me youreaUA man.”

"Just keep your hands off her."

"Which isit? Who you with, man, Mickey Dees or BKs? It's gotta be one or the other, who you
with?'



"I'm just buying some burgers,” Billy said. "Come on, man, you don't need to--"
"US Alliance sucksdick!" the coupon girl said, and everything fell gpart from there.

73 Vantage

Violet walked away from the school gate until Buy had driven away. Then she turned and walked
back. Kate was already along way up the path, about to enter abuilding. "Hey! Kate!" Violet shouted.
But Kate didn't turn. "Shit," Violet said.

She entered the school. The other children looked at her curioudly. She smiled back at them.

The guard caught her as she stepped into the building. "Maam? 1'm going to have to ask you to leave
the school grounds.”

"Oh," Violet said, startled. "Hi. I'm just--" She craned her neck. She could see Kate through the glass
of one of the classrooms. "My daughter forgot her lunch money.”

"I'm sorry, maam, you can't be on these grounds.”

"But she'sright there. I'll just give her the money and go." The guard was much taller than her. She
smiled and tried to ook harmless.

"Well, be quick now," the guard said, and Violet hurried past him.

In the classroom, Kate was unpacking her bag, alone. Shelooked up as Violet entered.

"Hi, Kate."

"Hi."

"l need you to come with me now. It'svery important. Okay?"

"Where?'

"To... the vet hospital. Y ou want to come help some sick animaswith me?”

"Um," Kate said. "No thanks."

"Sureyou do,” Violet said. "You like vets, right? So let'sgo.”

"l want to stay here."

"Yeah, wdl," shesad. "You're coming." She put her hand on Kate'sarm.

"Let go of me!"

Violet tugged her. Kate screamed. Violet tried to cover her mouth. Kate bit her fingers. " Owww!"
Violet yelled. She snatched back her hand and dlapped Kate across the face. Kate fell out of the desk
and gtarted crawling acrossthe floor. Violet snared her ankles and pulled her back. "Come herel”

She heard the door open: the guard. "What's going on?"

"She's-- having asaizure!” Violet sad. "Help, quick!"

The guard kneeled beside her. Kate was twisting and shrieking like awild cat. "Why is she bleeding?’
the guard said, and Violet pulled out her gun -- well, John's gun, redly -- and pressed it to his head.

"Okay," she said. "Now you lie down and don't move for awhile." Shelooked a Kate. "Are you
ready to be agood girl for me?"

Kate nodded. Her teeth were chattering. That was weird. It was about eighty degreesin here.

"Good. Becauseif you try to run, I'll have to hurt you. Okay?"

Kate whimpered.

"I'll takethat asayes," Violet said. She pulled Kate out of the classroom. The guard didn't make a
sound. Violet fet reieved. That was the hard part done. Now she just had to collect her money. She had
agood feding about this.

They caught a cab back to Violet's gpartment and she led Kate into the kitchen. ™Y ou hungry? Y ou
want something to eat?' The phone wasringing; she picked it up. "Hello?'

"Isthat Violet?'

"John!" she sad, pleased. "I wasjust going to cal you."

"Do you have Kate?'



"] do! Want to talk to her?'

"I -- no, that's not necessary."

"Okay," Violet said.

"Y ou'll be pleased to know I've kept my end of the dedl. | have your money.”

Her heart legpt. "Already? How? What did you do to Holly?"

"l was very persuasive,”" John said. Violet's heart thrilled. She wanted details; she wanted to hear all
about it. "Got a pen and paper? I'm going to tell you where to make the swap.”

She wrote down the address. "A Nike Town store?"

"It'snice and public. Makes sure there won't be any funny business.”

"Oh, okay. Good idea."

"Chrigt!" John said, but she thought he might be talking to someone else. "Bethere a six.”

The phone clicked. Violet put down the handset, exalted. She had doneit! Shefelt dazzled by her
victory. She thought about Holly T.A. in the limousine, teling her You've got a lot to learn about how
the world works. Well, that just showed how much Holly knew. People were always underestimating
Violet. Shereached for the phone. She was going to gloat alittle.

Holly would bein New Y ork, of course. Violet got the T.A. number from directory assistance. She
didn't know what time it was there, but someone answered the phone and switched her through to
someone dse. "Hally T.A.'soffice, can | hep you?'

"It's Violet ExxonMobil. | want to speak to Hally."

"Just a second, maam.”

Violet waited, trembling. Thiswas S0 exciting!

"I'm afraid Holly isn't available. | can take amessage, if you like."

She blinked. "Did you tdl her it was me?"

"Ah, I'm afraid Holly doesn't recdll you, malam.”

"What?'

"Ms. Holly dealswith many people, maiam. Please don't be offended--"

"Y ou get that bitch on the phone,” Violet said. "'l sat next to her at the London conference. | just got
three million dollars out of her, you get her on the phone!™

"Please stay cdm, maam.”

"l am cam!™ she shouted. "For me, thisis very fucking cam!”

"I'll... just a second, please.”

Therewasaclick, then Violet was listening to Muzak. Holly must be pretending, surely. She must be
too stung to talk.

The phone clicked again. "Okay," Holly said. "What's up?'

"Ha" Violet said. "It'sme.”

"Yes, yes, Violet of the three-million-dollar invoice. What about it?"

Thiswasn't going how she expected. "l got it. | got paid.”

"Did you now?' Hally said. "Wdll, good for you.”

Violet opened her mouth to say: | got it from you. But that wasn't true, wasit? Holly wasn't playing
with her. Holly hadn't been approached by John Nike at al. Violet put down the phone.

Katewas il sniffling. She kept looking at Violet, then away.

"Something fishy isgoing on," Violet said dowly. " Someonestrying to screw me.”

Maybe John was going to pay her three million out of his own pocket. That was possble. But it was
a o possible he was planning anasty surprise for her at the Nike Town. That was very possible.

She checked her pocket. She till had the gun. "Funny business,” Violet muttered; there would be
some funny business, dl right. Shetook hold of Kate'sarm. It wastime to go shopping.

74 Assault



Hack hadn't been to the Chadstone Wal-Mart mall for years, and it seemed to have grownin his
absence, sprouting additional shops and food courts. The parking lot was jammed, and the bustook a
long time to fight itsway through. He looked at hiswatch, impatient. Claire would be waiting.

The bus wheezed to a halt and Hack disembarked into a mass of people, shouting and pushing and
clutching bags of merchandise. Hack hadn't seen anything like it since the January sdes.

Heforged hisway to the mall's entrance and found amap, which said Nike Town was on level four.
Hack walked to the escalators, past araffle for aBMW convertible, and rode up. His bag was much
heavier than it had been for McDonald's. He took the opportunity to rest it asecond.

Claire was outside the Borders store, wearing Jackie O sunglasses. She smiled when she saw him.
Hack touched her hands. "How are you?"'

"Last one, Hack."

"Yes" hesaid. "Last one." They entered the store.

Rows of carefully lit shoes adorned the walls. There was arow of chairsin the center, rock music
pumping out of the speakers, and a counter at the back. Hack put his bag down on one of the seats and
began unzippingit.

"Can| helpyou?' aclerk said.

"Yes" Claire said. She pulled apistol from her coat and pointed it a him. They had planned fake
guns, but it turned out to be easier to get real ones and not load them. ™Y ou can run.”

"Everybody out of the store!” Hack shouted. "Nike's going down, you don't want to be here!" He
pulled apaint tin from his bag and pried off the lid with a screwdriver. The smell was awful.

"Nikekills children!" Claire said. Hack had written her speech; he was pretty pleased withit. "They
pay substandard wagesin non-USA countries and sdll shoes at inflated prices! One of their factoriesin
China burned down and killed fifty-eight workersl They make huge profits but screw over their own
employeesin performance evauations Their Mercurys campaign killed fourteen children, including one
girl right hereinthisstore!”

But the customersjust stood there, like at the McDonad's. People were stupid, Hack redlized. Y ou
couldn't make anything too smplefor them.

So he heaved. Histinswerefilled with blood and offd, courtesy of avist to a butcher'sthis morning.
The messburst againgt the wall. It was dmost too authentic. Thelight bulb above a pair of sneakers
blew, spraying sparks.

"People before profitsl" Hack shouted. The clerk had split, but customers were still standing around.
"What's the matter with you people?’

"Isthis, like, apromotion?’ akid said.

"No!" Hack said. "It'saprotest! Nikeisamurderer!" He grabbed another tin from his bag, but it
dipped out of his hands and hit the floor. The lid popped off. Offa spattered his pants. "Aw, crap!”

"Are you gonnabe giving away shoes?'

"It must be anew product line," another kid said. Hiseyeswidened. "Isit, like, 'Nike Murderers?1s
thet it?'

"Oh, that would be so cool," the other kid said.

"Nol" Hack said, outraged. "Thisisn't apromotion!”

"Throw some more blood, dude," the kid said.

"Am | wearing aNike sweatsuit?' Hack demanded. "Do you see any logos on me?"

"Hey, he'sright, man,” the other kid said. "He ain't wearing logos." They looked a Hack nervoudly.

"Out!" Hack yelled, and they ran. One grabbed a pair of sneakers on hisway out. Hack felt disgusted
before remembering he was planning to do that himself.

"Let me help you with thosetins,” Claire said. "Let's get this done and get out.”

"Okay," he said. Their hands touched as they reached for the same can of blood. They smiled at each
other.

"Hey," someone said. "What's going on?"

"Jesus," Hack breathed. Some people were really dow learners. He turned. But it wasn't one of the
kids."Violet?'



"Hack! What are you doing here?"

"I'm--" Shewasleading akid by the arm, agirl of about eight or nine. "What are you doing?'

"Areyou doing the swap?"

"Swap? Vidlg, if you're following me around--"

"Hold it," she said. "Are you John Nike's contact or not?

Hack opened his mouth to reply. A man entered the store behind Violet. Hisface was distorted, like
amelted wax sculpture. A line of thick black stitches marched from one ear to the middle of hisforehead.
His hair was gone. But Hack recognized him anyway.

"No," theJohn said. "'l am."

75 Threat

"Gark," John Nike said, or something smilar.

"Hey, now," Jennifer said. "Y ou don't seem pleased to seeme at al.”

Heturned and fled. Shetook off after him. Max Synergy and the US Alliance suitsjust stood there.
This, she discovered, was acommon thread to the next four and a half minutes: office workers standing
around gaping while she and John zipped past them. John was screaming for the NRA or security or
anyonewith agun, please, but there was not alot of action from the suitsand skirtsat US Alliance.
Companies claimed to be highly responsive, Jennifer thought, but you only had to chase a screaming man
through their officesto redize it wasn't true.

John tried to catch an eevator, but she was closing on him so he ran up the sairsinstead. Hegained a
little ground by pushing awoman with astack of filesinto her path, but only alittle, and the more floors
they climbed, the more her regular gym workouts and John's regular big lunches became evident. Hewas
gasping and wheezing at the twenty-ninth and her fingers closed on hisjacket. He wriggled free and burst
out of the stairwell. She followed and found hersdlf in an enormous board room. Two wallswere glass.
Theview over L.A. wasincredible. John wasflat againgt apane asif he were trying to squeeze through
it. It was, sheredlized, alot like the room in which she'd told John about her pregnancy, eight years ago,
when they'd both worked for Maher. She hoped he noticed the symmetry.

"Get away from me! Y ou stay back!"

"Sorry, chum,” shesaid. "Can't do that."

"Where's the fucking NRA?" he screamed, and that she couldn't answer.

"Wait. Wait a second!”

"Uh-uh."

"Stop! Or Kate will regret it!"

Jennifer stopped. "What?'

"Taked to your daughter recently?"

"John," she said. "Y ou don't want to give me any extrareasonsto be pissed at you. Y ou redly don't.”

"Y ou'd better call home. Y our daughter's been missng since thismorning.”

"You lying piece of shit." Her voice trembled. "How dare you say something like that."

"You think I'm kidding?' He sprayed spittle. "Y ou think 1'd wait for you to come for me without
taking stepsto protect mysalf?'Y ou think 1'd believe you'd give up? Y ou think I'd be unprepared?’

She hesitated.

He saw, and his eyes brightened. "Y ou know me, Jen. Am | the sort of guy to take haf-measures?'
There was a phone on the counter. "Go on, cal home. Find out for yoursdlf.”

She took adeep, steadying breath. "If you'relying, I'm going to beat the shit out of you."

"Do | look worried?"

She walked over to the phone and dided Buy's cellphone. "And if you're not lying, I'm going to Kill
you.
Hissmileflickered.



It only rang once. She heard Buy's voice. It was anxious and strained. "H-hello?"

"It'sme."

"Oh Jen. Jen. I'm so sorry.”

She put down the handset.

"So," John said. "Now we understand each other."

She started walking toward him.

"Ah-ah! Not agood idea, Jen. Not smart. Y ou want to hold it right there."

Jennifer stopped. Her hands were shaking. "Sheisyour daughter .

"Oh, please," John said. "I made this very goddamn clear eight years ago. | never wanted akid. You
wanted it, and | couldn't stop you. | couldn't do a goddamn thing to stop you. So, fine, you had akid.
But don't think you can turn meinto a father .

The elevator dinged behind her.

"At last!" John said. "What took you assholes so long?"

Shefdt rough hands seize her arms. "Sorry, sir! There's adisturbance out front. We responded as
soon as--"

"Not good enough. I'll be speaking to Li."

"Sir, what would you like usto do with...?"

"Take her somewhere," John said, "and shoot her in the head.”

The soldier said nothing.

"Y ou have a problem with that?*

"Sir, I'm not sure you can authorize meto do that.”

"I fucking can!" John shouted. "Don't make metakethisto Li!"

"Yes, gr," the soldier said. Jennifer could barely see him. She was starting to cry. Shelet herself be
dragged.

Thetwo NRA soldierstook her down the stairwell. She fdt asif she were shaking apart. She wanted
to catch thefirgt flight back to Mebourne, and hunt down John and kill him, both at once. But she
couldn't do both. She couldn't do either.

Halfway down, one of the soldier's radios said something, and he spokeinto it. Then helooked at his
companion. "They want us out front. It's getting worse.”

"What about her?'

"l dunno.”

Nobody said anything for amoment. Jennifer waited for them to decide whether they were going to
kill her.

"I mean, if they want us out front, that's an NRA order. That takes precedence over what Nike
wants."

"Doesit?"

"Shit, | dunno,” the soldier said. "But I'll tell you right now, | don't want to shoot thiswoman in the
head. That'sjust wrong."

Suddenly, Jennifer's cellphone rang. Her nerves were so frayed that she jumped.

"What'sthat?'

"It'smy phone," she said.

"Uh... well, you get that," the soldier said. "We need to discussthis Situation.”

She answered her phone. It was Buy. She could hear the painin hisvoice. They spoke briefly but
usefully. Then Buy had to go. She closed her phone and looked at the soldiers.

"Okay," thefirst one said. "We're going to reinforce the front entrance. Y ou're coming with us. Then
what you do isup to you."

"Thank you," she said. Her voice broke.

"Don't thank usyet," he said. "Y ou don't know what's going on out there.”



76 Divestiture

Buy left Mitsui late, but the traffic was light and he arrived & Mattel Primary School on time.
Normally he had to double-park or leave his car around the block, but today the street was almost
empty. That wasweird: children should have been dribbling out the gates, parents jamming the street. He
got out and walked down the school path.

In the administration building, six people were conferring on the other sde of the counter. He saw
Government IDs. "Help you?' awoman said.

"I'm hereto pick up Kate," Buy said. "What's going on?"

The woman's hand rose to her mouth. Suddenly everybody was looking at him.

"What?' Buy said.

"Sir," an agent said. "Would you like to take a seat?"

"Where's Kate?'

"Our security didn't dip up,” thewoman said. "I want you to know that. A guard did try to stop her.
Theres nothing wrong with our security.”

"Stop who?' Buy said, but he dready knew: the answer wasthickening inthe air.

"Sir, there's been akidnapping.”

"But... who was kidnapped?' Then aloud rushing sound filled his head and fluorescent lightslike
blurry comets passed through hisfield of vison.

They made him coffee, but his hands wouldn't stop trembling. The agents spoke on their phones and
asked him questions. With each one, Buy felt himsdf forced into a new redity, where Kate was missing
anditwasdl hisfault.

"Y ou're dready under investigation,” one of the agentstold him, covering his cdlphone. "The Nike
Town shootings? Y ou wereinterviewed by Field Agents Jennifer and Cavin."

"l... was a themall that night," Buy said. "That'sdl. | tried to help the girl who was shot. Hayley
McDondd's."

The agents exchanged aglance. "Shewas ardation of yours? A friend?"

"| just tried to help her. Why isthisimportant?”

"Now another girl you're associated with ismissing,” an agent said.

"So... what?'

"Sir, can you tell usyour movementsthis morning?*

"| dropped Kate, | droveto work."

"Isthere anyone who can confirm you left the school grounds?!

"But why -- you think | took her?"

"Settle down, Mr. Mitsui," an agent said. "'l s there anyone who can confirm you left the school
grounds?'

"l -- yes! | spoke to another parent, she would have seen me leave. Her namewas... Violet. | didn't
get her surname, but she works as aveterinarian.”

"Can you describe thiswoman for me?'

"Y oung, short brown hair... she was wearing agreen parka."

The agents exchanged aglance. "Sir, that fits the description of the kidnapper.”

"What?How is that--"

"We're going to need you to accompany usto the ation.”

"No," hesaid, risng. "l haveto look for her!"

"Sit down. Now." Everyone waslooking at him.

"Y ou must have been pretty angry with the Government after they let that girl die at Chadstone," the
other agent said. "Maybe you thought you'd get even by snatching a Government kid."

"No!"

"But you admit you had prior contact with the kidnapper."



His cellphone rang. Everyone stopped.

"Answer it," an agent sad. "Maybeit'syour littlefriend.”

Buy pulled it free. The display was no number he recognized. "Hello?"

"It'sme,” Jennifer said.

"Oh Jen." Hedidn't know what to say. "Jen, I'm so sorry." He heard his voice break.

"Isthat Jen Government?' the agent said. "Give me that." He took the phone out of Buy's hands.
"Helo? Hello?' Helooked at Buy accusingly. "Therés no one here.”

"She was -- you must have pushed something.”

"| didn't push anything.”

"Cadll that number back," the other agent said.

"Good idea." The agent pushed buttons. Then his expression changed. He handed the phone back to
Buy.
"What?' Buy sad. Heput it to hisear. "Jennifer?'

The phone said: "Sir? US Alliance switchboard, can | help you?'

"But -- that makes no sense.”

"Jennifer Government, my ass,” the agent said. He detached his cuffs and reached for Buy'swridts.
"Don't makethisdifficult.

Buy made no conscious decision to run: it just happened. He turned and took three steps and only
then did heredize: | am fleeing the Government. The office door was mostly glassand then he made a
decision: Buy had had an accident with hisyounger sister when they were kids, so he knew how this
worked. He flung the door closed behind him and heard an agent go through it. By the time they were
clearing the school grounds, Buy wasinside his Jeep.

"Stop!" they shouted. Buy saw guns. He didn't think Government agents were alowed to shoot him
just to stop him fleeing, but they looked pretty pissed off so he floored the accel erator and swung out into
traffic. Then there were horns and screaming tires. A sedan passed by his door so closdly he couldn't
believe they didn't collide. Then he was roaring away from Kate's school.

Hefound aleafy side street and parked. He had Jennifer's cellphone number. It rang forever. Then
she picked up. "It'sme.”

"How did this happen?’ Her voice broke his heart. She sounded destroyed.

"l don't know. I'm sorry, | just... don't know."

"Listen to me. It al depends on you now. | can't touch John Nike while he has Kate. | need you

"Wait," hesaid. "John Nike?"

"John Nikeisthe crimind I'm chasing. But that's not important. What'simportant is-"

"No," he croaked. "I... I'm working for John."

"What?'

"He's-- aLiasonin US Alliance. And... I'm an assistant Liaison.”

"Oh, shit," she said. "Oh, shit, what have you donefor him?"

"He asked meto find some people in Mebourne. Some protestors.”

"Who?"'

"Um... Hack Nike... agirl, | think her name--"

"Hack, yes It'shim!"

"| saw the kidnapper. It wasagirl. Violet."

"That's Hack's girlfriend! | can find out where Hack lives--"

"No, that's okay." Hefdt light-headed. Hefdt sick. "I know where Hack is.”

77 Emancipation



"Hey, wow," Violet said. "Y ou're okay, I'm so pleased.”

"Y ou left me on your kitchen floor," John said. There was some kind of emotion on hisface, but it
was hard for Violet to tell what it was. ™Y ou left me looking like this.”

"You look great to me, | don't know what you're talking about,” Violet said. She backed away,
dragging Kate, until her hedshit thewal.

John reached out and wrapped a hand around her neck. It was becoming clear to Violet that John
was not hereto ddliver her three million dollars. "Payback's abitch, isn't it?"

"Hey!" Clairesaid. Claire had hersdlf agun, Violet saw, and was pointing it at John. She had never
fet so rdieved. Although thisdidn't seem like the Claire she knew. Everyone had been changing in
Violet's absence. "That's enough!”

"Shoot him!" Violet said. "Doit, Claire!"

John'seyesdidn't leave Violet. "Why don't you take a hike?'

"All right,” Hack said. Hetook Claire's hand.

"Not you, asshole," John said. "You | have businesswith."

"Weareleaving thisstore," Claire said. Her voice shook; so did thegunin her hand. "And Violet's
coming with us"

John said, "Littlelady, you've got alot--"

For thefirst time, his eyesflicked away. Violet took the opportunity to plant her right kneein hisnuts.
John dropped to the ground asiif sheld shot him.

"Hal Takethat!" Shewent to kick him and he grabbed at her pants. Violet screamed: it wasjust like
back at the gpartment. Sheflalled and tore a him. John's grip gave way and she was free, running toward
Hack. She was leaving Kate behind, but that was too bad: Kate was no longer Violet'stop concern.
There was adoor at the rear marked STAFF ONLY and she yanked it open. "Hack, come on!"

Hack ran, pulling Clairewith him. Violet dammed the door as soon asthey werethroughiit. It was
pitch black insde. She groped for something resembling a door lock.

"What's going on?' Hack said.

"Hold the door handle.”

"What?'

"Hold the door handle, | can't find the lock!"

"Oh, shit,” Hack said, and John hit the door from the other side. Someone screamed, and it might
have been her. "Where'sthe lock?"

"l don't know, | can't see!”

The door rattled. "I'm losing it, I'm losing it, find the lock!™

"Lock the fucking door!" Claire shouted.

Violet found abolt and did it across. John hit the door again. She sagged in relief.

"Youdidit." Hack's voice sounded warm. "Thank God."

"Yeah," she said. She suddenly thought: was Hack hitting on her?Y es, she thought, he was. Hack had
dallied with Claire, with shy, quiet Claire, but Claire wasn't enough for him. Hack needed someone like
Violet, who could take charge of him. She'd told him that athousand times. "Isn't it funny, how we should
meset again? It'slikefate.”

"Wherésthelight switch?' Claire said.

"Uh," Hack said. "l guess, yeah."

She found hisarm in the darkness and squeezed. "We should go somewhere and catch up.”

Thelight flicked on. Claire was standing next to aswitch. The room wasfilled with shelves and boxes.

"Hey," Violet said. "Well done, beanpole.”

"Violet?' John said through the door. "Can you hear me? | think we got al mixed up. I'm hereto do
thetrade. I've got your money. I'll leaveit on the desk, dl right?

Shehit her lip. "l wonder if heredly has my money."

Hack said, "Violet, this guy's not here to do you any favors.”

"Hmm," shesaid. "You'reright. Let'sget out of here." Therewas an exit at the rear, leading to adark
darwel.



Halfway down, Hack said, "Violet?'
"Yegh?'

"Who wasthét little girl with you?'
"Oh!" shesaid. "No one."

They exited on the ground floor, between a Disney store and a Starbucks. The mall was so packed
with shoppersthat the air felt hot and humid. It was hard to breethe. Violet's mind wasracing. Thiswas
some good luck, reuniting with Hack. She wanted to capitalize onit. "Let's go back up." Shetugged her
gun from her pocket. "L et's get John."

"Uh," Hack said, "Violet, | think we should just get out of here.”

"I should have shot him through the door," she said. Shefdt likeanidiot. "Why didn't | shoot him
through the door?"

Hack and Claire were staring at her.

"What?'

"Areyou nuts?'

"Hey," Violet said, stung. "Y ou don't know what I've been through. I'm just trying to get what's mine.
If I have to shoot someone, I'll doit." But Hack was looking at her asif he'd never seen her before.
Claire was standing there, letting it al happen, and Violet redized sheld gone too far. She decided to tear
up. "Hack... it'sbeen so hard." She clutched at his shirt. "I only wanted to get ahead, but everyone kept
screwing me. I'm sorry | hurt people. Forgive me?”

"Don't touch me! Y ou need help! Serioudy!"

"Why, you little shit," she Started, but that was as far as she got. There was aman in the crowd, and
his eyes were locked onto hers. Helooked familiar. When his face darkened and he began to move
toward her, she remembered. Sheld met him thismorning, at Kate's school. His name was Buy.

"Oh-oh," shesad.

78 Hubris

When the NRA took Jennifer away, John sank to the carpet. He closed his eyes and pressed hisface
againg the glass. Then he started laughing. At first it was a snigger, then it ballooned out of control. He
screamed with laughter. He felt tears streaming down hisface.

The funny thing was Jennifer's face. She'd thought she had him. She'd thought she was about to exact
righteous vengeance. Then, BAM! He had her. It was classic. It waswhy people like John got ahead in
life and people like Jennifer took Government jobs.

He stayed there for too long. Then the glass againgt his cheek trembled. He sat up, Sartled. The entire
building vibrated. Then it slopped. John waited. There was abooming, rolling crump. The building shook
again, harder.

John bit hislip. He had afeding that he knew what that might have been. That might have been
Generd Li using hisown judgment.

The devator doors dinged. "John?' He turned. It was the Peps kid, looking somber. " John, you need
to come with me. It'simportant.”

"Did you just fed that?"

"Comeon. Thisisserious.”

"Arewe being attacked? Isit Team Advantage? | need to see Genera Li."

They entered the devator. "That's where I'm taking you."

"You'reagood kid," John said. "Y ou've stuck with me from the beginning. | won't forget that."

"Y eah, thanks," the kid said. "Y ou have, what, some kind of disturbance up here?'

"A domestic dispute.” He grinned. Then he saw where the elevator was headed. "Where are we
going? That's Alfonsesfloor."



"That'swhereLiis"

"Wait," John said, panicked. "What's going on? What did--"

The doors opened. The areawas packed with Liaisons. Heads turned. Conversation died. Alfonse
was standing in the middle of the room. Generd Li waswith him, his beret in hishands.

"What the hell?* John said.

"John," Alfonse said. "Are you aware of what's going on outsde?"

"What's happening?'

Alfonselooked at Li.

Li said, "John explicitly authorized meto use any and al resources a my disposal to respond to
enemy assaults.”

"What the fuck is happening?'

"Y ou have done precisdy what | forbade you to do,” Alfonse said. ™Y ou have involved usin further
military action. Thismust end. Immediately. It is not a profitable environment for business™

"Okay, wait." Thiswas going to require another speech, John redlized. "Y es, okay, afew people will
get killed. Changeis adways messy. But let me be clear, we are going to be the winnersin this new world.
Without the Government, we can eliminate Team Advantage. Without Team Advantage, we have no
competition. That'sworth alittle conflict. Thisisal just aggressve competition within afree market." He
looked around. There didn't seem to be many nodding heads.

"Thisisn't freedom, John. It'sanarchy.”

"Wel," John said, "if you're going to split hairs-"

"There has been avote."

Hefroze. "Excuse me?'

"The member companies have decided that an unregulated market does not serve our interests. We
have aready begun adiaog with the Government.”

"Who? Which companies? Because, fine, let them go. We don't need those pussies.”

"Mogt of them."

"Oh." Heswdlowed. "l see"

Alfonse said, "Wewill, of course, be disavowing any responsibility for damage caused by your
actions”

"Of course." He could fed the hysteriarising in histhroat. " Sure, go ahead, paint me asthe bad guy.”

"Security will escort you out of the building."

"l have aright to be here! I'm the Nike Liaison!"

"No, John, you're not."

Heturned. Gregory Nike was againgt the wall. John hadn't seen him. "Wel," John said. "Isnt this
sweet." Heturned to the Liaisons. "Who's with me? Who wants to keep up the fight? We can start our
own loydty program! We can finish what we started! Who's with me?' Suddenly alot of Liaisonswere
frowning at the floor and studying the paintings. "Y ou cheap fucks" he said.

An NRA soldier took hisarm. It was one of the same guys who had thrown Jennifer out; of courseit
wes. "Let'sgo."

"Li! Don't let them do thig” But Li said nothing. Li knew where his budget was coming from. The
soldier began pushing him toward the elevator. Asthey reached the stairwell, John caught sight of the
Peps kid. "And you!" John clung to the door frame. The soldier tugged at hisarms. "Y ou little shit! You
awayswere aspineless parasite, you Peps asshole!™

"Don't makethisdifficult,” the soldier said. John lost his grip on the frame. The door banged shut.
Then it opened. The Peps kid appeared at the top of the stairs.

"Hey, John," hesaid. "My nameis Theo."

"What?'

"My nameis Theodore."

"What makesyou think | give ashit?'

"No reason,” the kid said. Then the soldier dragged John down another flight of stairsand he lost sght
of him.



"Okay, wait, wait," he said. "Y ou don't need to take me straight out. At least let me get somethings
frommy office. Let me make acoupleof cals”

"My ordersareclear, Sr."

"That Government agent -- you shot her, right? She's not till around, is she?”

The soldier glanced a him. "It was decided to gect her from the building.”

"You asshole! Y ou tak about orders, what about my goddamn orders?' The solder said nothing.
"Okay, wait. I'm sorry. Y ou're just trying to do your job. | appreciate that. But you don't have to take me
out the front door. Let meleave through the parking lot.”

"I'm taking you out the front door."

"I'm very closefriendswith Genera Li! Very close! Y ou don't want to piss me off!"

"I'll tekethat risk, sir."

"I have two hundred dollars,”" John said. "Right herein my pocket. Go on, takeit." They entered the
lobby: the glassrevolving doors loomed. Hetried to dig in his hedls, but his business shoes dipped on the
polished floor.

"Please, gir," the soldier said. Thelobby doors did apart, and then there was sunshine, and people.

"Y ou're demeaning not only yourself, but the entire US Alliance organization.”

"Oh, shut the fuck up,” John said.

79 Loss

The NRA soldiers marched Jennifer out onto the street. She was so numb from the news of Kate's
kidnapping that at first she didn't realize what was happening around her. Then the NRA soldier nudged
her and said, "Maam?'Y ou should go now."

She looked up and shook her head, trying to clear it. Shefelt dow and stupid. Shefelt beaten.

"Maam? Please.”

"Right," she said. Therewas amall acrossthe road, with aMcDonad's on one side and a Burger
King on the other. In between the two was ariot. A bunch of kidsin baggy clothes were looting the
Burger King: pulling down pogters, smashing cash regigters. She caught aglimpse of Cavintrying to
separate afight, then lost him.

She stepped onto the road. A horn blared somewhere, but by the time she redlized she should turn
her head, it had stopped and the driver was yelling at her. Jennifer kept walking. When she reached the
other sde, two black vans jumped the curb and flung open their doors. Police officers spilled out, jostling
past her. They ran toward therioters.

"Jen!"

She saw Calvin again and tried to head for him. Calvin would help her.

"Move away from the store!" one of the Police shouted, and then somebody fired agun, either the
looters or the Police, ether the US Alliance people or the Team Advantage people; she didn't know
which and it didn't matter anyway. A lot of people hit the deck, which madeit easier for her to spot
Calvin. She wound her way toward him between red and yellow plastic tables and chairs.

"For fuck's sake," Cavin said when she reached him. "Get your ass down!" He pulled her into the
doorway of a stationery store. It had asign on the door which said PROUDLY INDEPENDENT, and
another below that that said GOING OUT OF BUSINESS SALE! "What's the matter with you?"

"Hetook Kate."

"What?'

There was another, longer rattle of gunfire. The Police had formed a cordon around the Burger King.
The looters were retreating to the McDonad's. NRA soldiers were reinforcing them, taking positions
behind the counter and cash registers. Therewas alot of shouting going on. Then someone fired again,
and a bullet ricocheted off aBurger King cash register with a clang.



"Kate," she sad. "Hetook my daughter.”

Calvin stared. "Kate's here?”’

She shook her head. "In Mebourne. He says helll kill her unless| let him go.”

"Oh, Jen."

"Calvin, | don't know what to do."

"Okay," hesaid. "It's okay, Jen, we -- welll arrest him. Well make him let her go. We can--" His
wordswere lost in one of the loudest sounds Jennifer had ever heard. The Police had mounted amachine
gun on the Burger King counter and it was chewing up the McDonald's store. Shreds of red and yellow
plastic spirded into the air like confetti.

"I'm going back in."

"Jen, you can't! Get down! Well work something out!"

"] should have shot him," she said. "When | had the chance.”

"Jen, wait! Did you see Billy?"

"What? Billy's here?'

"I had to bring him. Then | logt him. For Christ's sake, get down!"

"l haveto go," she said, and stood.

Sheld taken ten steps when she heard it: aspitting sound, like air hissing out of atire. She noticed a
puff of white smoke at the top of the US Alliance tower, like the world's smallest cloud. Then something
deck and metallic drew awhite line from the cloud to the Burger King and an invisiblefigt hit Jennifer in
the chest and she was deef.

She wasn't sureif she passed out. She became aware that Calvin was above her, shouting. She read
missile from hislips. The Burger King was on fire. Everything was drenched in black smoke. Shelooked
around. She could barely see the base of the US Alliance building. She could barely see the glass lobby
doors open. She could barely see John Nike come out of them.

"Cavin?' shesad. "Can | have your gun, please?’

Hislipssad: What?

"Just--" she said, and through the smoke John saw her.

Shetore Calvin's gun from his holster and started running. She legpt over bits of ex-Burger King and
dodged stunned Police officers. The smoke curled and drifted, hiding John from view and reveding him
agan.

John stepped onto the road and held up his hands. She thought he was surrendering. Too late for
that, she thought. Then she saw the cab. John flung open the door and jumped insde. He must have said
something highly motivationa, because the cab took off, itstires smoking. She wastoo far away to stop
it. She was much too far.

"No!" she screamed. "No! No!" Then she just screamed.

80 Reciprocity

Billy and the coupon girl were cowering in adoorway afew shops down from the McDonadd's. This
wasn't so bad, since he got to snuggleright up closeto her, but there were dso alot of bulletsflying
around. Billy wasn't so comfortable with that.

"Thiskind of shit never hgppensin Colorado,” the coupon girl said. " Never ."

"It doesn't happen so often in Texas, elther.” There were about thirty feet between them and the road,
with the US Alliance building risng beyond that. Billy weighed their chances of making that distance
without intercepting abullet. So far he wasn't confident. The Police were strafing thiswhole side of the
mall with amachine gun, and he didn't think the coupon girl's employment history would make any
difference.

"Thiscity," the coupon girl sad. "l swear."

"Y ou know, thisisal your fault. Why couldn't you just say McDona d's had better burgers?”



Sheglared a him. "Why should | let them intimidate me? 'Y ou let people push you around, you spend
your life trying to keep everybody happy."

"Yeah, | guess,” Billy said. "Y eah, you'reright! That'swhat's been happening to mefor weeks."

"I don't believe anyone could push you around,” the coupon girl said, and her lips curved. Billy smiled
back. Then aline of bullets scored the wall afew feet above their heads and the storefront window
imploded. Billy shielded the coupon girl from thefaling glass. "Thanks" she said.

Helooked up. "Weredly haveto get out of here."

"No shit," she said, and then there was awhoaoshing and the Burger King acrossthe mall exploded. It
fdt like an earthquake.

"Now!" Billy said. He hauled the coupon girl to her feet. " Come on!"

Hetook her hand and they ran blindly through the black smoke. The coupon girl ssumbled over a
piece of rubble and Billy caught her from faling: it was just likeamovie. They cleared the smoke and
there were NRA soldiers everywhere, but no one was paying any specid attention to Billy. Then
someone familiar came out of the US Alliance building. Billy stopped in surprise. It was John Nike, the
dude who'd ordered him to shoot the Government President in London.

For a second he was tempted to walk up to the guy and Sug him. But Billy had other priorities, like
getting the hell away, so he started running again. John pulled over acab and got inside.

He heard a scream, and turned. For a second he didn't know who the figure stumbling out of the
smoke was. Then heredlized. It was Jennifer Government.

"Billy! Sop him!"

He looked after John's cab. It was a bit late for that, he thought. He looked back at Jennifer.

"Please!"

"Aw, shit..." Helooked around. "I need agun.”

"Um... okay." The coupon girl bent over and picked up apiece of rubble from the gutter. "Here, use
this"

"No, a gun. Something to shoot with." But the coupon girl was dready hurrying to an NRA soldier.
Billy looked at the chunk of rubble. It didn't offer any cluesto him.

The coupon girl grabbed the soldier's shoulders and screamed into hisface. "Help me, help me!”

"Hey! Cdm down! Miss!"

"Please, please!” Shetugged him in ahdf-circle, so hisback wasto Billy.

"Oh," Billy said, understanding. He stepped forward and hit the soldier on the head with the rock. The
soldier yelled and clutched his head. Billy grabbed hisrifle.

"Geez," the coupon girl said. "1 thought you were never going to get it."

"Shh," he said. He spread hisfeet, balancing himself, and lined up the retreating cab. It wasa
ridiculous shot, redly: the car was dready ablock and a haf away and there were about amillion people
running in and out of theway. "Jud... be quiet.”

Shefdl slent. Billy inhaled. Y ou had to fire during adow, controlled exhae: it was when your body
was steadiest. Y ou had to squeeze the trigger between your own heartbeats. The world dropped away.
Hefired.

"Holy shit!" the coupon girl said.

Thetire blew: he saw the spray of rubber. The cab veered ninety degrees, was clipped by addivery
van, and rammed into astorefront. Billy lowered therifle. Thegirl was staring at him.

"How good are you?"

Helooked back for Jennifer, but the smoke had obscured her again. "Let's get out of here.”

"Y eah, good idea." Shetook his hand. "Whereto?"

Hesmiled. "You like kiing?"

"Areyou kidding?"

"Why?"

"I livein Aspen,” she said. "Aspen, Colorado. In thewinter | work asaski ingructor.” She shifted.
"What? It'snot so weird."



Hefound hisvoice. "l..."
"You like skiing?'

"Yes" Billy sad. "l redly do."
"Coal," shesaid. "Let'ssplit."

81 Fortitude

Today is a great day, Buy thought.

The funny part was that only amonth or two ago held been reedy to kill himsdlf. Hewas till walking
around only because he didn't know enough about gunsto locate the safety on a Colt .45. Everything
since then, you could argue, was borrowed time.

| ama great person.

Hislegs were shaking as he entered the Chadstone Wa-Mart mal, and he felt like he might throw up
soon. That was funny, too. He wasn't scared of dying, not even alittle, but the idea of taking the
escalator up to leve four terrified him. He couldn't believe that when he got there he wouldn't see agirl
sprawled on the floor in a spreading pool of blood.

"Hey. Areyou okay?'

Heredized hed swayed; dmost falen. A girl waslooking at him with big, concerned eyes.

Buy turned away. "I'm... fine."

"You sure?'

"Yes" hesaid, and it was agasp. He couldn't breathe. He felt her eyes on his back as he pushed
through the crowd. The elevators rose before him, afusion of stedl and shopper.

Every obstacle is an opportunity.

He wasn't expecting to see Violet on thisleve, and so he stared at her for entire seconds before he
reglized who he waslooking at. Then he started toward her.

She saw him. "Oh-oh," she said. She produced a gun. Buy amost laughed. "Okay, you just stop
there”

"Gun!" somebody shouted. The shoppers around him scattered. Buy kept walking.

"Hey! I'm not kidding. Look, I'm sorry about your kid and al -- hey! Stop! Y ou want me to shoot
you?"
"Whereis Kate?'

"Sop!" she screamed, and he saw her finger tightening on the trigger. The redlization swept through
him: if he died, he couldn't save Kate. He stopped. The gun was two feet awvay from his chest.

"Violet?' said ayoung man beside her. Buy thought that was probably Hack Nike. "Come on, put the
gun down."

"Shut up! Y ou don't care about me!”

"Wheres Kate?' Buy said again.

"She'supgtairs,” Hack said. "John's got her. On leve four, in the Ni--"

"Shut up!” Violet ydled.

"Violet," Hack said carefully. "Mall security is probably on theway. Don't make thisworse.”

"l know what you're al doing. Everyone's going to get what they want except me! I'm getting screwed
over!"

"Nobody's getting screwed.”

"Please” Buy said. "'l need to find Kate."

"What'sinit for me?' Violet said.

"Pleasa”

" just wanted to be an entrepreneur. | just wanted to sell my software and make alittle money. Isthat
sowrong?"

"Violet, youre holding a gun!" Hack said. "Y ou kidnapped achild! Y ou want to know why things



haven't worked out for you, start there!”

Therewasalong pause. Then Violet said, "Thereisno justice." Buy redlized her intent a second
before she did it. He started to twist out of the way. Then the bullet kicked him and hewaslying on his
back, looking at the mdl's fluorescent lights.

There was some screaming, and people's feet thudding by his head. It seemed likeagood ideato lie
gtill, so Buy did that. His bicep was throbbing. He touched it gingerly, and looked at hisfingers. They
seemed to confirm that he'd been shot.

Hack's face appeared above him. "Oh, shit, are you al right?"

"I.... don't know," Buy said.

"Um... | don't think you are. Y ou better not move. It's okay, Violet's gone."

Buy sat up. It didn't hurt as much as held thought. Maybe he wasin shock. "My nameis Buy Mitsui. |
need you to help me find Kate. She's Jennifer Government's daughter.”

"Oh, man..." Hack glanced at Claire. "L ook, we really need to get out of here. We're kind of wanted.
I'msorry.”

"Oh," Buy said. "Okay." Hetried to get to his feet. Hack helped him.

"I'mredlly sorry," Hack said. "It'sjust, if Nike catchesme..."

Buy'svision glazed white, but he could see the elevators. He began to walk toward them. Hisarm
was starting to hurt.

He reached the second level before Hack and Claire came back.

"Okay," Hack sad. "I'll help.”

"Thank you."

"What do you want usto do?"

"Didract him," Buy said.

82 Ancestry

Jennifer was running in one direction and about ten thousand people were running in the other,
streaming out of astrip mal. She guessed there was nothing to clear an arealike amissile strike.

When she got inside, the place was dmost drained of shoppers. She was struck by familiarity: the
layout was the same as the Chadstone Wal-Mart mall. There were even two sports cars being raffled.
But then, these places were probably al built to the same plan. They were standardized.

She spotted John just as he reached two NRA soldiers. He gasped to them, "Help me! I'maUS
Alliance Liaison, theré'sawoman with agun after me!" He pointed &t her.

They drew their wegpons. "Hold it there, maam.”

Jennifer dropped to awalk. She pointed her gun skywards.

"Shoot her!" John shouted.

"Maam, you need to drop the weapon, right now."

She kept walking.

"Maam--"

"She's not going to stop, you dumb fucks! Shoot the bitch!™ John began to edge away.

"We're not kidding! Thisisyour last chancel”

"All right," she said. She holstered her pistol. A soldier reached for her. She took hisarm and twisted.
He gasped in surprise, and she rammed his head into the second soldier'sface. They fdl to the floor and
she kicked their wespons away.

"You morons! " John screamed. Heran for the escdators. He was surprisingly fleet: he didn't appear
to have been injured in the cab crash. Shetook careful am.

The bullet clanged off the escalator's stedl sides. John stopped running. He leaned over therailing.
"Areyou stupid!?" In the empty mdl, hisvoice echoed. "Do you want meto hurt Kate?"
She corrected her aim, but thistime he read her intent and ducked. She missed everything. She



jogged toward the escalators.

"If my man doesn't hear from me, helll kill her!™ John shouted. But Jennifer didn't believe that. There
was anote of risng panic in hisvoice, and besides, John wasn't the sort to make plansin the event of his
own death. She caught aglimpse of him scrambling from one escalator to the next. ™Y ou better back off,
right now!"

Hetried to give her the dip on levd five, but she saw him reflected in astore window, trying to hide
behind a pillar. He was doing something with his hands. She raised her gun and carefully moved toward
him.

John heard her coming. "Jen! Don't do anything stupid!™

"Come out, John."

"I'm on the phone!” heydled. "I'm on the fucking phone, do you want meto kill her?’

She stopped.

"That'sright, Jen, | have alive connection here. Y ou better think very clearly.” He stepped out into the
open. His cellphone was pressed to hisleft ear. There was a sheen of sweat on hisforehead. His
busi ness shirt was soaked through. " Put down the gun.”

"I can't do that."

"Y ou want me to make him hurt her?1 can do that!"

Jennifer looked at her gun. It seemed apity.

"Doit!"

She put the gun on the floor. "Hang up.”

"Kick your gun over herefirs."

"Y ou hang up, I'll giveyou the gun.”

"Not your placeto bargain, Jen. It'sredly not."

Jennifer considered. 1t would be abad move for her to give John her gun; very bad. She was pretty
sure held just shoot her. She put her foot on the gun.

"Careful, Jen. Niceand dow."

"| don't suppose you ever saw any of the kidsyou had killed,” shesaid. "1 did. It wasinamall likethis
one”

"Oh, please," John said. "Don't start moralizing. 1've had about as much of that as| can take. Give
methegun.”

She pushed it with her foot. It spun acrossthefloor, the barrel describing lazy elipses, until it
disappeared off the edge of the level. She heard it hit one of the cars on the ground floor with a bang.

John's eyes bulged. "Was| not clear ?"

"Hang up the phone."

"Y ou couldn't et me go, could you? Y ou had to chase me across half the world. It's pathetic, Jen.

Y ou're obsessed. Y ou think you changed when you left Maher?'Y ou think you grew a conscience when
you got pregnant? Bullshit. Y ou were a corporate bitch at Maher and you haven't changed, same asthat
tattoo. Y ou're not doing your job. Y ou don't give a shit about those Nike teenagers. Y ou're after me for
what | wouldn't give you eight years ago. Thisis personal .

Jennifer didn't think that was afair characterization. She was going to debate it. But then her cdllphone

rang.

83 Redemption

A lot of people were hurrying out of the mall, courtesy of Violet discharging afirearm. The Nike
Town was just up ahead, and Buy saw aman poke his head out and look at the people scurrying past.
Asahead, it was nothing to boast about. It looked like Buy felt.

From behind, Hack ydled, "Hey! Asshole!”

The man's face whipped around. Hack and Claire were by the escalators, waving their arms.



"John, you ugly prick! Hey!"

John stepped out of the store. He was dragging Kate with him. Buy's heart legpt. Kate's face was
streaked with dried tears. Just another minute, honey, hethought.

"What?' John cdled. "I can't hear you!" Hisfree hand dipped insgde hisjacket pocket.

Buy staggered up to him. Hisarm was bleeding profusdly. "Excuse me."

"Hey." John'sface wrinkled. "What the hell do you want?"

"Forgiveness," Buy said, and wrapped hisarms around him. "Kate, run!"

"What the fuck?' John said. Kate stared at him, frozen. Then she ran. Buy had never seen anything
more beautiful than her retreating back and bouncing hair. "Get off me!™

"Sorry," Buy gasped. "No can do."

"Let -- me-- go!" John dammed Buy againgt the Nike Town door, and helost dl hisair in arush.
John pulled back for another attempt. Buy suddenly redlized that the Nike Town door handles were long
meta swooshes, tapered to fine points. That was kind of dangerous, he thought. Someone could get hurt
onthose.

John dammed him backwards again. Buy heaved himsdlf to the left and swung John around. John hit
the door, and Buy lost hisgrip. Hefdl to the floor and coughed.

He almost expected to start feding John's business shoes connecting with hisribs. But not redlly. It
had been agood swing: avery good swing.

"Buy?"

"Every obgtacleis an opportunity,” Buy said. Hetried to laugh, but it came out as a hacking cough.

Blurry faces gppeared above him. " Somebody cal an anbulance! Call nine-one-one!”

"Use my American Express card,” Buy said. Hewasfull of witticisms; he couldn't stop.

"Buy, just Say Hill."

"Kate. Whereis--"

"I don't know if you want Kate to see this," Hack said. "Johnis... he's on the swoosh.”

"Please, | must see her." Hack started to leave. Buy grabbed him with his good hand. "Hack. Thank
you."
Hack looked embarrassed. "No problem.”

Buy closed his eyes. He was going to faint soon, and that wasn't good. There was something he had
to do first. He had to hold out.

"Buy! Buy!"

He opened his eyes. Everything was hazy: he couldn't see Kate properly. Then something wet fell on
hisface and heredized shewas crying.

"Hey. | will befine. Redlly."

"Areyou sure?'

"I'mredly sure.”

"Okay."

"Now, Kate..." Someone started wrapping something around Buy's arm. He felt dimly grateful, but it
was starting to hurt alot. "There's something | need you to do. It's very important. Y ou haveto do it
draight away. All right?*

"What?'

"Call your mother," he said, and passed ouit.

84 Procurance

Jennifer looked down at her pocket. Her cellphonetrilled again.
"Don't answer that," John said. "Just -- just dideit over here. Come on.”
She pulled out her phone.



"I'm serious! Drop the phone!” He was spraying spittle. "Don't fuck with me, Jen. I'll do it!"

She consdered. Then sheflipped open her phone. "Hello?!

"Mommy?'

A surge of emotion rocked her. She couldn't speak. Shelooked at John. "Hi, sweetie."

John dropped his phone and backed away, his pamsraised. "Okay, now, Jen, let's not do anything
rash." Hiseyesflicked from sdeto sde. "I think there may have been somekind of miscommunication...”

She gtarted walking toward him.

"Jen -- Jen! Listen to me. Let's not make any snap decisons! Let's not make any vaue judgments!”

He broke and ran. Jennifer legpt and caught hisjacket at the neck, swinging him into the guardrail. His
breath whooshed out of him and then she had him bent over therailing, staring down at the cars below.
She forced hisarm up his back.

"l wasn't going to hurt her! | siwear!”

Shewhispered, "Shélll be better off without afather likeyou."

"No! Jen, please!

"Liketheview? Want to seewhat | saw inamall like this one, when you killed a schoolgirl ?*

"No!"

"Y ou were wrong about me," she said. Shetook her arm off his neck. It felt better than she had
imagined. It was surprisingly satisfying. "John Nike, you are under arrest for the murder of Hayley
McDonald's and up to fourteen other people.”

"What? What?'

"Y ou will be held by the Government until the victim's families can commence prosecution against
you." She hauled him up and marched him toward the escal ators. He was a pain to move. His legs kept
dipping out from under him, asif he was drunk.

"You're arresting me? Areyou serious? | don't belong injail!"

"And yet," shesaid.

85 Completion

By the end of the flight, Jennifer felt ready to murder someone. She shifted and fidgeted; she glared a
theflight attendants.

"Shhh," Cavinsad. "Settle”

"A stopover in Auckland," shesad. "It'sunbelievable”

"Read the magazine," Cavin said. "Or watch the movie. They have computer games; why don't you
play one of those?"

"l want to get home."

"Y ou want meto ask if you can go up and meet the captain, look at the controls?'

Shelooked at him.

"Thirty-five more minutes," he said.

"All right,” shesaid. "All right." Calvin flicked through afew pages of hismagazine. After awhile, she
sad, "By theway..."

He looked up. "HMmM?"'

"It'sMadlibu Barbie. My tattoo. It's the product code for aMadibu Barbie."

Cavinblinked. "Redly?

"l wasthe Mattel account manager. Plus| lived in Mdibu. So | got the tattoo."

"Oh. Huh."

"Youthink it'sstupid.”

"No, no. Not at al."

"It wasvery hip a thetime."

"I'm sureit was."



Jennifer eyed him. "Y ou won't tdl anyonethis, right? It'salittle embarrassng.”
"Surething,” hesaid. "Y our secret is safe with me, Barbie doll."
"Please don't cdl me Barbiedall,” she said.

Jennifer deplaned feding like she'd been beaten, and walked down along white corridor where diding
doors opened onto amass of people. For asecond al she could see was ajumble of color. Then Kate
was running toward her. Her legs weakened.

"Mom!*

She dropped to her knees and Kate cannoned into her. Shefelt tiny arms around her neck. "Oh,
Kate!"

"l missed you."

"1 missed you, too, sweetheart." She closed her eyes. "'l love you so much.”

"l loveyou, too."

"Watch Mommy's shoulder,” she said. "Let me look at you. Wow! Buy must have taken good care of
you." Shelooked up, and there he was. He looked awkward. He smiled asif he were trying to stop
himsdlf.

"Hi."

"Come here," she said.

"Down there?'

"Yep."

Buy crouched and she hugged him, too. "Ow," he said.

"Watch Buy'sarm.”

"Oh! Sorry."

"It's okay."

She touched hisface. He looked like he wanted to kiss her, so she leaned forward and they kissed.
"Thank you so much," shewhispered. "Thank you--"

"It'sokay." He looked embarrassed. "I'm... happy to have you home."

"Me, too." Her voice was awhisper. She hugged them both astightly as she could. Kate's small hand
wrapped around her own. Jennifer's face pressed againgt Kate's hair, and itsfamiliar smell suddenly
squeezed a sob out of her. She cried for awhile, and nobody moved.

"Hdlo?"

"JmGE?'

"Whoisthis?'

"It's Jennifer Government.”

"Oh-—"

"Jm, I'm caling to tell you the Government has identified and located the perpetratorsin your case. I'll
be sending you my casefilein the next few days. Y ou should choose alegd firm so you can prosecute.”

"Y ou know... you know who killed Hayley?"

"y e

"Oh, God. Thank you -- thank you so much--"

"Y ou're welcome. Goodbye, Jm." She put down the phone.

Buy waslooking at her. "All done?'

"Yes'" shesad.

EPILOGUE

86 Rehabilitation



The woman flicked the pages of John's CV back and forward, back and forward. He forced himself
to wait. Hewas not going to lose his cool with thisinterviewer, no matter how much of a condescending,
tight-haired, natty-glasses-wearing bitch shewas.

Shelooked up. "Y ou were aNike Liaison?"

"Yep." He drummed hisfingerson histhigh.

"Wasn't there some trouble... wasn't Nike one of the main instigatorsin the--"

"Aw, that was such a beat-up.” John smiled. "Okay, yes, some people got alittle gung ho, but the rest
of uswerefar more cautious.”

"But you did work for US Alliance?"

"Not on that sde of things," John said. "l was moreinto cusomer promotions and thelike."

"l see," shesaid. "And thiswas... twelve years ago?”’

Heheld the smile. "That'sright.”

"And since then you've been..."

"Working on specid projects.”

"l see..." She stood and offered him her hand. "Well, thanks for your time, John. WEell bein touch.”

"That'sit?'

"y es"

He made himsdlf say: "Thank you for the opportunity. | redly appreciateit.”

She smiled. On hisway out, she said, "Have anice day, now." His hand tightened on the handle. His
vision flared white. He closed the door carefully and walked away.

For acity devoted to the automobile, Los Angeles wasn't offering John much in the way of cabs. In
fact, it wasn't offering him much, period. He regretted coming back here. He remembered this place as
being much cooler.

Hewalked adong Wilshire for ablock and ahaf before gaining a cab's atention. As he walked
toward it, aguy in asnappy suit emerged from arestaurant and strode forward.

"Hey!" John said. "Asshole! My cab!”

The suit turned. It was the Pepsi kid.

"Holy shit," John said.

The Peps kid -- not akid anymore, of course; he was as old as John had been -- grabbed his hand
and shook. "John! | amogt didn't recognize you! What are you doing here? Man, how long hasit been?"

"Hey, wow," John said, thinking: What was his name again?

"Geez, sorry, | didn't mean to steal your cab.”

"No..." Hewaved the apology away. Thiswas an opportunity, bumping into the Peps kid: ahuge
opportunity. "How've you been?'

"Gredt, just great. I'm VP. Sdles at PepsiCo now, did you hear?"

"No."

"Man, I'm so jazzed to see you out of jail. No placefor aguy like you. When did they let you out?’

"Two weeks ago."

"What agyp,” thekid said. "I still can't believe Nike wouldn't front for your defense. | mean, | know
why, but..."

"Those assholes-" He stopped himsdlf. "Anyway, I'm looking for ajob.”

"Hey! If you'rein need, Peps will take you in asecond. | meaniit.”

"Redly?’

"Y ou're the man, John. Just say theword."

John felt arush of genuine gratitude. The Peps kid had been agood friend, except for the end, and
that could be forgiven, couldn't it? Under the circumstances. "Pdl, I'll take anything with 'marketing
executive in thetitle. I'm getting crucified out here.”

Thekid'sfacefel. "Well, John, we couldn't put you in marketing.”

"What?'

"It'd be abad ideato put you a a customer interface. After... you know."



"So what kind of job are you talking about?*

"Weve got an opening in Credit, and | think something in Order Processing--"

"Credit?Y ou think I'm going to work in Accounts?'

"I'm trying to help you out, buddy."

"Hey!" the cabby cdled. " Someone getting in here or what?'

John jabbed at the kid's chest. "I'm an executive. | was this close to executing the greatest goddamn
business coup in higtory!"

"Yeah, well," the Peps kid said, "no offense, but close doesn't get the cigar, you know?"

"You little fuck,” John said.

"I haveto go. If youwant ajob, givemeacal.”

"One day, were going to finish what we started!" John shouted. "Nothing's changed, you know! One
day, were going to try thisagain, and win!"

"Maybe," thekid said, getting into the cab. "But not with you, John."
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