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Much ink has been spilled in recent years worrying about the erosion of privacy caused by
computers, but as the disquieting story that follows indicates, hold on—you ain't seennothing yet!

A man's eyelidstwitched asthe tiny skull and crossbonesicon flashed across hisretina screen. Uh-oh.
He blinked away the image and scowled at the office door. Thefeds. "Sit tight and pay attention,” he said
to the new kid gitting in the chair beside the desk.

"What's up?' New Kid leaned forward. But the door was already opening, the soft whisper asit did
aside areassurance that thiswas a high-end operation, that your money was being spent wisely. The
red-life, physica office, the expensive woolen carpet and real wood furniture echoed that reassurance.
No deazy, virtud private eye here... you were at the top of the ladder in ahard office.

Not that the suit cared. He took off his shades, dipped ‘em into the pocket of hisvery well made
businesstunic and fixed icy gray eyeson Aman'sface. If hedidn't like what he saw, he wastoo well
trained to let it show. "Mr. Boutros." The suit didn't offer his hand, sat down immediately in the chair
across from the desk. Cast New Kid asingle pointed glance. Jimi. Aman remembered hisname at |ast.
Raul'slatest, given to him to baby-sit and maybe eventrain.

"My assgtant.” Aman put findity in the tone. New Kid stays. He kept his body language relaxed and
apha, waited out the suit's evaluation of hisoptions. Inclined hishead at the suit's very dight nod. He had
won that round. Y ou won when you could. "How may | help you?'

The suit pulled asmal leather case from insgde histunic, dipped atiny data disk from it. Without aword,
Aman extended a port. Clientsdid not store their files on the net. Not if they were paying Search
Enginesfees. The disk clicked into place and Aman's desktop lit up. A man's head and shoulders
appeared in the holofield, turning dowly. Medium-dark, about twenty, mixed Euro/African and Hispanic
genes, Aman noted. About the same phenotype as New Kid—Jmi—ahistory of war, rape, and pillage



made flesh. The runner's scap gleamed naked, implanted with fiberlight gang-sign. Aman read it and
sighed, thinking of hisfight with Avi over hisfiberlights. Tattoo your palitical incorrectness on your body
for the cops, son. Just in case they don't notice you on their own. Stupid move, Avi. That hadn't been the
fina argument, but it had been damn close. Several data-file iconsfloated at the bottom of thefield. Food
preferences, clothing, personal services, sex. Aman nodded because the feds knew what he needed and
it would al be here. "Urgency?' he asked.

"High." The suit kept his eyes on the runner'slight-scribed profile.

Aman nodded. Jmi was getting tense. He didn't even haveto look at him —the kid wasradiating. Aman
touched the icon bubbles, opening the variousfiles, hoping Jmi would keep his mouth shut. Frowning,
because you never wanted the client to think it was going to be easy, he scanned the rough summary of
the runner's buying habits. Bingo. He put his credit where his politics were. Not a problem, thisone. He
was going to stand up and wave to get their attention. "Four days," he said. Start high and bargain. "Plus
or minus ten percent.”

"Twenty-four hours.” The suit'slips barely moved.

Interesting. Why this urgency? Aman shook his head. No kinky sex habits, no drugs, so they'd have to
depend on clothes and food. Legd-trade data filestook longer. "Three point five," hefinadly said. "With a
failure-exemption dlause.”

They sttled on forty-eight hours with no failure-exemption. "Ten percent bonusif you get himin less.”
The suit stood. For amoment he looked carefully and thoroughly at Jmi. Storing hisimagein the bioware
overlay hiskind had been enhanced with?If heran into Jmi on the street ahundred years from now he'd
remember him. Jmi had damn well better hope it didn't matter.

"They redly want thisguy." Jmi waited for the green light to come on over the door, telling them that the
suit hadn't |eft anything behind that might listen. "The runner'swearing Gaiist Sgn.”

No kidding. Aman knew that scrawl by heart.
"What did hedo?"

"How the hdll should | know?" Aman touched one of thefileicons, closing his eyes as his own bioware
downloaded and displayed on hisretina. That had been the find argument with Avi.

"Oh, so we just do what weretold, | getit." Jmi leaned back, propped a boot up on the corner of the
desktop. " Say yessir, no questions asked, huh? Who cares about the reason, as long as there's money?"

"He's government.” Aman blinked the display away, ignored Jmi's boot. Why in the name of everyone's
gods had Raul hired this wet-from-birth child? Well, he knew why. Aman eyed the kid's dender,
androgynous build. His boss had a thing for the African/Hispanic phenotype. Once, held kept it out of the
business. Aman suppressed asigh, wondering if the kid had figured it out yet. Why Raul had hired him.
"How much of the data-dredging that you do islegd?' He watched Jmi think about that. ™Y ou think
we're that good, huh? That nobody ever busts us? Thereisaways a price, kid, especialy for success.”

Jmi took hisfoot off the desktop. " The whole crackdown on the Gaiigtsisjust crap. A bread-and-circus
move because the North American Alliance..."

Aman held up ahand. "Good thing you don't writeit on your head inlight,” he said mildly. "Just don't talk
politicswith Raul.”

Jmi flushed. " So how come you let him back you down from four days? An Xuyen is dready backed up



with the Ferrogers search.”

"Wewon't need Xuyen." Aman nodded at theicons. "Our runner isorganic. Vegan. Artisan craft only, in
clothesand persond items. Y ou could find him dl by yoursdlf in about four hours."

"But if he's buying farm-raised and hand-made?' Jmi frowned. "No universal tags on those."

Aman promised himself atalk with Raul, but it probably wouldn't change anything. Not until he got tired
of thisone, anyway. "Get red." He got up and crossed to the small nondescript desktop at the back of
the office, camouflaged by an expensive Japanese shoji screen. Thiswasthe real workspace. Everything
else was stage-prop, meant to impress clients. ™Y ou sdll stuff without a u-tag and you suddenly find you
can't get alicense, or your E. coli count istoo high for an organic permit, or your handspinning operation
might possibly be afront for drug smugglers” Helaughed. "Everything hasau-tag init." Which wasn't
quite true, but knowledge was power. Jmi didn't have any claim on power yet. Not for free.

"Okay." Jmi shrugged. "I'll seeif | can beat your four hours. Start with sex?”
"He'snot abuyer. I'll doit.”
"How come?' Jmi bristled. "lan't it too easy for you? If even | candoit?!

Aman hesitated, because he wasn't really sure himsdlf. "1 just am." He sat down at hisworkdesk as Jimi
stomped out. Brought up his secure field and transferred thefilesto it. The runner got his sex for free or
not at al, so no point in searching that. Food was next on theimmediacy list. Aman opened his persona
searchware and fed the runner's 1D chipprint into it. He wasn't wearing hisID chip any more, or the suit
wouldn't have showed up here. Nobody had figured out yet how to make a birth-implanted 1D chip
redlly permanent. Although they kept trying. Aman's Al stretched its thousand thousand fingersinto the
datasphere and started hitting al the retail datapools. Illegd, of course, and retail purchase datawas
money in the bank, so it waswell protected, but if you were willing to pay, you could buy from the
people who were better than the people who created the protection. Search Engine, Inc. waswilling to

pay.

Sure enough, forsde.data had the kid's profile. They were the biggest. Most of the retailersfed directly to
them. Aman pulled the runner's raw consumables data. Forsale profiled, but his Al synthesized a profile
to fit the specific operation. Aman waited the thirty secondswhile his Al digested the raw dates,

amounts, prices of every consumable item the runner had purchased from thefirst credit he spent at a
store to the day he paid to have aback-alley cutter remove hisID chip. Every orange, every stick of
gum, every bottle of beer carried an RNA signature and every purchase went into thefile that had
opened the day the runner was bom and the persond 1D chip implanted.

The Al finished. The runner was his son's age. Mid-twenties. He looked younger. Testament to the
powers of his vegetarian and organic diet? Aman smiled sourly. Avi would appreciate that. That had
been an early fight and a continuing excuse when his son needed one. Aman scanned the grocery profile.
It had amazed him, when hefirgt got into thisfield, how much food reflected each person'slife and
philosophy. Asachild, the runner had esten a"typical” North American diet with ashort list of persond
specifics that Aman skipped. He had become a Gaiist a nineteen. The break was clear in the profile,
with the sudden and dramatic shift of purchasesfrom animad proteinsto fish and then vegetable proteins
only. Alcohol purchasesflat-lined, dthough marijuana productstripled, as did wild-harvest halucinogenic
mushrooms. As he expected, theillega drug purchase history revealed little. The random nature of his
purchases suggested that he bought the drugs for someone else or a party event rather than for regular
personal consumption. No long-term addictive pattern.

A brief, steady purchaserate of anillega psychotropic, coupled with an increasein food purchase



volume suggested alover or live-in friend with an addiction problem, however. The sudden drop-off
suggested a break up. Or adeath. The food purchases declined in pardlel. On awhim, because he had
time to spare, Aman had his Al correlate the drop off of the drug purchases to the newsmedia database
for Northwestern North America, the region where the drug purchases were made. Bingo. A
twenty-year-old woman had died within eighteen hours of the last drug purchase. Hislover? Dead from
an overdose? Aman's eyes narrowed. The cause of desth was listed as heart failure, but his Al had

flaggedit.
"Continue." He waited out the seconds of his AFs contemplation.

Insufficient data, it murmured in its androgynous voice. Continue? Aman hesitated because searches
like this cost money, and the connection was wesk, if there at al. "Continue." No red reason, but he had
learned long ago to follow his hunches.

Hewasthe last one out of the office, as usua. The receptionist said good night to him as he crossed the
plush reception area, her smile asfresh asit had been just after dawn this morning. Asthe door locked
behind him, she turned off. Redl furniture and rugs meant money and position. Red people meant security
risks. The night watchman —another holographic metaphor—wished him good night as he crossed the
small lobby. Koi swam in the holographic pond surrounded by blooming orchids. Huge vases of flowers
—liliestoday—graced small tables againgt the wall. The display company had even included scent with
the holos. The fragrance of liliesfollowed Aman out onto the street. He took a pedd taxi home, grateful
that for once, the small wiry woman on the seat wasn't interested in conversation as she leaned on the
handlebars and pumped them through the evening crush in the streets.

He couldn't get the suit out of his head tonight. Jmi wasright. The Galists were harmless,

back-to-the-land types. The feds wanted thiskid for something other than his politics, although that might
be the media reason. Absently, Aman watched the woman's muscular back as she pumped them past
street vendors hawking food, toys, and lega drugs, awash in ariver of grolling, eating, buying people. He
didn't ask "why" much any more. Sweet dicked the driver'stawny skin like oil. Maybe it was because the
runner was the same age as Avi and aGaiist aswell. Aman reached over to tap the bell and before the
slvery chime had died, the driver had swerved to the curb. She flashed him agrin at thetip ashe
thumbprinted her reader, then she sped off into the flow of taxis and scooters that clogged the street.

Aman ducked into thelittle grocery on hisblock, enjoying therdlief of its nearly empty aidesthistime of
night. He grabbed a plastic basket from the stack by the door and started down the aisles. You opened
the last orange juice today, the store's mgjor-domo spoke to him in asoft, maternal voice as he strode
past the freezer cases. True. The store's magjor-domo had scanned his D chip as he entered, then
uplinked to smartshopper.net, the inventory control company he subscribed to. It had searched his
persona inventory fileto seeif he needed orange juice and the mgor-domo had reminded him. He
tossed a pouch of frozen juice into his basket. The price displayed on the basket handle, arunning total
that grew dowly as he added a couple of frozen dinners and a packaged salad. The Willamette
Vineyard's Pinot Grisis on sale this week. The mgor-domo here at the wine aide used arich, mae
voice. Three dollars off. That was hisfavorite white. He bought a bottle, and made hisway to the
checkout gate to thumbprint the total waiting for him on the screen.

"Don't we makeit easy?"
Aman looked to up find Jmi lounging at the end of the checkout kiosks.
"Y ou following me?* Aman loaded his groceriesinto a plastic bag. "Or isthis agenuine coincidence?!

"I live about ablock from your gpartment.” Jmi shrugged. "'l dways shop here." He hefted hisown



plagtic bag. "Buy you adrink?'

"Sure," Aman said, to atone for not bothering to know where the newbie lived. They sat down at one of
the sdewalk tables next to the grocery, anidand of stillnessin the flowing river of humanity.

"The usua?' the table asked politely. They both said yes, and Aman wondered what Jmi's usual was.
And redized Jmi was aready drunk. Hiseyes glittered and athin film of swest gleamed on hisface.

Not usua behavior. Hed looked over the intoxicant profiles himself when they were considering
applicants. Aman sat back as a petite woman set aglass of stout in front of him and amango margaritain
front of Jmi. Aman sipped creamy foam and bitter beer, watched Jmi down athird of hisdrink in one
long swdlow. "What'stroubling you?"

"You profiledl thetime?' Jmi set the glass down alittle too hard. Orange durry doshed over the Sde,
crystas of sat diding down the curved bowl of the oversized glass. "Doesit ever get to you?'

"Doeswhét get to me?’
"That suit owned you." Jmi stared a him. "That'swhat you told me."

"They just think they do." Aman kept his expression neutra as he Sipped more beer. "Think of it asa
trade.

"They're gonnacrucify that guy, right? Or whack him. No fuss, no muss.”
"The government doesn't assassinate people,” Aman said mildly.
"Likehel. Notin public, that'sfor sure.”

Weéll, theindication had been there in Jmi's profile. He had been reading the fringe e-zinesfor along
time, and had belonged to a couple of politica action groups that were on the "yelow" list from the
government. .. not quitein the red zone, but close. But the best profilers came from the fringe. You
learned early to evauate people well, when you had to worry about betrayal.

"I guess| just thought | was working for the good guys, you know? Some asshole crook, abad dedler,
maybe the jerks who dump their kids on the public. But this..." Heemptied hisglass. "Ancther.” He
banged the glass down on the table.

You have exceeded the legal limit for operating machinery, thetable informed himin aswedt,
motherly voice. | will call you a cab if you wish. Just let me know. A moment later, the server set his
fresh margaritadown in front of him and whisked away hisempty.

"Privacy, what ajoke." Jmi stared at hisdrink, words durring just abit. "1 bet theres arecord of my
dumpsin some data-base or other."

"Maybe how many timesyou flush."

"Ha-ha" Jmi looked at him blegrily, the booze hitting him hard and fast now. "When d'you stop asking
why?Huh? Or did you ever ask?"

"Comeon." Aman stood up. "I'll walk you home. Y ou're going to fall down."

"I'm not that drunk," Jmi said, but he stood up. Aman caught him ashe swayed. "Guess| am.” Jmi
laughed loudly enough to make headsturn. "Guess | should get used to it, huh? Like you."

"Let'sgo." Aman moved him, not al that gently. "Tell me wherewe're going.”



"Wé_)'
"Just give me your damn address."

Jmi recited the number, sulky and childlike again, sumbling and lurching in spite of Aman's steedying
arm. It was one of the chegp and trendy |oft towers that had sprouted as the neighborhood got popular.
Jmi was only on the sixth floor, not high enough for apricey view. Not on hissdary. The door unlocked
and lights glowed as the unit scanned Jmi's chip and let them in. Music came on, aretro-punk nostalgia
band that Aman recognized. A cat padded over and eyed them greenly, itsgolden fur just a bit ratty. It
wasred, Aman redized with agtart. Jmi had paid a hefty fee to keep aflesh-and-blood animd in the
unit.

"l got to throw up," Jmi mumbled, hiseyeswide. They madeit to thetiny bathroom... barely.
Afterward, Aman put him to bed on the pull-out couch that served as bed in the single loft room. Jmi
passed out as soon as he hit the pillow. Aman left awastebasket beside the couch and a big glass of
water with a couple of old-fashioned aspirin on the low table besideit. The cat stalked him, glaring
accusingly, so he rummaged in the cupboards of the tiny kitchenette, found cat food pouches, and
emptied one onto aplate. Set it on the floor. The cat stalked over, itstail intheair.

It would bein the database, that Jmi owned a cat. And tonight's bender would be added to hisintoxicant
profile, the purchase of the margaritastallied neetly, flagged because thiswasn't usud behavior. If his
productivity tarted to fal off, Raul would look at that profilefirst. Hed find tonight's drunk.

"HW_"

Aman paused at the door, looked back. Jimi had pushed himself up on one elbow, eyes blurry with
booze.

"Thanks... fr feeding him. I'm not... adrunk. But you know that, right?"
"Yegh," Aman sad. "l know that."

"I knew him. Today. Daren. We were friends. Kids together, y'know? Were you ever akid? Suit's
gonnakill him. You cd tell." Tearslesked from the comers of hiseyes. "How come? Y ou didn't even
ask. You didn't even ask meif | knew him."

Damn. Hed never even thought of looking for a connection there. "I'm sorry, Jmi," Aman said gently.
But Jmi had passed out again, head hanging over the edge of the sofa. Aman sighed and retraced his
steps, settling the kid on the cushions again. Bad break for the kid. He stared down a Jimi's unconscious
sprawl on the couch-bed. Why? Didn't matter. The suit wouldn't have told them the truth. But Imi was
right. He should have asked. He thought about today's profile of the runner, that break where he had
changed what he ate, what he wore, what he spent his money on. Y ou could see the break. What
motivated it... that you could only guess &.

What would Avi's profilelook like?
No way to know. Avi's break had been a back cuitter.
Aman closed the door and listened to the unit lock it behind him.

He carried his groceries the few scant blocks to his own modest condo tower. No music came on with
thelights. No cat, just Danish furniture and an antique Afghani carpet knotted by the childhood fingers of
women who were long dead now. He put the food away, stuck ameal in the microwave, and thought
about pouring himself another beer. But the stout held drunk with Jmi buzzed in hisblood like



street-grade amphetamine. He smiled crookedly, thinking of his grandfather, adevout man of Idam, and
his lectures about the demon's blood, alcohal. It felt like demon's blood tonight. The microwave chimed.
Aman set the steaming tray on the counter to cool, sat down cross-legged on the faded wool patterns of
crimson and blue, and blinked his bioware open.

His Al had been working on the profile. It presented him with five options. Aman settled down to review
the runner's profilefirst. It wasn't dl amatter of data. Y ou could buy a search Al, and if that was dl there
wasto it, Search Engine Inc. wouldn't bein business. Intuition mattered —the ability to look beyond the
numbers and sense the person behind them. Aman ran through the purchases, the candy bars, the vid
downloads for the lonely times, the gifts that evoked the misty presence of the girlfriend, the hope of love
expressed in single, cloned roses, in Belgian chocolate, and ticketsin pairs. They came and went, three of
them for sure. He worried about hisweight, or maybe just his musclesfor awhile, buying gym time and
Specid foods.

Someone died. Aman noted the paymentsfor flowers, the crematorium, aspikein acohol purchasesfor
about three months. And then... the break. Curious, Aman opened ancther file from the download the
suit had given him, read the stats. Daren had been a contract birth—the new way for men to have
children. Mom had |eft for a career as an engineer on one of the orbita platforms. Nanny, private schoal.
The flowers had been for Dad, dead at 54 from abrain aneurysm.

He had joined the Gaiists after hisfather had died.
Unlike Avi, who hadn't waited.

Aman looked again &t thefive profilesthe Al had presented. All festured organic, wild harvest, natural
fiber purchasing profiles. Three were il local. One had recently arrived in Montredl, another in the
Confederacy of South America, in the state of Brazil. Aman scanned the data. That one. He selected one
of theloca trio. The purchases clustered northeast of the city in an areathat had been upscale suburb
once, was asgudid cash-worker settlement now. He was walking. Couldn't use mass transit without a
chip and didn't have accessto avehicle, clearly. Naive. Aman let his bresth out dowly. Frightened. A
little kid with his head under the sofa cushions, thinking he wasinvisible that way. He wondered
sometimesif he could find Avi. It would be achdlenge. His son knew how he worked. He knew how to
redly hide.

Aman had never looked.

Onawhim, he cdled up the Al's flag from his earlier search. It had flagged the woman who had died,
who had probably been alive-in friend or lover. Thistime, the Al presented him with clustered drug
overdose desths during the past five years. A glowing question mark tagged the data, crimson, which
meant a continuation would take him into secure and unauthorized data. Pursue it? He dmost said no.
"All right, Jmi." He touched the blood-colored question mark. "Continue." It vanished. Searching secure
government data files was going to cost. He hoped he could come up with areason for Raul, if he caught
it.

Hislegs wanted to cramp when Aman finaly blinked out of hisbioware and got iffly to hisfeet. The Al
hadn't yet finished its search of the DEA datafiles. The medl tray on the counter was cold and it was well
past midnight. He stuck thetray in thetiny fridge and threw himsdf down on the low couch. Like Jmi,
but not drunk on margaritas.

In the morning, he messaged Raul that he wasn't feding well and asked if he should comein. As
expected, Raul told him no way, go get a screen before you come back. Y ou could count on Raul with
his paranoia about bioterrorism.



It wasn't entirely alie. Hewasn't feding well. Well covered alot of turf. The Al had nothing for him on
the overdose cluster it had flagged and that bothered him. There wasn't alot of security that could stop it.
He emailed Jmi, telling him to work on the Sauza search on his own and attaching a couple of
non-secure files that would give him something he could handle in what would surdly be afuzzy and
hungover state of mind. He found the clothes he needed at the back of his closet, an old, worn tunic-shirt
and agrease-stained pair of jeans. He put on apair of scuffed and worn out boots hed found in acity
recycle center years ago, then caught a ped-cab to the light rail and took the northeast run. He paid cash
to thewary driver and used it to buy aone-way entry to thelight rail. Not that cash hid his movements.
He smiled grimly as he found a seat. His ped-cab and light rail use had been recorded by citizen.net, the
data company favored by most transportation systems. It would just take someone afew minuteslonger
to find out where he had gone today.

City ran out abruptly in the Belt, ano-mans-land of abandoned warehouses and the sagging shells of
houses inhabited by squatters, the chiplessbilge of society. Smdl patches of cultivation suggested an
order to the squdid chaos. Asthe train rocketed above the sagging roofs and scrubby brush that had
taken over, he caught abrief sngpshot glimpse of around-faced girl peering up a him from beneath a
towering fountain of rose canesthick with bright pink blossoms. Her shift, surprisingly clean and bright,
matched the color of the roses perfectly and she waved suddenly and wildly asthe train whisked Aman
past. He craned his neck to see her, but the curve of the track hid her instantly.

At his stop, he stepped out with a scant handful of passengers, women mostly and a couple of men,
returning from anight of cleaning or doing custom handwork for the upscale clothiers. None of them
looked at him asthey plodded across the bare and dirty concrete of the platform, but a sense of
observation prickled the back of hisneck.

Why would anyone be following him? But Aman loitered to examine the melon dices and early gpples
hawked by a couple of bored boys at the end of the platform. He haggled a bit, then spun around and
walked quickly away—which earned him someinventive epithets from the taler of the boys. No sign of a
shadow. Aman shrugged and decided on nerves. His AFslack of follow-up data bothered him more with
every passing minute. The risng sun aready burned the back of his neck as he stepped off the platform
and into the Street.

The houses here were old, roofs sagging or covered with cheap plastic siding, textured to ook like wood
and lapped to shed rain. It was more prosperous than the no-man's-land belt around the city center, but
not by much. Vegetables grew in most of thetiny yards, downspouts fed hand-dug cisternsand small,
semi-legal stands offered vegetables, home-made fruit drinks, snacks, and various services—much like
the street vendors on his block, but out here, the customers came to the vendors and not the other way
around.

He paused at a clean-looking stand built in what had been a parking strip, and bought a glass of
vegetablejuice, madein front of hiseyesin an antique blender. The woman washed the vegetablesin a
bucket of muddy water before she chopped them into the blender, but he smelled chlorine as he leaned
casudly on the counter. Safe enough. His vaccinations were up to date, so he took the glass without
hesitation and drank the spicy, basil-flavored stuff. He didn't like basil particularly, but the smiled at her.
"Has Daren been by today?' He hazarded the runner's red name on the wild chance that he wastoo
naive to have used afake. "He was supposed to meet me here. Bet he overdept.”

Her face relaxed a bit, her smile more genuine. "Of course.” She shrugged, relaxing. "Doesn't he always?
| usudly see him later on. Like noon." And shelaughed afamiliar and comfortable "we're dl friends'
laughter.

Hewas using hisreal name. Aman sipped some more of the juice, wanting to shake his head. Little kid



with his head under the friendly sofa cushions. A figure emerged from asmall, square block of ahouse
nearly invisible beneath ahuge tangle of kiwi and kudzu vines and headed their way, walking briskly, his
hand-woven, natural-dyed tunic as noticeable as a bright balloon on this street. Loose drawstring pants
woven of some tan fiber and the string of carved beads around his neck might as well have been aneon
arrow pointing. "Ha, there heis," Aman said, and the woman's glance and smile confirmed his guess.
Aman waited until the runner's eyes were starting to siweep hisway, then stepped quickly forward.
"Daren, it'sbeen forever." He threw hisarmsaround the kid, hugging him like along-lost brother, doing a
quick cheek-kissthat allowed him to hissinto the shocked kid's ear, "Act like we're old friends and
maybe the feds wont get you. Don't blow this."

The kid stiffened, panic tensing al his muscles, fear siweat sour in Aman's nogtrils. For afew seconds, the
kid thought it over. Then hismusclesrelaxed dl at once, so much so that Aman's handstightened
inginctively on hisarms. He started to tremble.

"Comeon. Let'stakeawak,” Aman said. "I'm not here to bust you.”
"Let meget somejuice..."

"No." Aman'sthumb dug into the nerve plexusin his shoulder and the kid gasped. "Walk." Hetwisted the
kid around and propelled him down the street, away from the little juice kiosk, his body language
suggesting two old friends out strolling, his arm companionably over the kid's shoulder, hiding thekid's
tension with his own body, thumb exerting just enough pressure on the nerve to remind the kid to behave.
"You areleaving atrail ablind infant could follow," he said conversationaly, felt the kid'sjerk of reaction.

"I'm not chipped." Angry bravado tone.

"Y ou don't need to be chipped. That just dows the search down afew hours. Y ou went straight from the
hack-doc to here, walked through the Belt because you couldn't take therail, you buy juice at this stand
every day, and you bought those pants two blocks up the street, from the lady who sdlls clothes out of
her living room. Want meto tell you what had for dinner last night, too?"

"Oh, Goddess," he breathed.
"Spare me." Aman sighed. "Why do they want you?Y ou blow something up? Plant avirus?'

"Not us. Not the Galigts." Hejerked free of Aman's grip with surprisng strength, fists clenched. "That's
dl alie. | don't know why they want me. Y eah, they're claiming bioterrorism, but | didn't doit. There
wasn't any virus released where they said it happened. How can they do that? Just make something up?'
Hisvoice had gone shrill. "They have to have proof and they don't have any proof. Becauseit didn't

He sounded so much like Avi that Aman had to look away. "They just madeit dl up, huh?' He made his
voice harsh, unbdieving.

"l... guess." Thekid looked down, hislip trembling. Y eah, it sounds crazy, huh?| just don't get why.
Why me?1| don't even do protedts. | just... try to save what's|eft to save.”

"Tdl meabout your girlfriend.”
"Who?" Heblinked at Aman, his eyes wet with tears.
"Theonewho died."

"Oh. Reyna." Helooked down, his expression ingtantly sad. "She really wanted to kick ‘em. The drugs. |



tried to help her. Shejud... shejust had so much fear insde. | guess... the drugs were the only thing that
redly helped thefear. 1... | redly tried."

"So shekilled hersdf?'

"Oh, no." Daren looked up at him, shocked. "She didn't want to die. She just didn't want to be afraid.
Shedid theusud hit that morning. | guess... the guy she bought from —he called himsdlf Skinjack—I
guess hedidn't cut the stuff right. She ODed. ... went looking for him." Daren flushed. "I told mysdif |
was going to beat him up. | guess... maybe | wanted to kill him. Because she was getting better. She
would have madeit." He drew ashaky bregath. "He just disappeared. The son of abitch. | kept looking
for him but... hewasjust gone. Maybe he ODed, too," he added bitterly. "I sure hope s0."

All of asudden, it clicked into place. Thewhole picture.
Why.

They had reached an empty lot. Someone was growing grapesin it and asthey reached the end of the
rows, sudden movement in the shadows caught Aman'seye. Too late. He was so busy sorting it al out,
he'd stopped paying attention. The figure stepped out of the leaf shadows, asmall, ugly gunin his hand.

"l wasright." Jmi'seyesglittered. "Didn't think | was smart enough to track you, huh?I'm stupid, | know,
but not that stupid.”

"Actualy, | thought you'd be too hung over." Aman spread his hands carefully. 1 think were on the same
sde here, and | think we need to get out of here now."

"Shut up,” Jmi said evenly, stepping closer, icy with threat. " Just shut up.”
"Jmi?" Daren pushed forward, confused. "Goddess, | haven't seen you... what are you doing?"

"Hefound you," Jmi said between histeeth. "For thefeds. Y ou're not hiding very well, Daren, you idiot.
Everything you buy has adamn tag on it. He looked up your buying habits and picked you out of the
crowd, just like that. He laughed about how easy it was. Y ou were too easy for him to even givethe job
to anewbielikeme" Jmi'seyesburnedinto thekid's. "You got to..."

Aman shifted hisweight infinitesmally, made atiny, quick move with hisleft hand, just enough to catch
Jmi'seye. Imi swung right, eyestracking, gun muzzle following his eyes. Aman grabbed Jmi's gun hand
with hisright hand, twisted, heard a sngp. With acry Jmi let go of the gun and Aman snatched it from the
air, just as Daren tackled him, grabbing for the weapon. The hissing snap of agas-powered gunshot
ripped theair. Again. Aman tensed, everything happening in dow motion now. No pain. Why no pain?
Hot wetness spattered his face and Jmi sprawled backward into the grape leaves, arms and legs jerking.
Aman rolled, shrugging Daren off asif he weighed nothing, seeing the suit now, three meters away, aming
a Daren.

Aman fired. It was awild shot, acrazy shot, thekind you did in sm-training sessions and knew you'd
never pull off for red.

The suit went down.

Aman tried to scramble to hisfeet, but things weren't working right. After awhile, Daren hauled him the
rest of the way up. White ringed his eyes and he looked ready to pass out from shock.

"He'sdead. Jmi. And the other guy.” He clung to Aman, asif Aman was supporting him and not the
other way around. " Goddess, you're bleeding.”



"Enough with Goddess dready.” Aman watched red dropsfall from hisfingertips. Hisleft arm was numb,
but that wouldn't last.

"Why?What inthe... what the hdl isgoing on here?' Hisfingersdug into Aman'sarm.
"Thank you." Hell was about right. "We need to get out of here. Do you know the neighborhood?!

"Yes. Sort of. Thisway." Daren started through the grapes, his arm around Aman. "'I'm supposed to
meet... aride. Thisafternoon. A rideto..." He gave Aman asideways, worried look. "Another place.”

"Y ou're gonnahaveto learn somethings..." Aman had to catch his breath. "Or you're gonna bring the
suitsright after you." After that he stopped talking. The numbness was wearing off. Once, years and
years ago, he had worked as private security, licensed for |letha force, paying hisway though school. A
burglar shot him one night.

It hurt worse than he remembered, like white-hot spears digging into his shoulder and side with every
step. He disconnected himsalf from hisbody after awhile, let it deal with the pain. He wondered about
Jmi's cat. Who would take care of it? Raul would be pissed, he thought dreamily. Not about Jmi. Raul
had no trouble finding Jmisin theworld. But Aman was alot better than Raul. Better even than An
Xuyen, athough Xuyen didn't think so. Raul would be pissed.

He blinked back to the world of hot afternoon and found himself sitting in dim light, his back against
something solid.

"Man, you were out on your feet." The kid squatted beside him, streaked with swest, drying blood, and
gray dust, hisface gaunt with exhaugtion and fear. Daren, not Jmi. Jmi was dead.

"I don't have any first aid Stuff, but it doesn't look like you're bleeding too much anymore. Water?' He
handed Aman aplastic bottle. "It's okay. It'sfrom a clean spring.”

Aman didn't redlly care, would have drunk from a puddle. Theruins of an old house surrounded them.
The front had fallen —or been torn—completely off, but athick curtain of kudzu vine shrouded the
gpace. Old campfire scars blackened the rotting wooden floor. The Belt, he figured. Edge of it, anyway.

"What happened?' Daren's voice trembled. "Why did he shoot Jimi? Who was he? Who are you?'
Thewater helped. "What sent you to get hacked?' Aman asked.

"Someone searched my apartment.” Thekid looked away. " found... abuginmy car. I'm... good a
finding those. I... told some of my... friends... and they said go invisible. It didn't matter if I'd done
anything or not. They wereright." Hisvoice trembled. "I'd never do what they said | did."

"They know you didn't do anything." Aman closed his eyes and leaned back againgt the broken
plasterboard of the ruined wall. Pain thudded through his shoulder with every best of hisheart. "It'sthe
guy who killed your girlfriend."

"Why? | never hurt him. | never evenfound him..."
"Y ou looked for him," Aman mumbled. "That scared 'em.”
The kid'sblank silence forced his eyes open.

"I'm guessing thelocal government isrunning alittle... drug eradication program by eiminating the
market/' he said heavily. Explaining to achild. "They cut aded with the street connections and probably



handed them ashipment of ... atered... Suff to put into the pipeline. Sudden big drop in users.”
"Poisoned?’ Daren whispered. "On purpose?’

"Nasty, huh? Election coming up. Numbers count. And who looks twice at an OD in a confirmed user?"'
Aman kept seeing Jmi's childlike curl on the couch, the cat regarding him patiently. Couldn't makeit go
away. "Maybe they thought you had proof. Maybe they figured you'd guessand tell your... friends. They
might makeit public." He sarted to shrug... sucked in aquick breath. Mistake. Waited for the world to
steady again. "l should have guessed. .. the suit would know about Jmi. Would betalling him." That was
why thelong look in the office. Memory impression so the suit could spot him in acrowd. 1 figured it out
just too late." Hisfault, Jmi's death. "How soon are your people going to pick you up?'

"Soon. | think." The kid was staring at the ground, looked up suddenly. "How come you came after me?
To arest me?"

"Ligten." Aman pushed himself Sraighter, gritted histeeth until the pain eased abit. "'l told you youre
leaving atrall likeaneon dgn. You listen hard. Y ou got to think about what you buy ... food, clothes,
toothpaste, okay?' He stared into the kid's uncomprehending face, willing himto get it. "It'sal tagged,
evenif they say it'snot. Don't doubt it. I'm telling you truth here, okay?"

Thekid closed his mouth, nodded.

"Y ou don't buy exactly the opposite—that'satrail we can follow, too —but you buy random. Maybe
vegan Stuff thistime, maybe apair of synth-lesther pants off the rack at abig chain next purchase.
Something you'd never spend cash on. Not even before you become a Gaiigt, got it? Y ou think about
what you redlly want to buy. Thefood. The clothes. The snacks, toys, services. And you only buy them
every fifth purchase, then every fourth, then every seventh. Got it? Random. Y ou do that, buy stuff you
don't want, randomly, and without a chip, you won't make aclear track. Y ou'll be so far down on the
profile that the searcher won't take you serioudly.

"I've been buying in the Belt," the kid protested.
"Doesn't matter." He had explained why to Jmi. Couldn't do it again. Didn't have the strength. Let his

eyes droop closed.

"Hey." Thekid's voice cameto him from along way away. "l got to know. How come you came after
me? To tell me how to hide from you?Y ou redly want meto believe that?"

"l don't careif you do or not." Aman struggled to open his eyes, stared into the blurry green light filtering
through the kudzu curtain. "I'm... not sure how come | followed you." Maybe because he hadn't asked
why and Jimi had. Maybe because Avi had been right and the job had changed him after all.

"But why?You acloset Gaig?"
Aman wanted to laugh at that, but he didn't. It would hurt too much.

Voicesfiltered through nightmares full of teeth. People talking. No more green light, so it must be dmost
dark. Or maybe he was dying. Hard to tell. Footsteps scuffed and the kid's face swam into view, Jmi's at
first, morphing into the other kid... Daren. Hetried to say the name but his mouth wastoo dry.

"WEe're gonnadrop you at an emergency clinic." Daren leaned close, hiseyesanxious. "But... well, |
thought maybe. .. you want to go with us?| mean... they're going to find out you killed that fed guy,
right?Youll go to prison.”

Y es, they would find out. But he knew how it worked. They'd hold the evidence and the case open. No



reason to risk pointing some investigative reporter toward the little dope deal they'd been covering up.
They'd have expectations, and hed meet them, and Jimi's death would turn out to have been another
nasty little killing in the Belt. He could adopt Jmi's cat. No harm done. Just between us.

"I'll comewith you," he croaked. "Y ou could use some hep with your invisibility. And | havethetrack to
the proof you need... about that drug deal. Make the dection interesting.” Wasn't pleading. Not that.
Trade.

"Y ou can't come chipped.” A woman looked over Daren's shoulder, Hispanic, ice cold, with an air that
said shewasin charge. "And we got to go now."

"I know." At least the chip wasin hisgood shoulder.

Shedidit, using atiny laser scapel with a deft surenessthat suggested med school or evenan MD. And
it hurt, but not alot compared to the glowing cods of painin hisleft arm and then they wereloading him
into the back of avehicleand it wasfully dark outside.

Hewasinvisble. Right now. He no longer existed in the eectronic redity of the city. If he madeit back
to his gpartment, it wouldn't let him in. The corner store wouldn't take his card or even cash. He felt
naked. No, hefdt asif he no longer existed. Death wasn't as complete as this. Wondered if Avi had felt
likethat at first. | probably could have found him, he thought. If I'd had the gutsto try.

"I'm glad you're coming with us." Daren sat beside him asthe truck or whatever it was rocked and
bucked over broken pavement toward the nearest clear Street. "L ea says you probably won't die.”

“I'mthrilled."
"Maybe we can use the drug stuff to influence the éection, get someone honest elected.”
Hewas as bad as Jimi, Aman thought. But... why not hope?

"Youll like the head of our order,” Daren said thoughtfully. "He's not awhole ot older than me, but he's
great. Redly brilliant and he cares about every person in the order. She redlly mattersto him... the Earth,
| mean. Avi will redly welcomeyou.”

Avi.
Aman closed hiseyes.

"Hey, you okay?" Daren had him by the shoulders. "Don't die now, not after al this" He sounded
panicky.

"I won't,” Aman whispered. He managed atiny laugh that didn't hurt too bad.
Maybeit hadn't been thefind fight after all.
Could amost make him believein Avi's Goddess. Almost.

"Y our head of the order sucksat hiding," he whispered. And fainted.



