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Chapter One

A siren screamed somewhere on the streets bel ow, then faded, and Casper Beech tried hard not to take
it asan evil omen.

After dl, whoneeded evil omensto know hewasfacing disaster? Any time he got caled in to seethe
boss, ithad to be bad news. Casper's entire life had been an ongoing demongtration of just how horrible
the alleged Chinese curse, “May you come to the attention of peoplein high places,” could be.

He supposed it had been bad enough even in the old days, before the perpetud Crisis, before
everything, asthe propaganda put it, had been made more efficient to meet the economic and geopolitical
chalenges of the twenty-first century. Now, though, when al the peoplein high places, al the bosses,



were working together, it was hell. Any time he had to talk to the boss, any boss, hislife got worse.
But maybe thistimeit wouldn't betoo bad.

He hesitated in the doorway of the cubicle, peering in. “Y ou wanted to see me, Mr. Quinones?’ he
asked.

Quinoneslooked up at him, smiled, then leaned back in his chair. The chair did not squesk, as Casper's
would have, but Sghed faintly as the cushion reshaped itsalf under hisweight. Behind Quinonesthe
towers of Center City Philadelphiawere visible through the broad expanse of window, towers that
formed a panorama of glass and concrete glittering in the sun. A vapor trail straggled acrossthe sky

abovethe gleaming skyline,

"Ah, yes, Casper,” Quinones said. “Please, comein and have a seat.”

Casper entered, hisfeet silent on the thick carpet, and nervoudy perched himself on the hard edge of a
handy chair.

Quinones leaned forward again, and pulled at a hardcopy folder on his desk. His screens were folded
down out of sight, as usual—he was fond of saying that hiswork waswith people, not computers. “1'd
like to discuss your job performance, Casper,” he said, opening the folder.

"Isthere some complaint?’ Casper asked uneasily. If held screwed up aliability trace he was deed, he
knew it—but he didn't think he had.

Of course, someone could have complained anyway.

"Not exactly.” Quinones smiled. Heturned over afew pagesin the folder without bothering to look at
them; it was clear to Casper that the documents were just props, something to keep his hands busy, to
help him time hiswords for maximum dramatic effect. Anything important would have been on a screen,

not on paper.

"Casper,” Quinones said jovidly, “weve come to the conclusion that your job skills are outdated. We
need to keep up with the latest software, you know, and we're going to. An entire new system will be
installed over the coming weekend, and it doesn't look like you'll know how to runiit.”

"No, gr,” Casper admitted, “I probably won't.” Damn, he thought, am | about to be fired? If he once

logt thisjob held probably never find another one anywhere in the Consortium, and outside firms didn't

pay enough for himto live on. Hewas till paying off his parents’ legd fees; any cut in hisincome would
mean held starve.

He couldn't stop paying the debts, or they'd come and take everything he owned, up to and including a
few body parts. Starvation, though, wasn't their problem.

"Weve considered our dternatives,” Quinonestold him, leaning back again. “It's not cost-effective to
re-train you by ordinary methods—it's smply too time-consuming. And bringing in someone new to do
the work wouldn't be any better—again, too time-consuming. We need to have someone running traces
withinminutes after the new software comes on-line next Monday morning—minutes, Casper.” He
waggled afat finger to emphasize his point, then continued, “We have come to the conclusion that the
mogt practica course of action—theonly practica course of action, redly—will beto send youinfor a

full course of imprinting in the use of the new software.”



For amoment that didn't register; then the words sank in. Oh, God, Casper thought, neuro-imprinting
was supposed to hurt like hell. He pressed down into his chair; he hated pain.

At least thismeant he till had hisjob, though. He wouldn't have to join the unemployed and homeless,
living in the streets. HEd il have both kidneys.

"l supposeit'sfor the best,” he said, his voice thin and wesk.

"Wethink s0,” Quinones said. Once again, he produced his artificial smile, thistime avariant that was

probably meant to be comforting and paternd. “ And, Casper,” he added, “you won't be the only one.

Weve made arrangements with NeuroTaents LL C for agroup discount. WEIl be having quite afew
peopleimprinted.”

"And | gotlucky enough to be sent off first?’” Casper asked.

Quinones nodded, deaf to the feeble sarcasm. “ The work schedule decided it. Y ou're the most available
a the moment."

Casper remembered the list of jobs he had found on his screen when he had arrived at the office half an
hour before, and he wondered what his co-workers were faced with if that schedule left him “most
available.” He made no comment on that; he just nodded and asked, “When do | go?"

"You'l see Dr. Jddi thisafternoon for aphysica. Assuming she doesn't find anything that would keep
you from going, you're scheduled for tomorrow morning at ten.”

Casper suppressed ashudder. “1 supposeit'swell to get it over with quickly,” he said, trying
unsuccesstully to forceaamile.

Quinones nodded again. “ And you'll need aday or two for the new information to settlein,” he said
blithely. Casper shuddered, and his discomfort with the idea finally seemed to register with his superior.
“Don't worry about theimprinting,” Quinonestold him, with another fasaly paternd smile. “Those
problemsthey had in the early days have dl been taken care of. Y oull befine.”

Casper nodded. “1'm not worried about that,” he lied. He was quite sure Quinones had never been
imprinted, and never would be if he could help it. The bosses didn't need to worry about such things. The
Consortium took care of its managers, and the Democratic-Republican Party took care of the
Consortium.

Anyone who wasn' in the Consortium or the Party, though, was on his own.

"Good,” Quinones said. He closed the folder. “ And Casper, don't worry about coming in to work
tomorrow, either. Just go straight over to NeuroTaentsin the morning, and relax afterwards.” He smiled
beneficently, asif he had just conferred a grest favor.

The smug bastard probably thought he had, Casper told himself. Aloud, he said, “Thank you. That will
benice"

Then Casper dipped out of the office and wove hisway back across the big room to hisown little niche,
where he collgpsed into his chair. He sat motionless, sunk in gloomy inertiafor severd minutes before he
managed to lift hisfingers back onto the keyboard and start the day's first liahility trace.



A Cdiforniadrug company had sold a Mexican factory abad batch of stimulants and killed three
workers. The drug company was amember of the Consortium, but itsinsurance company wasn't; the
factory was Consortium-owned as well, and had no insurance. Casper's job was to trace ownership,

lighility, and contract termsto establish just who should sue whom in order to ensure that the Consortium,
itsmember companies, and their stockholders either lost aslittle money as possible, or, if it could be
arranged, made as much as possible off the incident.

He began the search, calling up personnd files on the dead workers and their families, with notationson
what waivers had been sgned, and when.

Imprinting was not something he looked forward to, but his mood improved as he worked. New
software might make traces like thisless tedious, and the imprinting would be quick, a any rate.

And he gill had hisjob. That was the most important thing. He wouldn't starve.
Within an hour he was over most of his depression.

Casper got the call to report to Dr. Jddi around 2:00; he shut down his screen and headed down to the
medica offices on the third floor. The checkup was routine; the scanners found nothing which would
prevent Casper from taking the imprinting as schedul ed.

He had mixed fedings about that. It was nice to know he was hedthy, and his brain activity normal, but
he dmost wished that they had found aneural anomaly or something that would keep him from accepting
animprint.

Of course, if he had had such aproblem, he would have lost hisjob—but it wouldn't have been for
cause, and he might have quaified for adisability income, or even have been ableto swing a
discrimination-agai nst-the-handi capped suit. He'd heard the Party sometimes used those to keep
companiesinline.

No, he told himself as he pulled his shirt back on, that was daydreaming. Nobody won discrimination
auits againgt amember of the Consortium, and Data Tracers was amember in good standing. They had
access to the best lawyersin the world—and of course, to people like himself, who would find waysto

re-route any respongbility.

And it didn't matter; his brain was perfectly hedthy. Dr. Jddi said so. She had told him that he could
take the imprint without any trouble & all.

He sighed, and headed back to his cubicle.

When Cecelia Grand cdlled to say she had to work late at the law office, he snatched at the chanceto
cancd their date—he was too worried about the imprinting to deal with Ceceliaand her whims. Instead
he spent the evening home done, drinking cheap beer and playing old, faded CDs until hefindly fell into

bed around midnight.

That was Tuesday.
Wednesday morning he awvoke at the usud time without meaning to; since his gppointment was at ten he

had intended to deep late. Instead he took histime over breakfast, and |eft his apartment an hour later
than usud.



He reached NeuroTdentsin plenty of time despite his dawdling, and waked dowly through the
Ingtitute's lobby, admiring the fountains and the greenery that grew toward the high glass celling. Studying
the scenery put the inevitable off for another minute or two.

NeuroTaents receptionist was a handsome young man; the way he was dressed made Casper fedl
shabby.

Which was reasonable, really—Casperwas shabby. He knew it, but he didn't like to admit it.
"May | help you?’ the receptionist asked.

"l hope so,” Casper said uneasily. “1'm scheduled for an imprinting at ten. The name is Casper Beech,
3036-94-7318."

The young man sucked on his teeth as he checked his screen. “Ah, yes” hesaid, “I haveit here. Weve
received your records and the report from Dr. Jalai.” He swung a screen around and handed Casper a
sylus. “If you would just Sgn thiswaiver of ligbility, well take care of you immediately.”

Casper read over the form; it was astandard corporate waiver, with NeuroTaents and his employer
agreeing to cover any medica expensesthat wereincurred in exchange for hisforfeiting hisright to sue.

He grimaced. He was dready uncomfortable about the procedure, and thiswaiver was not encouraging
intheleast. Every day at work he saw reports on what could happen to people who signed these.

It wasn't as though he had any redl choice, though. He signed the form and tapped ENTER.
The receptionist checked the Signature againgt adisplay on his primary screen, then nodded. “Very
good, Mr. Beech,” he said. “If you would take that elevator there up to the fourth floor, atechnician will

seeyou.”

He was even more nervous than he had redlized; when hefirgt tried to give hisfloor the eevator
answered, “We're sorry, sir, but your order was not understood.”

"Four, please,” Casper repeated, trying unsuccessfully to distract himself by wondering, as he had for
years, why so many machines were programmed to spesk of themsavesinthe plurd.

When he reached the fourth floor a green-smocked technician with aclipboard awaited him. “Please
follow me,” the technician said brusquely before striding down the corridor. She didn't look back, and for
amoment Casper thought wildly of making arunfor it.

But where would he go? Meekly, hefollowed her.

His guide brought Casper to the open door of asmall room and pointed inside. “Put your clothesin
there” shesad. “I'll be back in five minutes.

The technician left. Casper was relieved to find a paper jumpsuit and dippers on ashelf; he began to
change, and pulled on the second dipper just as the technician returned.

"Thisway, dr,” shesad.



Hewas strapped into alarge, complicated chair in asmaller room afew doors down; then the technician
atached electrodes and placed a headpiece on his head.

"There's nothing to worry about,” the technician said, clearly reciting a set speech. “The monitorsare just
to keep tabs on your bodily functions. Once we start the procedure, adeep inducer will put you under
for the duration. When you wake up, it'll be over.” She smiled mechanicdly.

Casper smiled back shakily, and closed his eyes. The technician flipped the switch to sart the deep
inducer, and Casper quickly dipped under.

The technician checked him over swiftly and efficiently; then she waved the go-ahead signd to the
monitor cameraand dipped out of the room. In the centra control room another technician saw the
signd, hit abutton, and turned away.

The procedure was fully automated, with technicians present only to troubleshoot when something did

not go according to schedule. Under most circumstances, unless an aarm went off or the machinestold

them something was wrong, their attention was directed el sewhere. After al, watching someonedeepis
impaossibly dull, even if the subject's brain isdoing various interesting things.

Casper's chosen skill file conssted of afew gigabytes of dataon amicroptica disk, tagged and ready to
befed into hisbrain; first, however, the scanners had to examine Casper's neurd pathways and
brainwave patterns. The file would be imposed on these pathways, but the machines had to be sure that
the file was not so radically opposed to the recipient's menta structure that some harm could occur. Dr.
Jddi's preliminary survey had shown that Casper's brain could accept imprinting, but not that he could
accept any particular program; since theindividua programswere al proprietary information owned by
NeuroTdents or their independent vendors, not to be distributed fregly to other companies doctors even
within the Consortium, the doctor had not had the information to verify that Casper could handle this
gpecific skill-st.

The central computer began matching program details against neura pathways, checking for conflicts.

While the mapping was taking place, however, abadly-worn sector of old disk storage finaly gave out,
dropping approximeately sixty bytesfrom the system'’s primary command programming, from atotal of
some two and ahdf million lines of code.

When the time came to check the scan againgt the waiting skill file, an uninitidized variable came up
garbage—the code that should have set it was missing. The error-handling software, never tested inthis
particular Situation, attempted unsuccessfully to compensate.

Thewaiting skill file was ignored. The mapping continued, into secondary and then tertiary areas of
detail, levelsthat weretotally unnecessary for an ordinary skill imprint. A set of restricted-accessfiles,
quite separate from the scheduled one, was accessed and readied.

A technician looked up casudly from his magazine at the monitoring pandl, then stopped and looked
again. He had thought the subject in Suite B wasin for aregular skill imprint, but hisinstruments showed
that hewasin the middle of optimization programming.

He didn't remember anyone scheduling any optimizations. Weren't there supposed to be extra
precautions for optimizations? A skill imprint just added afew new patternsto the subject'sbrain,
plugging in alittle new information and some artificia habits, but an optimization more or less rebooted
the entire brain, streamlining the entire persondity and redirecting it toward a predetermined goal, adding



whatever information and habits might be useful for that purpose.

Optimizationswentdeep , messing with parts of the brain not entirely understood, and were thought to
be risky. NeuroTa ents hadn't done any in months, and at last report didn't expect to do any—so why
was this man getting one?

The technician looked for warning flags, but found none. The system appeared to be running smoothly.

Wi, hetold himsdlf, it wasn't any of his business, aslong as the machines were running properly. With a
shrug, he went back to hisreading.

The computer's optimization program examined the map that had been made of Casper'sbrain. It then
compared this map with its available imprint programs, matching more than seven million points of
comparison. The more closely the map and the program matched, the more efficiently the subject would
assmilate the program; the more efficiently the program was assmilated, the lesslikely it wasthat parts of
the program would belost.

It took the computer seven minutes and forty-three seconds to find the program that most closely
matched the map it was using. Having found this match, the computer checked itsinsertion options.

There were no options specified in its damaged ingtructions, so it went to its ancient default settings,
unused for haf adecade. The computer prepared for awetware flash.

Up until now Casper had dept peacefully, but when the flash began his body stiffened under the shock.

A brain flash had been described by one of its early recipients asthe menta equivaent of being
force-fed alarge apple in one bite, and most people who had had the experience since agreed with this
description. An optimization was an extreme case, however, and Casper felt asif hisentire brain and
sensory apparatus were being overloaded, burned out, then ingtantly rebuilt and overloaded again. His
mind, unable to handle this, smply shut down.

The flash was over in one and three-tenths seconds, but Casper's twitching body didn't begin to relax
until severd minutes|ater.

The technician on duty, between bites of a sandwich, noticed the readings on his pandl and sat up
abruptly, dropping his lunch back into its bag. He took a moment to make sure that the readings weren't
into the danger area, and then he sent another technician down to check on the subject.

Casper was waking up when the technician arrived and began hurriedly to disconnect him. He lay
passvely, not redly aware of anything, until the technician handed him a.cup of water.

Forcing his hand to close on the cup served to jar histhoughtsinto motion again. He sat up and tried to
drink the water, but as much went onto the floor or his shaking fingers asinto his mouth.

"..aureyouredl right?’ he heard.
Casper redlized that the technician was taking to him. He made a conscious effort to find the technician
with hiseyes and bring him into focus. His mouth worked for amoment before he could force any sound

out.

Hedidn't want any trouble; he might lose hisjob if anything was wrong, and there wouldn't be a



disability pension, not when hedd gonethisfar. “I'll befing,” hesaid at last. “ Just let me Sit for aminute.”

The technician nodded and began examining the chair. Thefirgt thing he did was to check the chair's
recording devices, assuring himself that they were working properly.

Casper pushed himself upright, swaying dightly as he stood. “1 think I'll be okay after | get some fresh
ar,” hesad.

"Yeah, | hope s0. Here, let me help you,” the technician said. He took Casper by the arm and led him to
the changing room.

The technician did more of the work of dressing him than Casper could manage for himself, but after
severd minutes he wasin street clothes again. The technician helped him to the elevator.

By the time they reached the lobby Casper was feding well enough to proceed on his own. He scrawled
hissignatureillegibly on apaper acknowledging completion of contracted services, then managed to
make hisway unsteadily down the mal to the subway.

He began fedling worse again on the train. He barely recognized his home station, but got out before the
doors closed and staggered back to his building. He stumbled twice on the broken steps, but finally
fumbled hisway into his gpartment, where he undressed and stumbled into bed.

At NeuroTaents the technician who had spotted the irregular procedure said angrily to one of his
shiftmates, “I thought they didn't flash wetware any more.”

"They doin emergencies,” she answered. “But you've got to have adoctor present.”
"Well, there wasn't any doctor on thisone, and it wasn't much of an emergency, ether.”
She shrugged. “Programming error, | guess. Think we should report it?!

The tech hesitated. The prospect of additiona paperwork overcame hismora outrage, and he said,
“Nah, | guessnot.”

The other nodded.
"Hell of athing, either way.” The other technician was no longer listening, he saw; she had gone back to

watching her pocket video sat. “No wonder they get the liability waiversfirs thing,” he mumbled to
himself as he checked over his board.

Chapter Two

Casper awoke the next morning with atremendous headache. He sat up dowly, but as he came upright
nausea boiled up in hisbely. For along uncomfortable moment he thought he was going to vomit. Black
spots appeared in front of him. He lay back and put his pillow over hisface.

It was twenty minutes later before he could make the mgjor effort necessary to reach for the phone and
cal into work and let them know he wouldn't bein. That done, herolled over and went back to deep.



He dept until shortly before six o'clock the following morning, when he awvoke to find the heedache
gone, but not the nausea. He il felt weak and shaky.

Even as his somach told him otherwise, he knew he had to eat something. He managed to stagger into
the kitchen, where he forced down some leftovers from the refrigerator.

That rdieved the nausea dightly, to his surprise. Blinking gummy eyes, he worked out the next thing to
do; he went into the bathroom to take a shower.

Standing under the hot water made him fed dmost dive again, and when he got out he decided he redlly
ought to try to go in to work.

He sat on the edge of hisbed for severd minutes before he had enough energy to get up and finish
dressing, moving dowly toward the door as he fastened buttons, zippers, and Vel cro.

He stumbled down the stairs and out onto the sidewalk. As he gproached the entrance to the subway he
missed aturn, and didn't realize until he passed a congtruction site that he was going the wrong way. He
turned around and retraced his path.

He had walked that same path to the subway for years. He would have sworn he could walk it in his
deep. That he had missed aturn meant he was in worse shape than he had thought.

If old, comfortable mental patternslike that had been disturbed—was that a side effect of theimprint?
Didit clear out the old to make way for the new?

Nobody had ever mentioned that, and he didn't likethe ideaat dl. If he had lost memories, would he
ever even know they were gone?

By the time he reached the foot of the subway station stairs the regular morning commuter crowd had
gathered on the gtation platform, filling the tunnel with the smell of sweat on top of the ingrained stench of
dirt, metd, and urine, astench that had seeped into the very grit onthewalls.

All indl, perhapstwo dozen people were waiting for the next train. Casper leaned againgt one of the
pillarsand looked at them.

In the evenings the subway crowd included many couples, family groups, and youth gangs. Here, though,
the crowd was entirely composed of individuals. Casper found this oddly interesting, and watching them
took hismind off the pounding in histemples.
It occurred to him that if those individuas could be unified, somehow, they could—well, could what?
They could do things, certainly—but what?

He shook his head dightly. His thoughts were ajumble, and he gave up trying to force them into
coherence.

A train screeched into the station, stirring up the dirt and filling the station with noise, and he joined the
othersin boarding it. He was lucky enough to get aseat immediatdly, and he rode with hisforehead
pressed againgt the window, looking out at the tunndl.

Therewerealot of detailsthat he seemed to be noticing for the first time—the location of the pillars, for



instance, asthetrain pulled into the next station. Except for one broken stump near the far end of the
platform the pillars provided excellent cover, and apillar would never be more than four or five meters
away. The occasona bullethole proved that the pillars were aformidable barrier—good defensesto
cover aretreat down the tunndl.

What an odd thing to notice, Casper thought, startled by his own musings. Why would he pay any
attention to something like that? His study of the crowd back on the platform had been curious, too. He
had been vaguely aware of where everyone was, dl of the time he was there. And he hadn't so much
noticed that everyone was aone as he had noticed that no one was together, that there was no
organization in the crowd.

Why was he thinking about that?
Why was he thinking aboutanything when he felt so rotten?

Heturned to face into the train, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes. The motion and stink of the
train upset his tomach, though, so he opened his eyes again, which seemed to help.

He was staring at the man seated on the other side of the car. The man shifted angrily in his seet, and
Casper, redizing what he was doing, averted his gaze.

Thetrainfindly pulled into the Race/Vine gation, and he swayed to hisfeet. There were almost as many
people getting on here as getting off, and Casper, in his unsteady state, had alittle trouble getting through
the doors. Eventually he made it onto the platform and headed for the stairsto the Street.

The short walk to the office seemed interminable, but at last he madeit, only dightly late.
Quinones happened to be arriving at the same time as Casper. He nodded a greeting.

"Feding dl right today, Beech?’ he asked.

"Yes, Mr. Quinones.” Casper hesitated, then added, “I had abad time with the imprinting, but | fed fine

"Good, good,” Quinones said; Casper braced for adap on the back, but it didn't come. “We've got
quite abit of work for you to do,” Quinones said.

"I'mready for it,” Casper told him. He didn't bother to try to smile or sound enthusiagtic; he knew he
couldn't pull it off, and Quinones wouldn't carein any case.

Quinones strode off to his office while Casper shuffled to his desk. He sat down, logged on, and |ooked
a thelist of work that awaited him. There were elghteen urgent traces already in the queue, some of them
obvioudy complex and time-consuming, and more would probably comein before quitting time.

He dghed.
"It'sgoing to be abusy day,” he muttered.
Lester Polnovick stopped his crane and rubbed his forehead. He'd had a ferocious headache ever since

he had left NeuroTaentsthe day before, after hisimprinting. The flicker from the crane's monitor screen
seemed to be making it worse; he couldn't turn the screen off, but he did turn down the brightness.



The headache wasn't important, he told himself. What wasimportant was that after years of faling the
quaifying exams for management positions he had scraped up the money to have the necessary skills
imprinted. Crane work was getting scarce, now that robots were doing most of it, and the pay wasn't
what it used to be; it was time to move on. Soon held be exchanging his blue collar for awhite
one—symbolicaly, at any rate, sncethe collar of hiswork shirt was silver-grey, and he hadn't seen a
white shirt in years, not since the city, a the ingstence of the Consortium and with the Party's blessing,
had given up enforcing the clean air laws.

"Hey, Legter, get amove on!” someone shouted.

L ester waved and grabbed the control levers. He swung hisload of temporary flooring around and
raised it to the top of the building framework, and then looked over the growing structure while the crew
was unloading theding.

Thiswasto be the Volcker Financial Center, Philade phias attempt to claim its share of the booty now
that yet another string of terrorist attacks had finaly driven New Y ork's Wall Street to decentralize.

L ester was unimpressed with the structure. “ It wouldn't take much to bring that whole thing right down,”
he mused aloud; due to spending so much time aonein the crane's cab he had gotten in the habit of
talking to himsdlf. “ Just asmall charge there, there, and maybe there, ought to do it.” A certain warm
satisfaction seeped into him at the redlization.

Then hefrowned. “Why did | think of that? he asked himsdlf. “What do | know about it?” Could there
have been information in hisimprinting about explosves and demoalition? Whét the hell didthat have to do

with management?

Had there been some sort of error? Some of the technicians at NeuroT a ents had |ooked sort of worried
when he had | &ft.

His headset crackled, and he forgot about it. “ Okay, Les, go get another load,” the crew bosssvoice
told him.

Les swung the crane back toward the pile of flooring, and waited for the next batch to be secured.
Stu and Carl had just finished strapping another load into the ding when the lunch whistle blew. Les
reached for theignition switch, then paused. Slowly, without quite knowing why, he withdrew his hand.
He waited quietly in the cab until the rest of the crew had settled down for lunch, and then he dipped out
the side door.

Hedidn't know at first where he was going, but using astack of pipesfor cover, he made hisway
towards the shack where the explosives were stored.

He stood for amoment at the door, uncertain what he was doing—or rather, why he was doing it. He
knew what he wanted, knew that hehad to do it, but he didn't know why.

But then he shrugged. It didn't matter why; hehad to do it. He reached for the handle.

As he had hoped, the shack was unlocked, despite strict company regulations and city ordinancesto the
contrary. Convenience had won out over the law once again.



"What's going on here, Polnovick?’ said the voice of Keough, the ground-crew foreman, asLesfelt a
hand on hisarm.

"I noticed the door to the shack was open,” he said, turning. “1 just thought I'd closeit.”

"Y eah, well, why don't you just let me worry about it.” Keough eyed him suspicioudy, then pushed past
him into the shack. “Y ou got something going in here? Something specid, maybe?!

"Nope,” Polnovick answered. He smiled. He knew what to do. “Y ou want to check, go ahead.
Whatever you say.” He picked up adiscarded length of pipe, hefted it sllently, and then followed Keough
into the shack.

Casper worked through lunch, eating a vending-machine sandwich at his desk. He was having trouble
working—even the Smplest, most routine tasks seemed to be giving him trouble. He just couldn't get his
thoughts in order; the habits of years al seemed to have disappeared. It was probably aresidua effect
from his bad reaction to the imprinting, he told himself, but whatever the reason, it meant that it took him
longer to do hiswork.

And so far, he had not picked up any new techniques or knowledge that he was aware of—Dbut then, the
new software wasn't running yet. Thiswas Friday, and it would go in over the weekend.

He was a so supposed to have been given improved techniquesfor handling the old stuff, though, and
any improvements certainly hadn't made themselves obvious.

His office nemesis, Mirim Angpack, was among the first to return from lunch, and for the moment the
two of them were the only people in the main room. She was Cecelias roommate, and in fact Casper
had only met Ceceliawhen the latter cameto the office to pick up Mirim. Even before that momentous
occasion, Mirim had ddighted in teasing Casper; once he sarted dating Cecelia he had become the
target of endless double entendres, and now that the imprinting and Casper's bad reaction were common
gossip she had anew topic to tease him about.

Casper didn't really mind. Hewas used to it. He could takeit, and even dish out alittlein return. If he
hadn't been able to, Mirim would have |eft him aone after awhile; shewasn't crud, just playful.

Sheloitered near her desk for afew minutes, plotting her mischief, before approaching him.
"S0 how's our new super-operator doing?’ she asked.
"Plodding dong, like the rest of you. Wouldn't want to make you look bad.”

"Oh, you needn't worry; none of uswould think of competing with you! No, well let you do everything,
dhdl we?'

"Fromthejoblig, | believeit. Can anyone do anything around here without me?*
"We manage, athough how..."
A heavy rumbleinterrupted her; they both looked up, startled. The first rumble wasfollowed by a

second one severd seconds later; the building shook, and awindow blew out, scattering glass acrossthe
floor. Mirim and Casper both ducked down behind the desk.



They remained therefor severa seconds, not coming out of cover until they heard sirens.
Cautioudy, they crept out, Sde by sde. Mirim wasfirst to stand.
"Whatwas that?" she gasped.

"Sounded like an explos on—probably something commercial, not military.” Casper cocked hishead to
listen. “And that's smal armsfire. Pistols, shotguns, maybe a submachine gun. I'd guessit'sthe police.”

Mirim looked a him, startled. “Where'd you learn anything about weapons?’ she asked.

"I don't know,” Casper answered, puzzled. “| just seem to know it.” He shrugged the matter aside and
added, “Let'sgo take alook."

Step by careful step they crossed the room, and together they peered out the shattered window.
The street was covered with broken glass and litter; windows on other floors had gone, aswell astheir
own. A few peoplelay on the sdewalk, apparently injured, and acar had gone out of control and run up
onto aflight of steps.

"Wheat the hell isgoing on here?’ Casper demanded.

"l don't know. Maybe well get some answers soon, though— ook there.” Mirim pointed towards the
end of the block. A police cruiser with its roof-speakers up had just turned the corner and was driving
toward them. They leaned out the window to hear better.

"The areawest of Twentieth Street between Chestnut and Arch, all theway to theriver, isbeing
evacuated,” the speakers announced. “If you have someplace to go outside of this area, please go there
immediately. If you have no place to go, you should go to the Thirtieth Street Station a once. The area
wes..."

Casper and Mirim looked at each other. “What the hel?” Mirim asked.

"Must beterrorigts,” Casper suggested.

"Must be,” Mirim agreed. The two of them stared for amoment.

"Want aride?” Mirim asked. “ The subwayswill be hell.”

"Yeah, thanks,” Casper said. “Let me get my jacket.”

"Would you like to come over to my place?’

Casper hesitated. “I don't think so,” he said.

"Oh, comeon. | don't have any vile purposein mind, I'm just being sociable. Cecdiawill bethere.”

Casper considered that. “Y ou're sure?’ he asked.

"Of course I'm sure. Her officeisin the evacuation zone, too, right?"



"Well, yeah,” Casper admitted. “ All right, then, | guessit'ssafe.”
"It'ssafe, it'ssafe.” She paused, then grinned. “Well,mostly safe”
Casper groaned.

Cecdliawas dready home when they arrived, and the apartment also held avery large, heavily muscled
man named Leonid—M irim's current bedmate, Casper knew.

Leonid greeted Mirim with a passionate kiss, coupled with some inddlicate pawing of her body; he then
seemed to take sadistic delight in squeezing Casper's hand until it hurt. The first chance he got, Casper
checked Leonid's knucklesto seeif they were calloused from dragging on the ground.

A TV feed was on their main video screen, quietly burbling CNN'susud line. “ Therewas anews
bulletin about five minutes ago announcing the evacuation,” Cecedlia said as she brought in atray of
snacks. “ Other than that, nothing.”

Nibbling on cdlery sticks and tortilla chips, the four of them settled down in front of the video; Mirim
found the remote and began switching from one channd to the next.

After nearly twenty minutes of nothing—CNN and a-Jazeera USA were covering the fighting in Siberia,
while FoxNews had yet another congressman defending his record—she found a placard announcing a
gpecia bulletin on the city-mandated local news channdl. She put down the remote, and amoment later

the card was replaced by aman in light body armor, with amicrophone in his hand.

"Thisis John Covarrubias speaking to you from the corner of Market and Twenty-First. Just afew

blocks from where I'm standing a construction worker by the name of Lester Polnovick has apparently

gone berserk, and committed acts of wanton destruction. The situation is still confused; details remain
vague. No known terrorist organization has claimed credit, nor has Polnovick made any demands.”

John Covarrubias was replaced by aview of the congtruction site. The partially-completed structure
near the center of the lot had collgpsed against a neighboring building. Police and rescue workers
swarmed over the rubble.

"Aswe understand it,” Covarrubias continued as the camera panned acrossthe site, “ L ester Polnovick,
acrane operator, blew up the partialy completed structure of the VVolcker Financia Center, using
explosves from the dynamite shack and causing it to collgpse againgt the neighboring Takeuchi building.”
A closeup of the tangle of girders piled againgt the buckling wall of the Takeuchi building flashed onto the
screen. “Mogt of the congtruction crew had gathered here for lunch. At last count, seventeen werekilled
by the blast or the subsequent collapse; twenty more were serioudy injured.”

Another shat, thistime of ahalf-crushed police cruiser. “ Officers Santiago and Hojgi of the city police

werethefirst on the scene. Their vehicle was demolished by severa stedl girders dropped from

Polnovick's crane. Officer Hojgji waskilled ingtantly. Paramedics removed Officer Santiago from the
scene, and we have no information on his whereabouts or condition.”

Covarrubias appeared on the screen again. “ After this, Polnovick apparently used hiscraneasa

battering ram on the surrounding buildings; because of the lunch-hour bresk few people werein the areas

assaulted, and no injuries have been reported. The area has now been evacuated. Polnovick istill inthe
cab of the crane, and is believed to be armed.”



"| wonder what made him do it?’ Cecdiamused.

"Who knows?" Casper said, “If hewas aready abit over the edge, it could've been anything that set
him off."

"Therésbeen alot of that sort of thing going on lately,” Leonid said authoritatively.  Incidents taking
place dl over the country. The continent, even.”

"Do you know much about that sort of thing?” Casper asked, looking up, wondering if Leonid might
actudly have abrain after dl.

"Leonid worksfor asecurity firm,” Mirim said.
"It's part of my job to know what's going on,” Leonid said smugly.
"And there's been alot of thisgoing on?’ Casper asked.

Leonid shrugged, then held up hishand for silence. “The SWAT team's on now. Let's seethem take this
guy down."

They watched as the cameras followed the SWAT team moving into position. Leonid grunted with
pleasure when ateam sniper fired asingle round, killing Polnovick as he sat in the cab of the crane.

A thin stream of crimson trailed down the rusty meta siding below the cab window, and the news
camerazoomed in.

"Oh, God,” Cecdiasad, flinching at the sight. Casper took her hand and squeezed it.
"It could have been alot worse,” he said.

"Sure,” Leonid agreed. “ Only nineteen dead and twenty injured. Why, just last month adam in Kyrgyz
was blown up. Over four hundred people were drowned. And thefighting's still going onin Russia.”

"Let'snot dwdl onit, huh?’” Mirim asked.
"Just pointing out how lucky we areto livein the States.”
"I'd fed lucky if | could get something to eat,” Casper interrupted.
"Good idea,” Cecdiaquickly agreed. “ Give me ahand, Cas?'

"Sure.” Casper followed her to the kitchen. As soon asthey were around the corner, he lowered his
voice and asked, “Wheréd Mirim find that ape?"

"Shh. | don't know. He doesn't come by here very often. Mirim usually goes over to his apartment.”
"Probably just aswell. What do you have for dinner?
"Chicken sounds good.” Cecdlia pulled the instruction strip off the end of the box of afrozen chicken

diner, put the box into the heat chamber of the oven, and fed the instruction strip into the oven's control
pand. The defrost cycle began immediatdly.



"Have you got any plansfor after dinner?’ Casper asked.
"I'm open to suggestions. Y ou got any?"

"Not offhand, but tomorrow's Saturday—no work even if they get the mess cleaned up. It'sagood night
to say out late.”

"Sounds like agood idea. I'll order a newspaper and well decide what to do after dinner.” She leaned
back and kissed him.

When they got back from the movie Cecdliadecided that it was far too late to send Casper
home—especidly with the headache he had developed. Instead she demonstrated that she had some
interesting ways to take his mind off the pain.

Chapter Three

A singlewindow near the top of NeuroTdents LL C building showed alight long past closing. Behind
that window five men and three women were holding an urgent meeting, caled hadtily that afternoon. All
of these people were unhappy. Half were angry, and the other half were more than alittle frightened.

"You'resureit wasour doing?’ the man at the head of the table asked, glaring at one of the young
executives.

The executive replied unhappily, “Were ill investigating, Sir, but it doeslook that way. Y esterday the
subject in question, Lester Polnovick, had an gppointment for an ordinary pre-programmed imprinting to
learn accounting, personnel management, and computer skills. Thiswasn't a corporate contract; heldd
saved up for it himsdf, to improve his employment prospects. He showed up on time, and was handled
according to normal procedure, but our recordsindicate that instead of the package he had requested, he
received an optimization imprinting. One that had nothing to do with the skills he had wanted.”

"How didthat happen?’ the man at the head of the table demanded. “ Don't we have technicians
watching for this sort of thing? My lord, what are we paying them for?"

"Wadl, uh ... wel, yes, sr, we do. They saw that there was an optimization in progress, but the
technicians don't necessarily know what aparticular client isin for. That's al supposed to be taken care
of by the computer; when the contracts are drawn up the computer istold what's wanted, and from then

onit'sdl up to the machines.
"Nobody checked? After dl, we don't do alot of optimizations."
"Nobody checked. The computer said it was following the contract, and the technicians believed it."
"All right, then, was the contract drawn up correctly?’

"Yesdr, it was, and theright information was fed into the computer at that time. We have a hardcopy
record, with print-out time and date, and it was correct.”

" S0 it was changed? What this man was supposed to get changed somewhere adong the line?!



"Yes gr."
"All right, then, why did the computer make the change? Who told it to?"

"That's not my department, Sir.” The executive looked with relief at the woman who sat acrossthe table
from him. She cleared her throat nervoudly.

"Mr. Yamashiro,” shesaid, “it appearsto have been ahardware failure. A bad disk sector,
compounded by a previoudy-unknown bug in the error-handling code.”

The chairman glared. “How could that happen?
"Uh ... poor maintenance, apparently.” She looked embarrassed.
Y amashiro stared at her for amoment, then demanded, “Who's responsible for that?"
"We don't know yet."

Y amashiro snapped, “Find out.” Then he Sighed. “ All right, what's the damage? What exactly
happened? What did this bad disk do?"

"Well, sir, when the client camein for his gppointment, he was scheduled for a pre-programmed
imprinting in small business accounting and management. The computer lost avariable, and defaulted to
an optimization program.” She paused for breeth.

"Goon,” Yamashiro told her. “What sort of optimization?'

"Wadll, that'sthe tricky part,” the woman said. She glanced at her notes. “The switch appearsto have
bypassed three entire levels of security—if | may say so, Sir, whoever put together the unified software
should befired and blacklisted, because that shouldn't have been possible. The error-handling code
gpparently assumesthat any lost variable should be assigned the maximum available value—I suppose
theideawasto go for maximum flexibility, but the effect isto bypass limits and safeguards. That's bad
programming.”

Y amashiro nodded. “We bought it from the lowest bidder,” he said. “ Sometimes you get what you pay
for."

"Yes gr."
"Goon,” the chairman said. “What happened?”

The woman nodded and continued, “ The computer accessed highly classified files, materia we
developed jointly with ... with acertain client.” Shelooked up. “Y ou will recall that transaction two years
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Y amashiro nodded. “Y ou mean the black-budget government work. | don't think you need to be coy;
weredl grown-ups here tonight.”

"Yes” She continued, “ The computer examinedonly these classified files asits available options, and
findly chose the Godzilla File as the best fit for this particular subject.”



"The GodzillaFile,” Yamashiro said. Hisfingerstapped the table.
"Yes, gr."
"Therés something in there caled the Godzilla Fil€?"
"Yes, ar."
After asecond of angry silence, Y amashiro demanded, “Who thehell gave it astupid name like that?"

"Well, gr, the names are generdly chosen to reflect the nature of thefile. For example, the NinjaFile
programs the recipient as an assassn, the Houdini File..."

Y amashiro interrupted, “| don't need the wholelist. All right, they've all got cutesy names. So what,
exactly, isthisGodzillaFile?'

"Demoalitions and other related skills, primarily—intended for sabotage and terrorism oversess, |
suppose. It'smostly concerned with the destruction of urban aress. Thetitle refersto the old-time movie
monster, for obvious reasons. And it's a compulsory patterning—the recipient feels a need touse hisnew

ills”

Mr. Yamashiro said, with acid in hisvoice, “Y ouretdling me that this client was imprinted with the urge
to scomp on buildings.”

"Basicdly, yes” She nodded, then added, “We were lucky in thisinstance.”

"Lucky?” Yamashiro stared. “Were liable for nineteen deaths and hundreds of injuries and billionsin
property damage! How the hell can you consider our Situation to be lucky?"

Thewoman flinched. “Wdll, sir, he was taken down before he didmore damage—it could have been far
worse if he had been, say, apilot rather than a crane operator. Also ... well, the method used with these
filesisawetware flash. Thisinvolvesthefile being fed into the client's brain very rapidly. Optimizationisa
complex process, and we've discovered that dower methods can sometimes result in psychologica
damage from conflicts between the old and new patterns. A flash is so fast such conflicts don't have time
to develop.”

"Yes?' Y amashiro demanded. “ So?"

"Well, sr, ordinarily, before receiving awetware flash, the client is prepared by amedica technician,
with medication and hypnosis. If this preparation is not made, the client can have very noticeable adverse
reactions—migraine headaches, nausea, minor memory loss—asthe brain readjuststo its new patterns.
These can disguise the immediate changes to some extent. More importantly, without the preparation, the
skillstend to become available a piece at atime, rather than dl a once; compulsions and abilities may
remain in the brain as untriggered potentia for extended periods before they're accessed. Without the
preparation, it may take months or even years before the skills become fully available, and some are lost
entirdly. Were very fortunate there was no significant delay in Polnovick's case.”

Y amashiro stared at her. “Do you mean to tell methat you consider itlucky that this man went berserk in
only aday, instead of years?'



"Yes, gr,” thewoman said, holding her head up. “ This client was unusudly fit physicaly, and apparently
had very few old habit patterns that conflicted with the Godzilla File. He ssemsto have achieved fairly
complete access to the imprinted file within twenty-four hours. Because of thisvery brief delay, weve
been able to piece together what happened. Much of the pertinent information came from short-term

data storage, which is kept only twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Now that we have these clues, welll be

ableto go over the long-term records and seeif this has happened before.”

The chairman nodded. “All right, | sse—we were lucky. So what's being done to see that this doesn't
happen again?'

"Our technicians are completely overhauling the whole system.”

Y amashiro frowned. “That's not good enough. The system messed up once, it can mess up again. | want
thosefiles, the dangerous ones, taken out of the system and locked away in the company vault.”

Therewas along silence around the table. The Assistant Executive Director, who had not previousy
spoken, rolled a pencil between her palms. “That might not be possible,” she said.

"Why not?"
"Thesefilesare, technically, not the property of NeuroTaentsLLC. They belong jointly to our parent
corporation and that client Ms. Vaakos mentioned, and we have to be ready to provideimmediate
accessto thesefiles a any time. It'sin our contract.”
"What contract?'
"Sir, our contract with that client.”

Y amashiro consdered that unhappily for amoment, then yielded. “ All right, then. Find some way to

make sure there aren't any more accidents. And find everyone that's been imprinted with one of those

files. And don't et anyone e sefind out about any of thigl"

Y amashiro rose gracefully and | eft the room, leaving his subordinates to handle the details themsal ves.

Chapter Four

Despite being active until well after midnight Casper found himsalf wide awvake a six o'clock the next
mormning.

Thiswas not customary for him; usualy he needed haf an hour before his eyeswould stay openinthe
morning. Helay on his back and stared at the ceiling for ten minutes, smply enjoying the sensation.

He had too much energy to contain it any longer than that; he got up and dressed. Cecdlia stirred dightly
beside him, then settled back to deep.

Casper dipped out of the gpartment, went down to the lobby, and stopped at the security desk. The
guard looked up from hismagazine. “May | help you?’ he asked.

"Hi,” Casper said, “I'm staying in Four-Ten. | want to go for awak. Will | have any trouble getting back



in without waking the people I'm staying with?"

"I'll fix you right up with atemporary pass, sr,” the guard smiled. “Just put your thumbprint here. This
passwill get you in, then thelock will destroy it."

"Thanks.” Casper took the laminated card and ambled out of the building.
The morning was cool and crisp, and he trotted down the sdewalk. He gradually increased his speed
until he was loping comfortably aong, despite his uncomfortable shoes. He made it around the block four
and ahalf times before he had to stop. Breathing heavily, he started back towards the apartment building.

A police cruiser sdled up to the curb next to him. “Need any help, mister?’ the officer riding shotgun
asked.

Ordinarily, any contact with the cops terrified Cagper—and just about any other sensible citizen of his
class. Thismorning, though, he couldn't bring himsdlf to worry about it. He felt good.

Hedidn't know why, but he felt good.

"Oh, hi,” Casper said. He leaned casudly against the side of the cruiser, catching his breath. “I was just
out for my morning run.”

"Y ou're not exactly dressed for it."
"Yeah, | know, | spent the night with afriend and | didn't have my sweats.”
"Your friend livesaround here?’ the officer asked.

Casper nodded and handed him the temporary pass from the gpartment building. “ Just the other side of
thisblock,” he said.

The officer turned to his partner for amoment, then handed the pass back.
"You want aride?’ the officer asked.
Casper knew that his normal reaction would beto recail in fear, that henever wanted to be in the back
of apolicevehicle, that too many people never came back from such rides—but today it seemed more
important to be friendly, to observe the cops closdly. And acting nervous might make them suspicious,
something he'd known since he was akid but never tried to use; today, for the first timein hislife, hewas
able to not act nervousif he chose.

"Sure, that'd be great.” He gave them abroad, disarming smile.

The rear door of the cruiser popped open, and Casper tumbled in. The cruiser quickly rounded the
block and hdted in front of Cecdlias gpartment building. Casper thanked the officers as he clambered
out, then ran up to the door. He noticed that the cruiser remained out front until hewasinside.

Careful, those cops, he thought to himself. Good procedure. They hadn't said aword while hewasin the
vehicle, ether. Disrupting the city force could be difficult.

Maybe they could be won over, though.



He stopped and shook his head. Won over towhat ?
He didn't know. He went on up.

Mirim wasin the kitchen making breskfast, wearing ared and white striped robe, when he let himsalf
back into the apartment. Shelooked up from her batter and smiled.

"Where haveyou been?’ she asked.

"l had alot of energy thismorning,” Casper said, smiling back. “1 was out running around the block.
What're you making?"

"Waffles. Want some?"

"Sure.” Casper leaned on the opposite side of the kitchen's centra idand from where Mirim was
working. “ Celiadlill adeep?”

"Asfar as| know, yeah."
Casper nodded. “Where€'s Leonid?'
"Hewent home early lagt night."
"Oh. | saw the bedroom door closed and | ... oh, never mind."
"l won't. What's the matter, jealous?’
"Of him?No. | just don't seewhat you seein him."
Mirim stirred vigoroudy for amoment, then looked up again. “I'm not real sure any more, either.”

Casper met her eyes for amoment, then dropped his gaze to the countertop. “ So when's breakfast going
to be ready?"

"Have alittle patience, huh? | just started. Go take a shower or something.”
"I'll take the shower. | don't think I'm up to *or something’ right now."
Mirim threatened him with the spoon, and hefled, laughing, to the bathroom.

The day passed without incident. Casper took Cecdliato the art museum,; they left Mirim reading at
home.

The newsthat night reported that the investigation of the “Polnovick Incident” was progressng well, and
that the clean-up of the wreckage was under way. All the buildingsin the affected area had been
inspected, and al but the Takeuchi Building had been declared safe; the evacuation was over. That meant
that Casper, Cecdlia, and Mirim could return to work on Monday.

The streets were till amess Monday morning, with masonry and broken glass strewn acrossthe
sdewalks and into the Street, and the police were dlowing only pedestriansinto the area. Motorists



stopped at the barrier honked and shouted constantly, but Casper had problems of his own which kept
him from having any sympathy for those people.

Between the time he had taken off for the imprinting and the ensuing recovery, and thelost time dueto
the evacuation, Casper's workload had become nearly unmanageable. What's more, the new software

had been indalled, despite the disruptions, and Casper found it virtually incomprehensible. Hefdt a
growing certainty that the imprinting had not worked, which meant he would probably be fired. He had

gone through al that agony for nothing.

He stared at the screen on his desk for severa minutes before he even tried to sort things out. He was
tempted to just forget about the whole thing and spend his day staring out the window, but eveniif he
could get away with it the windows were covered with black plastic sheeting, and probably would be for
quite sometime. That rather limited the view.

Findly, he began to sort through the job list, ordering it according to priority and skill requirements.

When he had everything in order, and it wastime for him to begin work on afile, Casper quickly
discovered that he was Smply unable to perform hisjob. Ashe looked at the information availableto him
his mind seemed to befilled with haf-remembered tricks and shortcuts, but al werefor usewith the old
software, and none of them applied to the new package.

By mid-afternoon he had not completed asingle trace job; he could not get the software to doanything
he wanted it to. When he got what he thought must have been his thousandth error message he gave up
and blanked the screen.

Theimprinting had not worked.

Heleaned back in his chair, trying to think what he could do. While he thought he picked up ahandful of
thumbtacks, and without paying any attention to what he was doing he tossed the tacks at his bulletin
board, one by one. When he finished, adozen tackswere al stuck into the surface of the bulletin board,
forming anearly straight line, each tack about the same distance from the next. None had taken more
than asingle casud toss,

It occurred to him in avague sort of way that that was good throwing for someone as uncoordinated as
himsdf.

He got through the rest of the day somehow without anyone ese redlizing anything was wrong, and
somehow, despite the imminent and inevitable disaster hefaced, he didn't fed particularly depressed.
Unemployment loomed ahead, probably followed by bankruptcy, confiscation, and alife on the streets,
begging for hand-outs or esting in soup kitchens, maybe minus an organ or two—but somehow it didn't
bother him.

Infact, hefdt full of energy. A nervous, uncomfortable sort of energy.
He needed more exercise, he decided.

After work he found himself walking the city streetsfor no particular reason, studying the people passing
by, noting how they reacted to each other, to him, to the occasional cop car that prowled by.

He knew he should be worrying about hisjob, worrying what he could do about the faulty imprinting,
but somehow it didn't seem asimportant as studying lines of Sght through Rittenhouse Square.



Findly, around ten, he headed home—abit uneasily. Trave at thistime of night was not dwaysa
pleasant experience, even in the best neighborhoods.

Casper did not live in one of the best neighborhoods.

The worst part, he thought, wasthe wait at the station, staring at the spray-painted concrete walls
layered with gray dirt. Hewaited on the platform, fidgeting nervoudy, looking in every direction
congantly, until finally histrain roared into the station and he dlowed himsdf to relax.

Unfortunatdly, four street toughs, resplendent in chip-studded silver jumpsuits, stepped off thetrain right
in front of him. Casper stepped back to let them pass, but they formed a semi-circle blocking his path.

Purple glowtubes on their suits spelled outSOUL SUCK ERS ; Casper had heard of that gang. What he
had heard was not encouraging.

"Hey, man, gimmefifty,” said the one just right of center, who might have been apae black or atanned
white; hewastal, with black hair shaved bald at the top and worn long at the Sides, and aladdered scar
drawn on his cheek in purple glowpaint. Electrodes protruded from his scalp, but Casper was unsure
whether they were connected to anything or were just for show.

"Sorry, friend,” Casper said nervoudy. “I haven't got it."
"I'll take twenty,” the youth said, bantering, trying to sound reasonable.
"I haven't got anything to give you,” Casper inasted.

"I think he'slying,” one of the other gang members said belligerently. “What's he got on him? Don'cha
think we oughta search him?”'

"Yeah,” the spokesman agreed. He reached towards Casper while his three companions moved to more
completdy surround their intended victim.

Beech wasn't sure what to do, and afterwards he wasn't sure what he had done. He brushed his hand
againg the gang leader's arm, with an impact that seemed much harder than it should have been; the gang
leader stumbled to the side, knocking into the shortest member of the gang, and they both fell to the
platform. Casper ran past them and jumped aboard the train.

The doors started to close, but one of the toughs grabbed them and held them open. While the gang
boarded the train Casper ran into the next car, dammed shut the door between cars, and braced himself
againg the door to keep it closed.

As he pressed up against thewarm metal he redlized for thefirst time that back on the platform he had
somehow knocked down two of the hoods. He marvelled. He had absolutely no idea how he had done
it.

Thetrain started to move again. Above his head, Beech heard the door begin to fracture asthe gang
pounded onit.

There were severd stops before Casper's destination, but station after station was empty. Fortunately, it
didn't occur to any of his pursuersto get off the train and go around to the next car.



When thetrain finally reached Casper's stop, he abandoned the car and raced for the exit.

He could hear footsteps behind him as he pounded up the stairs. Emerging at street level, heturned in
the direction of his apartment building and skidded to ahdt. A police officer, hisbody armor and visored
helmet gleaming dully in the lamplight, gazed curioudy & him.

Beech had difficulty believing hiseyes. A cop? In his neighborhood? But there he was, asbig aslife.
“Am | glad to seeyou!” Casper gasped.

"|sthere something wrong?’ the officer asked suspicioudy.

Casper gestured towards the entrance to the subway asthe first of the gang members emerged. Seeing
the officer, the gang turned and raced back the way they had come, their metal-heeled boots clattering on
the steps.

"I'll take care of this.” Grinning wolfishly, the officer reached for his holstered shotgun as he started down
into the subway.

Casper watched him go. Hefdt no inclination to follow, or to see what was going to happen—he wasn't
interested in revenge, and his curiosity wasn't that morbid.

Or that reckless.
Party hacks on TV sometimes till talked about criminals being coddled, but Casper had never seen any
evidence of it, not Snce the Crids and the emergency decrees. Criminadsweren't paroled when thejalls
got crowded any more; they were “ shot while trying to escape.”
Sometimes the cops didn't bother with the intermediate steps of arrest, trid, and jall.

And sometimes witnesses got “ caught in the crossfire” if they saw the wrong thing. Casper had no desire
to see anything that might be wrong. Fedling shaky, he walked the rest of the way home without incident.

It was after eleven, but he was more keyed up than ever. After afew moments of uneasy pacing around
his gpartment he decided he needed still more exercise. Just running or walking wasn't enough, and he
didn't want to risk damaging himself, so he sat down at his computer and pulled up awebfeed, entered a
few search terms, and found a catal og of exercise videos. He chose afew almost a random, and
downloaded them.

As soon asthefirst download was complete he shifted the others to the background, and began playing
thisnew acquigtion in fullscreen video.

ThetitlewasBasic Stretching , and hefollowed the lead of the girl on the screen carefully.

It was fortunate that he started with thisfile, because the next three, Aerobics for a Better Life, Modern
Dance at Home , andCalisthenics , had no warmup period, and he probably would have injured
himsdf. Asit was, none of the programs did more than tire him ot.

Heran through al of them without sopping.

Thelast file, however, was different. Self Defense for the Common Man struck achord within him.



Watching the first demongtration he felt an eectric excitement. Hefollowed dong, clumsly at firgt, but
with rapid improvement. It was as though thiswas what his body was waiting for, and when he had
finished, hefdt relaxed and at easefor thefirgt time since theimprinting.

Heran thefile through again, and burned al fiveto disk.

It was just after four am. when he finally stumbled into bed and fell into an exhausted deep.

Chapter Five

Once again the NeuroT dents executive boardroom was the scene of alate night meeting. Thistime,
however, Mr. Y amashiro, looking somewhat subdued, sat halfway down the table. At the head of the
table, in Yamashiro's usua seat, was an angry man in ablack suit and old-fashioned red tie.

"] can't believe you people screwed up likethis” themanin black said. “ Thosefilesare classified!”
"Your people ordered us to keep them available,” Y amashiro protested weakly.

"But not in with the everyday business!” the man in black said. “'Y ou could have kept the disksto one
Sde, ready to plug in when wetold you to!” He glared for amoment, then said, “ Oh, hell, it doesn't
matter any more—the damageis done. | hope you redlize that your carel essness may have endangered
not only NeuroTaents, but the very existence of the entire parent corporation. This could get uskicked
out of the Consortium!*

"1 think you're making too much of this” Y amashiro replied unessly.

"I don't doubt you think that,” the man in black said, histone flat and deadly. “ That opinionisjust
another example of your incompetence.” Hefrowned. “I'm afraid that extraordinary measures are caled
for, Y amashiro—thereis smply no longer aplace for you in this organization.”

"What?’ Y amashiro stared in disbdief.

"Y our services are no longer needed, Y amashiro.” The man in black spoke with quiet intengity, more
effective than shouting would have been. “Y ou'refired.”

Y amashiro pushed his chair back and rose unsteadily. “Y ou can't do thisto me,” he said. “1 have friends,
contacts—I'm amagjor stockholder! I'll make trouble for you. I'm not someone you can treat thisway."

"I'm afraid you are. Y ou're not active in the Party, and thisisapolitical case.” The man in black touched
abutton on hiswrist unit, and two silent men in impeccably tailored suits entered; they had obvioudy
been just outside the door, awaiting their sgnal. They walked silently down the length of the table and

stood behind Y amashiro.

"These gentlemen will be escorting you out of the building,” the man in black explained calmly. “Y ou will
not be alowed back. Y our persona effectswill be sent to you by courier.”

Y amashiro tried to protest as the two silent men seized his arms and led him from the room, but the
othersdl sat utterly motionless, totaly ignoring him, until the sound had been cut off by the closing of the
heavy conference room doors.



The man in black looked at the woman who had been seated next to Y amashiro. “Ms. Kendall,
henceforth you will carry out the duties of the executive director. We can regularize thetitle later, if you
like. Do you understand?"

The woman nodded.

"Good,” the man in black said. “Now let's seeif we can find a solution to this problem.” He turned to the
man seated to hisleft. “1 appreciate your coming up, Sir, especialy consdering the short notice you were
gven.

The man he addressed nodded. “My pleasure, Mr. Chairman.”

"Ladies and gentlemen,” the chairman explained to the others, “thisis arepresentative of the Homeland
Security Department, knowledgeable in covert activities and a coordinator of the programs NeuroTaents
has undertaken in that area. Y ou may refer to him as Mr. Smith."

Smith nodded. “Thank you,” he said. “Of courseyou dl redize that, officidly, the Covert Operations
Group has no involvement in this affair, any more than any other branch of the federal government or any
part of the Democratic-Republican Party does. Officidly, those optimization files do not exi<,
NeuroTaents has no connection with Covert or any other part of Homeland Security, and | am not here.
That's officia, and you'd dl do well to remember it. However, on apracticd level, we must keep on top
of thismetter.”

The chairman nodded his agreement. He looked at NeuroTaents new executive director. “ A team of
ours has been working with your people. Y ou have areport from them?”

"Ah, yes.” The woman shuffled nervoudy through pages on her PDA.

The others eyed her expectantly. She cleared her throat and began, “Firdt, the technica failure. It
appears that when the system was ingtalled, no one bothered to arrange a maintenance schedule; instead
it was | eft up to the usersto judge when to check over the system. It appears...” She hesitated, then
continued, “It gppears that the users, the technicians running the system, were unaware thatany
maintenance was caled for,ever . The system has been running non-stop, uninspected and unmaintained,
for more than six years. It'samiracle we haven't had a breakdown before this—or at least, asfar aswe
know we haven't. Steps are being taken to ensure that regular maintenance will be done from now on.”

She paused, then went on. “The next question is the classified files themsalves. The current software uses
asingle master program to access everything in the system. Until this can be dtered, we have removed
thefilesin question from the system. New software is being written that will handlethisal in better
fashion, requiring human intervention at certain critica pointsin any non-standard procedure.”

The new executive director took asip of water as her display brought up the next page of her report.
“The next item isthe identification of those individuals who were affected by this operation. We were
very fortunate; asfar as we can determine from the records, only two people were inadvertantly
optimized—other clients who were imprinted while the faulty ingtructions were in place were not found to
be suitable subjects for any of the available optimization packages, and the program reset the missing
variable accordingly, which alowed it to proceed properly.” She frowned. “The second of the two was
Lester Polnovick, who received the Godzilla File. The other, imprinted the day before, was aman named
Casper Beech; my people have prepared areport on his optimization.” She handed a document to
Smith.



He glanced at it, and his veneer of absolute cam cracked. “Damn!” he muttered.
"What'swrong?’ the Chairman asked.

Smith folded the document and tucked it into an inside pocket. “Weve got aproblem here” hesaid. “A
real problem. This man wasimprinted with the SpartacusFile."

"I'm afraid I'm not familiar with dl the materid involved; isthat bad?'
"Verybad. It's probably the most dangerous of dl thefilesin the series”

Smith looked at the Chairman asif expecting instant comprehension; irritated, the Chairman glared back
and said, “ Suppose you explain that alittle.”

Smith glanced at the others. “1 don't want to go into explicit detall here,” he said.
"Then don't. But give ussome idea."
"Y ou're familiar with the historicad Spartacus?’ Smith asked.
"Y ou mean the old movie?’ the Chairman asked, puzzled. “1 think | saw it on video once.”

"No, gr,” Smith said, “1 mean the dave who rebelled against ancient Rome and repestedly defeated
vastly superior armies sent againgt him. He was a superb gladiator, rabble-rouser, and general.” He
looked about, but saw only blank faces. He continued, “Well, the Spartacus File is modeled on what we
assume his abilitieswere, and as | said, it's probably the most dangerous optimization file we've ever
devised. It was created exclusively for usein nations not friendly to the United States. In aperson with
the capability of accepting it—and such people are extremely rare; we've never yet found a hedlthy one
ourselves—it crestes an individud of immense charismaand superb military ability, acrossthewhole
range from strategic planning down to persona combat, and with a compulsion to resist authority at al
levelsand to organize againg that authority. The theory wasthat by programming asingleindividud inan
unfriendly state with the Spartacus File, we could chegply and easily cause a popular revolt that, eveniif it
falled, would occupy that state to the exclusion of dl other activities. Most of the other filesare
non-compulsive, or compulsive only under certain circumstances—that is, they give the recipient high
ability, but they don'trequire that those abilities be used. Someone optimized as an n, for example,
won' kill people at random—hell wait until he's assgned atarget. The GodzillaFileis compulsive, but
it'saso unsubtle, very much out in the open—it'sintended more as a nuisance than anything else, and
without support the optimized individua is easy to dispose of, just asthe city police disposed of
Polnovick. The Spartacus File, however, is both subtle and compul sive—the recipient is programmed to
hide, to work from concealment, and isirresistibly compelled to overthrow whatever government hefinds
himself subject to. And now anAmerican has been programmed with thefile, right herein Philade phia.”
He looked at the Chairman expectantly.

The Chairman |ooked doubtful. “ Philadephiaisn't some African backwater or ex-Soviet hellhole, you
know,” hesaid.

"Yes, | know,” Smith answered, annoyed, “ but there are dways mal contents and trouble-makers who
can be stirred up—street people, romantic youngsters, intellectua s, people who wouldn't be satisfied
withany government. A man imprinted with the Spartacus File would be able to stir up their discontent
veay efficiently; evenif hefdl short of fomenting actud revolution he would amost inevitably trigger



rioting, renewed terrorism, and agreat deal of other unpleasantness. As| said, it'satime bomb.”
"Well, then,” the Chairman said reasonably, “we shdl have to defuse thisbomb.”

"It'snot going to be easy,” Smith continued. “We must be careful. This man is now programmed to
identify government agents, and to react negatively and often violently to them; he's conditioned to resst
all authority and stir up as much trouble as possible. Remember, everything we knew we put into this; we
didn'twant our Spartacusto be stopped. Thiswas our top-of-the-linefile."

"He's il only one man, and | understand that the optimization was done without the proper preparation,
S0 it may not even be complete; surely he can be stopped.”

"Oh, | think he can be stopped, but it won't be dl that easy. Remember how difficult it's been to bring
down certain terrorists.” Smith considered. “Whatever we do to him, we can't make any obvious moves
to apprehend him—he'd spot it, not to mention that if he's dready started gathering followers we don't
need to make any martyrs. And we've got to be sure that whatever we do worksthefirst time. A failed
attempt will dert him, and may well trigger more of the Spartacus File—exactly what we want to prevent.
And we haveto keep it dl quiet—if the Filésworking theway | wastold it would, the man hasthe
capability of winning over mobs, or recruiting individua convertsto hiscause. Aslong ashesdive hell
be able to turn anything we do to him, however benevolent, into anti-government propaganda—if we
give him the chance by drawing attention to him."

"I'm sure something can be arranged.” The Chairman shrugged.
"Sir,” NeuroTdents new executive director asked, “ are you saying this man Beech isto be killed?”

"No, I'm sure that won't be necessary,” the Chairman replied. “We can have him taken into custody and
neutraized by less dragtic means, I'm certain.”

"I'm not,” Smith replied. “ Optimization can't be reversed, you know—nothing short of alobotomy will
get the Spartacus File out of hisbrain now. | think we probably will need to kill him, just asMs. Kendall
says. And the sooner the better, before he can turn it into amartyrdom.”

The Chairman tapped a pencil on the table, then looked up at Smith. “NeuroTaents doesn't kill people,”
hesad.

"Covert does. With the proper authorization.”
"What sort of authorization are you talking about?"
"Executive order. We can get one tonight, if we haveto.”
The Chairman glowered. “Let me seethat report,” he said, holding out ahand.
Smith hesitated, and then replied, “No, | think we at Covert will handle this ourselvesfrom now on.” He

patted the pocket that held the report. “ Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Chairman, but NeuroTaents
isno longer concerned.”

Chapter Six



Theradio clicked on on schedule the next morning; Casper lay, till half-adeep, astheregular list of
catastrophes was recited. The Russan civil war was dill raging, more complicated than ever, and the
Fringerswere gtill causing trouble out-system, claiming they could use non-Consortium contractors and
ingal non-Party officids.

Then he snapped awake.

"Four youthswere killed late last night in the tunnels near the City Hall subway station,” the announcer
sad. “The youths, whose names have not been released by the police, were walking adong the tracks
between City Hall and Race/Vine Station when they were struck and killed by atrain asit returned to the
yard for the night. A corporate spokesperson for the Philadelphiapolice said...”

Casper rolled away from the radio and blocked out the sound with apillow over hisears. Thelast thing
he needed was areminder of the previous night's events. He remembered them dl too clearly.

Except, that is, exactly how he had knocked those two hoods down. His body had acted on its own,
and he had somehow caught two adert young men off-guard.

Hedidn't understand that at dl. He had never done anything like that before. And it had happened
before he watched the self-defense video. Watching the file hadn't been like learning something new, it
had been like re-learning a beloved childhood ritud.

That made no sense at al. He hadn't knownanything about self-defense as a child. His parents hadn't
even let him watch the Power Rangers or other popular shows.

When the radio's drone of speech was replaced by music Casper uncovered his head. Hoping this start
was not an omen of how the rest of the day would go, herolled out of bed and prepared for work—not
that he thought he would be able to accomplish anything on three hours deep and with the imprint not
working.

The subway station showed no evidence of what had occurred the night before. Casper glanced around,

looking for sgns, and saw none. Later, when the train passed through the City Hall Sation, he didn't even
think to look out the window.

He left the subway and climbed the stairs to the street.
At the top he stopped, blinked in the sunlight, and without knowing why he quickly scanned the
neighborhood, noting rooftops, obstructions, and who was where. The morning commuters were

marching to thar duties; aleftover drunk from the night before lay againgt abuilding.

He took a step back down, unsure just why. Something had sparkled somewhere, but he had no idea
why that should mean anything.

Still, it bothered him. He turned and trotted back down the steps, and went out the opposite entrance.
Then he detoured around the block.

Just for variety, hetried to tel himself. He was taking anew, longer route just to be different.

In the devator he found himsdf thinking that he would have to buy agun, or at any rate acquire one
somehow. It would be expected, and he might need it.



He blinked. Expected bywhom ? Needed for what?
At hisdesk helooked at the job list and first despaired, then grew defiant.
What kind of aman did they think hewas, giving him all this shitwork to do?
Mirim stepped up behind him and said, “Boo!"

Hedidn't react immediately; then hislips pulled back and histeeth showed in an expression that was
only technically asmile. He turned.

"Do you respect yourself?” he demanded.
"What?'
"| said, do you respect yourself?'
Mirim blinked, puzzled. “Of coursel do,” shesaid. “Isthisagag, Casper?'
"A joke?’ Hewaved an arm at his computer screen. “No, Mirim,” he said, “ that'sajoke! Expecting a
human being to waste histime on this nonsense! 1t'sfit only for lawyers and computers, not a so-called
freeman!"
Shelaughed. “ Y ou gotthat right!” she said. “But hey, it'sasteady paycheck, right?"
"Not any more!” Casper cleared the screen. “Not for me, it isn't!"
Her amile vanished. “Cas, do you fed dl right?'
" fed fine, Mirim. | fed better than | havein years. I'm setting mysdlf free, and it fedls good!™
"Y ou think I'm being arecklessfool, don't you?"

"If you're serious, yeah, | do, Cas. Areyou..."

Casper laughed, not hisusua high-pitched, nervous giggle, but asolid, powerful laugh. “Mirim,” he said,
“we were meant for better things than this. We've had our birthright stolen, and | meanto..."

"What'sthis, Beech?’ anew voice demanded. Quinones gppeared a Mirim's shoulder.

Casper looked at his boss's broad, hostile face, and the fegling of power and certainty suddenly faded.
There were times to retreat and regroup, and thiswas one of them.

"Nothing, gr,” hesad.

"Then let's get back to work, shall we? Y ou and Ms. Anspack both. | must say, that imprinting you took
doesn't seem to have kicked in yet, from what you've done so far."



"I'd haveto agree, Sir,” Casper said boldly. “I think NeuroTaents screwed it up somehow, and you
should have someone look into the matter."

Startled, Quinones stared at Beech. The man was a doormat, and could always be relied on to accept
blame for anything—since when would he suggest that somebody else might be at fault?

Since when would he suggestanything ?
"l think you'reright,” Quinones said dowly. “I think | might just give NeuroTdentsacal mysdf.”
"You do that, gr,” Casper said. “Thank you."
"Right. Well, Beech, you'd better get some work done, imprinted or not."

Quinones turned and marched away. Mirim watched him go, throwing quick little glances a Casper and
trying to suppress the urge to giggle. The whole exchange had been bizarre. Casper talking to Quinones
that way? Swest little Casper?

"Casper, what's happened to you?’ she asked.

He shrugged. “I don't know,” he said. “I redly do think the imprint must have been screwed up
somehow. | can't do adamn thing with this new software, but I'm getting al these other weird reactions.
And you know, Mirim, they might be just what I've needed to jar me out of my rut."

Mirim nodded, eyeing Casper. For the past year, maybe longer, she had been watching Casper, joking
with him, watching how Quinones and the other people around the office treated him, watching how he
treated Cecdliaand how Celiabossed him around, and thinking what afine man he could beif he had a
little more backbone, if he weren't afraid to step out of histimid little groove—but that had been
daydreaming. If it was really going to happen, she wasn't sure how to handleit. “I think | better get back
to work mysdlf,” she said, and she turned away.

From the door of his office Quinones watched her emerge from behind Casper's partition and go back
toward her own desk; hewas just stepping inside when his phone rang.

Annoyed, he glanced back out the door; yes, his secretary was working the phone. Why hadn't she just
caled to him? He picked up the receiver and said, “ Y es?"

"Arturo Quinones?’ acold voice asked.
"ThisisQuinones."
"Areyou privae?'
Puzzled, Quinones leaned over and closed the door. “Yes,” hesad.
"Y ou have aman named Casper Beech there? Recently received an imprint at NeuroTaents?"
"He works here, yes. Who isthis?'

"My nameis Smith,” the voice replied. “I'm with the government. |s Beech there now?'



"Yes, | just spoketo him. What's this about?”

"Don't worry about it. What we want you to do istell usthe minute Beech leavesthe office, for any
reason. Just call this number, 445-304-0011—did you get that?"

"No,” Quinones said, groping for a pen—most people would have used a PDA or keyboard, but
Quinones was proud of his old-fashioned ing stence on hardcopy. “Hold on aminute.” He found a pen,
fished an old envel ope from the trash, and said, “ Ready."

The number was repeated.

"Cdl that number,” Smith told him. “Y ou don't need to wait for an answer, but let it ring at least twice, to
make sure Cdler ID gets your number. Don't call until Beech leaves. Y ou understand?”

"| understand, but what..."
Smith hung up.

Quinones stared at the phone for a minute, then muttered, “ Shit. Crazy feds,” and dropped the receiver
onthecradle.

He supposed, though, that he had better do what he wastold.

He opened the door and tried to peer through or over the maze of partitions, but there was smply no
way to see Beech from where he stood. He returned to his desk, sat, and grabbed the phone.

Mirim's cubby wasin acorner where she could see the office entry, and if she turned the other way she
could see Casper. She was ditting there, marveling at the sight of Casper Beech leaning back with his
hands behind his head, not even pretending to work, when her phone beeped for attention.
She snatched up the headset and plugged it into her ear. “ Angpack,” she said into the mike.
"Mirim, thisisMr. Quinones,” she heard. “I've got something I'd like you to do for me."

"Yes, Sr?7’ shereplied, puzzled.

"l want you to tell me when Casper Beech leaves the office—even if it'sjust to use the men'sroom. Just
givemeabuzz."

Mirim hesitated. “Uh ... yes, Sr,” shesaid at last. She fought down the impulse to ask why; she knew
that Quinones didn't take kindly to questions from his subordinates.

"Good. You just cal the minute he setsfoot out the door, then.”
He hung up.

He hadn't even said thank you, Mirim thought, pulling off the headset and glaring at it. He hadn't given
any reason.

He was probably mad at Casper about some stupid little infraction that poor Cas didn't even know held
committed. Maybe he'd heard Cas's stillborn speech about salf-respect.



But why would he want to know when Cas was out of the office?
So he could search his cubby, of course. He probably thought Cas was on uppers or something—aman
like Quinoneswould never beieve one of hisunderlings might smply be fed up, hed ingst there was
some other factor, something affecting the man's thinking.

Mirim's mouth set in an angry frown.

And somewherein the back of her mind, aguilty little thought appeared—wasCasper on something?
Drugsor wire?

Even if he was, though, what businesswasit of Quinones? Or of hers? She hadn't been hired to spy on
her co-workers. Quinones had alot of nerve, involving her in hisnasty little search-and-sei zure—if that's
what it was.

He hadn't bothered to explain; he had treated her asif she were adave, or arobot, with no choice but
to carry out hisevery order.

She was no robot.
Casper's question came back to her.Did she respect herself?
Y es, she did. She stood up and marched back to Casper's cubby.

Casper looked up at her approach, and quickly blanked his screen. He had given up on doing the job he
was supposed to be doing, tracing through the mazes of interlocking directorates, shared subsidiaries,
and stock optionsto determine just who owned what, so that companies would not unwittingly sue their
own managers or slockholdersin the ongoing torrent of ligbility litigation; instead, he had been doing
some very smple, basic searches, seeing just what in the company network he could access easily and
what was rdaively secure.

Mirim probably wouldn't have noticed, but why risk it?
"Come to torment me further, wench?’ he asked, smiling.
"Sort of,” Mirim said, not smiling back. “I wanted to warn you."

His own expression collapsed into mild wariness. “Warn me of what?’ he asked.

Mirim hesitated. It wasn't too late to throw it off with ajoke, to keep from offending Quinones, to avoid
risking her job.

Then she got alook at Casper's face—thin, long-jawed, pae, framed by brown hair in need of trimming,
and watching her intently from deep-set brown eyes.

Hedidn't look drugged or wired. He looked sincere, attentive, and amost ... amost noble.

"] think Quinonesison your case,” she sad. “He wanted meto tell him the minute you stepped out of
theoffice"



Casper blinked once, dowly, coolly. Then he turned and looked over his cubby.

Therewas no way of knowing just what Quinones actually wanted. Perhaps he intended to check
Casper's files—though he should be able to access those from his own computer. Perhaps he wanted to
st up somelittle surprise,

Or..7?

"| think he's decided you're avicious drug fiend, and he wantsto ferret out your stash before you can
pollute the rest of us,” Mirim said, perching hersalf on the edge of Casper's desk.

Or that, Casper thought.

There weren't any drugsto find, of course, nor anything else suspicious; Casper'slife was dreary and
utterly innocent of any wrongdoing. Even his debts weren't his own, but inherited.

However, sooner or later, Quinones would discover that Casper wasn't working. Maybe he alreadyhad
discovered it, and wanted to see if he could discover the reason. Quinones wouldn't believe that the
imprinting had screwed up, and that instead of adding to Casper'sliability-tracing skillsit had apparently
wiped them out.

Evenif hedid believe, it wouldn't do any good. Casper had signed that stupid waiver at NeuroTaents,
and Data Tracers, Inc. wasn't about to waste their time and money fighting NeuroTaents on his behalf. A
second imprint might not do any better; Casper's brain might have indetectable quirks. Much essier to
just throw him out and find a replacement whose brain was ill virgin and imprintable.

Hewas going to lose hisjob.

W, screw that. He didn't want the lousy job anyway. He was sick of kowtowing to that fat foal,
Quinones. A person had to stand on his own two feet.

Better to go out now, rather than waiting to befired.
And there was no reason to go quietly.

While he ran through al this he had been gazing mildly up at Mirim. Now he smiled broadly, reached
over and took her hand and squeezed it gently. He did thiswithout knowing why; it went against al the
habits he had always had, but it felt right. He had never touched Mirim before, and hefdlt her sart dightly
at thefirst contact.

"Thanksfor tdling me, Mirim,” he said. Then, to Mirim's utter astonishment, he stood, climbed up onto
his desk, and shouted, “ Listen, everybody!"

The norma hum of the office faded dightly as faces turned toward him. Mot of the workers couldn't see
him, because of the partitions, but they could hear him.

He looked across the partitions and saw that the door to Quinones’ office was closed. He wouldn't hear

anything.

"Some of you know me, some of you don't,” Casper caled out. “I'm Casper Beech; I've worked here
for nine years now. Ninelousy, boring, painful yeard"



A few voicestittered nervoudy.

"Well, that nine yearsis ending; I'm about to leave here for good. Y ou know why?’ He paused
dramaticaly. No one replied; the decrease in office noise degpened as a genuine hush fell.

"Because last week they sent me for aneura imprint—they were too cheap to train me properly, or buy
software anorma human being can run. They sent me for aneurd imprint—theyordered me, afree-born
American, to takeit. They sent meto have my brain rewired. They sent meto beforce-fed skills 'l
never be able to use anywhere e se. They sent meto be programmed like one of their inferna machines!”

Casper couldfed the people listening. He heard a chair scrape as someone stood up for a better view.

"Wdl, I'mnot amachine to be programmed. I've been living like onefor nine years, but I'm not a
machine! I've been taking their orders for nine years, but I'm not amachine! But | didn't rebel—after nine
years, | think evenl thought | wasamachine! | did what they wanted, | took the imprint—but mybrain
rebelled! Theimprint didn't take. | was sick asadog for aweek, my memory'sfouled up, | can't
work—>but | didn't rebel. | camein here and tried to work anyway, like agood little machine...” He
paused again, and then bellowed out, “ And theyfired me! Becausetheir imprint screwed up, they fired
me!"

A murmur of sympathy—yprobably more feigned than genuine—ran through the room.

It wasn't sympathy Casper wanted, though. It struck him suddenly that he had no ideawhat hedid wart,
or why he was doing any of this, but he knew he had to do it, he knew he had to carry on, he knew what
to say next.

"And you know what, folks? I'm glad. Because at least I'm out of here, and therest of you aren't. But |
won't be the last to go—no, I'm just the first! Because do you know what our dear Mr. Quinonestold
me, when he sent me to have my brain reprogrammed, my mind tampered with?I'll tell you what hetold
me. It seems software that runsin people is cheaper than software that runs in computers, because we
can do our own debugging. It seemsthat dear old Data Tracers intendsto do alot of imprinting from now
on—I wasjust thefirst! And do you know what the failure rate for neura imprinting is? Do you?'

He waited, but nobody replied.

"Neither do1,” he announced. “Because I'm damn sureit's not what they've published. Most of you
work with dataal thetime, bend it around to suit management, to suit the customers' whims. Y ou think
any of the datawe get hasn't been tampered with? Hal"

Hewaved in dismissd, and histone changed from anger to fsejovidity.

"Well, boysand girls, I'm out of here, and glad to befree. I'll leave you dl to enjoy your imprints—or if
they don't take, I'll see you on the Streets, with the other unemployables. Stop by and say hello, and
remember—my name's Casper Beech.”

Then he jumped down, grabbed Mirim by the hand, and said, “Come on."
"Comewhere?’ shesaid, startled.

He stopped in mid-stride, turned, and smiled at her. “Wherever you like,” he said, “but back to your



desk for agtart. Y ou don't want anyoneto tell Quinonesit was you who warned me, do you?'

The room was buzzing; severd people had emerged from their cubbies and were approaching Casper
uncertainly.

Mirim hedtated.

Casper abruptly leaned forward and kissed her, taking her head between his hands—and as he did, he
whispered, “| need to leavenow , or itll ruin my exit.” Then he released her and strode toward the door.

Mirim blinked, then ran after him. She detoured just far enough to grab her purse.
Together, they marched out the door. A crowd gathered in the doorway, watching them go.
When Mirim and Casper had vanished into an eevator, the crowd gradually dispersed. It wasn't until

amogt five minutes later that somebody thought to tell Quinonesthat two of his subordinates had just
walked off the job.

Chapter Seven
The man dozing on the rooftop heard the buzz; he rolled over and |ooked at the read-out on his phone.

It was Quinones number. He didn't know that; he only knew that the number matched the code he had
been given. Thetarget was on hisway out of the building—or at least, he might be.

The man redly hadn't expected anything for hours yet, but that was fine; he was eager to get it over with.
He picked up the Remington 700 in one hand, the binocularsin the other.

The damn phone kept buzzing. That wasn't in the plan. He was supposed to get the code number on the
read-out, the target was supposed to come out the front door, and then the sniper was supposed to put a
bullet through the target's head. Then the cops and paramedics would go to work, and make sure the
target was securdly dead and that everyone was convinced it was the doing of some unknown crazy or
terrorist.

He didn't see the target. He put down the binoculars and took another glance a the holo.

The phone was gill buzzing. Annoyed, he reached over and flicked it open, but didn't say anything.
After afew seconds of silence, aworried voice said, “Mr. Smith?"

The sniper grimaced. His name wasn't Smith; nobody involved with the operation was named Smith, so
far as he knew, but then, he wasn't supposed to know any names. “What isit?’ he whispered. He
whispered to keep his voice from being recognized, not because he expected anyone elseto hear him.
"I'm sorry, but Beech |€eft early, and | missed it; he's been gone amost ten minutes.”

"Damn!” The sniper dammed the phone closed, grabbed the binoculars, and began scanning the
neighborhood.



No onefitting histarget's description was anywhere within a hundred meters of the door where he had
been told the target would appear. The target was supposed to head for the Race/Vine subway station;
the sniper scanned quickly inthat direction.

And there, descending the steps, he spotted aman and awoman, walking together and talking.

Nobody had mentioned anything about awoman, and it would be along, difficult shot; he hesitated, and
then it wastoo late.

"Damn!” he said again, as he reached for the phone.
The contact man, whom the sniper did not know by the name Smith, took the news camly.
"You didnt fire?’ he asked, after hed heard the sniper'sreport.
"No."

"Good. Then he dill doesn't know that anyone'staking an interest in him. Pack it in, cover your tracks,
and report in—full pay, and half the usua bonusif your story checks.”

Smith hung up the phone, thought for amoment, and then called Quinones to ask what had happened,
and who the woman with Beech was.

"Wherearewe going?’ Mirim asked, asthey stood on the empty subway platform.

"Um ... well, | thought I'd go back to my apartment, | guess,” Casper replied uncertainly. Hewas
scanning the station, not looking at her.

"You guess?'
"Well, | don't know—isthere somewhere you'd rather | went?"

Mirim stared at him. A few minutes ago Casper had been acommanding, salf-confident orator; now he
was awimp who couldn't even look her in the eye. “Y ou don't know?"

"No. Hey, | just lost my job, I'm alittle thrown, you know? Whered se should | go?’ He shook his head.
“And my mind's been playing trickson me."

"What kind of tricks?” Mirim asked, puzzled.
"Likethat speech | gave. | mean, what was | doing standing on my desk? That was crazy!"
Mirim stared at him.
"| thought you were greet,” she said.
"Butit'scrazy ,” hesaid. “It'snot me. It cost memy job."
"| thought you were going to lose your job anyway,” Mirim said. “Y ousaid you were."

"Well, yeah, | was,” Casper admitted, abit puzzled. “Maybe, anyway. No one had actualysaid | was



fired yet, but | wasn't doing my work."
"So you were going to befired."
"l think s0."
"So what harm doesit do to tell them what you think?” Mirim chalenged him.

"None, | guess,” Casper admitted. “Unlessthey blacklist me and keep me from getting another job.”
"Y ou think you have a chance of ever getting another job in the samefidd?’ Mirim asked.
Casper thought for amoment, then said, “No. Not redly."

"Sowhat harm did it do?'

Casper had no answer for that. He was busy studying the pillars and tracks.

"What are youlooking a?’ Mirim asked, puzzled.

"Oh,” Casper said, “Well, seethere, | was checking whether you could set up a crossfire over the end
of thetunnd, but I don't think the nichein the far wall is deep enough...”

"A crossfire?” Mirim stared at him. * Casper, what are you talking about?"

He turned and stared back at her with ahaunted expression. “1 don'tknow , Mirim,” hesaid. “1 don't
have any idea, and it scares the heck out of me.”

Mirim hesitated, about to say something, but just then they heard the screeching of stedl whedlsasthe
train neared the station, and she decided it could wait. For awhile there she had thought that Casper was
at last coming out of his shell, but now he seemed to be retreating again, and she didn't want to force
anything, not yet. Something strange was happening to him, presumably brought on by that stupid imprint.

Shewondered if hewould be willing to see adoctor.
Shewondered if he couldafford to see adoctor.

There was no point in berating Quinones, the important part was where Beech was now. Smith didn't
need to think very hard about that; the obvious place for Beech to go was home.

That he had the Anspack woman aong didn't change that; he might take her home with him, he might
drop her off a her own homefirgt, he might stay at her place awhile, maybe even until morning, but
sooner or later, unless he had somehow been derted, he would go back to his own apartment.

If hehad been aerted ... well, even with the Spartacus File, Beech was a beginner. The file wouldn't be
running properly yet. He would make mistakes. Even if he had somehow redlized that people were
pursuing him, Beech might go home.

Or he might go to Anspack’s place; Smith would want to cover that possibility, too.

He picked up the phone.



Ten minuteslater he hung up, reasonably satisfied. There wasn't time to set up anything fancy, or evento
get to the gpartment before Beech did, so it wouldn't be as neat and tidy as he might have liked. Still, the
job would get done.

When they emerged from the subway the sky had clouded over, threatening thunder and rain, and the
two of them hurried up the block, againgt wind that was suddenly cold. Casper dmost reached out a
sheltering arm for Mirim, then thought better of it.

"Herewe are,” he said amoment later, pointing.

"Youlivehere? ” Mirim asked, looking up at the building's gloomy facade.

"Sure,” Casper said. He shrugged. “It's not so bad.”

Mirim shuddered.

"Y ou didn't have to come,” Casper said. That sounded more hostile than he had meant it to, though; to
soften it, he added, “But I'm glad you did. Would you like to come up for abite to eat?’

Mirim shrugged. “ Sure, why not?” She followed Casper past an overflowing trash dumpster up to the
door.

"Careful on the steps,” Casper said. He unlocked the door and ushered Mirim through ahead of him;
when they were both insde the dim halway, behind thick panes of dirty glass, heflicked thelight switch a
couple of times, but the only illumination came from outsde.

"Oh, hell,” he said. “The damned lights are out again. Y ou'd better take my hand—the stairs can be
tricky.” He offered hishand, and shetook it, neither delicately nor grabbing, but just holding. They
started up the steps.

"What do you mean, thelights are outagain? ” Mirim demanded. “Can't you do anything about it?"
"Afraid not. Look out, that one's broken. No, | can't do anything about the lightsor the stairs, because
my lease—everyone'slease who lives here—has ano-liability clause. We can't sue, dl wecandois

withhold rent, and at what we pay, the owners don't much care.”
"Hmph. That'sahdl of athing. Have you got atenant's union?'
Casper laughed. “Not inthis building. The people who live here tend to keep to themselves. Theresno
clausein our leasesto keep usfrom suing each other, after all. We haveto pay for our low rent
somehow. Herés my floor."

They |eft the stairway, and Casper unlocked his apartment door while Mirim waited uneasily inthe hall.

Oncethey were insde he carefully located Mirim next to the door, where she would be safer, before
lockingiit.

Hetried to keep his own windows reasonably clean, so the gpartment wasn't as dim asthe halls, but
since hisonly view was of the building next door to the north the place had a certain gloom about it. He
flicked the light switch, but nothing happened.



"Power's out for the whole building, ssmeasusud,” he said. “Sorry if the placeisalittleuntidy,” he
added gpologeticaly.

"l can't see wdl enough to notice."
Cagper amiled. “Wait right there, and I'll get somelight.”

He stumbled into the kitchen, and returned a moment later with acandle in each hand. He set them both
on the dinner table, saying over his shoulder, “I've got wine, milk, and diet cola."

"Winewould be nice."
"It'sjust chegp Cdiforniawhite,” he warned.
"That'sfine"
"I'll beright back. The stereo is over there. It's on the UPS, and the backup battery should be good for
acouple of hoursif we don't use the computer for anything else, so fed freeto put on some music. Y our

choice"

When Casper returned with the glasses of wine, he found Mirim stting on the couch, the stereo playing
softly. The music was Beethoven. He handed Mirim her glass and sat down beside her.

There was an embarrassed silence as they sipped their wine. Casper put his glass on the end table.
"I'm not entirely sure why you came back herewith me,” Casper said at last. “1 mean, I'm very glad you
did , and it was good of you to warn me about Quinones, but you didn't have to come with me. Y ou've

probably just thrown away your job, and it's not like it's easy to find work these days."

"W, you'd thrown awayyours ,” Mirim pointed out, “and you gave some very convincing reasonswhy
the rest of us should, too."

"l did?" Casper asked. Mirim thought she heard a concatenation of unhappiness, confusion, and pridein
those two smple words.

"Yes, youdid,” shesad. “| wasimpressed.”
"But why?'

Mirim started to speak, and Casper cut her off. “I don't mean why were you impressed, | mean why did
Ido that?It's... it'snot like me."

"Oh, I don't know,” Mirim said. “1 dways thought you had it in you somewhere.”
He stared at her, his hand on hiswine glass, not moving. “Y ou did?'
Mirim nodded.

"But..."



Casper was interrupted by aknock on the door. Startled, he turned.
"Who could it be at thistime of day?’ he asked. “I'd be at work, ordinarily."
"Maybe whoever it istried there and they told him you'd gone home,” Mirim suggested.

"But who...” Casper got to hisfeet, puzzled. Then helooked a Mirim, understanding dawning. “A
process server,” he said. “Who else could it be?"

"Data Tracers couldn't have one herethat fast,” Mirim objected.
The knock sounded again.
"Youreright,” Casper said. “I don't knowwho it is.” He stepped toward the door, then froze.
Part of him, the part he thought of as himself, the norma old Casper Beech, wanted to go ahead and
open the door, put an end to the mystery, get it over with—but something else, something unfamiliar,

something strange, held him back.

He rationdized; this was not agood neighborhood, and he wouldn't ordinarily be home now. It might be
aburglar looking for vacant gpartments.

It was probably a salesman or a Jehovah's Witness or something, but just in case ... ?

"Who'sthere?” he caled, and without knowing why, or even that he was doing it, Casper stepped to
one sde, behind the door, out of the line of fire.

And the door burgt in, the doorframe shattering as the latch and lock were kicked in; splintersflew, and
then the stuttering roar of automatic gunfire began—only to be cut off short as Casper kicked the door
back, hard.

Mirim yelped and dove for cover under the coffeetable.
The gun roared again. Bullets tore through the thin wood of the door, stitching toward Casper—but
Casper had dready dropped below them, and as the window shattered noisily, as plaster puffed from the

walls, herolled away from the corner, reaching for aweapon.

The |etter opener wastoo far away, the knivesin the kitchen drawer out of the question; he snatched up
an eight-inch splinter torn from the broken doorframe, and lay till.

The gunfire sopped; Mirim lay motionless beneeth the table, hands clasped protectively over her head.
Casper lay on thefloor, on hisbelly, muscles tensed, splinter in hishand.

The ruined door opened, and Casper sprang; his empty fist took the stranger in the belly, and asthe man
gtarted to double over the splinter rammed through hisleft eye and into the brain.

He dropped ingtantly, and Casper fell on top of him, grabbing for the weapon the downed man had held
and scanning the corridor.

Hedidn't havefar to look; the second man was close behind, pistol ready. Hisfirst shot went high, as
Casper dropped below it; the second took his own companion in the back as Casper rolled aside.



Hefired no third shot; by then Casper had the first attacker's Uzi and was muttering, “ Acquire target and
squeeze..."

The pistol-wielder had not bothered to take cover; instead, he took a stream of bulletsin the chest as
Casper emptied hiswespon.

Casper ran, crouched low, into the hall; he dammed one foot onto the second man's neck to make sure
he was down to stay, then switched the Uzi to his other hand and snatched up the pistol while he made a
quick turn, 360 degrees, checking for further attacks. He pointed the pistol down the stairs, but found he

wasaming at empty ar.
"Mirim,” he cdled, not looking back, “are you okay?"

"l think s0,” she said unsteadiily.
"Then get out here. Now."

"But theré's ... in the doorway..."

"Step over it,” Casper commanded. “Move! We have to get out of hereright now! "
"But..."
"No arguments! Before any more come!™
That did it; Mirim came, and together they hurried down the stairs, not running, Casper told her you can

trip if you run, people hear you coming; they moved quickly down the stairs and down the hal, Casper in
front with the pistol held ready.

Chapter Eight

"They've dmogt certainly got acar waiting out front,” Casper said, “and if they know what they're doing
there's another in back. We go out the side.”

"But thereisn't...” Mirim began, looking aong the narrow ground-floor hallway.

"Wemake one,” Casper said, as he made a sudden whirling movement, bringing hisfoot around
incredibly fagt, kicking at an apartment door just below the doorknob.

Wood cracked, and the door burst open.
"How...” Mirim began.

"If they could do it to mine, | can do it to someone else's,” Casper explained, as he pulled her through a
dingy living room.

The window was nailed shut, but Casper didn't worry about that; he used the butt of his
newly-appropriated pistol to shatter the glass, then kicked out the screen. A moment later he had



lowered Mirim to the alley below and jumped down after her.

"That way,” he said, pointing to the back of the building. “If theydo have someone there, chances are
hell be expecting usless, and the dley'sless exposed than the street.”

Mirim started to run: Casper caught her and held her back. “Not yet,” he said. “Just walk. Look as
casua asyou can. Look for other people; if we can get in acrowd somewhere well be safer.”

At the back of the building Casper steered Mirim down an aleyway aong the back of the next building
over; shedidn't darelook at the parking lot at al, but he took a seemingly-casua glance.

The dark blue late-mode car with the man behind the whedl was blatantly obviousto him. It wasaso
clear that the man was watching the back door, and hadn't even noticed the man and woman dipping
away down the side.
"Amateurs,” Casper muttered.
Mirim glanced at him, but kept walking without saying aword, and Casper flushed.
After dl,he was an amateur—at best! A week before he hadn't even been that.

Wheat the hell was going on? How had he learned dl this stuff? Those videos didn't account for it—even
the self-defense one hadn't covered the moves he had made, it didn't say anything about using guns, and
he had acted without conscious thought, asif the result of long training.

And why had he downloaded those filesin the first place?

And what was that he'd said about acquiring atarget and squeezing?

He looked down at the gunin hishand. It feltright there, comfortable and familiar—but he'd never used
ahandgunin hislife. He knew at a glance, though, that thiswas a Browning Hi-Power, agood, solid
wespon, perhaps abit old-fashioned, but till very effective.

To useit, or any handgun, you focused on the front Sght, not the target. Y ou squeezed the trigger, you
didn't pull it or jerk it.

That hadn't been in the video. How did heknow that? It was dmost asif he'd been imprinted with the
knowledge ... ?

"Damn,” he muttered to himsdlf. Mirim glanced a him.
They'd reached the end of the dley; he turned, heading for the subway station.
"Where are we going?’ Mirim asked, and Casper could hear adight tremor in her voice—which was
understandable, under the circumstances. A moment earlier held have been amazed at his own coolness
under fire, but now he'd figured it out. Why hadn't he seen it sooner?

Only one explanation made sense.

"NeuroTdents,” hetold her.



"What?'
"NeuroTaents,” he said. “They screwed up somehow—it's the only explanation.”
"Only explanation ofwhat ?'

"Of how | could do dl that stuff,” he said. “Of how | know how to usethis.” He hefted the pistal, then
redlized that he shouldn't be showing it in broad daylight, and tucked it into the waistband of his pants,
under hisshirt.

Mirim still looked puzzled, and he explained, “They must have screwed up my imprinting, when | went in
to learn the new software,” he said. “1 didn't learn it—I couldn't do athing with it at work this morning.
But | knew what to do when that man attacked us. And | knew what to do when some gangbangerstried
tomug melagt night.”
"What?Y ou were mugged? Y ou didn'..."

"l wasn't mugged,” Casper corrected her. “I said theytried . | stopped them, same as| stopped those
men back at my apartment.”

"Those men ... Y eah, Casper, whowere they?"

"I don't know,” he admitted. “1 haven't figured that part out yet. But | must have learned this stuff at
NeuroTdents”

"NeuroTdents teaches peopleto fight? They have imprintsfor that?'
Casper shrugged. “They must,” he said, as he led the way down the steps into the subway.
Asthey waited on the platform, Mirim asked, “ So what are you going to do at NeuroTaents?"

"I'll tell them they screwed up and that | want it fixed...” Casper began. Hisvoicetrailed off asredization
sank in. He looked a Mirim and blinked.

"You can't undo an imprinting,” Mirim said. “It'slikelearning any other way—you cantunlearn
something.”

"But |...” Casper hesitated.
He had sgned the waiver; he couldn't sue NeuroTaents. The most he could do would be to demand
that they give him theright neura imprint, on top of whatever this was they'd done to him—and what
good would that do? Was Data Tracers going to take him back after that little farewell speech held
meade?
Somehow, he doubted it.
And something € se occurred to him. There were people coming after him, trying to kill him.
Data Tracers wouldn't have done that; they'd have destroyed him financialy and socidly if they decided

to seek revenge, they might have had him arrested, had his bank account confiscated, his net accounts
shut down, his apartment “searched” to destroy al his belongings, rumors spread—but they wouldn't



have sent gunmen toshoot him.
And they couldn't have acted so quickly, in any case.

The credit firm he was paying for his parents' debts wouldn't want him dead; he couldn't pay any more if
he were dead. He didn't have enough of an estate to be worth confiscating. Even if they aready knew
held lost hisjob, they'd want him to find another, they wouldn't kill him.

So someone el se had sent those men. Not Data Tracers, and not Citizens Legal Credit.

And no one had ever had any reason to kill poor, inoffensive Casper Beech—unitil now.

The only thing different about him now, other than hislost job, wasthe imprint, so that had to be why
they were after him. They must have caught the mistake at NeuroTdents.

So wouldNeuroTalents send gunmen after him?

Maybe they would—it didn't seem likely, but maybe they would. And in that case, he sure didn't want to
wak into NeuroTdents officesand givethem asitting target.

Would they try to kill him just to cover up their mistake? That seemed pretty extreme. Consortium
members were generally assumed to have disposed of troublemakers on occasion, but only asalast
resort.

Maybe there was something else.

Maybe there was something about the imprint that made him dangerous—something more than the fact
that it proved they'd screwed up.

He grimaced. Well, yes, there was something dangerous, he thought. Hed just killed aman with a
splinter , for Christ's sake! That was pretty goddamn dangerous, to have someone running around who
could do that.

Hed killed aman with asplinter—he felt suddenly ill at the thought. It hadn't bothered him at the time, or
when he wasn't thinking about it, but now he remembered the fed of it, the fluids spilling from the
ruptured eye ... ?

Heleaned againgt apillar, waiting for the nauseato pass, Mirim glanced at him unesslly.

Just what the hell had they imprinted him with?

What did they have an imprint likethat for in thefirst place? NeuroTdents businesswasimprinting
people with job skills—what kind of job called for the sort of fighting ability hed learned?

He'd heard stories about corporate assassins, killers kept on the regular payroll, but he'd never redlly
believed them—he'd assumed that any corporate killings were done by freglancers. But even if therewere
corporate ns, would it be worth creating an entire imprint to manufacture them?

How could there beenough corporate nsto make imprinting economicaly feasble? Thered be
bloodbathsin every research |ab or corporate penthouse in the country if that was going on.



That just didn't make sense. So that wasn't what he was. That was something of arelief.
But then, whatwas he? A soldier?

The army used imprinting for part of their training, certainly, but by al accountsthat wasfor thingslike
driving tanks, not unarmed combat. And they did their own, they didn't contract it out to NeuroTalents.

But maybe someone else in the government had hired NeuroTaents. Maybe one of those organizations
in the Department of Homeland Security, the ones the public wasn't supposed to hear about, had
decided to use NeuroTdentsto train their people.

Thatmade sense. All too much sense.

It would do as aworking assumption, then—he'd been imprinted with the training to be a spy, a secret
agent. And maybe his brain hadn't been ready for it—maybe that was why he'd had such abad reaction
to the imprint. He wasntmeant to be able to kill people.

But on the other hand, he was certainly good at it now. Wouldn't those two men have had the same sort
of imprinting?
Maybe held gotten something special. Maybe that was why whoever was responsible was after him.
Spies, assassins—it al sounded like something out of an old video.
"So where arewe going?’ Mirim asked, as the sound of an approaching train reached them.
"Your place,” Casper replied.
Mirim nodded.
By the time they actually boarded the subway car, however, Casper was having second thoughts. If the
government wastrying to kill him—and of cour se it was the government; who el se but the Party would
have the arrogance to set nsloose on the streets of Philadel phia?—then they'd probably aready
donethelr research. They'd probably know he was dating Cecdlia. They might know that Mirim had left
the Data Tracers offices with him.

And Mirim and Cecdlia shared that apartment.

If they had any brainsat al, the people who were after him would be watching the apartment. They
might be holding Cecelia hostage, asbait for him.

He shook his head. No, he thought, Cecdliawouldn't be home at thistime of day, she'd be at her office.
He glanced at hiswatch—she'd be going to lunch soon, he judged.

Maybe they could arrange arendezvous, somehow, he didn't thinkanyone should be going into that
apartment.

Ingtead, he got off a City Hall, pulling Mirim after him.

"Where are we going?’ she asked for thethird time.



"We're going to meet Cecelia,” Casper told her. “Y our gpartment’s probably being watched.”
The man called Smith was not happy with what he heard when one of the back-up men checked in.

The agent who'd been waiting out front had eventualy redlized that something was wrong, that the
pick-up wasn't going as planned; if Beech had been there he should have been taken care of quickly, and
if hewasn't, either Lambert or Finch should have come out and said so, so the man in the car would

know it was a stake-out.

He'd heard gunfire and breaking glass, he was pretty sure, and that should have been the end of it, but
he waited and waited and Lambert and Finch did not emerge.

So held gonein, and heldd found Finch with bullet holesin his chest and Lambert with achunk of wood
rammed through his eye, and held gone back out, quickly, with his pistol ready, to warn Eberhart out
back, and then held returned to his car and cdled in.

Smith was not happy at al.

This should have been easy. Beech shouldn't be ready for them yet—the file should still be fragmented,
working in fitsand starts. Lambert and Finch should have polished him off in seconds.

Maybe it hadn't been Beech at all, maybe Lambert and Finch had ssumbled into adrug dedl or some
other illicit activity and been mistaken for cops—the neighborhood was bad enough, certainly.

But in that case, where the hall was Beech?

Hewasn' at his gpartment. He wasn't at the woman's apartment. He wasn't at Data Tracers. Where else
would he go? Smith accessed the file on Beech and skimmed through it.

He saw three more possibilities.

First, Beech might have figured out what had happened and gone to NeuroTaentsto complain.

Second, he might have headed to his girlfriend's law firm—either to see her, or to discussfiling suit
againgt NeuroTaents or Data Tracers.

Third, he might have decided to take shelter with friends or relatives—only hisrecords didn't show any
living relatives, and the only friend mentioned was Cecdlia Grand.

Thosewould dl want attention. It meant calling in more manpower, but that was better than letting
Beech stay dive and |oose with the Spartacus File gradudly integrating itsdf in hisbrain.

And that brought up the question of just how good, how dangerous, Beech aready was. It would take a

neurophysicist and an imprint programmer with a complete scan of Beech's brain to predict that with any

accuracy; the theory was that he would need weeks or months to absorb everything, but Polnovick had
begun his rampage within twenty-four hours. The theory might well be wrong.

Beech might be arank beginner who got lucky, or he might aready be the equivalent of an experienced
rebel leader, or he might be anywhere in between, and Smith didn't know which it was. Could Beech
spot Covert agentsreiably, or had Lambert and Finch just been doppy? Was Beech wary now, alerted
by the attempt on hislife? Would it be possible to get near him?



A sniper didn't need to be near him, of course, but the sniper that morning hadn't managed to dispose of
Beech. Had that been merely coincidence, or had Beech somehow aready been derted?

Or was the Spartacus File smply making him very, very cautious?

If Beechwas on the lookout, for whatever reason, how could Smith get a him? Smith kept half hismind
on that question as heissued ordersto cover Grand's office.

Chapter Nine

Mirim followed aong, watching in puzzlement as Casper zigged and zagged through the city Streets. He
paused now and then to stare up at certain buildings or vehicles, though Mirim could never see anything
specia about them.

They went past the entrance to Cecdias law firm four times without going in.
At last Casper stopped, ablock away from Cecelias office, and ushered Mirim into a coffee shop.
"I'm pretty surethey're here, but they're fill setting up,” he said, leading her toward an ancient landline
pay phone at the back. “They won't have had time to monitor al the phones—I hope not, anyway.
They'll have your cell covered, and of course mine, not that it works, but they probably don't have Cedlias

phonesyet, so | want you to cal her, arrange to meet somewhere for lunch.”

Mirim nodded, and started to pull her calling card from her purse. Casper's hand on her wrist stopped
her.

"Usecash,” hesaid.

She glanced at him, then fished out adollar coin instead. As she punched in Cecdlid's office number and
waited for an answer, Mirim looked uneasily at Casper.

Thiswas dl so strange and horrible. She had always liked Casper, thought he was sort of cute—shed
often thought that if he'd had any backbone and hadn't been dating her roommate, sheld have been
serioudy interested in him.

She hadn't known then that he lived in adum, or that he was capable of killing two armed menina
matter of seconds.

Of course, maybe hehadn't been capable of it—but didn't they say that imprinting couldn't teach you
anything you wouldn't have been able to learn? It was justfaster —if you weren't able to handle
something, imprinting wouldn't change thet.
Could an ordinary man learn to fight like that? Or was Casper something specia ?

That speech held given at Data Tracers had been wonderful, and he was still charming, but held been so
ruthless . And dl this cloak-and-dagger rigmarole—was he being paranoid?

But they redllywere after him, whoever they were.



What was goingon? Casper said he didn't know, ether, but he still seemed to know what to do—could
animprinting do that?

Then Cecdidsvoice sad, “Grand spegking,” and Mirim concentrated on sounding normal, asif she
were till at her office, asif she hadn't seen two men killed about an hour before, asif Casper weren't
standing behind her with aloaded handgun in his pants.

Itwould have to be lawyers, Smith thought. With most people he could have bullied the manager into
|etting them monitor the landline phonesin amatter of minutes, just as heéd bullied that oaf Quinones at
Data Tracers. The cells had al been tagged dready, not just Grand's but everyone in the office, but
Beech might expect that—or he might just use alandline anyway. Smith needed accessto the office
phones, and the easiest way to get it was courtesy of someone who aready had it.

Usudly that just took aflashed set of credentials or afew words of warning, but lawyers were harder to
intimidate—so even while he was negotiating with Mr. Arnold of Jackson-Arnold-Perez, Smith had his
men tapping into the building's centrd systems.

And agood thing, too, he thought, as one of his assstants signaled to him.

"Just amoment, Mr. Arnold,” he said. Heflicked off the microphone—just covering the mouthpiece
wasn't certain enough.

"The Grand woman is on the phone right now ... no, shejust hung up,” the assistant said. “ She's meeting
Angpack, we think for lunch; we didn't get the location.”

"Follow her,” Smith snapped. “ Anspack’s probably still with Beech.” Then he turned the microphone
back on. “I'm sorry, Mr. Arnold—something came up here. If you insst on acourt order, well get one.
I'll get back to you. Thank you for your time, Mr. Arnold.”

He hung up and pocketed the phone.
A court order—hal Arnold was stuck in the last century somewhere.

He turned to hisassstant again.

"Make sure whoever's going after Beech knows he's dangerous—use whatever it takesto take him
down. Thisisanationa security matter. Collaterd damageis acceptable.”

"Yes, 9r.” The assistant began relaying orders.
"They'll follow her,” Casper said. “Well have to |ose them somehow.”
Mirim blinked at him, startled.
"Y ou redlly think they're going to be that thorough?"
"They were watching her office—I spotted two cars on stakeout, one man on the sdewalk, and aman

on the rooftop across from Cecdlias window,” Casper replied. “If they're watching her, they'll follow



Mirim stared at him, and Casper thought he saw fear in her expression.

He smiled warmly. “Don't worry,” he said, “well befine. Maybe I'm just imagining it—but after what
happened at my place, don't you think wed better be extra-careful ?*

The fear faded to uncertainty—and it occurred to Casper that he'd never been able to read Mirim'sface
S0 easily before.

Had theimprint taught himthat , too?

Wheat sort of animprint could that be? The fighting, the wegpons, spotting traps, outthinking opponents,
that al fit together—but reading faces?

And what about that speech at the office?

[t didn't all fit with theideaof an assassin very wdll; he wasfairly certain now that whatever he had been
programmed with wasn't just nation. Face-reading might suit aspy, someone who had to be able
to tdl truth from lies and know who to trust—but how did his gpeech fit with that?

"How do welosethem?” Mirim asked. “If they'reredly there, | mean.”

Casper shrugged—and redlized that he didn't know; he wasn't just dodging the question to savetime.
He had noideaat all how one could escape pursuit.

He had known a moment before, and he'd lost it.

Wheat thehd| kind of imprint was this? How could he forget something he'd known just seconds earlier?

That wasn't how it was supposed to work! Once something was imprinted it was supposed tobe there

whenever it was needed—Casper had read enough on the nets and spoken to enough people who had
been imprinted to know that.

Oncethey had Cecedlia away from those bastards, the next step would be to track down just what it was
that he'd had stuffed into his head—what it wasfor, what it did, everything. Once he knew what it was,
maybe he could figure out how to ded withit.
Mayhbe the knowledge would come back when he needed it—he sure hoped it would.
"Comeon,” hesaid.
Mirim had told Ceceliato meet her at arestaurant and bar on Rittenhouse Square, but Casper had no
intention of actualy entering the place—he'd be too confined there, too easy to trap. Instead, moving
eadly through the lunchtime crowds, dragging Mirim behind him, he spotted Ceceliaon Walnut Street
and waved to her.

She waved back, and amoment later the three of them were moving side-by-side down the sidewalk,
Casper uncomfortably aware of the two men following Cecdlia

"Casper!” Cecdliabegan, “1 didn't know..."

"Shh,” hetold her. He looked around for away to escape. So far the two men hadn't opened fire,
presumably because of the bystanders, or perhaps because they weren't yet certain of hisidentity—or



maybe they just weren't close enough. He wasfairly sure they'd move soon.
Hewould have, in their position.
"Thisway,” he said suddenly, turning north on the west sde of 19th.
Startled, the two women obeyed.

He then turned again, onto Moravian—and here he didn't have any crowdsto help; Moravian wasn't
much morethan an dley.

"Run!” he said, reaching out with both hands and swatting both women forward.
Mirim ran—shed been there at his gpartment, she was already on edge.
Cecdlia, though, stopped dead and turned to face him, hands on her hips. “ Casper, what the hell..."

"Run, damnit!” he shouted. “I'll explaininamoment!” And he ran himsdlf, after Mirim. “Turn left!” he
cdled.

He glanced back. The two men had pushed right past Cecdlia, leaving her standing there, looking
confused and angry; one man had apistal in hishand.

Mirim wheeled left onto 20th Street, Casper close behind.
Another short block brought them back onto Walnut, where at Casper's signad Mirim turned |eft again.

Pedestrians turned and stared as the two of them charged through the crowd, half ablock ahead of their
pursuers.

Cagper was considering options as he ran. Something in his brain was working again; he was running
through possible courses of action, rather than smply fleaing.

He could cdl for help, but these people didn't know him yet, they wouldn't want to get involved, and the
natural tendency would be to sde with the pursuers rather than the fugitive.

He could make a serious effort to |ose the two men—>but there might be others he hadn't spotted, lurking
in the crowd as back-up. And besides, he couldn't see any way to bring Mirim and Cecdliawith him
safely if hewereto try any serious dodging; they weren't ready, wouldn't read signdsin time.

But therewas athird dterndtive.

He turned north again on 19th, Mirim close on his hedl's, and amoment later they were back on
Moravian, having circled the block. Ceceliawas Hill there, halfway down to 20th; Mirim ran toward her,
shouting, “Run, Cecdid"

Casper didn't; Casper stopped dead the moment he'd rounded the corner and threw himself back
againgt the brick wall. He pulled the Browning Hi-Power from his pants.

And as each of the two men rounded the corner, chasing Mirim, Casper snapped off two quick shots.



"Doubletap,” he said, as hefired at the first man's chest; the recoil kicked the pistol upward dightly, and
Casper fired again without pulling it down. That put abullet through the side of the man'shead. Then he
dragged the gun back down into linein time to do the exact same thing to the second pursuer.

Blood and brain sprayed across the pavement and the side of an illegally-parked car. Both men dropped
in mid-stride, one after the other. Cecelia screamed.

So did another woman, on 19th Street, who had seen the two men fall.

Casper ignored the screams; he ran, grabbed the two women by the arm in passing, one on either side,
and dragged them to 20th Street, where he turned right thistime.

Mirim ran with him; Cecdiadidn't resst, but didn't hdp much at firg.
"Y ou want to stay with those two?’ Casper whispered to her.
After that, sheran.

They dodged through the streets of Center City for severad minutes—running at first, then trotting, then
waking.

"Catch your breath,” Casper told the women. “ After the next corner we want to look natural, to blend
in"

Mirim nodded; Ceceliadidn't, but Casper didn't worry about it.

The next corner put them on Market Street, and Casper began looking for somewhere to it down,
somewhere they could eat the lunch they had promised Cecedlia.

Hewas, heredlized, redly hungry. Hed worked up an appetite.
"We have aproblem,” Smith's assstant said.
"Why?" Smith asked.
"It's Dominguez and Groves."
"What about them?'
"They'redead,” the assstant said. “Beech blew their brains out.”
"Did they get Beech?'
The assistant shook his head. “No. And their back-up lost him."
"Damn!” Smith smacked hisfigt againgt thewall. “What the hell happened?’
The assistant relayed the back-up's report—how Dominguez and Groves had seen Beech and Anspack

meet Grand, how they'd followed the three of them for a block and then Anspack and Beech had started
running, how they'd al gone around the block and Beech had ambushed them.



The back-up had seen most of it, and had tried to pick up the pursuit hersdlf, but she'd guessed wrong
somewhere about which way her quarry turned and lost them. She hadn't had a chance to get off a shot.

"Damit!” Smith said. “Why didn't Dominguez or Grovesjust shoot Beech when they had the chance?"
"Crowds,” the assgtant said. “ At least, that's what the back-up thinks."

"| said collateral damage was acceptablel” Smith glared. “For Christ's sake ... next time, if thereis one,

tell whoever we send to go ahead and shoot on sight. And give ‘ em something heavier—shotguns or full

auto, something with redl firepower. Something that'll take Beech down no matter how good heis”

He wondered just how good that was. Beech seemed to be absorbing the Spartacus File pretty
goddamn fast.

"Yes, dr,” the assgtant said. “Uh ... the city police are on the scene of the shooting; should we contact
them?'

"No, of...” Smith stopped and reconsidered. “Yes,” he said. “ Give them Beech's description and basic
history. Tell them wethink he'saterrorigt. Tell them Dominguez and Groveswere FBI, tdll ‘emwere
FBI—Iet ‘em think we're going to be redlly pissed if anyone €l se gets Beech, you know, the whole
‘Untouchables’ bit. That should motivate them. These city contractorslike pissing off the FBI."

"Yes, ar.” The assstant reached for the phone.

Chapter Ten
"The government's after me,” Casper told Cecelia. “ Those two were feds.”
The three of them were seated at the counter of asmall coffee shop on the north side of Market Strest;
bright sunlight gleamed from chrome and Formicaon dl sdes, and half adozen screens were showing

various news, weather, and sports reports.

It was hard to imagine that ten minutes earlier they'd been fleeing for their lives, Casper's words sounded
bizarre and paranoid to Cecdlia

She put down her sandwich and stared at him. She hadn't yet taken the first bite. “Why?’ she
demanded.

"I'm not sure,” he said. “ Something to do with theimprinting | got, | think—someone screwed it up
somehow.” He saw her expression, and continued, “1 don't knowwhy , but they're definitely after me,
and they're trying to kill me, not arrest me."

"How do you know?"

"Because they shot firgt, without asking meto surrender or saying who they were."

Cecdliaglanced a Mirim, who nodded confirmation. “ They just opened fire, back at his
gpartment—never saidd aword.”



"Those same two men?'
"No, of course not,” Mirim said. “Casper killed them.”

"But you were a his apartmentbefore he ... what were you doing at Casper's apartment?’ Cecdiaeyed
her roommate suspicioudy.

"Wewalked off thejob together thismorning,” Mirim said, abit nervoudy.
"But ... oh, never mind. So these two men he just shot cameto his gpartment?”
"No, twoothers . Casper killed them, too."
Cecdiablinked. “He'skilledfour men?’
Mirim swallowed, and nodded.
Cecelialooked at Casper, who tried very hard to look blank; he didn't know what else to do.

He supposed it must be a shock for her, to hear that her harmless, timid lover had committed not one,
but four murdersin asingle morning—or four killings, anyway, asthey were al sdf-defense.

It couldn't be as much of ashock for her to hear that asit was for him to have lived through it, though;
sheat least had the option of not believing it.

"None of them identified himsdlf?" Ceceliaasked, turning back to Casper.
"Nope,” he said. “ Shoot fird, ask questions | ater.”
"Then how do you know they're feds?'

"Who the hell ese could it be?’ Casper said, suddenly angry. “Those bastards are always trying to run
everyoneslives...” Hewasamost growling.

"Casper,” Cecdliasaid, and he stopped. She stared at him and picked up her sandwich again. She took
ahite, chewed, then said, “'Y ou never seemed to have a problem with the government telling you what to
do before.

Casper blinked at her, and tried to think.

Wasthat true?

It seemed asif it must be, readlly—after dl, held put up with everything al these years, put up with the
taxes and orders and rules and security checks, whereas now the mere thought of anyonetelling him that
he had to do something, or mustn't do something, was enough to make him tremble with rage.
Theimprint again; it had to be.

What thehell had NeuroTdents done to him? And why?

"Y ou don't know why they'retrying to kill you?” Cecdliaasked. “Do you think it's a case of mistaken



identity?'

Casper shook hishead. “I don't think that'sit,” he said. “ They know I'm Casper Beech, or they wouldn't
have hit the right gpartment or staked out your office. Asfor why—I don'tknow , Celia, but | havea
theory."

"Let'sheer it."

Casper recognized her tone and grimaced; sheld dipped into lawyer mode. Hardly surprising, under the
circumstances.

"1 went to NeuroTdentsfor that imprinting afew days ago, remember?"
Cecdlianodded.

"Well, | got the wrong one. I've been programmed with some kind of combat imprint—or maybe it's
meant for spiesor ns, | don't know, but that's how | was able to take out four of them.”

"l saw how you ... how you killed those two,” Cecdiasaid. “Y ou caught them by surprise, ambushed
them.”

"But how'd | know to do that?"

"People can do amazing things under stress,” Cecdliasaid. “You seealot of it inmy line of work.”
"And what about the others?’ He shook his head. “Besides, I've been having al kinds of weird
experiences—I| chasad off abunch of muggersthe other night, and I'm congtantly finding mysalf watching
for booby-traps or planning raids. And there was the speech at the office. No, | got thewrong
imprint—and the government must have found out, and wanted to cover up.”

"Seemsto methey'd be more likely to want torecruit you than to kill you,” Cecdliaremarked.
Casper blinked in surprise.

"I hadn't thought of that,” he said.

"Maybethey didn't either,” Mirim replied.

"Oh, right,” Cecdliasaid. “Y ou've got someone programmed with some sort of super-soldier neura
imprint that you've had made up to your own specifications, and it never occursto you to seeif you can
use him for whatever you wanted the imprint for in the first place?!

"l hadn't thought of that,” Casper repeated. “Itwould be the sengble thing to do, wouldn't it?"
"Then why haven't they tried?” Mirim asked.

"Maybe they know it wouldn't work,” Casper said dowly. “Maybeit'sinherent in theimprint that it
wouldn't work.” He thought about his speech at Data Tracers that morning, about his automatic negative
reaction to mention of the government much of the time. He thought about the Party and the Consortium

and he redized he hated them both, where before he'd dways considered them something of anecessary
evil, the unpleasant curefor the terrorist wars and economic crisis of his childhood years.



Now he wanted to destroy them both, whatever the cost.

Maybe, he thought, he'd been programmed to be some sort of saboteur, a dangerous and involuntary
rebel. Maybe the imprint had been meant to creste moles, people who would attack their own countries
fromwithin.

That was just the sort of lousy trick that the government would pull.

Or wasthe imprint making him think that?

"So what are you going to do?’ Cecdliaasked, breaking histrain of thought. “Could you turn yoursdlf in,
tell them youwant to be recruited?”

"No,” Casper said immediately. “They must know what'sin my head better than | do—they'd assume it
was atrick, that | was going to turn on them.” He smiled wolfishly. “They'd beright, too."

"Imprints aren't supposed to control your actions!” Mirim protested.
"Thisisno ordinary imprint,” Casper said. “I'm sure of that."
"Whet the hdllis it, then?"

"l wish | knew!"

"Okay,” Cecdliasad, “You don't turn yoursdlf in—though as an officer of the court | am required to
advise you to surrender. But speaking hypotheticaly, let's say you don't—whatdo you do?"

"Well, | can'tjustignoreit,” Casper said, “though that's exactly what half of mewould liketo
do—probably the hdf that's not imprint. | can't ignoreit, because they'll kill meif | do."

"They haven't managed it so far,” Cecdiapointed out.

Casper snorted. “If they're serious about it, they will eventualy.” He glanced at the coffee shop
windows, suddenly uncomfortably aware that he'd been in this same place rather longer than was entirely
wise, and that he was visible from the Street.

"So what'seft?” Mirim asked.

"Run,” Cecdiasaid. “That'sobvious."

"Run?’ Casper said. “Maybe”

"Wdl, whet 7'

"Fight back,” Casper said, and he felt awarm surge of satisfaction at theidea.

"Fight againgt the entire United States government?” Mirim asked.

"Why not?’ Casper asked. “They're just people.”



"They'rethousands of people, with guns and tanks and bombs and organi zation, Casper,” Cecdlia
pointed out. “ Effectively, you'd be up againgt the whole damn country.”

"So I'd recruit myown people, get myown guns”
"How?'

Casper shrugged.

A second before it had seemed natura and obvious, and he still thought it could be done, but right now
he didn't know how. Theimprint was playing itstricks again.

"That might befineinthelong term,” Mirim said, “but forright now , theideaisjust to stay dive—how
do you plan to do that?"

"You'll need to run,” Ceceliasaid. “I cantry for a court order to stop the attacks—even with the
emergency decreesin effect, | think | can plead that you're entitled to due process aslong as you aren't
actualy taking part in subversve or terrorist activities.”

Casper shook hishead. “No, Cdia,” he said, “you're missng something here.”
"Wha?'
"Y ou're coming with me."
Cecdiablinked a him.

"Don't you see?’ he said, the words coming in arush. “If you go home they'll know you were with me,
they'll take you in for questioning, they'll keep you locked up while they pry out every word I've said to
you, they might just decide to lose you completely. If theydo let you out, it'll just be as bait for me—youll
never have another moment's privacy, they'll be spying on you every second of the day. And you, Mirim,
they'll do the same to you—you know they will, when you think about it you'll know it'struel Listen to
me,think about it—even if youcould go back, become good little drones again, do youwant to? Is that
any lifetolive?Isthat agovernment that deserves your alegiance? What right does the government have
to kill anyone who causes trouble? What right do they have to order everyone around? Who gavethe
Party and the Consortium and the whole stinking power structure theright to run our livesthisway, to
grind us down? Who said they could suspend someones civil rightsindefinitely just by labeling hima
security risk? Who said they could exempt the Consortium from anti-trust and environmenta lawsand dl
the rest, and leave them in place for everyone else?Think about it—theysent meto have my brain, my
very identity, tampered with, so that | could serve the Consortium better, so it could keep the Party
strong. They screwed up and put in the wrong ingtructions, so now they're going to killme for it. No
gpologies, not even an offer of aquick, painlessinjection—they do that much for serid killers, for God's
sake, but forme , it'saspray of bullets through my apartment door, it's hunting me down on the city
Sreets..."

He had risen to hisfeet while speaking; now hethrew hisarms out theatrically.
"How can you continue to serve them?” he shouted.

For amoment the two women stared up at him, and Casper stared back, meeting Cecelias gaze. From
the corner of his eye he saw the counterman watching him suspicioudy, but the man wasn't taking action



to quell the disturbance.
Not yet, anyway.
"Hesright,” Mirim said.
"He's right about them locking us up, anyway,” Cecdliaagreed. Shelooked up at Casper.
"All right,” shesaid, “so al three of usrun, and we might aswell do it together. Where do we runto? "
Casper looked at both women. He dropped hisarms to his sides and seemed to shrink.

"l wish | knew,” he said.

Chapter Eleven

Thefirst step was obvious—and for that matter, so was the second. If they were going to run, thefirst
thing they needed was transportation, and the second was money.

Whereto go after they had trangportation and money wasn't so smple, but as Casper led the two
women into the parking garage he'd chosen he made a suggestion. Neither of them had any comment on
it, a least @t firdt.

"Maybe we should teke atrain,” Mirim said nervoudly, as Casper looked over the silent rows of vehicles
on the second leve of the parking Structure.

Casper shook hishead. “Too easy to search,” he said. “And atrain goesin astraight line, you can't turn
off and get lost on the sideroads. If they decide to search the trainsfor me, and I'm on one, I'm dead.”
Helooked over abrown Toyota, then moved on.

"They can stop cars and search those, too."

"Some of them, yeah, but do you have any idea how many roadsthere are out of Philadelphia?’ He
zeroed in on an old blue Honda four-door and looked it over for any sign of asecurity system. There
was no thumbprint scanner on the car's computer, no warning lights or labels beyond the usud required
safety notices. He noticed the clutter of old maps and empty fast-food wrappers on the back
seat—exactly what he was looking for, Signs of a disorganized owner.

"I don't likethis,” Mirim said, her armsfolded across her chest. She looked about nervously as Casper
ducked down, got on his back, and peered under the Honda.

Ceceliawatched Casper with interest. “What are you doing?’ she asked.

"I'm checking to seeif there are any wiresthat don't look like they belong,” Casper said. “1 figure that if
there's an added security system, therell be wires."

"Some of them are subtler than that,” Cecdliasaid. “1 had afew clientswho tried this sort of thing when |
did my year asapublic defender.”



"It'saHonda , Celig, not aFerrari or something,” Casper said as he got to hisfeet.
"You'd be surprised.”

"So beready to run,” he said, as he made a sudden whirling movement and kicked out the driver'sside
window. The safety glass buckled, and dropped insde in asingle large sheet—the glass was shattered
into bits about the size of teeth, but the fragments were till held together by the layer of plastic.

"Jesus, Casper!” Mirim said. Shelooked about, waiting for an darm to sound, for copsto jump out of
nowhere with guns drawn.

No srenswailed, no horns beeped; the only sound was the normal buzz of traffic outside. Casper
ignored her as he reached in, tossed the ruined window away, and opened the door. He did into the
driver's seet, leaned across and fished through the glove compartment, checked the storage
compartments and sun visors—and found the spare key in the ashtray. The clutter in the back seat had
made him optimistic that such a stash existed.

A few seconds later the engineroared to life.
"Getin,” he said, as he used the power-lock button to unlock the other doors.

The two women hastened to obey; Cecdliatook the front passenger seat while Mirim ducked into the
back, shoving the trash aside.

Casper backed the car carefully out of the space, then asked, “Either of you have any ideawherethe
nearest ATM is? And have you got your cards? They may have stopped mine dready.”

Both women began digging through their purses as Casper headed down the ramp. Cecdliafound her
card firgt, Mirim amoment later.

"I didn't know you knew how to steal acar,” Ceceliaremarked, as Casper pulled out of the parking
structure onto the street.

"Neither did I,” said Casper, as he scanned the traffic. It wouldn't do to get into afender-bender or get
stopped by the cops. The broken window was going to be risky enough in that regard without doing
anything el seto atract attention, like peeding or any sort of hot driving. 1 was guessng—it seemed like
something this stupid imprinting ought to include, and sure enough, once | started looking, | knew what to
look for."

"I'm still not surethisisagood idea,” Mirim muttered from the back sest.

"What, stedling the car?’ Casper shrugged, then ducked his head to get a better |ook at the traffic light.
“Maybeit wasn't. | mean, taking it from the middle of acommuter garage, | figure no onewill noticeit's
gone until 5:00 or later, and well have ditched it by then. And except for the window we aren't going to

hurt it. If you want, we can leave a couple of hundred bucks for the gas and the repairs. | mean, once

Weve got some more money."

"I didn't mean that,” Mirim said. “I meant going to Leonid's place.”

That had been Casper's suggestion; thiswas the first feedback he'd gotten oniit.



"Oh, that.” Casper turned the corner. “Well, no one had abetter idea. If you think of one while were
getting money, you know, while were at the ATMs, let me know, okay? But | didn't know what elseto
suggest. They'll be watching dl my friends and relatives, they're watching your apartment, and Cecdlias

office, and probably Data Tracers—whered se could we go?"

"But if they're beingthat thorough, they must know I'm with you,” Mirim protested.

Casper hesitated. “Wdll, yeah,” he admitted, “but ifyou were after aman and awoman who were
running away together, wouldyou expect them to hide out with herboyfriend ?* Cecdiathrew hima
suspicious glance. Casper saw it from the corner of one eye, but ignored it. If he once started trying to
alay Cecdlids sugpicions about something going on between himsdlf and Mirim, held never be ableto
stop. Best to just ignore the obvious, asif he were so innocent that he didn't even realize she had doubts.

A few days ago he wouldn't have thought that way; held have been telling Cecelia how there wasn't
anything between himsdlf and Mirim and saying it so badly that held be stuffing hisfoot further into his
mouth with every word.

Now, even though he felt pretty much like himself a the moment, he knew better.

Had hefigured it out for himsdlf, or wasthe imprint telling him this? What thehdll kind of imprint would
include advice on keeping agirlfriend from being jed ous, on top of everything dse?

"Why not?’ Mirim answered. “ After al, we picked up your girlfriend—what's the difference?"

Casper didn't have aready reply to that; he was sure therewas a difference, but he couldn't put it into
words. Theimprint didn't offer any help on thisone. “They probably think | took you hostage or
something likethat,” he said at last.

"Why would they?” Mirim asked.

"I don't know. | just think ... | mean ... Look, well get the money first, and when we get to Leonid's
place I'll check for a stake-out—you know | can do that, right? Y ou'll trust me on that? | managed okay
back a Cdliasoffice, didn't 17"

"Y eah, but back there you were...” She stopped in mid-sentence, not sure how to say what she
meant—or at least, not sure how to say it without offending Casper.

Back then, he had been calm, controlled, efficient, in charge—the imprinting had been telling him whét to
do, she supposed. Now hewas being, at least intermittently, timid and confused and whiny and
unsure—his old self, in other words. Hed been the new Casper when he kicked out the window and
sarted the car, but his voice now was back to hisformer persondity.

It was hard to explain just what the difference was, but she could sense it instantly. Sometimes Casper
was on, was the new assertive Casper, and sometimes he was off, was the old, timid Casper.

She had heard stories about how movie stars could turn something on—without it they were ordinary
people, but when it was on they werestars , they drew stares, they were dways the center of attention.
Charisma, star quaity—she wasn't surewhat to cal it.

Shed never redly believed the stories—until now. Sheld never met amovie star, but she'd seen Casper
turn on, turn into thisirresstible force, thispresence she couldn't resist. Hed done it with his speech at



Data Tracers, hed doneit when he killed those two men at his apartment, again when they had arrived
outsde Cecedlias office, when held killed the two men in the street, and in the coffee shop when held
convinced themtojoin him.

But right now it was off, and he wasn't aleader of men, hewasjust Casper Beech, ligbility analy<. It
was hard to take him serioudly, hard to trust him with anything important. He was anice guy, funto talk
to, but no more than that.

Could heturn it back on, whatever it was, when he needed it?Could he spot people watching Leonid's
gpartment?

Wéll, they'd find out soon enough.
She just hoped they'd surviveit.
"So after he took out Groves and Dominguez, he spotted their back-up? Spotted the tail?” Smith said.

"Maybe,” hisassstant said. “We don't know if he spotted her or was just getting loose on generd
principles. She didn'tthink he'd made her."

"He probably had, though. This son of abitch isgood. He's spotted and dedlt with everything weve
done—dodged it if he could, killed if he couldn't dodge.”

"Yes, gr,” hisassistant said.
"So we have to assume helll spot any of our people, no matter what we do,” Smith said.
"Yes, gr."
"So he won't gpproach anyone we have covered.”

The assistant hesitated. He wasn't any too sure of anything about what this Casper Beech would or
wouldn't do.

"Yes, dr,” hesaid at last.
"But he hasto gosomewhere . HE's got the women with him—he's not going to just deep in the street,
not with al three of them. And he can't get ahotel room without using a crediit card, and weve flagged al

their cards.”

"He's getting cash from ATM machines,” the assistant pointed out. “We can't cover al of them, and we
can't reach themin timewhen hiscard regigters.”

"Freeze his accounts—haven't we done that?"
"Uh ... no. You just said to flag them, not to freeze them.”
"Well, doit, idiot! And the women's accounts, too. How much have they already gotten?”

"Uh ... about two grand. His own account's cleaned out; they've been working on Ms. Grand's."



"Well, freeze what's left. And have you ever tried to get ahotel to accept cash? No respectable one will
take it any more. Besides, put out anotice, in case they try—if any hotel has acustomer pay cash, we
want to beinformed.”

"Yes gr."

"So we're covering Beech'sfriends and rel atives?”

"Of course.”

"And Anspack's?’

"Yes gr."

"And Grand's?'

"Yes gr."

"Y ou said Angpack's got a friend who worksin security?"

The assstant glanced at his computer screen. “Yes, Sr,” he said. “Leonid Chernukhin, senior operative
at Spartan Guardian Services."

"He's covered?”
"Yes gr."
"Pull ‘em off, right now—and get him on the phonefor me."
"G

"| said to phone this Leonid Whatsisname. If Beech can spot al our people, well use someonedse. And
if hewon't touch anyone we have covered, well leave someone open.”

"Yes, gr,” theassgtant said.
Leonid hung up the phone and gazed out the window as contemplatively as he was capable of.
So the feds wanted a hit. He could handle that.

Hed never done a hit before. HEd killed a couple of guys once who chose the wrong placeto try to
rob, and he'd put some othersin the hospital, but hed never deliberately set out to kill anyone before, let
aone someone he knew.

He didn't know Beech wdll, but hed met him the other night—and that made it eesier, actudly, because
Leonid didn't like Beech much. Beech was a snotty little wimp, thought he was smart. Hed be no lossto
theworld.

And the son of abitch had been screwing Mirim, if the fed's hints meant anything; that made it
personad—and alot more fun, too.



Beech had been imprinted with some sort of combat file, the man said—but Leonid grinned.
Beech was awimp. Combat imprint or not, he was till awimp.
Thiswas going to befun .
"Anyonethere?’ Ceceliaasked testily.
Casper heditated.
"l don't think s0,” he said.

He'd driven the stolen car around the block twice now, and hadn't seen anyone suspicious—buit it didn't
look right, somehow, and he wasn't sure whether the stupid unpredictable imprint was working properly.

But he couldn't see anyone, and where else were they going to go? No respectable hotel would take
them unlessthey used their charge cards, and even if the cards had ill been good—which they werent,
asthey knew fromthelast ATM they'd hit—they'd have been like waving ared flag for the government

to see.

Besdes, Ceceliawas suspicious that something was going on between him and Mirim, he knew she was
suspicious despite hisinnocent act, and if Mirim's lover was around maybe shed redlize there wasn't.

Not that Casper was sure hed mind if therewas something going on.
He pulled the car into the lot and turned off theignition. “Comeon,” he said.

No one shot at them asthey left the car and entered the building; no one followed them, or came
anywhere near them. Some kids were playing agame ablock or so down the sdewak, and awoman
waswalking adog, but that was all. It was amost 4:00; rush hour had started back in Center City and

would be reaching this neighborhood soon, but right now everything was qui€t.
Cagper dill didnt likeit.

Mirim led theway and rang the bell, Casper and Cecedlia hanging back. Casper could hear aTV goingin
one of the other apartments.

The door opened, and Casper tensed, but it was only Leonid, in jeans and tank top.
"Hi,” hesad. “What'sup?'
Histone didn't sound right to Casper—and what was he doing home at this hour, anyway?

W, security people didn't al work the day shift, Casper told himself, and he was probably just being
paranoid.

"May we comein?’ Mirim asked.
"Um ... sure,” Leonid said, stepping aside.

Mirim turned and beckoned to the others, and the three of them trooped into Leonid's apartment.



"What's going on?’ Leonid asked, as he closed the door behind them. “Why aren't you guys at the
office?’ Helooked from one to the other—but something made Casper think he was acting.

"Someone'strying to kill Casper,” Mirim said.
Leonid glanced quickly a Casper, then back at Mirim. “Who?’" he asked.
That wasn't right, Casper thought; he should have said “What?’ rather than “Who?"*
"Wedon't know,” Mirim said.

Casper didn't contradict her, but he watched Leonid's expression closdly. He thought he saw Leonid's
lipstwitch dightly, asif hewerethinking, “Y eah, sure you don't."”

Paranoia, hetold himsdf. Y es, someone was after him, but that didn't meaneveryone was.

But something was clicking away in his head. Leonid worked in security, he was known to be
acquainted with Mirim, the feds knew Mirim was with Casper.

"Tdl meabout it,” Leonid said.

"Two men broke down his gpartment door,” Mirim said. “He managed to get away out awindow, and
came back to Center City to talk to Ceiaand me, and when we were on our way to lunch two more
men came after uswith guns.”

Leonid turned to Casper. “Men with guns?'

Casper nodded.

"Y ou don't know who they were?"

Casper shook hishead. “Not for sure,” he said. “I think it has something to do with theimprint | got
from NeuroTdentslast week, though. For Data Tracers."

"Shit. Any chance they followed you here?"
Casper shook his head.
"No,” hesaid.
"Y ou seem pretty definite about that."
Casper shrugged. “I'm sure,” he said.
"So why'd you come here?"
"They were watching Celias gpartment and office."

"So you cameto mefor help?'



"Wel, if thereés anything you can do...” Mirim said.
Leonid considered.

Mirim thought he was thinking over Casper's Situation, but what he was actudly thinking about was
whether he should take out Mirim, too, and say it was an accident. The bitch was lying—the Covert
contact had said she was at Beech's gpartment, not in Center City with her roommate. She waslying

because she'd been fucking Beech. And she hadn't mentioned that Beech actually managed to kill two of
his pursuers—Covert had told him that.

If shewaslying for Beech like this, she was never going to be any good to him, to Leonid, again. And
she'd be awitness, awitnesswith agrudge.

The other woman would be awitness, too, but that was no big dedl—she was alawyer, Covert could
get her to Stay quiet. Lawyers could be bought or intimidated.

Besides, she looked nervous. She'd probably be glad to be rid of Beech, to not be mixed up with him
any more.

Thefirgt bullet for Beech, then, but the second for Mirim.
"Y ou know, | have accessto alot of information on criminas,” he said. “Part of my work, y'’know—I'm
on the closed law enforcement nets, got accessto dl the secure sites. Maybe | could find out something

about this. Y ou three wait here."

He turned, and ambled down the passageway into the bedroom, and the instant he was sure he was out
of sight he headed directly to the drawer where he kept his .357.

In the living room Casper watched Leonid go, and then, without conscioudy thinking about it, moved
swiftly across the room and took up a position beside the entrance to the little corridor, his back to the
wall. He drew the Browning and checked the magazine.

Nine rounds left.

He rammed the clip back into place, chambered around ... ?

"Casper, what the hell do you think you're doing?’ Celia asked. She had her hands on her hips, and was
glainga him.

He held afinger to hislips. Then he pointed toward the front window.
Cecdiablinked, and turned to see what he was pointing at.
"l don't...” she began.
Hesaid, “Shhh!” and pointed again, more urgently.

As Leonid came down the passage, hisrevolver in the hand behind his back, he noticed both women
gtaring toward the far end of the room.

That must be where Beech was, down by the window.



He stepped out into the living room and started to bring the pistol around ... ?

And Casper stepped up right beside him, the Browning ready in his hand, catching Leonid totally
off-guard. Casper pointed the weapon at Leonid's chest.

"Drop the gun,” Casper said.

Leonid could seethat the safety was off on Beech's 9mm, that Casper's hand was steadly, his finger
tightening on thetrigger.

Beech was smdller than he was, a nebbish, anothing—but he had the gun in his hand pointed at Leonid's
heart, and Covert said hedd had amilitary imprint of some kind. He knew how to use agun, knew how to
fight, knew how to kill.

And when Leonid saw thelook in Beech's eyes, any doubt he'd had that Beech would shoot vanished.
Maybe Beech wasn't quite such awimp after al.

"Shit,” Leonid said. Hetossed his .357 away and raised hishands.

Chapter Twelve
Leonid glanced at the women—and Casper, he noticed, didn't; Beech's gaze never wavered.
Mirim and Ceceliawere staring, shocked.
"Casper, what the hell...” Cecdliabegan, but Mirim shushed her.
Leonid took his cue from that.
"Sothisisascan?’ hesad. *You planning to clean me out?'

"Just defending mysdlf,” Casper replied, and his voice was cam, confident, commanding. “Y ou came out
with agun, you work in security, this place isthe only place we might have gone that's not under
surveillance—I think that it's a set-up. | think they should have been watching here, and they weren't
because theywanted me here. | think that you got acal telling you that I'm some kind of dangerous
fugitive”

"Hey, yousaid you were afugitive!” Leonid protested. “| shouldn't try to protect myself?'
"Maybe I'm being alittle over-cautious,” Casper conceded. “ So explain why you came out with agun.”

"Well, | thought maybe you were holding the girls hostage,” Leonid bluffed. “1 was going to get the drop
on you, and ask them what wasreally going on, why the feds are after you."

Casper smiled, asmilethat Leonid redlly didn't like at dl. “Who said it wasthe feds?’ he countered.

Leonid's mouth opened, then closed.



Cecdids expresson changed from angry confusion to outrage, and her gaze shifted from Casper to
Leonid. Mirim took a step back, looking wary.

"Yousaditwas,” Leonid said. “Y ou told me the government was after you."

"No, | didn't,” Casper replied. “| was very careful about that. | did my best to make it sound like either
organized crime or corporate espionage. Y ou said yoursalf you were going to check on criminas.”

"Yeah, but...” Leonid stopped in mid-sentence. What more could he say? He was caught.
"So thefedsdid call?’ Casper asked. “Did they tell you why they want me dead?"
"Not redly,” Leonid admitted. “ Something about you being aterrorist.”

"You believethat?'

"No."

"But you were going to kill me anyway?"

Leonid shrugged. “ Thefeds asked meto. I'm going to argue with them?”

"Who wasit cdled? FBI?'

Leonid shook hishead.

Beech waited, but Leonid didn't answer further.

"Y ou probably know | don't want to kill you,” Casper said. “Not only do | not want to kill anybody, you
can gill be useful to me, and you know it. | wouldn't mind shooting you in the leg, though, and do you
really want meto do that?1'd try to break the boneif | did, and that could be messy."

"Covert Operations Group,” Leonid said.

Casper gestured at the women with the hand that wasn't holding the Browning.

"l never heard of them,” Mirim said.

"l have,” Cecdiasad. “When they diminated al those conflicting agencies at the beginning of the
century, after they set up Homeland Security, they put al the above-ground onesin the FBI, and dl the
secret onesin Covert.” Shefrowned. “But | thought they were like the old CIA, not supposed to operate
intheU.S. in peacetime.”

"They make exceptions,” Leonid said.

"So that's who's after me?’ Beech asked.

L eonid nodded.

“Why?



"l don't know.” He didn't bother to swear toit, or try to explain—he didn't think it would make any
difference to Beech.

How could he have ever considered this guy awimp? Beech hadn't made amistake, hadn't
wavered—and hiseyes ... ?

Casper nodded.
"Let'sseeif wecan find out,” hesaid.
"You want meto cal them?’ Leonid asked.

"No. Too easy for you to warn them I'm here—hell, just calling might be enough to let them know. But
you said you're on the law enforcement nets? Was that just an excuse to get your gun, or isit true?"

"It'strue.”
"Maybe we can do something with that."

"What the hell istaking so long?’ Smith demanded. “Why hasn't Chernukhin called in to confirm the kill?
We know Beech went in, right?

"Thelobby security camerashowshimgoingin, yes, gr."
"So what the hell happened?!
"l don't know, gSir."

Smith reached adecison. “Cal Chernukhin,” he said. “Find out what happened. If he doesn't answer,
well know Beech killed him."

Mirim and Ceceliawatched as Casper navigated the net on Leonid's computer. Thiswas smilar to the
sort of work held done at Data Tracers, and he didn't need any imprint to tackle something assmpleasa
standard web search, even on a speciaized closed network.

He'd had Leonid boot up the system, but not much more than that—it would be too easy to dip in some
sort of sgna. Once the browser was up and running, and Casper had satisfied himself that Leonid, like
amost every user, had the system set up to remember all the necessary passwords, he had wrapped
Leonid up in bedshesets, tied him with eectrical cords, and shoved him in the bedroom closet.

Casper had grinned wryly at discovering that the log-ons were completely automatic. Everyone did that,
of course—who wanted to carry around alist of passwordsin hishead? And ordinarily, no oneelse
would be using one's own persona home computer—most people had al manner of private busnesson
their systems, and never worried about what might happen if someone got accessto them.

For someone who worked in security, though, it was doppy and careless.

Convenient, though; Casper was able to search through the law netsfor his own name, to track back
any mentions he found, and to cross-reference them.



He had aready done exactly that, and had moved on to other things, when a phone rang.
Casper glanced up from the screen.

Leonid thumped against the closet door, but the others paid no attention to the pounding as they looked
at one another.

"l could answer it,” Mirim said. “I've been here before, after all.”

Casper considered that, then shook his head. “No,” he said, “Leonid stepped out for awhile. Let his
voicemail get it.” He tapped afew keys. “And I'd say that's our cue to get the hell out of here, while we
dill can—if that's Covert caling to check up, no answer will mean trouble.” Helogged off, then popped

out adisk and pocketed it. “Come on,” he said.
"Where?' Ceceliaasked. “| thought we came here because we didn't have anywhere eseto go."

Casper tapped the pocket with the disk. “I've learned afew things,” he said. “1 think we can find
somewhere better now."

Cecelia seemed inclined to argue, but Mirim took her by the arm.
"Comeon,” shesaid, “let'sget out of here. Leonid's going to be redlly pissed when he getsfree.”
Cecdliaglanced at the closet, then shrugged.

The phone rang again and again as Casper, Mirim, and Cecelia gathered up their beongings—and some
of Leonid's—and departed.

Behind them, Leonid kicked vicioudy and pointlesdy against the closet door.
"Therésno answer,” Smith's assistant said. “How do you want it handled?'
Smith growled.

"l want afucking SWAT team, iswhat | want,” he said. “| want them to go in there and get that son of a
Beech bitch ... | mean, son of abitch Beech. And | don't care who getsin the way—if they take out
Anspack or Grand or Chernukhin or haf adozen innocent bystandersit's just fine with me!™
"Yes, dr.” The assistant turned away.

"And when you've got that started,” Smith caled after him, “1 want you to find me the asshole whowr ote
this goddamned Spartacus Filein the first place, and get him in here! | want to know just what the hdll is
in it, in case this Beech gets away again!”

"Yes gr."

"So where are we going?’ Mirim asked.

She was riding shotgun in Leonid's antique M ustang—Casper had wanted to have something intact, with

all itswindows and the keys and remote, in case he got stopped for speeding. It wouldn't be safe for very
long, of course—thereé'd be an APB on it as soon as Covert's people got Leonid out of the closet, if not



sooner, and it was avery distinctive vehicle.
But it was fast and handy and Casper hoped he wouldn't need it for long.
"New Jersey,” Casper said, his eyeslocked on the highway.

He had been very much in his high-intensity mode ever since disarming Leonid, and Mirim was getting
tired of it. It was wearing, being around Casper when hewas*on.” Besides, since they were headed
northeast on 1-95 and the Delaware River was maybe amile ahead, it was not exactly surprising
information that they would be crossngit.

"Wherein New Jersey?’ she demanded. “ Stopping in Jersey, or just passing through?"
"Stopping,” Casper said.

"Casper, would you mind being abit more informative?'

Casper glanced at her and smiled crookedly; hisferocious intendty vanished.

"Sorry,” hesaid, in avoice that had neither the tight, hard command of the fighter, nor the rich tones of
the orator, nor the uncertain quaver of the old Casper, but awarm confidence. “| haven't exactly been
talkative, have 1?1 think | was afraid we might be separated, and if that happened and you were
captured, the lessyou knew the better. But that isn't fair, isit?"

"No, itisn't,” Mirim said, somewhat mallified.

"Well, it'slikethis,” Casper explained. “ This Covert Operations Group has posted warnings al over the
netsthat I'm adangerousterrorist in possession of stolen software of theirs, which fitsthe old definition of
agood lie, becauseit's pretty damn close to the truth—I can't deny being dangerous when I've killed four
men inasingleday, and | do have Covert's software in my head, evenif | didn't want it there. So every
law enforcement agency in North Americaknowsthat Covert'slabeled me as such, right?”

"l guess,” Mirim said.

"If they read the nets, they know,” Casper said. “And of course they read the nets.”

"Okay, 07"

S0, who e'se would reed the law nets?*

Cecdlig, resting aswell as she could in the cramped back seat, suddenly leaned forward.
"Casper...” she said warningly.

Mirim glanced at her, then back at Casper. “I don't get it,” she said.

"Well, think about it, Mirim,” he said. “Who e se would want to know everything that'sgoing onin the
world of cops and robbers, besides the cops?’

"Therobbers,” Mirim replied automatically. “But | ill don't ... oh, no."



Casper grinned. “ Nowyou've got it,” he said. “ Every cop in the country thinks I'm a dangerous terrorist
In possession of government secrets—and so does every terrorist organization with haf abrain. Andthey
won't want to kill me—they'll want to recruit me!"

Chapter Thirteen

"So just which terrorist organization are you trying to contact?” Mirim asked. “ And just how do you plan
todoit?'

"Well, I've got alist of possibilities on that disk | took from Leonid's place,” Casper answered, as he
studied the road signs and checked them against the car's map computer. “ There's an underground group
called People For Change that sounded promising—they're sort of semi-legitimate, not entirely abunch
of morons or terrorist loonies. They aren't believed to have blown anything up for three or four years
now, but they're fill active, sending out news releases and the like. And the lawyer who's represented
their people whenever they get caught at something lives here in Princeton—somewhere. Not that | can
find the place. | wish Leonid had had amodern computer in thiscar!”

"He didn'twant to haveany computer,” Mirim said. “He only added it because his bossinssted; this car
was pre-computer, originaly."

"Figures,” Casper said. Then he spotted the name he wanted. “ Y esl” he said, turning the car.
Ten minutes later he pulled up in front of alarge brick house and contemplated it for amoment.

The sun was just below the western horizon, the sky adeepening blue; the streetlights came on as
Casper thought, and there were dready lights on in the house.

"Cdia” hesad, “youre alawyer—youtak to him. Well wait hereinthe car.”

Cecdlia heditated, then said, “ Give me ten bucks, Cas—I may need to give him atoken retainer on your
behdf, to make what we say privileged communication.”

Casper fished out abill and handed it to her.
Cecedlia accepted it, then climbed out of the car, squeezing avkwardly past Mirim.

"Good to be out of there,” she said, stretching. “ That back seat was never meant for human beings.”
Then sheleaned back in and said, “Y ou two behave yoursaves, now."

"Surething,” Casper replied.
"Seethat you do, or Mommy will spank.”
"I'd likethat,” Casper said with agrin.
Ceceliagave aquick, unconvincing laugh, then closed the door and started toward the house.

Mirim snorted. “What does she think were going to do out here?"



"l don't think it's here and now she'sworried about,” Casper replied. “And | can understand her
fedings—you were with me dl morning, and you sided with me againgt Leonid. That's suspicious enough
to judtify afriendly warning, isnt it?'

"No,” Mirimsaid. “Leonidsajerk, and | didn't redly sde with you against him anyway, did I?'Y ou had
the guns; what was | supposed to do?"

"l had the automatic,” Casper said, “but the revolver was lying there on the floor. Y ou could have gotten
it while | was using the computer and come up behind me, and ordered meto let Leonid out.”

"Why would | do that?’ Mirim asked. “I'm not aHollywood hero, going around grabbing guns and so
on. And besides, he/d have shot you!

Casper shrugged. “You didn't doit,” hesaid. “1 don't think the reasons matter, asfar as Celiais
concerned; you were choosing me over Leonid, and even if you weren't interested in me, it was pretty
clear after that that whatever there was between you and Leonid was over.”

"Wadl...” Mirim couldn't redly argue with that. “Well, I'd have to be amoron not to prefer dmost anyone
to Leonid—I don't know what | ever saw in himin thefirst place.”

Casper grinned.
"Bob Schiano,” the man in the rumpled plaid shirt said, holding out a hand.
Smith ignored the hand. “1'm using the name Smith,” he said. “Y ou wrote the Spartacus File?'

Schiano shoved hishand in hisjeans pocket. “I put it together,” he said, “but | didn't write thewhole
thing, or anywhere near it—it was ateam project, and that's not counting dl the previous art we used.”

"Whatever,” Smith said. “Y ou know what'sin it, right?"
"Asmuch asanyone does,” Schiano agreed. “Why?1s someone thinking about using it?'
"Someoneisusingit,” Smith sad.

"Wow,” Schiano said, taking hishands out of his pockets. “ Redly? Where? | figured they'd cal meinto
trouble-shoot the ingtallation.”

"There was a screw-up,” Smith said. He glanced at his assistant, and at the two operatives with
computers and headsets who served as hislink with the outside world. He hesitated, and Schiano
misread that.

"They forgot to tell me? Lost my number, or something?”

"No.” Smith 9ghed. “1 mean the ingallation was a screw-up. We had the program onfile at
NeuroTaents, so that we could use it on foreign nationals who camein for imprinting as part of our
regular aid programs, and the computer glitched.”

Schiano frowned. “Glitched how?*

"It optimized an American with thefile. A man named Casper Beech camein for aroutineimprint, and a



disk-sector failure made the computer feed him the Spartacus File, instead.”

Schiano stared at Smith, then looked around for somewhere to sit. He crossed the room and settled
dowly onto achair, then looked up at Smith again.

"Jesus” hesad. “And helived through it?'
"Oh, helived, dl right."
Schiano nodded thoughtfully. “ So you want meto hel p patch him up?’
"No,” Smith said. “Wewant you to tell uswhat the hell todo with him.”
"What do you mean? | don't know anything about the medica end.”

"I'm notworried about the medical end,” Smith said, exasperated. “1'm trying tocatch the son of a
bitch!"

Schiano's mouth fell open. *'Y ou mean he'sloose ? And the Filesworking ?'
"Yes, damnit!” Smith shouted.

"But ... oh, my God, we never found anyone who couldtake the Spartacus File—I didn't think therewas
anyone. | figured wed tried to put too much into it, and we'dnever find abrain that could handleit.”

"Widll, the NeuroTaents computer found someone—this man Beech. It didn't just choose the
optimization a random, it picked the file that suited him best out of the entirelig.”

"AnAmerican? " Schiano asked, incredulous.
"Yes an American!”

"But ... excuse me, Sir, but in order to be optimized with that file theway | designed it, the subject would
have to have been oppressed dmost his entire life—kicked around, abused, tormented, and he'd have to
have justtaken it. Spartacus was arebel dave , after al—I structured it so that it would seem asif the
subject had finaly reached bregking point naturally, after years of mistreatment.”
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Schiano ssammered.

"Look, Bob,” Smith said, “thismay be the land of the free and the home of the brave, but there are
losersin America, al the same, and this Beech must have been one of them.”

"Yegh, but..."
He stopped. There wasn't any point in arguing any more about it; if it had happened, it had happened.
But Schiano wondered about it, al the same. The Spartacus File required a person with an incredible

and totdly unredlized potentid, and he had always assumed that that meant amember of the lowest
classesin an oppressive society, someone who had never been given any chance at al by virtue of being



born into the wrong family.
How could there have been an American who was able to accept it?
"Soit'salong shot,” Smith sad. “Evenif itis, it'sonethat's comein—this Beech is out there, and we
think he's doing what the Spartacus File has programmed him to do, whichisto try to overthrow the
government, and we want him stopped.”
"So shoot him,” Schiano said—and even as the words | ft hislips, he wished he hadn't said them.
Shoot Spartacus, who only wanted freedom and equaity?

Shoot aman who had never done anything wrong except to be the victim of acomputer error, aman of
amazing potentid?

Worgt of al, shoot the only living manifestation of Bob Schiano's masterpiece?

"Wetried,” Smith said. “ Severd times. He dodged a sniper, took out one hit team at his gpartment and
another on the street, and when we recruited an amateur Beech knew, so our guy wouldn't be spotted,
Beech |eft the bastard tied up in a closet where our own SWAT team nearly blew the guy away."
"Oh,” Schiano said. He blinked.

"After that |ast one, we lost him—he got out about five minutes before we went in after him, and at last
report he was headed north on 1-95 in an antique Mustang.” Smith leaned over Schiano and pointed

angrily. * Youwrote that damn program,” Smith said. “Y ou tell uswhere the hell hesgoing!”

Cecdliahad gone insde five minutes before, and Mirim was getting nervous.

"What if someone spotsthe car?’ she asked. “ Or what if he's called the police? Or what if Cdiaturns
youin?'

"Celiawon't do that,” Casper said, “but maybe we should stretch our legs a bit.”

Mirim wasn't so sure about her roommate's trustworthiness—despite her earlier protests, she knew
Cecdiawasfeding jed ousthat Mirim and Casper were spending so much time together, and in that
condition abrief malign impulse might get out of hand. Mirim had seen Cecdiaget out of hand. Shedidn't
think Casper had; a non-resident boyfriend didn't get the same treatment aroommate did.

She didn't say anything, though; she just climbed out of the car.

Casper got out on the other Sde, and the two of them stood, looking about at the gathering twilight.
They could hear the hum of distant traffic, and the chirping of crickets.

"Peaceful here,” Casper remarked.
"Yes,” Mirim agreed.

The street curved, and there were mature trees everywhere, so they couldn't see very far; perhaps half a
dozen large homeswerein sght, each with afew lightson.



"Nice neighborhood,” Casper said.
Mirim made a noise of agreement.
"Shall wewalk alittle, see how the plutocratslive?” Casper asked.
Mirim nodded.

Together, they strolled down the sdewalk, admiring the houses. The predominant style was English
Tudor; the trees were mostly oak.

"How'd you ever get aname like Mirim, anyway?’ Casper asked, as helooked up at the trees.

Mirim glanced a him, Sartled by the question. It was one she was asked frequently, of course, but
Casper had never brought the subject up before.

And there was something odd about the way he was looking at the trees, asif he were checking for
snipers.

He probably was.
"It was supposed to be Miriam,” she explained, “but it was typoed on the birth registration, and by the

time anyone caught it it had goneinto the Socid Security filesas Mirim. It was easer to changewhat |
was caled than to convince the government to change anything.”

Casper grimaced.
"Typical,” he said angrily. “We're supposed to have government of the people, by the people, and for

the people here, and you have to change your name to suit the damn government. The government should
changeto suityou , not the other way around!” He turned around.
They were amost out of sight of the Mustang, and theywere out of Sght of the lawyer's house.
"Comeon,” hesad, “we better get back."

Asthey drew near the house they saw the front door open, and Cecelia stepped out. Casper picked up
the pace, and Mirim hurried after him.

Cecdlia spotted them.
"Oh,there you are!” she said. “Come on, I've got arendezvous set up.”
She headed for the car, and stopped at the door. She looked from Mirim to Casper and back.
"Thistimeyou ride in the back,” shetold Mirim.
Schiano looked over his designer's notes one last time—Smith had arranged for him to retrieve them
from government storage, to aid in the pursuit of Beech, and Schiano had happuly accepted without

mentioning the highly illegal back-up he had aways kept on hisPDA a home. He then flipped to the
report Smith had given him on Beech'sactions so far.



"That poor son of abitch,” he said.
"Why?" Smith demanded. He didn't bother asking who Schiano was talking about.

"Because he's gotta be incredibly confused,” Schiano replied.

“Why?

Schiano sighed. “Look,” he said, “the Spartacus File was designed to be used against anti-American
governments, right?"
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"Soit'sgot values and ideds built into it, something for our Spartacus to be preaching, something for him
to replace the anti-American government with if he succeeds. And since we didn't know exactlywhich
governments we might want to turn a Spartacus |oose on, only that they'd be anti-American, the basisfor
al those vaues and idedlsisright here around us—the good oI’ U.S. of A.” Hewaved an arm, taking in
the entire room. “Our Mr. Beech isnow programmed to rebd against any and al authority, and to
attempt to overthrow the government—>buit at the same time, he's programmed to admire the U.S. and to
consider the Congtitution the most perfect document ever created. So if hedid overthrow the
government, what would he replace it with? Exactly the samething!” He shook hishead. “ That'd be
enough to drive aguy nuts, I'd think."

Smith stared at him silently for amoment, then said, “Beech doesn't seem to be having any problem with
theideasofar.”

"How do you know?’ Schiano asked. “I'll bet heis."
"Somaybe heis,” Smith said. “ Just tell ushow to find him."

Schiano sighed. “Okay,” he said, “it's smple enough. It'sin the options path right here.” He turned the
screen back to his notes, scrolled quickly, and pointed. “He knows you're after him, right? And that you
were on to him before he was able to assemble an organization?”'

Smith nodded.
"And you'vetried to assassnate him?"
IIYSIII
"Well, then helll go underground, disappear as completely as he can—therés no point in watching his
family or friends; he won't have any contact at dl with hisold life until he's got a secure position to recruit
from."

"We know he's disappeared,” Smith said. “Where has he disappearedto 7'

"Well, he's got multiple optionsthere,” Schiano answered, looking at the flowchart, “but first choiceisto
contact any existing rebd groups.”

"Rebd groups?’ Smith asked. “ Jesus, Schiano, thisis Pennsylvania, not some damn banana
republic—we don't have rebels here.”



Schiano heditated, then shrugged. “Okay,” he said. “ Second choice isto take shelter in the underclass
and gtart assembling his own organization, working through organized crime and charitable organizations.”

"Where?"

"In the biggest city he can get to, of course,” Schiano said. “The best placeto hideisin acrowd, and it's
inthe big citiesthat you find the underclass, and organized crime, and organized charity. In most countries
that would be the capital, so Washington would have been a possibility, but you said he was headed
north, so he must be going to New Y ork."

"Unless he doubled back, to throw us off,” Smith said.

"Unless he doubled back,” Schiano agreed. “Which he might have; | deliberately left that random, to
make him less predictable. Remember, when | wrote this | was assuming hed be onour side—| wanted
him to succeed.”

"So hel'sin either New Y ork or Washington,” Smith said.

"Probably,” Schiano said. “Remember, though, he's not a computer, and thisis an optimization program,
not aset of fixed ingructions—he's ill got free will."

"Fuck freewill,” Smith said. He turned and stamped away.

Ashewaked, he marveled to himsdlf at the blind naivete of that stupid programmer. Didn't he redizethe
difference between ideds and redlity? The Congtitution had been increasingly irrdlevant for at least a
century, and downright dead ever sincethe Crisis; if Beech redlly believed in the American dream, held
find plenty to rebd againg.

Behind him, at hisworkstation, Bob Schiano stared after the departing spymaster.

Smithwasan idiot. Didn't heredlize that “rebe groups’ didn't necessarily mean abunch of yahoos with
guns running around in the mountains or jungles? The U.S. wasfull of rebel groups, they were dl over the
web. Terrorism wasn't as bad as afew years back, but there were till terrorists, and weren't those
rebels? The fundies and militiagroups had been reduced in the campaigns of the early * 20s, but did Smith
redly think they wereextinct ? And there were groups that hadn't resorted to violence but were just as
rebelliousin other ways. Some of them were |abelled “ subversive organizations,” otherswere“lunatic
fringe,” afew were*“cults’ or even recognized churches, while othersdidn't fit any handy label, but to the
Spartacus File they'dall qudify asrebe groups.

And that wasn't even counting al the little whacko politica parties that the Party hadn't bothered to
outlaw. The Spartacus File would see any party that had never been in power or a least held asedt in
Congress—which wasto say, just about any party except the Democratic-Republicans and the
Greens—as either a present rebel group or a potential one.

Of course, Schiano could have pointed out Smith's error—but why should he? He didn't have anything
againg this Casper Beech. And Smith was an asshole.

Besides, Schiano thought, he wanted to see just what the Spartacus File could actualy do.



Chapter Fourteen

The van pulled up beside them, and a flashlight shone in Casper's face; he blinked, but resisted the
temptation to shield hiseyes.

Thelight moved on to Cecdlia, then to Mirim, then went out.

"] don't believe I'm redlly doing this,” Mirim muttered from the back seet. “1 mean, why am | Sitting here
in adeserted parking lot in the middle of New Jersey meeting abunch of crackpot revolutionaries?’

"Because the government istrying to kill meto cover up their own mistake,” Casper said, “and you've
got the guts and the morasto join mein trying to stop them.”

"Chrigt, Cas, you sound like avideo hero,” Cecdliareplied.

The van door dammed; athin young man in black, wearing ablack ski mask, had climbed out. He came
over to the Mustang; Casper rolled down the window.

"You're Beech?’ the man in black asked. He did not bend down to bring his face closer; that, Casper
knew, would make him too easy to grab.

"Yes,” Casper said.
"Which onesthe lavyer?'
Casper jerked athumb at Cecdlia. “Ms. Grand,” he said.
"And the other? The phone call wasn't real clear.”
"Her name's Mirim Angpack,” Casper said. “ She'sjust afriend who got caught in the crossfire.”
Themanin black considered that.
“I'll vouch for her,” Beech said. “If that'sworth anything.”

"Itisnt,” theman in black said. Helooked around at the empty parking lot—a church lot on a Tuesday
night. The van and the Mustang werethe only vehiclesin sight.

"Get out of the car,” hesaid.
Casper obeyed promptly. Ceceliaand Mirim were dower, but eventudly al three were stlanding.
"You armed?'
Casper nodded.

The man in black held out ahand, and Casper handed over the Browning 9mm—the .357 wasin the
glove compartment.

"I'd like it back later,” Casper said.



The man didn't answer. “What about the car?’ he asked.

"Hotter than hell, I'm afraid,” Casper replied. 1 took it off aman who tried to kill usthis afternoon. I'd
suggest running it up to New Y ork and ditching it somewherein the city.”

"Leavethekeys,” theman said.
"They'reintheignition.”

"Get inthe van.” He opened the back door of the vehicle.
"Cagper, are you sure about this?” Mirim asked.
"Getinthevan,” Casper said.

Reuctantly, Mirim got in the van.

Casper wasfairly certain that at least haf the subsequent twenty-minute drive was just misdirection and
doubling back, but he didn't try to keep track. He had no intention of escaping from these people.

He'd been doing some thinking on the way here. He couldn't just hide out until the heat blew over, not
after killing four feds, the heat wasn't going to blow over, ever. And he couldn't lose himself forever and
create anew identity—his fingerprints and voiceprint and retina patterns were on file, and sooner or later
he'd be spotted somehow, his voice recognized on arandom phone check or his style spotted on the
nets.

Not to mention that he'd have to open new online accounts, and a standard background check might nail
him.

So hedidn't intend to hide; he intended to take the offensive, and he couldn't do that alone. These
people he was meeting weren't just atemporary refuge; they were his hope for the future.

He intended to recruit them.
Bob Schiano gulped his persond caffeine-sugar mix and studied the screen.

Smith wanted him to locate Beech so that Covert could kill him, and Schiano was indeed doing his best
to locate Beech, but he wasn't at dl sure about thiskilling stuff.

It wasn't that anything in Beech's file from before the optimization made him sound especidly appeding;
he'd been a corporate nonentity, working at adead-end job for an obscure member of the Consortium,
with nothing of particular interest in his background. He was an orphan who had inherited his parents
massive debts—they'd lived just long enough to be covered by the revised bankruptcy laws and
Enhanced Creditor Recovery Act, so that half Beech's after-tax income went toward paying the interest
on their decades-old medica and legd hills. Hiswork performance evaluations were inconsistent—his
superiors consstently rated him as“margind,” whilethe actua productivity figureswerewell above
average, and Schiano knew that that meant he was aloser, a scapegoat, someone his bossesfelt freeto
dump on.

There were no files on his persond life—no one had cared about him enough to start one, held aways



managed to stay out of any government aid programs that would have caled for evaluation of his menta
or socid state, and held never had the money for any sort of private thergpy. Schiano noticed, though,
that Beech had never married and had no acknowledged offspring, and had never been named in any
divorce action or custodia suit. Apparently he wasn't much of a success with women, either—though he
hadn't struck out completely, snce he did have thislawyer, Cecelia Grand, he was seeing.

Grand had amuch juicier file—lawyers got alot more attention than liability analysts—but Schiano
doubted any of it mattered. Beech wouldn't be taking Grand's advice; he'd be doing what he, in his
optimized state, thought best, and he'd be taking along whoever he wanted.

Beech didn't own a car—he had once, but lost it in an insurance scam.

In fact, Beech had been dragged into court an average of once every sixteen months for his entire adult
life on one petty complaint or another, and had always either lost or settled out of court, though Schiano
could see no evidence that hed ever actualy been at fault.

The man was acomplete and classic loser, beaten down by fortune and society, with no known talents
beyond some minor skill with computers and, according to interviews with his co-workers, a decent
sense of humor.

But then had come the imprint session and the subsequent optimization. For afew days nothing had
changed—hed caled in sick, but that was about it.

And then Tuesday he had killed four trained ns and escaped a government dragnet, taking along
two women; he had used another n's own computer to get onto the net.

That last was something Smith didn't seem to have paid any attention to, but Schiano did. Beech hadn't
just tied up Leonid Chernukhin and fled—or easier till, shot him and fled. Instead Beech had spent
precious time on the computer, even though, from Chernukhin's account, Beech knew that Covert was
after him.

He must have been after something important to him, and Schiano could guesswhat it was. Hed told
Smith that Beech'sfirst choice would be contacting an existing rebel organization, and Smith had
dismissed theidea, but Schiano had gone through the access log for Chernukhin's machine—getting
through Leonid's chegp firewall had been absurdly easy.

He couldn't tell exactly what Beech had and hadn't read, since he/d had the sense to dump the cache and
erase the user log, but it certainly looked asif held gone through the latest information on subversives and
terrorist groups.

And after that hed headed north out of Philadelphia.

Schiano guessed that he did, indeed, plan to contact some rebel organization, somewherein New Y ork
or New Jersey—and takeit over.

That was very interesting indeed.

Schiano had never intended the File for usein any country as big and complex asthe United States, and
he was fascinated watching it in action.

Smith wanted Beech killed before he could do anything—but Schiano, who had compiled the Spartacus



File, wanted to see how far Beech could get, and what, if anything, he'd do about the apparent conflict in
his programming between pro-Americanism and the need to overthrow the government.

Schiano was beginning to suspect it wasn't that much of aconflict, actudly. After al, sending ns
after him hardly reflected the highest idedls of American society, or any great respect for Congtitutiona
rights.
Not that he'd ever say anything like that to Smith. If Smith had any idedls, Schiano doubted they
resembled anything in the Condtitution. The entire Covert Operations Group didn't much resemble
anything in the Condtitution.

And Schiano aready had a sneaking admiration for anyone who could €l ude Covert thislong. Beech
might have been aloser, but he d so had the potentia to be anew Spartacus.

Of course, Spartacus wound up crucified.
Schiano took another gulp of mix and wondered whether Beech knew what had happened to him.
And whether someone should tell him.

"So you're Casper Beech,” the redheaded man said.

"Suream,” Casper agreed.

"Theword on the net isthat you stole some fancy government files. Are you trying to sell them? Because
if that'sit, why did you cometo us, rather than the Iranians or the Germans? They've got alot more

"Y ou believe what the government says on the nets?’ Casper asked.

The redheaded man smiled. “No,” he said. “ So suppose you tell mewhy they'reredly after you—if they
are, and thisisn't al agting of somekind."

"Suppose you tel mefirst who al you people are, and how I'm supposed to be sure thisisn't al a
government trap,” Casper replied.

The redhead glanced at his companions—two women and three men, seated around a battered kitchen
table. One of them had been the man in the ski mask who picked up Casper, Mirim, and Cecdlig;
another had driven the van, and one of the women had been aboard, aswell.

"We are the executive committee of People for Change,” the redhead said. “We are dedicated to the
overthrow of the corrupt rule of corporate Americaand its palitica lackeys, and the destruction of the
military-indugtrid complex.”

"I didn't ask for aspeech,” Casper snapped. “How am | to know | can trust you?'

The redheaded man frowned at him for a second; then the woman who had not been in the van
interjected, “Y ou aren't. We can't test your statements, you can't test ours, so either we can agree not to
trust each other and we can take you out and dump you somewhere, or we can get on with it."

Casper grinned. “Fair enough,” he said. “ Just wanted to make sure we understood each other."



The redheaded man threw the woman an angry glance.

"Factis,” Casper said, “I didn't deliberately sted anything from the government. | just went infor a
neura imprinting, and they screwed up and gave me the wrong one—some kind of secret government
imprint.”

"Whatkind of secret government imprint?’ the redhead demanded.

"l don't know yet,” Casper said, shrugging. “All I know isthat it'simportant enough thet they tried to kill
me, and the imprint was good enough that they couldn't do it. | survived at least three attemptsin asingle

The members of the executive committee glanced at one another.
"l don't know,” said the man who had driven the van. “ Sounds pretty unlikely.”
Casper shrugged. “If | were lying, wouldn't | have come up with something more convincing?”

"Oh, Chrigt,” muttered a bearded man. “Notthat old argument again—that we have to trust anything that
sounds stupid because the feds know better!"

"Good point,” Casper said. “Y eah, I'm sure the feds can be stupid, or sometimes they can be smart
enough tolook stupid. | withdraw my question; insteed, I'll just say that | know I'm telling the truth, but |
don't have any smpleway of proving it to you."

"So supposeit'strue,” the redheaded man said. *Y ou got thistop secret imprint, and the government
decided to kill you, because you can't erase an imprint any other way, and you managed to survive three
triesat killing you. Okay, fine. But what are you doinghere ? What do you want from us?'

"l want to stay aive,” Casper replied. “| want aplaceto hide, for now. And I'm not interested in
betraying my country to the Iranians or the Germans or anyone e se; | wanted to find Americanswho
would be willing to protect me from the feds."

"And what'sin it for us?"

Casper amiled. “I could get idedigtic and argue that my enemy's enemy ismy friend, and dl foes of the
oppressive machinery of the oligarchy should join in common cause, but you know that's bullshit. Instead,
I'll just point out that the government must think whatever they put in my head is dangerous to them, or
they wouldn't be S0 eager to destroy it—and if they'reright, and itis dangerous to them, then you people
want it on your sde.”

"And suppose,” the bearded man said, “that thisisal atrick, that what theyactually imprinted you with
isingtructionsto betray us, that the attemptsto kill you were faked, and that you honestly don't know
this, but it'strue, and at theright time you'll turnon us.”

Casper smiled. “Could be,” he said, “but | didn't just escape from those feds—I killed four of them. And
the word's on the net that I'm to be shot on sight. Isn't that a bit drastic, just to get at you folks?!

They didn't like that one; Casper could seeit in their expressions, the bearded man in particular looked
annoyed. Casper had thrown their own ineffectudity and insgnificancein their faces. They'd like to



believe that yes, theywere important enough that it would be worth the lives of four G-mento infiltrate
thelr organization.

They had to recognize the truth, though.
"Well want to check you out, verify as much of your story aswe can,” the redhead said.

Casper shrugged. “Of course,” he said. “I'min no hurry; aslong as1'm safe for the moment, whatever
youwant isfine

The redheaded man considered, then gestured. “ Tashawill show you to your room,” he said. “Well let
you know."

The shorter, plumper woman, who had guarded them in the van, led the way out of the crowded kitchen
and up the tairs of the old house, and Casper followed cheerfully.

Tasha, they called her. A revolutionary named Tasha ought to betall and thin and seductive, with Straight
black hair and a beret; this woman was about five-one and fat, wearing jeans and a baggy black
swegtshirt and with frizzy blonde hair that could use washing.

Casper liked that. This Tashawas real, not just a Hollywood stereotype. People For Change wasredl.
They werered Americans, fighting against the corrupt power structure,

Maybe they didn't look like much, but according to the reports on them they had taken credit for
blowing up aprecinct station in New Y ork four years ago, saying the police had been torturing suspects
there, and they had killed acop in the process. They apparently weren't asineffectua asthey appeared.

They weren't exactly friendly yet, but they hadn't just shot him, either. They hadn't even questioned
Mirim or Cecelia—he wondered how long it would be before they noticed that little oversight.

It was aperfectly satisfactory start.
He wished he had a better ideajust what he was starting; the thing in his head hadn't told him that yet.

But he could guess.

Chapter Fifteen

"l can't believethis,” Smith said. “Weve been searching the streets for aweek, and we haven't found a
trace of Beech!"

Schiano shrugged. “New York'sabig city,” he said.
"Notthat big,” Smith retorted. “Y ou sure about what you told me?
"Surel'm sure,” Schiano said. “Firgt choicein hisstuationisto link up with rebels; second choiceisto

go to ground among the poor and make connections with the organizations poor people ded
with—charities and organized crime.”



"Youre sure?'
"l wroteit, didn't 17’
"So they tell me. Y ou don't seem terribly eager to proveit by helping us stop this son of abitch, though.”

"I'm not in any hurry,” Schiano said with ashrug. “Not so long as you're paying me athousand bucks an
hour."

"Y ou might want to earn some of that!"
"I'vetried.”
Smith glared & Schiano.
Schiano looked back camly.

Hewasn't bothered by Smith's anger; Smith was an asshole. Schiano kept telling him that first choice
wasto join with some group trying to do what Beech was programmed to do, that is, to overthrow the
government, and Smith kept missing it.

He had, at one point, asked whether Beech would sdll out to some foreign power, and Schiano had told
him no, which was quite true—that option was specificaly avoided in the Spartacus File because it would
lead to too many potential complicationsif the optimized agent went looking for outside dlies. Covert had
wanted their Spartacus to run an entirely home-grown operation, so no one could complain about
internationd meddling.

But Smith gill hadn't hit on theidea of terrorists or subversive organizations. It wasredly quite an
amazing blind spot. To Smith, Schiano had long since redlized, those weren't rebel s—those were nuts.
Dangerous crimina nuts. Rebels were something €l se, something the U.S. didn't have.

Schiano had to struggle sometimes to keep from giggling at Smith's absurdity.

"Okay,” Smith said, “so we haven't been able to find Beech directly; weve just wound up with abunch
of dead derdlicts and complaints from human rights groups. Y ou say helll try to link up with organized
crime?!

Schiano considered that.

Technicaly, alot of the subversive organizations qualified as organized crime; certainly, any that had ever
used terrorism did, and plotting to overthrow the government was conspiracy to commit treason, wasn't
it?

"Yeah,” Schiano said. “He's probably already contacted someone.”

"Who?'

"l don't know,” Schiano said. “What do | know about organized crime? I'm just acomputer jock.”

That wasthe closest to an outright lie that Schiano had come yet in his dedlings with Smith, because
while he didn't actualyknow , for the last day or two he'd begun to suspect just who Beech had joined



up with. There were messages on the net—messages asking readersif they were unhappy with the way
the country was run.

That was hardly anything new, but the wording of these particular messages sounded eerily familiar to
Schiano.

If Smith phrased his questions properly, Schiano would have to admit that he was pretty sure Casper
Beech had linked up with agroup of suspected terrorists called People For Change.

But so far, Smith hadn't phrased his questions correctly.

And Schianowas unhappy with the way the country was run—especidly the piece of it Smith was
running.

Giving up athousand dollars an hour to join abunch of crazy revolutionaries was abit more than he was
ready to do—but he was thinking about it.

"I don't understand what you're doing,” the redheaded man—Colby, the other members of PFC usualy

caled him, though he aso seemed to answer to “Rob” or “Perkins'—said as he leaned over Casper's
shoulder and looked at the computer screen. He was tall enough that he had to stoop dightly to seethe

digolay.
"Severd things,” Casper said, il tapping keys.
"Nameone,” Colby said, Straightening up.

"Well, first off,” Casper said, hitting ENTER and leaning back, “I'm trying to raise the generd leve of
discontent. Whileit'strue that you don't need to have the backing of the mgjority in order towin a
revolution, youdo have to know that the general population isn't going to come out in support of the old
regime. There are going to be hardships and displacementsin any change of government, and you want
to make sure that the people don't consider them an intolerable price to pay, or you get a
counter-revolution.”

Colby consdered that.

"| thought you just wanted to stay aive,” he said.

"That'sright,” Casper said. “ And the best way to do that isto make sure the government that'strying to
kill me hasn't got the power to do s0."

" S0 you serioudy plan to overthrow the Party?!
"Yeah, | guess| do."
"That woman you brought with you says she can keep you dive by making you acause celebre "
"Cdia?’ Casper blinked. “ She's probably right.”
"Then why bother with the rest of this?*

Casper suddenly looked blank.



"I don't know,” he admitted. He looked back at the computer screen in puzzlement.
"Y ou said you had severd reasonsfor this Stuff.”

"Yeah,” Casper sad, till puzzled. “1'm trying to gauge the depth of existing resentment, and to make
indirect contacts with any organizationsthat can be recruited to help us.”

"All in serviceto therevolution?'
"l guesss0."
"| think you're wadting your time."
Casper looked up. “Oh?"'
Colby nodded. “I've studied Mao and Lenin and the rest—maybe you think they were wrong about
how to run a government once they'd succeeded, we don't have to agree on that, | don't necessarily

agree with them mysdlf, but you'll admit they understood how to stage arevolution, won't you?”

"l suppose so,” Casper said—not so much because he agreed, since he had not actually read Mao and
Lenin, asto see where Colby was leading.

"Well, they agree, and anyone can see, that the peasants—the common people, they don't need to
literally be peasants—will obey whoever isin power; as Mao put it, the masses need not be educated in
the new thought until after the revolution. If you seize the centers of power, the existing power structure

will yidd."
"Uh huh. Sure. Seize the centers of power. And how are you planning to do that?"
Colby frowned. “We do need a solid cadre, ready to die for the cause, before we can take control of
the communications and command centers. But you don't recruit true revol utionaries by posting frivolous
complaints about government abuse; everyoneknows the government is corrupt.”

"Oh, | see—and you've been able to recruit these loyal troops we need? Like Ed, the guy the rest of you
watch nervously because he blew up that cop four years ago? Or wasn't | supposed to notice that?"

Colby stared angrily at him.
"Look,” Casper explained, “you'reright that I'm not going to suddenly convert anyone; I'm mostly just
planting seeds that may or may not yield something later. But I'malso providing encouragement for
anyonewho'salready on our Sdetojoin us"

Colby considered that, then changed the subject.

"And if you succeed,” he said, “you plan to replace the corrupt so-called Party with true representives of
the people, and redistribute the stolen wedlth of the capitalists to the workers?”

Casper gared up at him.

"Jesus,” he said, “what rock didyou crawl out from under? No, I'm not going to do anything like that! |



want a proper, democratically-e ected government, and a free-market economy—I'm anAmerican , for
heaven's sakel"

"lan't that what we havenow 7’ Colby asked sardonicdly.

Casper blinked.

Colby waited for areply, but Casper could not come up with anything to say, and at last Colby snorted
in disgust and turned away.

Casper watched him go.
And finally, the words came to him, too late to be spoken aoud.

No, they didn't have ademocratically-elected government, they had a one-party state. Evenin the
primaries, when therewere primaries, the only choices the voters were offered had been selected for
them from the class of professiona politicians by other professiond paliticians. And they didn't have a
free market economy because the Consortium and the other government-granted monopolies had, with
the help of the Party politicians, taken over the marketplace and rearranged it to suit themsalves.

But wasthat enough to justify arevolution? The politicianshad been elected; even if people weren't
happy with them, they'd voted for them. The two old parties had been merged into the Party to ded with
the Crig's, and the Party had done what it promised. The Crisiswas over, but the people till voted for
the Party; the Greens held afew West Coast seats in Congress, but not enough to matter, while the
Libertarians and Socialist Workers and the rest couldn't get more than one or two percent of the vote.

And that meant that those people were hardly likely to march in the streetsin protest, let done take up
arms and assault the power stations and communications centers.

Casper frowned.
There was something wrong here. There was something in histhinking that didn't match the red world.
If it washis thinking, at dl.

Hed never redly hated the Party before; hed considered it a sort of necessary, or at least inevitable,
evil. A divided, two-party government had been inefficient and wasteful, unsuited to the complex modern
world, and had brought on the Crisi's, when the American economy virtualy collgpsed—that's what the
propaganda always said, and most of the American people believed it. George Washington's warning
againg politica partieswas afavorite themein Party literature, and the countries of eastern Europe, with
their dozens of parties and unstable codlition governments, were held up as bad examples—better by far,
the Party said, to have one organization providing the candidates. And everyone agreed that the little
parties, with their extremist views, were dl just eccentrics and crazies, relics of an earlier era. No one
wanted them in power. The Greens were useful asa prod, but nobody wanted a Green government.

Casper had aways gone along without redlly thinking about it. He'd been too busy with hisown
problemsto care about palitics.

But now he was thinking about it. He thought about it constantly. He was obsessed with palitics, with
drategies and tactics, with theories of government and congtitutiond rights, dl of it Suff that had never
concerned him before.



Thiswasn't anything a spy would need, let done an assassn—>but it wasn't, Casper redized, hisown
thinking at dll.

Just what had NeuroTdents put in his head?

Chapter Sixteen
"If you look at history,” Casper said, “you'll seethat arevolution can only succeed if the military either
supportsit or remains neutra. The final Soviet coup failed because the military came out for Ydtsin,
Napoleon succeeded where Robespierre failed because he had the army behind him.”

"Y ou think you can subvert the military, then?” Colby asked. He, Casper, and Ed, the bearded member
of PFC, were seated around the kitchen table, talking.

Casper consgdered that question for along moment, then admitted, “Probably not. Not asit's presently
condtituted.”

"Then how can you expect to win?’ Ed demanded. “ Maybe now you're beginning to see why weve
used terrorism—there isn't much hopein historical models, but we have to dosomething ."

"But it won't work,” Casper insgsted. “ Terrorists can't overthrow agovernment. The only timesterrorism
has been at al successful have been in driving out an occupying army, by making it too expensiveto day;
that's not the Situation here. An occupying army has somewhere el se to go hometto; the
Democratic-Republican Party doesn't.”

"We know it doesn't work,” Colby said, glaring at Ed. “ That's why we stopped. But what other choice
do we have?'

"Y ou haveto take thelong view,” Casper replied. “Build up discontent, use non-violent civil
disobedience, force the government to crack down—that makes the people in power appear as
oppressors.”

"Theyare oppressors.”

"Of course, but you have to make them look the part.”

"Which iswhat you're doing,” Ed said. “Well, | don't have your patience.” He stood up.
Casper watched as Ed waked away, then turned to Colby, who shrugged and sat sllently in hischair.

Casper was thinking over what he had just said to Ed, and trying to match it againgt redlity—the redlity
of the hitory of the United States.

Since 1865, no revolutionary group in the U.S. had ever gotten very far. There had never been aserious
coup atempt in dl the hundred and fifty years since. Every assassination had resulted in a peaceful
transfer of power to the designated successor. Even the most disputed el ections hadn't led to violence.

Casper wanted to think that no revolutionary in dl that time had had his own abilities, and that the



government had never before been so corrupt and unpopular, but he had to admit to himsdlf that he was
probably being optimistic about that. Hell, before hisimprinting he hadn't hadany knowledge of
subversion or rebellion, and the stuff in his head now couldn't be any better than the abilities of the people
who wrote the file, none of whom had actualy overthrown the U.S. government.

And the government had been corrupt or unpopular during Reconstruction, under Hoover, inthe
Vietnam era—there had been revol utionary movements and mass demongtrations sometimes, but nothing
had ever come close to actually overthrowing the system.

Revolutions and counter-revolutionsin the U.S. had come about at the ballot box or in the courts, not in
the streets. Cecdliahad been telling him that, telling him that the way to defy the power structure wasto
become part of it, but he had been resisting.

He had wanted to find some way to bring the whole thing down from the outside, but looking at it, he
didn't think it could be done. Seizing power stations wouldn't do anything but piss people off.

The communications network couldn't be seized—there wasfar, far too much of it. Two thousand TV
networks, tranamitting by satellite; the internet supplying information through asystem designed to
withstand anything up to and including anuclear war; the multiply-redundant cellular phone systems;
thousands of radio dtations.... ?

And that wasn't even considering such alternative, semi-obsolete forms as faxes and newspapers.
Taking over themilitary ... well, first off, Casper doubted it could be done; the military was so
thoroughly integrated with the civilian population and power structure that he couldn't see any way to
detachit. But evenif hedid, hedidn't think amilitary coup would work. There were three million people
in the military—and three hundred million gunsin civilian hands. The army would not necessarily bring the
National Guard with it, and dmost certainly wouldn't carry the police.

And it wouldn't carry the media, or the people.

Besides, theideawasto set up abetter, more democratic government, a multi-party government, not a
military dictatorship.

Atemporary military government might not be adisaster; it had certainly worked in other countries.
Casper could useit to root out the most corrupt € ements of the government, then stage new elections.
But the military-backed candidates would lose in the dections, and the military might refuse to step aside.
It might be worth atry if nothing else worked, but it didn't look like a very appealing course of action.
And if you looked at higtory ... ?

Maybe, Casper thought, leaning on the kitchen table, he was going about this wrong. He wanted to get
the Party out of power, and replace it with people of his own choosing. Hed been looking at revolution
asthe way to do that—but maybe that wasn't the only way, or even the best way.

He wanted to get his own people into power. The government said he was aterrorist. Well, where had
one-time terroristswound up in power?

Soviet Russa Nazi Germany. Isradl. The Tdiban's Afghanistan. Paestine,



Those were not very cheering comparisons.

But it was worth noting that only half of the examplesthat had sprung immediately to mind—and he

knew there were others he hadn't thought about—involved terrorists successfully leading a violent

revolution and seizing power by force. Hitler had maneuvered hisway to power through the 1932
election, and the Isradli terrorists had been eected.

Having been aterrorist apparently didn't make one unelectable.

Of course, thismight not apply in America—but dections were definitely the way to transfer power
here. A palitical party had amuch better shot at overthrowing the government than arevolutionary cell
did.

So where could he get apalitica party? He looked around at Colby, who was still slently watching him,
and at the dingy little kitchen.

People For Change consisted, so far as he could determine, of about twenty people, of whom half a
dozen, not counting himsdf, Mirim, and Cecdlia, lived right here. There were another hundred or so
people who supported PFC at least to the point of knowing about it without turning anyonein for that last
string of bombingsin New Y ork four years ago. Not even Ed, the unrepentant cop-killer who made
everyone nervous, had been ratted out.

That wasn't much to start with in founding a political movement, but it was better than nothing.

He had an organization, at least aminima one. He had a charismatic leader, in himsdf—for amoment he

marveled at his own arrogance in describing himsdlf that way, but he dismissed that; thanks to whatever

the government had put in his head, hewas a charismatic leader, or at least could become one. He knew
it.

What e se did he need?

Money. He needed money to buy access to the networks, more access than an ordinary citizen could
get—nobody actudlywatched the public-access stuff where the loonies raved, and politica discussions
on the net just degenerated into endless arguments that sensible peoplefiltered out. To attract mass
attention, you needed to bein the mass media. That was how the whole system had gone bad in the first
place—only millionaires could afford to run for office, and millionaires weren't going to screw around
with the corporate structures that had made them rich, other than to make themsalves evenrricher.

If he could talk to people with money, he knew he could raise the funds he'd need—but how could he
do that? Not through public-access channels or the public nets, that was certain. Maybe if he could get
onto talk shows? But how could he do that while he was till afugitive?

And he would aso need afront organization that people could donate to—it didn't have to be elaborate,
abox number and a bank account should just about cover it. HEd need an employee, someone who
wasn't wanted by the feds, to sign dl the papers—but PFC ought to be able to provide that.

He wondered how much of this he was figuring out on his own, and how much had been programmed
into him. He had no way of telling.

But did it redly matter? However it got there, it wasthere, and he might waswell get on with it. He
needed to build up apolitica organization; that was more important than amilitary oneinthe U.S. There



was something in him that was very, very unhappy with that idea, but that he wasfairly sure was part of
the programming he'd received.

To build apolitica organization he needed access to people—but it didn't haveto belive, did it?
"S0,” he asked Colby, “isthere avidcam around here?’
"A vidcam?Y ou mean awebcam?’ Colby glanced over his shoulder.
"I was hoping for something alittle better, but awebcam would do."
"l don't know. Probably."

Annoyed, Casper got to hisfeet and marched into the next room; Colby watched him go without
comment.

The unattended computer in the next room had no webcam attached, so far as Casper could see, but as
long as he was there he logged into the local network to see whether one might show up. None did, but
aslong as he was online he took a moment to check hise-mail log, the repliesto the messages held
posted on the nets under various pseudonyms.

Most of it, judging by the subject lines, looked like the usud junk—jpeople agreeing with him, people
arguing with him, peopletrying to sdl him things.

Oneentry on thelist caught his eye, though.
"32: From: R.S.CHI Subject: CPR BCH"

Casper recognized his own name in the subject lineimmediatel y—but he aso saw that the government
watchdog programswouldn't. A human being might, but the volume of e-mail traffic wasfar too greet for
the government to use human watchdogs.

S0 unlessit was some bizarre coincidence, not only was someone caling him by hisrea name, but
whoever it was didn't want the FBI to know about it.

Casper sat down and clicked on item #32.

After theusua headers, heread, “Dear Mr. B.: If I'm mistaken about your identity, | apologize, but |
assumeit'syou. If you redly arewho | think you are—friendly ghost tree—I think you'll be very
interested in the attached file, SPXPTA.DOC—it provides the basic working specs for an optimization
program that was accidentaly run at NeuroTdents Philadelphiafacility not too long ago, aswell as some
other relevant information.”

Casper was very interested indeed. “ Friendly ghost tree’—he'd heard of Casper the Friendly Ghost
when hewas akid, though he'd never seen the movies or any of the old cartoons, and he certainly knew
what abeech tree was. There couldn't be much doubt that thisR.S. Chi had identified him correctly. He

opened thefile.

It was gibberish. Casper sared at it for amoment, then redlized that it was encrypted—and as was
obvious at aglance, it wasn't the standard lega encryption.



That wasreally interegting.
It was a0 frustrating. How was he supposed to read it?

He went back to the message to look for clues. The document name wasthe first thing that caught his
eye—what the hell did SPXPTA mean?

Wéll, hedidn't know about al of it, but PXP was an illegd encryption program, Pretty eXtreme Privacy,
that had been around for years. People For Change used it sometimes; so did about amillion other
people. The FBI would occasiondly pick auser at random and come down on him, but the volume of
traffic wastoo great for serious policing, especially since most of the messagesthey caught and
decrypted were things like, “ Bet we're ticking off the feds with thisone!” FBI complaints against such
users tended to get thrown out of court—the users were usudly the kids of Party membersor

Consortium executives.

The FBI could bresk PXP encryption if they had to, but there was too much of it on the netsfor them to
get dl of it, and it would keep the automatic watchdogs from spotting key words and cdling thefileto a
human being's attention.

One of the key words they watched for was PXP, of course—to dow its spread. Nesting it in the name
of thefilelike that might keep it from being spotted.

So the file was encrypted with PXP. Fine. Except now Casper needed the two keys, which would each
be along string of more or less random characters.What strings of characters?

Will, there was the obvious one, the only other thing the mysterious R.S. Chi had sent him. Casper
brought up PXP, and listed thefirst key as. “ DearMr.B.:IfI'mmistakenaboutyouridentity,
| apol ogize,butl assumeit'syou. I fyoured lyarewhol thinkyouare—friendlyghosttree—I thinkyou'l|beveryintere
stedintheattachedfile, SPXPTA.DOC—itprovidesthebas cworkingspecsforanopti mi zationprogramthatwas
accidenta lyrunatNeuroT dentsPhilade phiafacilitynottool ongago,aswel lassomeotherre evantinformation.”

That was presumably the private key; now he needed the public one. He had an idea how to find that;
he googled on newsgroup postsby “R.S. Chi."

768 articles were listed; he picked one at random and opened it, and sure enough, the signature file at
the bottom included a public PXP key. He plugged it in and clicked on “Display.”

The decrypted fileimmediately began to scroll across the screen in plain English. Casper leaned forward
and watched. When it was completed he read it through carefully, then read it again.

When he had finished he sat back in his chair and stared at the screen.
If Casper's guesswasright, “R.S. Chi” was really someone named Robert J. Schiano, whose name
turned up dl through the notesin thefile. And this Schiano was proud enough of his handiwork that hed
wanted Casper to see some of it clearly—because Casper Beech wasintimately involved in it, whether
he liked it or not.

At least, Casper thought, he now had aname for the thing in his head, and a pretty good idea of what it
was supposed to do.

Thething in his head was the Spartacus File. And he, Casper Beech, was supposed to be the new



Spartacus, the dave who would lead an army of davesin arebellion against the oppressive republic that
had endaved them.

Spartacus, the gladiator. Spartacus, the rebel. Spartacus, the great general.
Casper Beech smiled as he thought that over. It wasn't anything he would ever have asked to be, it
wasn't anything he had ever imagined becoming, but hereit was, thrust upon him whether he wanted it or
not.

And he had to admit to himsalf that he rather liked the idea.

Chapter Seventeen
Rosedidn't like her assgnment. Shedidn't likeit at dl.
Casper wished Colby had asked Tasha or Ed or one of the othersto help him instead, but they weren't
around or weren't willing, and Rose had been agreesable right up until Casper had explained where he
wanted her to go.

Now, though, she wasn't happy.

"When Colby said | should help you out, | thought you just wanted meto, like, put things in the bank, or
sign checks, or stuff likethat,” Rose said. “Nobody said anything about talking to reporters.”

"Y ou don't haveto talk to any reporters,” Casper assured her. “Y ou just drop thisdisk off at the station,
with the note. Y ou don't haveto talk to anyone. In fact, the fewer people you talk to there, the better.”

"Well, how do you know they'll put it on the news, then?’ she demanded.
Casper just smiled. “Don't worry,” he said. “If they don't well try again.”

Rose wasn't crazy about that idea, either, but she didn't want to be unreasonable. She picked up thelittle
pouch with obvious distaste, and | ft.

Casper and Ceceliawatched her go.
"Just what are you trying to accomplish, Casper?’ Cecelia asked.
"I'm trying to take over the country,” Casper said, quite sincerely. Cecelia snorted derisively.
"| thought you just wanted to stay dive,” she said.

Casper shrugged. “They programmed me to overthrow the present regime and set up an American-style
democratic government—areal one, not the oligarchy we have now. I'm trying to oblige them.”

"Y ou do anything like that, and theywill kill you,” Ceceliaretorted.

"They'regoing to kill meanyway, if | let them."



"They'velost track of you, haven't they? Why can't you just stay underground?”

"Becausefirgt off, they're going to keep looking; and second, theyprogrammed me not to. | didn't just
get an ordinary imprint, where | can useit or not as| please; | got optimized, and the optimization's got
compulsonsbuilt intoit. I'mcompelled to rebel against the present government, and authority in general .”

"Then don't you haveto rebd againgt your programming, too?"

Casper amiled. “I am,” he said. “ They programmed me to stage aviolent revol ution—armies, battles,
death and destruction. I'm not going to do it that way, because it won't work here."

"But you're dill trying to take over the country?
Casper nodded.

"Yourenuts."

"Maybe,” Casper agreed. “Or maybe I'm as sane as anybody. Sure, I'm following the programming
from the Spartacus File, but why isthat any crazier than following the patchwork programming wedl
build up from our parents, and our genes, and our schools and friends and jobs?"

"Becauseit'sgoing to get youkilled ."
"Not if | canhepit."

"And what makes you think youcan ?’ she demanded angrily, her hands on her hips. “Casper, you say
they've programmed you to be the new Spartacus—has anyone pointed out to you that Spartacusdied ?
The Romans crucified him! He died on a cross on the Appian Way—I looked it up. So areyou planning

to wind up nailed to a cross somewhere on the Jersey Turnpike?"

Casper blinked at her, surprised and pleased by her anger. He took it to mean that she il cared for
him; he/d begun to wonder. Since his optimization he and Cecelia had been drifting apart; they shared a

bedroom upstairs, courtesy of Colby's housing arrangements, but they hadn't done much but deepinit.
Cecdiadidn't seem to like the new, more assertive Casper Beech aswdll as she'd liked the wimpy
origind.
"Morelikdly abullet-riddled corpsein the Schuylkill River,” he said. “ And no, that's not what |
want—but Celia, it'stoo late to stop now. They'realready determined to kill me."

"Areyousure? ” she asked, and he thought her eyes|ooked moist. “ Are you sure that's not their damn
program, telling you that, making youassume they're after you, when they aren't?'

"They did try to kill me,” he said. “ They started it. They came after me before I'd done anything, beforel
had any ideawhat they'd put in my head. Why would they stop?*

"I'lmake them stop,” she said. 1 can do that, Cas—I'm alawyer, and adamn good one. It's a matter of
political economics, aP.R. problem and alegd problem. If we make it too expensive for them politicaly,
they won't kill you. Y ou don't have to take over the fuckingcountry , Casl If you do that theywill kill
you.”

He stared at her thoughtfully.



"You know,” hesad, “I think we may have come up with the same answer to two different questions.
Thefirst step in my campaign isto makeit too politicaly expensveto kill me, After dl, dead men don't
win eections. They may votein them in Chicago, but they don't win them.”

She stared back. “Isthat what you meant when you said that video isthefirst step in taking over the
country?*

He nodded. “It's the next step in my campaign to stay dive,” he said.
"But it'sjust abunch of ordinary loony-fringe rhetoric, haf socidism and haf libertarianism.”

Casper grimaced. He didn't think his speech was *“loony fringe rhetoric”; held thought it wasfairly
reasonable populist stuff. Boring, but reasonable.

That wasn't the point, though. “ That'sjust cover,” he said.
"What are you talking about? Y ou put some sort of coded messagein there?”

He shook his head. “No. Look, you know there's no way they're ever going to put that whole video on
the news, right? Maybe on C-SPAN 4 or something, but not on the news, not even on CNN."

"Of course not,” Ceceliaagreed. “They'll maybe pull asoundbite or two."

"Exactly. And | wrote that speech so there's only one soundbite worth pulling. Maybe one or two of the
networkswill missit, but sooner or later it'll go out.”

Cecdliagaped in agtonishment. “'Y ou mean you made the speech boringon purpose ?*
"Sure”
"So what's the soundbite?'

"You didn't catch it?’ For thefirst time snce making the vid, Casper looked worried.
Cecelialooked embarrassed. “ The speech washoring , Cas; | didn't watch it al the way through.”
"It'sonly ten minutes”

"| lasted about two, okay?"

Casper shook his head in amazement.

"Okay, okay,” Cecdiasaid. “What's the soundbite?"

"You'l hear it onthe news, | hope,” he said.

She had to be satisfied with that.

Bob Schiano looked up suddenly when the newscaster mentioned “wanted terrorist Casper Beech.”



What had they been saying? He hadn't been listening. Had Covert findly nailed Beech, despite Schiano's
lack of help? Despite, in fact, his active assstance to Beech in the form of thefile hed e-mailed?

Or had Beech struck somewhere, and begun his revolution?

And there was Beech's face on the screen, and by the quality of the picture it was a home project, not
anything there at the studio.

"The government says I'm an escaped terrorist,” Beech said, and his voice and manner carried intensity
and conviction as he spoke, even with the poor reproduction. He hadn't looked anywhere near soalivein
the old interview files Schiano had seen. | say they lie,” Beech continued, “and | say that I'd surrender if

| thought I'd livethrough it."

Then it was cut short.

Schiano stared at the screen. “What the hell wasthat about?’ he wondered aloud. That wasn't anything
he'd programmed, so far as he could see. Oh, the attitude was from the charisma subroutines that he'd
incorporated, the stuff from Behaviora Sciences and Psychwar, and it was good to seethat it seemed to
be working, since Schiano himself didn't understand how any of that functioned; the delivery was grest,
but the words were wrong. Saying the government lied was fine, but Beech should be looking for recruits
at this point; he shouldn't be talking about surrender, he should be talking about inevitable victory.

What was he doing?

"Goddamn it!” Smith said. Heturned to his aide. “ Get adozen men down to that stationnow —I want
that disk. | want to know everything thereisto know about how it got there. And | want to know what
idiot put it on the air without clearing it—either that, or who cleared it!"

"Yes, ar."

"And get Schiano up here! | thought Beech was supposed to be recruiting the bums and winos weve
been rousting, not making video speeches!”

"Youthink that'll doit?’ Cecdiasad. “Just that? | didn't see anything like that in the file you showed us."

She was seated at one end of an old couch, Mirim at the other, with Casper in the middle holding the
remote control.

"No, of course not,” Casper said, hitting the MUTE button. “It's just a start, something to get people
interested in my case. The next sepisaraly.”

"Awhat? ” Sheturned to Stare a him. “Casper, are you crazy? Y ou can't go out in public yet! The next
sep isalawsuit "

Casper shook hishead. Just like alawyer—if dl you have isahammer, everything sartsto look likea
nail, so lawyers aways wanted to use the courts. “No, Cdia,” hesaid. “If wetry to doiit that way, I'll be
shot resisting arrest, or trying to escape, or maybe I'll just have an unfortunate auto accident. Theyhave
tokill me, just theway Romehad to kill Spartacus. Theideathat adave could rebel and live wastoo
dangerous for Rometo ever let Spartacus live; he had to win or die. It's not quite the same for me;
they're big enough they could let amererebd live. But I'm not just arebel, I'm the rebe |eaderthey made
, and they can't let melive. | havetowin or die. And I'm not going towin with alawsuit!"



"Whynot? ” Cecdiainssted. “If we get acourt order..."

"Cdia, itwon't matter . They aren't going to play by the rules. They don't want meinjail, they want me
dead ."

Cecedlia subsided unhappily and dumped back on the couch; then, abruptly, she stood up.

"Do it your way, Casper,” shesaid. “ Y ou think you know it al now, you believe everything that
programmer put in your head and you won't listen to me, and you've got Mirim there acting like your
damned cheering section, oh you big strong mae, she'sawaysliked ‘em tough and stupid, like Leonid,
s0 shell go dong with you without sopping to think. Well,1'm not ruled by my hormones,or by some
Covert Operations programmer grinding out software that's never supposed to get used in thefirst place,
50 he doesn't care how good it is!I'm not going to throw away everything | know and do what this
miraclefile says | read your ‘ Sparta-doc’ file and what that Schiano said you could do, and | don't
believeit. They can't imprint that much. Y ou suit yourself, Casper Beech, but it won't work. It'sinsane,
holding araly and trying to take over the country! It can't be done, but youcan make aded to save your
own sorry ass, if you'll let me set it up. And when you redizethat, if you're fill dive, when you redize
you've been anidiat, if you ask me nicely, thenmaybe I'll do my best to save you."

She stamped away.

Mirim and Casper watched her go. Casper frowned.

"I think I'll be degping on the couch tonight,” he said. Then heturned to Mirim and said, “and if you
werethinking of inviting meintoyour bed, thanks, but not yet. Let her cool down first."

Mirim's mouth opened, then closed. She stared at him for amoment before she found her voice.
"And what if | waan't thinking of inviting you?’ shesad.

Cagper smiled wryly. “Well, then I've migudged the Situation and by bringing it out in the open now |
may have just saved everybody some later embarrassment.”

Mirim smiled back at him. “Y ou didn't migudge,” she admitted.

"Well, good. Thank you. But I'll till deep on the couch for at least two or three nights. We're going to
need Cdias help later, after theraly.”

"After therdly?’ Mirim asked. “Youredly planto hold araly?’
"Suredo.”
"How the hell are you going to do that? |an't that justasking for asniper to take you down?"

Casper smiled at her again, abig surprised smilethistime. “Of courseitis” hesad. “That's the point.
We haveto taunt them, make them act stupidly, and makethem do it in front of an audience.”

"But Cas..."

"Thered trick here,” he said, interrupting her, “isto live throughit.”



Chapter Eighteen
Smith waved the print-out at Schiano. “Isheredlythis crazy?'

Schiano shook hishead. “I don't know,” hesaid. “1 didn't think hewas crazy at al, but thisisn't anything
| put into the program.”

"So you don't know if it'satrick?
"Itisn't anything | programmed,” Schiano repeated.
He didn't need to read the print-out; he'd seen the messages himself. They were al over the nets.
Posterswere al over New Y ork and Philadelphiaaswell, pasted on walls, utility poles, trashcans,
everywhere. Schiano figured that everyone who had ever been involved with PFC at al must have been
cdled into help put them up.
Smith was probably trying to track down the printer responsible, but that wasn't likely to work. Schiano
doubted a print shop had been involved at dl. Anyone could have run off afew thousand posterson his
home printer easily enough, and if that was what they'd done then even if Covert was ableto identify the
make of printer, that wouldn't tell anyone anything useful. It was probably some mode that was common
asdirt.
"Areyou going to let him hold theraly?’ Schiano asked.

"Youtdl me” Smith said. “Y ou're supposed to be the expert on this guy—what's happening here? Is
thissomekind of diverson? Or is he redly going to show up at thisthing and give usaclear shot at him?'

"I don't know,” Schiano repeated.
"Suppose we clear the streets, cordon off that block, don't let anyone in—then what?"
"Oh, hewon't showthen ,” Schiano said confidently. “He's notstupid ."
"But if welet acrowd form?'
Schiano shrugged. “Maybe helll show,” hesaid. “1 just don't know."
"Damn,” Smith said. “You aren't ahell of alot of good, areyou?'

"Hey,” Schiano protested, “thisisn't my job! I'm an imprint programmer, not a goddamned counterspy .|
didn't know | was ever going to have tostop my Spartacug!”

"Yeah, well...” Smith flung the print-out aside. “Let's just hope your Spartacus is doing something stupid
here.” Heturned and marched angrily away.

Schiano watched him go, then picked up the print-out. As he had expected, it was one of the notices
fromthe nets.



"Raly!” it said. “If you saw me on the news, heres your chanceto find out whet it'sdl about.”

It went on for afew lines, and then it gave time and place. Down at the bottom it was signed, “ Casper
Beech, People For Change.”

Wheat the hell was Beech up to?
Should he warn Beech that Covert knew about the rally?

He shook his head. No, he told himsdlf, that would be putting his own neck in anoose; he didn't daretry
to contact Beech again. Even sending that one message had been incredibly risky. Held routed it through
dummy accounts and Six layers of anonymous remailers, done everything he could to keep it from
tripping any darms, but anything in a non-government encryption could be snagged, and any encryption
could be broken if someone good wanted to work at it. And he hadn't dared do anything subtle, for fear
Beech wouldn't be ableto read it himself.

And Beech wastoo smart for thisrally to be as stupid as it looked. Beech had to know he'd be
exposing himsdf to Covert's snipersif he showed up. He must have some sort of plan in mind.

Schiano wished he knew what it was.

Casper leaned against the oily brick and looked at hiswatch for the hundredth time, more grateful than
ever for theilluminated display.

7:58. Almost time. He reached down and picked up the first sheet of heavy, rigid plagtic, then looked
up. Tiny circlesof light showed through the airholesin the manhole cover. That was reassuring; it meant
no one had covered it over.

It had been along, unpleasant wait down here, with hiskevlar jacket and his plastic shields, but it was
amogt over, and the government hadn't found him.

He leaned the plagtic shield against the ladder rungs, then looked down at hisvest. Timeto put in the
ceramic inserts; held left them out until now to save weight, but hed need them in place before he
emerged from the manhole.

As hetucked the ceramic plates into the vest pockets he wondered if hiding down here had really been
necessary. Then he smiled at his own foolishness; of course it had been necessary. Once those posters
had gone up and the messages had gone out over the net, there was no way the feds would ever have let
him just walk up to the appointed corner of Washington Square.

They'd letother people come, so asto lure him out, but if hed shown hisface above ground held have
been dead meat, he knew it.

Just then the manhole cover shifted, with aheavy grating sound; grit sfted down onto hishair. Casper
looked up as he smoothed down the last Ve cro fastener on his vest; he stepped back further into the
shadows and waited, just in case the feds had caught on.

"Cas? Areyou okay?'

It was Mirim'svoice.



"I'mfine,” hesaid. “ Get it open and clear.”

"I'mtrying,” shereplied. “Listen, there are police dl over the place—we had one guy tell uswe didn't
have a permit, but they haven't redly tried to get rid of us."

The manhole cover did aside, and light poured in; Casper blinked as his eyes adjusted.
"| expected that,” he said. “What about the rooftops? See anything?'

"We aren't sure.” Casper could see Mirim now, as a shadow blocking part of the light. He could see
others around the manhole, aswell.

"Isthe sound system set up?’ he asked.
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"Good. Here” He handed up thefirst of the bulletproof plastic panels. Someone grabbed it and lifted it
away, and Casper handed up the next, and the next.

When hefindly climbed the ladder out of the manhole he emerged into abooth of clear plagtic shidding,
each panel held by atrusted member of PFC. Each of them wore ahelmet and heavy vest—Ilined,
Casper knew, with kevlar and with ceramic shock absorberslike hisown.

Together, thelittle clump of revolutionaries moved across the street to the sdewak and up onto the
platform set up there for Casper's use. Once he was on the platform someone handed him amicrophone,
passing it between two of the plastic panels.

Then the people holding the pands al sank down, sitting on the platform, ducked down low, and Casper
|ooked out at the crowd.

The street was packed—as he had hoped. Most of them were just curiosity seekers, of course, but
there might be several potentia recruits, dl the same.

Police were scattered around, aswell. That was to be expected. There were also reporters, and adozen
or more videocameras. That was excdllent. Casper wanted this as public as possible.

And somewhere out there, he was sure, there were assassinsin the pay of the Covert Operations
Group.

"Hello, New York!” Casper called into the microphone. “My fellow Americans, thanks for coming!"
A cheer went up.
"I'm Casper Beech, amember of People For Change, and | have afew things| want to tell you
tonight—afew things about People For Change, afew things about our present government, and afew
things aboutyou !"

Another cheer. Casper heard it, but didn't pay much attention. He was listening for other things, and
scanning the surrounding buildings.

"Our government hastold you that I'm aterrorist, and that People For Change is an organi zation of



terrorigts, and I've come here tonight to tell you not to listen to their lies! People For Changeis a peaceful
political organization—we want change, al right, but we're Americans, and we bdlieve in democracy, and
in the Constitution that made this country great. We want to bring about change through the balot box,
not through terror or crime in the streets!
"Andthat's what scares the Republicrats!”
And the shot came.
Thetiming couldn't have been better if Casper had scripted it himsdlf.

The shot itself wasn't loud. Casper wasn't even sure held redlly heard it. Its effect, though, was
unmistakable. The bulletproof plastic to hisright shattered spectacularly, and shards sprayed around him.

Heimmediately dropped and rolled, pushing aside some of his supporters. The others dropped their
own shields and dove from the platform. People were screaming.

Casper il had the microphone as he clambered back down to the Sidewalk.
"That'swhat scares them!” Casper shouted. “People, they've been fixing the eections for decades! Who
overseesthe eections? The Republicratsl Why haven't any of the other parties ever gotten afoothold, no
matter how unhappy the voters were? Why has the Dem-Rep Party dominated this country for..."

He'd gotten that far when someone tripped over awire and disconnected him; there was a burst of white
noise, and the sound system went dead.

And then an automeatic weapon somewhere opened fire. There were more screams.
Therally collapsed into chaos, and the police started moving in, moving toward Casper; he saw them
coming, and shouted, “Look! They can't let me speak the truth! They've sent the police to stop me

before | cantell you any more!”

"Stop them!” someone el se shouted, and amoment later awave of angry citizens overwhelmed the
police.

Casper didn't even look back. “Head for the subway,” he said.
Police ran past them, paying them no attention as they rushed to deal with theriot theraly had become.

Moments later, Casper, Colby, Ed, and Mirim dropped, exhausted, onto adjoining seats on an uptown
train. For afew secondsthey sat silently, catching their breath; then Mirim sat up abruptly.

"| thought that plastic shieding was bulletproof!” she said angrily.

"They must have used armor-piercing shells,” Casper said wearily. “I thought they might. That waswhy |
got totak aslong as | did—they had to change their ammunition.” He turned to Colby. “Wheréd you tell
Roseto meet us?'

"Cand Street.”

"WEell need to switch trains, then—we're headed the other direction.”



"Cas, you could have been killed!” Mirim said.

Casper shrugged. “1 figured the plastic would divert thefirst shot, and | didn't intend to hang around for
asecond one—but yeah, we'rein thisfor keeps, Mirim.”

llw,]y?l

"Because they're going to keep on looking for me, Mirim, and they're going to keep going until they kill
me, because they consder me athreat.”

"Because they think you're going to try to take over the country.”
"That'sright."

"Well, why don't you just getout of the country, then? Then you wouldn't be athreat any more! Colby
could arrange it—couldn't you, Colby?"

"Maybe,” Colby said noncommittally. “Ed might know morethan | do on thisone.”
Ed grunted.
"But remember Trotsky,” Casper said. “ Stalin's men got him in Mexico, hafway around the world. I'd
il be athreat. Besdes, Mirim, I'm an American—I don'twant to leave, and | don't want to spend the
rest of my lifein hiding, with the Covert Operations Group looking for me. So I'm taking some risksto
avoidit."
Mirim gtared at him. “Y ou're ‘taking somerisks,” she said.
"That'sright."

" Casper, you spent thirty-six hours down amanhole waiting, so that you could stick your head up and
get shot a?'

He shrugged.

"l can understand the thirty-six hours—back at Data Tracers you were always good at enduring crap,
and that gpartment you lived in, well, I guessyou could put up with anything. But deliberately letting them
shoot a you—I can't believe youdid that!"

Casper looked at her with interest.

"You think thefilésresponsble?’ he asked. He had to admit, thinking about it, that it did seem unlike
anything he had ever done before his optimization.

"Ofcourse it isl Casper, it'sgoing to get youkilled !"
"It haan't yet—hell, it'ssaved my life."

"But therisks you're taking—sooner or later, the odds are going to catch up with you."



Casper gazed at Mirim for amoment, then glanced at Colby and Ed.

Ed shrugged. “Y ou don't meet alot of old revolutionaries,” he said. He clearly wasn't bothered by this
observation.

Cagper leaned back, his head againgt the window behind him, staring at the off-white meta ceiling asthe
car swayed.

"Spartacus died,” he said, to no onein particular. He frowned, and chewed on hislower lip. “I don't
want to die,” he added a moment later, as the train began to dow for the next stop.

"Well, if you keep up likethis, you'regoing to,” Mirim said angrily, reaching for the poleto pull hersdf
upright.

Colby leaned across the space where she had been and said, “ So you made your speech and they took
ashot a you—now what?'

"Now weve got our Boston Massacre, our Kent State,” Casper said, standing. “There's still away they
could get out of it—but | don't think they'll do it intime."

Mirim stared at him. *“'Y ou mean you took that risk, and whatever you were doing might notwork ?'
"Oh, I think it will,” Casper said, pushing her toward the open door, as Ed and Colby hurriedly rose and
followed. “The only way they can get out of it isif they turn in the shooter and say he's one of us, that we
set thewhole thing up. Theniit'll be our word againgt theirs, and they'll be able to manufacture al the
evidence they need. If they don't do that, and quickly, well be able to make the truth stick—that the feds
shot at me. That'll get usalot of sympathy, and alot of attention, and when we put out acal for
volunteers we should get them. Then we turn PFC into agenuine political party, and we make sure that
they can't rig the dections againgt usthe way they have againg everyoneese."

"And then what?’ Colby said, asthe four of them emerged onto the platform. “Y ou get elected president
next year?'

Casper shook hishead. “Not hardly,” he said. “We won't be able to take the presidency for at least
twelve years, at the very best—yprobably twenty, maybe aslong asforty-four. But if it'sthat long, it'll be
because they've cleaned up their act, and that'swhat | realy want."

"Y ou intend to be elected president?’ Mirim asked.

"Probably notme ,” Casper said. “Too much political baggage. | did kill those men back in Philadelphia.
But someone from PFC. And I'll be rehabilitated aong the way."

"If you don't get killed first."

"If | don't get killed first,” Casper agreed.

Chapter Nineteen

The news coverage was perfect. Casper watched intently as the networks played the images over and



over—hisface, looking strong and wild and noble as he spoke; the plastic shield shattering; the
screaming crowd; the dow pan across the wreckage and the ambulance crews covering the bodies
before hauling them away.
"Seven dead,” Mirim said, horrified.
"Were any of them ours?’ Colby asked.
Tashafrowned. “We don't know,” she said. “We till have three people missing.”

"They're sonewalling,” Casper said, hiseyes il locked on the video. “They're dead. They can't
sonewadl thisand get away with it. They'rejust denying everything.”

"What?" Mirim asked.

"They're mishandling it,” Casper said. “Don't you see? The government, | mean—the Party. They
haven't even denied that it was afed who shot a me! They've let the networks transmit their coverage,
they've let my speech—what there was of it—go out. It's been so long since they've faced aredl
chdlenge that they've forgotton how to spin the facts.™

"Youreright,” Cecdliasad thoughtfully. “We can tie ‘em in knots now—uwrongful desth suits, civil rights
violations, everything."

"We can put out acall on the netsfor volunteers and donations,” Casper said. “When the money starts
coming in we can hire spokesmen, turn PFC into ared palitica party. Well put candidates up in every
little eection we can find—once were in office afew dozen places people will take us serioudy. Runa
populigt, anti-status quo platform, long on rhetoric and short on specifics. The Republicrats have never
bothered rigging the smdl e ections—they never had to. And then we can demand oversight on the bigger
ones."
"People werekilled out there, and you're talking about eections?” Mirim burst out.
Colby, Ed, Casper, and Cecdiaall turned to stare at her.
"Of course,” Casper said camly. “That'swhat thisisall about.”
"| thought it was about keeping you dive, Cadl"
"That, too."
"And what makesyou any more important than those seven people who died?’

For amoment, there was an uncomfortable silence. The TV babbled quietly in the background.
Casper didn't think Mirim wasin the mood to hear the truth—that Casper thought he was the most
important person on Earth because he was the one who could fix the country, get it back on track, make
the lives of millions of Americans better, and the lives of millions more peoplein the dozens of countries

the U.S. dominated. She didn't want to hear that.

"Nothing,” he said a lagt. “Not in absolute terms. But Mirim, I'm more important tome , and | thought |
wasimportant to you, that you cared about me. And with this thing the feds put in my head, maybeI'm



more important to the country. If we can get the oligarchs out of power and re-establish agovernment
that's answerable to ordinary people, and not just to corporations and lawyers, there will be fewer of
these stupid desthsin the future. 1t'1l be a better life for everyone.”

"1t'1l be more of the same, Cas, it'll just beyou and the PFC in charge instead of the Party, instead of the
people running things now. And therell probably be hundreds of desths aong the way, won't there?!

"1 hope not.” Casper got up from the couch and knelt before Mirim, holding her hand. “Listen,” he said,
“I think I'm doing the right thing—but maybe I'm not. | can't tell any more what's me, and what's the
Spartacus File. At first | knew, at least sometimes—it wasthe File that got me out of Philadelphiadive, |
knew that—but the lines have al blurred. Y ou read the notes Schiano sent; you know he said that the
optimization had to fit the recipient's brain perfectly, that | couldn't have taken the Spartacus Fileiif |
wasn't suited for it, and | guess hewas right, because it's blended right in. | thought it was just telling me
how to do what | wanted to do, but maybe it's done more. Maybe it's changing my idea of what's right
and what's wrong. Maybe there's no redl difference any more between Casper Beech and the Spartacus
File—that idea scares me, but maybeit'strue. | can't tell. Y ou and Ceceliaare my only externa
connection to the origina Casper Beech now, and | can't trust theinternd links. So you tell me—am |
just doing what 1'd dways thought should be done, but | didn't have the nerve or the knowledgeto do it?
Or am | doing something | would have known was wrong, before?

Mirim stared at him, at the familiar face of her co-worker that had become something more. Therewasa
gleamin hiseyesand asirength in hisjaw that had never been therein their years at Data Tracers, she
had aways thought he had a certain charm, but now that had become an irresigtible charisma, likea
gpark fanned into aroaring blaze.

How could shetell him he waswrong?

Andwas he wrong? She didn't know what the old Casper's politica convictions had been—if held had
any. He had griped about the government, like anyone e se, but he'd never gone into specifics of what
should be done about it. He had never wished anyoneill—and asfar as she could tell, hestill didn't wish
anyoneill, except perhaps the people who ran the government, and even them, she thought, he just
wanted out of power, he didn't want them harmed.

After dl, the Spartacus File was supposed to enable him to lead aviolent revolution, aguerrilla
war—she'd seen Schiano's notes talking calmly about massacres and riots, and here Casper was
transforming thet into ardatively peaceful politica reform movement. He wastrying to reshape the
Spartacus Fileto fit hisown beliefs.

But people were dead, al the same. Only seven so far, but who knew how many more there might be if
Casper went on with his plans?

"Cas,” shesad, “if you were to succeed tomorrow, if you were suddenly appointed dictator of North
America, what would you do? How would you be any different from any other power-hungry politician?'

"I'm not power-hungry,” he said. “1'd do my best to restore the Congtitution as originally written. 1'd kick
out the bureaucrats who redly run everything, the staff people, the paper-pushers, the lobbyists,
everyonetied to the Consortium, and then I'd hold dections. | haven't worked out the detailsyet..."

"And you never would,” Mirim interrupted. “ Reformers have taken office before with great plans, and
it'sawaysjust been more of the same."



"I'd try very hard not to be,” Casper said.
"And you think you could be different.”
"Yes, | do,” Casper said earnestly.

"And you think it'simportant enough that you have your chance to reform the government that it'sworth
peopledying?’

"| think that if we had anew government of the kind I want that there wouldn't be any more Covert
Operations Group killing people, that there wouldn't be any Consortium immune to half the laws, that
there wouldn't be any corporate cops who can get away with killing troublemakers, so yes, | do think it's
worth risking afew deaths.”

"It'sworth people dying so you can be president?’

Casper shook hishead. “1 don't want to be president,” he said. “I just want a new government.”
"Soyou say."

"I meanit!” He stared into her eyes. “Ligten, Mirim,” he said, “1'm not doing this out of persona
ambition, | swear it. If itll make you give me your support, I'll make you a promise—I won't ever be
president. Or dictator, or whatever. When our reforms succeed, when PFC takes power, it'll be with
someone esein charge. I'mnot doing thisto put mysdf in charge.”

"You're serious?’

"Absolutdy."

And hewas.

The Spartacus File required him to overthrow the present government and replace it with amore
demoacratic one; it never specified that he, personally, had to have any rolein the new one.

Infact, theideaof actualy having to run acountry as big and complicated asthe U.S. wasterrifying. He
didn't want to do anything of the kind. They'd find afigurehead somewhere. Maybe Colby—hewould
clean up better than Ed.Much better than Ed—in fact, Ed could be a problem in the long run, aproblem
that might need to be eiminated.

Or maybe instead of Colby or any of the other long-time PFC people they could use Cecdlia, or even
Mirim hersdf.

Of course, Casper might still be running things behind the scenes. He wouldn't be president, heldd be
chief of staff, or just an advisor with no officid title. And it wouldn't be permanent.

Jugt until everything was seitled.

Chapter Twenty

No one gave any names, and while many Americanswould have thought the tall man's face was familiar



they wouldn't have been able to say who hewas.

Smith knew, though. As part of hisjob he had to be able to ingtantly identify any high government
officid, just in case he happened to see one somewhere he shouldn't, and he knew who he was facing.
He draightened alittle further.

Thiswas the White House Chief of Staff—the current administration's hatchet man.

The two men stared at each other, Smith stiff and nervous, the other relaxed but angry.

"S0,” thetdl man said a last, “you're the asshole who started ariot in New Y ork."

"Sir,” Smith protested, “1 don't fed that'safair description.”

"You dont."

"No, 5r."

"Y ou're the one who ordered abunch of hit men to shoot someone who was giving aspeechin
Washington Square, right? Right out there in front of the crowd, like something from a goddamned
Hollywood movie?!

"l...” Smith caught himself. “Yes, gr,” hesad.

"And you didn't think that would start ariot?"

"l ... Perhaps | hadn't thought out the consequences,” Smith admitted.

"And why hadn't you?'

"Sir, | consdered it essentia that we dispose of Casper Beech as soon as possible. | was too concerned
with that to worry about collateral damage.”

"Collaterd damage,” the other man said. “ An anti-government riot in the middle of New Y ork—you call
that collaterdl damage?

"Yes gr."
"l ssemto recdl that collateral damage isaeuphemism for what we used to cdl ‘overkill.””
"Ah, wel ... | don't know, sir."

"Y ou ought to. If you're going to use aterm like that, you ought to know just what the hell you're saying.
And if you're going to do something like shoot peoplein front of acrowd inthe middie of New Y ork,
you ought to know what the hell you're doing.”

"l wastrying to prevent a catastrophe, sir!"

"By killing this Casper Beech."

"YS, s'r.ll



"And did you kill him?*
“No, gr."
The chief of staff stared at Smith for along moment, then asked, “ Did you ever read Macchiave li?'
Smith blinked. “No, sr."

"Y ou should. Anyonein government should. If you had, you might've remembered that he said, ‘if you
drike a aking, you must kill him.” Well, you've struck at this son of abitch, and you haven't killed him,
and you'rein deep shit."

Smith swdlowed, then sad, “1 gathered thet, sir.”
"That al you've got to say?"

"No, gr.” Smith swalowed again. Thiswas his chance to present a defense, and he didn't want to blow
it; he hadn't been sure he was even going to get one, and he was pretty damn sure he wouldn't get
another. “ Sir,” he said, “ Casper Beech has been programmed with the Spartacus File. That's considered
the most dangerous of &l our imprint weapons, we puteverything into it, everything we knew how to do.
A man who's been optimized with the Spartacus Fileis driven to overthrow the government of his
homeland—it's an irresistible compulsion, and nothing short of death will sopit.”

"There are probablythousands of peoplein this country who are obsessed with overthrowing the
government, Mr. Smith,” the chief of staff said drily.

"Y es, but the Spartacus File a so gives him the knowledge and skills necessary todo it. He had to be
stopped, by any means available.”

The chief of saff Sghed, and seated himsalf on the edge of the desk. “ So you've been trying to kill him."
"Yes, sr—of course. That's theonly way to stop him."
"And you didn't worry about who or what might get caught in the overkill.”
"No, gr. You can't make an omelet, and dl that."

"Smith, youre anidiot. Y ou and your guns and bombs and computers ... look, if weseriousy had
wanted to take out this Beech, if you'd brought this up to my level to begin with, we could have doneit.
We could have fucking nuked New Y ork if we thought it was important enough. If youreally don't care
about the overkill you can take out anybody, any time you want. If this Beech ever getsto bethat much

of amenace, we can goddamn welldo that. But we haven't. Y ou know why?'

Hewaited for areply, but Smith smply looked blank.

"Because wedo care about the overkill, goddammit!” He dammed hisfist on the desk. “A lot of good it
does to take out one revolutionary if the political damage creates ahundred more! So thisBeechiis
dangerous, he's agoddamn Spartacus who's going to turn the whole goddamn underclassinto adave
army, hesgoing to turn every city in the country into awar zoneif welet him, until someday heand a
bunch of ghetto punks come riding into Washington on a hijacked Greyhound and string us al up on the



Mall and declare the Peopl€e's Libertarian Republic or some such crap—that'swhat you're worried
about?'

"Ah...yes gr."

"Fine. Let'ssay he gets every sngle American who'sliving below the poverty lineto sign up in hisarmy
and pick up agun. Y ou know what he's got, then, out of three hundred million Americans?"

“No, gr."

"He's got a hundred million troops—most of ‘em women and children. They've probably got handguns
and homemade explosives a most and they aren't trained for shit. And you know what weve got?"

Smith didn't bother to answer.

"Weve got two hundred million loyd Americans, including the whole goddamn army, and against a
bunch of kidswith rifles we've got 3,000 nuclear warheads. We putone of those warheads on Beech's
headquarters, and hisarmy fdls gpart overnight. They don't come marching down the Mal. We don't
negotiate with them. We don't need to. Wejust blow ‘em away."

"Yes, ar."

"Y ou don't look convinced, Smith—and | think | know why. Because if it comesto dropping anuke on
Americans, we'rein rough shape. Damn right we are. But Smith, that'sworst case . That'sif we do
nothing until this Beech has hiswhole army up and running.Best would have been if someone a
NeuroTaents had been paying attention, and when Beech got that brain flash and was lying there out
cold from the zap, this helpful person had quietly cut histhroat. That didn't happen, and you've been

trying tomake it happen ever since.”

"Yes, gr, that'sit exactly!” Smith said, perking up. “We need...”

"Y ou need to shut up and listen. Smith, it'stoo late for that. Timing iseverything in politics, and thisis
palitics. It wastoo late once Beech went underground and linked up with the PFC and started putting his
propaganda out on the nets. Y ou can't just cut histhroat now."

Smith fought down the urge to demand, “Why not?’ Instead he said, “Yes, Sir.”

"Y ou've been looking at thiswrong. Our god isn't to kill Beech. That'snot agoal , it'sjust ameansto an
end. You haveto look at what wereally want . It's not that we want Beech dead; it's that we don't want
him screwing up the country.”

"But..."

"But killing him would be one easy way to make sure he doesn't screw up the country. Right. No
argument. But you haven't managed to kill him, have you?'

“No, gr."

"And he's on guard now, he's got helpers, he's got awhole goddamn organi zation, he's got some public
support.”



"Sir, if we could just shut down...”

" Shut down the media. Right. Do you know how long we've wanted to do that? Since Nixon, for God's
sake! Thisisn't Serbia, Smith; we can't do it. If wetried, wed have pirate stations on the air in hours,
wed haveillegd satdlite uplinks bitching to every other country on Earth, we'd have the nets screaming
bloody murder. Americans didn't care when one by one we gutted al the Congtitutional checksand
bal ances that are supposed to keep the government in line, because they adways knew they had an acein
the hole, the biggest goddamn brake in the whole system—the media, with its muckrakers and
investigators. If we screw over someone too much he can go on one of the talk shows or rat to the
tabloid news shows and make life hell for whoever's responsible—or at least he thinks he can. So welive
with it, we don't go after the media, and we've got our dedl's, our unwritten laws, and we can pretty much
do as we please when the mediaaren't looking, but wecan't shut it down, or suppress anything that
happens out in public. Thatriot of yourswasin the middle of fuckingNew York —we can't suppress
that."

"Y&, s'rlll

"Now, if you'd had any brains, or anyone in your department knew shit about PR, we wouldn't have had
any problem, because we could have said the snipers weren't ours, and then we could have investigated
and said that Beech staged the whole thing, and he'd ook like an asshole and we could track him down
at our leisure and blow him and his buddiesto hell with an explosion wed put down as them setting off a
bomb they were building. Butyou didn't do that. Y ou didn't deny anything. Y ou didn't tell the copsto
keep their mouths shut, and they'd been told not to interfere with the feds on the rooftops.”

"That hasn't been widely reported, sir. We could gtill deny it, say that wasall rumors..."

The chief of staff shook his head. “No, we couldn't, asshole. Y ou don't understand how PR works, do
you?It'sal timing. | told you,all timing . If we deny itnow , everyone will scream cover-up, and well
have another goddamn scandd dragging on for years even if Casper Beech walksin herein ten minutes
and blows his own brains out. We should have had a spokesman there covering our asson the scene
—oncethe story's out on CNN and Fox and all over the net it'stoo late.”

Smith wanted to protest, but the other man was right—hedidn't know anything about PR. That wasn't
part of hisjob description. Covert wascovert ; they never admitted or denied anything.

"Y ou beginning to see the Situation, Smith?"
"Yes, gr."

"Now, what we want isto make sure that this Beech doesn't start arevolution. We want to dump the
blamefor theriot. Right?"

"Yes, ar."

"And the direct gpproach hasn't worked with Beech—and you can be proud of that, if you want,
becausethat's exactly what you programmed him for , asshole. He'ssupposed to be able to handle
any kind of direct atack, isn't he?"

"Yes gr."

"So why the hell did youuse them? Chrissake, man..."



Smith swallowed uneedly.

The chief of gtaff took a moment to collect himsdlf. “ So we need to find another gpproach,” he continued
eventudly.

"Likewhet?'
The chief of staff smiled. “Why, it'sobvious. Y ou heard his speech, saw the vids?'
"Yes gr."
"He sayshe'snot arevolutionary,” thetall man pointed out. “He says he wants peaceful politica reform.”

"That'sjust propaganda, sir,” Smith said. “It'sin the Spartacus File. It'sal just talk, for public
consumption. He's till programmed for violent revolution.”

"Of course,” the other agreed, nodding. “But what if wetakeit literdly? What if weinvite him to
Washington for talks?'

"Whet?'

"What if we gpologize, say it was dl amisunderstanding, and invite him down hereto meet the
presdent?’

"Sir, hedassassinate the president!"

"Okay, then, to meetsomebody , some geek from State maybe. It doesn't matter who he talksto. The
point is, we get him out of the underground, out where we can see him, keep an eyeon him.”

Smith blinked. “ And then we can get him with his defenses down and kill him?"

"Oh, God,” the chief of gaff said, leaning back and staring at the celling in disgust. Then heleaned
forward again and hammered the desk with hisfist. “ No, asshole! We don't kill him. We co-opt him.
How the hell ishe going to recruit an army if he's here talking to the Under-Secretary for Urban Affairs?
Héll, we could even gppointhim Under-Secretary for Urban Affairsif we haveto! We make himthink
we'retaking hisreform talk serioudy, and tie him up in red tape until everyone justforgets him, until he's
just one more former radical giving speechesno oneligensto!™

"But ... hewon't do it. He'scompelled ."

"That's fine, too. Then we can point and say, ‘Look, wetried,” and we can send the SWAT teams after
him and blow him away right out in public and people will cheer for usinstead of starting riotsl And welll
take our time about it and do itright , with bombs or serious firepower, no more half-baked crap with
snipers using amor-piercing shells ... Jesus, Smith, whereéd you come up with that, anyway?'

"It seemed ... we wanted to be ready for everything, and we thought he might wear aves..."
"Right.” He grimaced in disgud. “Y ou thought.”

For amoment the two men were silent; then Smith asked, “ So you'll issue apardon for him, then? And



after that Covert'sout of it?"

The chief of staff shook his head. “Not exactly,” he said. “We need to dump the blamefor theriot. We
need ascapegoat if were going to pull this off and have the public on our side when we ask Beech to
urface.

Smith felt a sudden cold dread.

Thechief of gaff smiled.

"You got it, Smith. Seemstheresasmall covert unit gone rogue, went after this Beech character without
authorization, but of course we've caught them now. Well have anice show tria, you and maybe three or
four otherswill be convicted and given twenty years, and then well quietly lose you on the way to prison,
and next thing you know you'll be in the Witness Protection Program somewhere.”

"But ... my work ... my career..."

"So you'll have atwo-year vacation. It'll be about that long before this blows over. A sabbatical,
Smith—you can do some studying, brush up on your practica politics. Maybe when you come back

you'll have a better handle on the way the real world works."

Smith shuddered.

Chapter Twenty-One
"Casl C'mere, quick!” Mirim shouted.
Casper was out of his seet at the kitchen table before he even redized held heard Mirim's voice—the
Spartacus File, as held discovered right from the firt, had its own reflexes, faster than his own natura
ones.

"'Scuseme,” he said to Cecdliaand Ed, as he hurried into the living room.

Mirim was watching Headline News, a government spokesman was on the screen, half adozen
microphones shoved into hisface.

"...responsiblefor this regrettable incident are under arrest,” the spokesman was saying.
"What's happening?’ Casper asked, as he settled onto the couch.

"| repest,” the spokesman said, “their actions were completely unauthorized, and athorough
investigation isunder way."

"The sniper a therdly,” Mirim said. “They're saying he was part of arogue cdl within the nationa
security structure, acting illegdly.”

Casper threw her aquick glance, then locked his attention on the screen.

"Sir!” areporter called, “ does this mean that Casper Beech, the speaker at that rally, isin factnot a



terrorist?"

"We can't say that definitely at thistime,” the spokesman replied, “but it appearsthat in fact, thereisno
evidence that Mr. Beech had broken any laws at the time these renegades issued their order for his
apprehension. Mr. Beech has not been indicted, and the government has dropped al charges against him.
We do have some questions wed like to ask him in connection with prosecuting those responsible for
this outrage, and the City of New Y ork apparently has some problemswith hisfailure to obtain a permit
for hisrdly...” He paused, grinning, for the reportersto laugh appreciatively. “...but if hewassincerein
saying that his organization, People For Change, is dedicated to peaceful palitica reform, we trust helll
come forward and share hisingghts with us. Together, I'm sure we can prevent any further abuses of this
sort.”

Cecdliahad followed Casper from the kitchen, without rushing; now she stood in the doorway, listening
to the speech.

"Pretty good,” she said, leaning against the doorframe. “Notice how he left everything open. If they
decide you'retrouble, Cas, they can till hit you with failure to get that permit, and wrongful death suits by
the rdatives of the four fedsin Philly, and alot of other shit.”

"Yeah,” Casper agreed, “it'sanicerecovery. | hadn't thought of this. If | surface, they can keep an eye
on me and tie me up Six ways to Sunday, and stage an accident if they decideit's necessary. But if | stay
underground, I'll be discredited—they'll be able to ask everyonewhy I'm till hiding if I'm not aterrorist.”

"So what do you do?’ Mirim asked.

"For now,” Casper replied, “I dl.” He reached into his pocket and extracted hiswallet, then pulled out
abill. “Here, Cdia” hesad, “take thisas aretainer, would you?'

Cecdiadidn't move. “Why?" she asked.
"Becauseyou're going to surface, of course, and start negotiating my surrender.”
"l am?'

"Sure. Weren't you saying that keeping me dive was just amatter of theright P.R. and legdl
shenanigans? Well, herésyour chanceto proveit.”

"Y ou're going to give up? The Spartacus File hasn't got some clever way to twist thisaround again?'

Casper shrugged. “Hey, Cdlia, they'vegot me—the File doesn't cover anything like this. Schiano and his
people couldn't think of everything, and besides, thisisredly outsde what Schiano had planned on. He
was figuring on guerrillas and battles, not politica duels. The Party's got the redl politica pros here, and
they'refinaly using them. I'd hoped they wouldn't catch on in time, but they have. They've
outmaneuvered me by giving up those Covert guys and saying they were acting aone, out of contral. |
don't have apower base to argue that from. If | stay underground now, it'll prove I'm aterrorist, asfar as
the public is concerned, so I've got to surface pretty soon—~but I'm not about to just walk into the local
cop shop. | could have an accident, or commit suicide. So | want you to gtall until I'm sure I'll be safe”

Casper noticed that Mirim was staring a him doubtfully.

Cecdlig, too, clearly wasn't quite ready to accept this sudden acquiescence.



"| thought the Spartacus File was compelling you to rebd,” she said.

"Itis,” Casper said, “but it doesn't have to be violent. Schianoassumed it would be violent, but it doesn't
have to be; aslong as I'm fighting the government, I'm okay. I can fight them in the courts, by proxy—or
at the ballot box. I'm not about to go back to working asaliability analyst; I'min the political reform

"Y ou dont ill think they'll kill you?"
"l don't know—that's one thing | want you to find out for me."
"Y ou dont think they'll killme ?*

Casper shook hishead. “Not until they've gotme ,” hesaid. “Y oull betheir best link, and they'll know it.
You just tdl them that you were kidnapped, make whatever connections you need to keep yourself
safe—that's another reason | want to stall, to giveyou time.” He pressed the bill toward her.
Reluctantly, shetook it.

Casper smiled at her.

He knew why she was reluctant—he was doing exactly what she had wanted him to do al aong, but he
wasn't whining about it, wasn't putting up a struggle, and she didn't trust that. She thought there had to be
acatch.

She wasright, of course—therewas a catch.

That wasthe next step in his plan.

Thefact that hisidentity was known right from thefirgt, and that he was too heavily outgunned to set up

aguerrillaforcein the wilderness somewhere, had made most of the preferred optionsin the Spartacus

File impossible—Schiano hadn't compiled it with the U.S. in mind. Casper's promise to Mirim not to
openly take power himsdf limited his choices il further. The government'sdisavowd of any ill intentions
toward him narrowed it down even more.

He couldn't stay underground without ruining his position, and if he tried to operate in the open he could
never succeed—they'd find away to kill himif he started to get close. He had to find athird way.

And of course, the Spartacus File provided one. Schiano and the hundred other programmers who had
worked on the File hadn't been able to think of every possible contingency, but they'd included every
generd casethey could think of, and provided guiddinesfor choosing which modd to follow.

It was pretty clear what to do in this Situation. When presented with two unacceptable options, find a
third choice even if it looks even worse on the surface. And here there was definitely such achoice, one
that lookedreally bad at first:

Martyrdom.

Not suicide, of course—he had no intention of killing himsdlf, and if helet himsdf be killed, who would
lead the revolution? Who would guide People For Change into power? And he didn't want to die.



Spartacus had died for hisrevolt, and the revolt had died with him. Casper didn't want that, didn't want
ether part of it—hewanted to live, and he wanted hisrevolution to continue and grow. Martyrdom was
amatter of public perception, not redlity; dl he had to do wasappear to die, at the hands of a
treacherous government.

He was pretty sure he could pull it off.

He hadn't yet worked out the details, though, and until he did, he wasn't about to let Ceceliain on his
plans.

"Goon,” hetold Cecdlia, “go turn yoursdf in, or whatever."
She stared at him a moment longer, then nodded.
"Okay,” shesaid. “I'll turn mysdif into ... let'ssee ... CNN, | guess. Or maybe ABC would be better."
He amiled wryly. “Not the cops?’

"Don't be anidiot, Casper. Hasn't that thing in your head taught youanything ? They aren't going to
shoot meliveon TV; in private, though, who knows?"

Casper nodded. She was exactly right.
He wondered—if Cecelia had gone for one of Covert's optimizations, wouldshe have gotten the
Spartacus File? She seemed to have half the tactical knowledge dready. Certainly, she had more of what
it took to fight arevolution than he had had before hisvisit to NeuroTaents.

"Colby,” Cecdiacaled up the stairs, “could Rose or Tasha or someone drop me somewhere? And |
need to make a shielded phone call.” She turned and headed back for the kitchen.

Casper watched her go, then settled onto the couch beside Mirim.

The newswas till running, but had moved on to the financia report. Casper watched it, not redlly
paying attention.

Mirim stared a him.
"Areyou redly giving up, Cas?’ she asked at last.
Helooked at her, startled, then smiled at her, abig, warm smile.
"Nope,” he said. “Come on, let's get the vidcam; as soon as Celids gone | want to record some more
gpeeches. And | need to check the nets, see if we've got some volunteers. After that well talk to Colby
and the others about setting up maildrops and bank accounts for contributions.”

"So youredill going to try thispalitica stuff?"

"Absolutely!” He stood up and reached down for her hand. “Come on,” he said. “We've got acampaign
tolaunch."



Bob Schiano stared at the screen in amazement. A dozen security men were shielding Cecelia Grand
from the mob as she was led up the courthouse steps.

"Ms. Grand, alawyer representing alleged terrorist Casper Beech, announced that she had cometo
negotiate Beech's surrender,” the off-screen reporter announced.

"But he can't,” Schiano said. “Hecan't surrender. Thefilewon't let him.” He smacked afist onto the
tablein front of him. “ lwon't let him!"

The scene cut to Cecelia addressing the press.

"Mr. Beech isunderstandably wary,” she said. “ Government agents openly tried to kill him on the streets
of Philadelphiaand againin New Y ork, and while the administration may now say that those agentswere
acting without authorization, Mr. Beech fedlsthat he needs greater assurance of his own safety before
turning himsdf in"

Schiano leaned back in his chair, staring at the screen.

Beechcouldn't surrender. And especialy not now, when held scored avictory and forced the
government to disavow their attacks on him! Smith and his chief aide and two triggermen were packed
away somewhere, being prepared as scapegoats, Schiano had been briefly concerned that they might
even sacrificehim , but in the end they hadn't done anything that desperate. Good imprint programmers
were hard to find.

Hewas, however, out of work for the moment, while they looked for somewhere ese to put him. That
meant he could stay home and watch the news.

He hadn't expectedthis , though.
Was the Spartacus File breaking down?
Or ... Herdlaxed somewnhat as the thought struck him.
Or was Beech up to something?
That had to beit. Beech wasn't going to surrender at all.

Schiano tried to remember more of what had goneinto the File. Hed overseen the whole thing, but of
course it had been far too much for one person to do single-handed; if he'd been able to write thewhole
Spartacus File by himsdlf, held havebeen the new Spartacus.

Then he had it. He knew what was coming.

He wondered how Beech would set it up.

"I'm here representing Casper Beech and People For Change,” Cecdiatold the interviewer.

"And are you amember of People For Change, yourself?’ he asked her.

"People For Changeisalegitimate politica organization, seeking recognition...” she began.



"Yes, Ms. Grand,” theinterviewer interrupted, “but areyou amember of People For Change?’

For amoment, Cecdlia hesitated. On aliving room couch somewherein New Jersey, Casper Beech
looked up from his laptop and waited.

Cecdiahad surfaced two days before, with much fanfare. The government had apologized to her, the
media had feted her, and everyone had listened to her tale of desperate flight from crazed renegade feds.
There had been various denunciations of the “rogue’ operation, and severa editoria comments about the

need for apolitica reform movement like People For Change.
But until now, no one had asked her much about her own poalitics.
No one—not even Casper.
And Casper needed to know. He had plans for Ceceliaand for PFC.
"Yes” shesadat last. “Yes, | am.”

Casper thrust afiginthear and said, “Yed"

Chapter Twenty-Two

"Tdl them | want to surrender at the U.N., in front of the international community,” Casper said into the
phone.

"Doyou?’ Ceceliaasked.
Casper smiled. “It'sapossbility,” hesad.
"The U.N. should be okay,” Cecdliasaid thoughtfully.

"See how it would work, then, and I'll get back to you. | should have that speech ready for you soon,
t00.” He shut off the phone and stuck it in his pocket.

"| thought...” Mirim said.
"What?" Helooked up at her, startled.

"Didn't you just ask Rose to book you on the train to Kennedy Spaceport? | thought maybe you were
heading out to somewhere on the Fringe."

"Where | might get a more sympathetic hearing?’ Casper shook his head. “I1t wouldn't be the Fringers
themsalves who'd be listening to me out there, it would be the authorities, and they're heavily into
suppressing rebdlion.”
"But then why did ... isn't that what you told Rose?"

"Don't worry about what | told Rose,” Casper said. “Y ou just be ready to go."



"Casper,| don't want to go out to the Fringe! Space travel scaresme.”
Helooked up a her with interest. “Have you ever done any space traveling?'
"No, and I'm not going to!"

He held up his hands. “Okay, okay, that's no problem! Y ou don't haveto. | promise.”
"Y ou're going without me?"

"Look, Mirim, just trust me, okay? It'll al befine, just wait and see.”

She looked down at him uncertainly.

"lpromise,” hesad.

Sheturned away.

He watched her go, then picked up hislaptop and booted it up. He had things to do. There were alot of
arrangements to make.

It was agood thing that PFC had at |east one or two serious terrorists as members; he was going to
need some of Ed's skills, and other specidists, aswell. HEd need abomb, and for some reason he hadn't
been getting much help from the Spartacus File with the specifications on that. Maybe part of theimprint
hadn't taken properly, or maybe one of Schiano's programmers had been fakingit.

He'd need some specialized equi pment—equipment Ed probably couldn't provide, but he might know
someone who could. Fortunately, the equipment didn't actualy need towork .

And he wanted some way to remove a person without anyone knowing it; poison, perhaps, or an
engineered bug of somesort ... ?

"Sir,” theaide said.
The Chief of Staff looked up. “Yes?’
"It's about Casper Beech,” he said.
"What about him?"*

"It seems we have conflicting reports about him, sir. That lawyer of his says Beech isgoing to turn
himsdlf in at the U.N., but the word on the net isthat he intends to head out to the Fringe."

The Chief of Staff sat up straight and looked the aidein the eye.
"The Fringe?'
"Yes, gr. Probably to the L5 colony.”

"And once he getsthere, is he planning to surrender, or to join the rebels?” He had talked with Smith
and Schiano; he remembered that Beech was supposed to join arebd group. They'd assumed that PFC



was that group, but maybe Beech had decided it wastimeto try starting over somewhere ese.

"We don't know, Sir.” The aide hesitated. “Hesays he plans to surrender, but the people who worked on
the Spartacus File say that hecan't . And if you like ... well, before we took over the situation, Covert
had issued ordersto destroy any ship Beech boarded, rather than risk letting him loose off-planet. We

haven't actudly countermanded those orders yet, and we can blame that on a bureaucratic foul-up if we

haveto."

"Countermand them,” the chief said immediately. “Wewant him dive, if a dl possble. If he gets
off-planet ... hdl, it ought to be that much easier to spot him and corner him out there. Everything's so
much smdler. And if hedoes get killed, we can blame it on the radicals, we don't have to take the hest

oursalves.” He gazed thoughtfully at thewall. “I wonder ... do you suppose hell surrender out there?
Maybe he thinks the radicals will back him up, or that we won't dare harm him for fear of open revolt.”

"The programmers say hecan't surrender, Sir."
The chief nodded.

"If he's off-planet, he'sless of athreet to us, dive or dead—we can always destroy the whole damn
colony and blametheradicals.”

"Yes gr."
"Y ou sure about this, Casper?’ Ed asked again, holding up histicket and freight receipt.
"Absolutdy,” Casper replied. “Weve got to hurt them, force them to negotiate.”

Ed nodded. “ Damn straight. I've gotta give you credit, man—I didn't think you had the ballsfor
something likethis. Y outalk agood line sometimes, but | wasn't sure you had what it takesto be areal
revolutionary, any more than the rest of these wusses. For four years they haven't dared do squat, and
then you show up with this super-imprint in your head, and | think well findly get somewhere, thenyou
start talking about peaceful change. If you'd stuck with that public surrender crap, | might've been
tempted to put aknifein your back myself—the only thing the fat cats understand is violence, and that
might have stirred some up. It's good to see you understand that you can't make an omelet without
cracking some eggs.”

Casper looked at Ed, the man who had deliberately waited until acop was leaning over the planted
bomb in the New Y ork precinct before detonating it four years before, the man behind virtualy every act
of violence PFC had committed before Colby had taken charge and moved the group away from overt
terrorism.

Ed was aloose cannon, someone who couldn't be rehabilitated because he didn'twant to be
rehabilitated, someone who would aways be in the way of any attempt to turn PFC into an effective
politica force.

Casper clapped him on the back. “Whatever it costs, Ed. | know that now, same asyou do."
Ed winced; the dap had stung. But then, everyone at PFC knew that Casper had a tendency to migudge

his own strength. 1 thought you were serious about all that * peaceful means and ‘win at the ballot box’
crap,” hesad.



Casper just smiled. Hetwisted aring on hisfinger; Ed noticed that. Casper was definitely changing, Ed
thought; he hadn't worn any jewelry before, so far as Ed could remember.

"Y ou can't go that way, man,” Ed said. “Y ou have to compromise too much if you play by their rules.
Y ou can't play politicsthat way and keep your idedls.”

"l know,” Casper said. “Ligten, good luck, Ed—and thanks for doing this."
"You, too,” Ed said. Then he turned and boarded the Floridatrain.
Casper watched him go.

Hefet asurge of guilt over what he had just done—over both parts of it. He knew that before his
optimization he would never have done such athing, never even haveconsidered it.

Now he couldn't helpit.
At least, hetold himsdlf, this should be the last of it, the end of the violence. He would never do it again.
And it was better than the guerrillawar that the Spartacus File kept urging him to lead.
Cecdlia Grand looked at her watch. She frowned. She'd heard the rumors about aflight to the Fringe,
and intended to give Casper apiece of her mind. The U.N. would be much better for asurrender, and he

damnwd better intend to surrender! If he couldn't control that damned softwarein hishead ... ?

Wil he had plenty of good ideas, and she liked the whole idea of getting into palitics, but she wasn't
going to let some damn piece of spy fiction runher life.

Her phone beeped; she snatched it up and opened it.
"Grand,” shesaid.
"Cdia?"
It was Mirim's voice, not Casper's.
"Yes? Where's Casper?'
"Hetold meto gpologize, said he couldn't help it.”
"Couldnt hdpwhat ?'
"He's heading for the Fringe.”
Word went out on the net before Freight 2105 was even off the ground—Casper Beech was aboard,

tucked in acrate in the cargo hold with his own oxygen, water, and food supplies. The passenger flights
were too closely watched, and hed wanted to get to the Fringe, so hed had himsalf smuggled aboard an

unmanned supply ship.

All dong Horida's northern Atlantic coast, people looked out their windows at the line of flame that was
Freight 2105's launch from Kennedy and ascent toward space.



Mogt of them, thanks to the rumors on the net, knew that Casper Beech, dready something of afolk
hero, was supposed to be aboard.

And hundreds of eyes saw the sudden flash and knew instantly what it meant.
"The guy gave hisname as Thomas Paine,” the security guard read from the screen. “It's apparently
phony—uwe aren't getting a description match on any real Thomas Paine, so it set off the security check,
abit late. He's aready |eft the port. Whoever heredly is, we think he might be connected with People
For Change.”
The spaceport's traffic manager asked, “People For Change—isn't that the group Casper Beech runs?
"Sureis,” the guard agreed. “ Rumors on the net say Beech is being smuggled off-planet, and this guy
checked some freight aboard 2105—a goddamn big crate, according to the shipping people. Big enough
to hold aman and three days  supplies. We thought you might want to hold the launch until we've
searched it.”
"Yourealittlelate,” shesaid. “2105 took off for the L5 colony five minutes ago.”

That was when the darms went off. The flash hadn't been visble in the windowless office, but there were
plenty of other reports of the explosion aboard Freight 2105.

"Goddamnit,” the White House Chief of Staff said, “I thought | told you to countermand those orders.”
"ldid ,” hisaide said. “ Someone must have gotten the word late.”

"Shit. Thisll mean another show trid; it makes uslook redly bad.” He sighed. “Well, at least Beech is
out of theway."

Cecdlia appeared before the cameras with tears on her cheeks, her make-up smeared.

"Casper Beech was aboard that ship,” she said, “and the Covert Operations Group, abranch of the
government of the United States, shot it down to make sure that he was not able to bring his message to
the people of America. | demand that those responsible be brought to tria for murder!”

The White House spokesman was visibly ruffled, though nowhere near as distraught as Cecdlia, when he

said, “ Thiswas an unfortunate accident. The ordersto destroy any ship Casper Beech boardedhad been

countermanded, but apparently word had not reached everyone. Were till trying to locate whoever was
responsble.”

Casper smiled as he watched. Even the feds thought they'd doneit, and that he was a burnt corpse on
the bottom of the Atlantic.

The wreckage ought to be so far down that no one could recover it and find out that there weren't any
corpses, or at least none that had Casper's DNA.

If they everdid find it, of course, they'd guess the truth—that he was safe in a cabin in the Poconos, and
Mirim would be joining him as soon as she could get away.

There were till other loose ends to be dedlt with, aswell. He had to make sure that Ed was out of the



way, that the genetically-engineered virus held injected with that dap on the back had doneits job and
erased his memory—otherwise, the possibility that Ed might reved the fraud would always be there. Ed
and histerrorist past didn't fit with the new People For Change, in any case.

He hoped the virus wasn't fatdl; the black market gene tailor hadn't made any promises. The thing had

origindly been developed with the idea of erasing outdated or proprietary imprints, but had never been

used—it ate out huge chunks of the user's memory, aong with theimprinted skills, and the devel opers
hadn't been able to find away to target it more precisaly.

Casper wastrying to resist the Spartacus Fil€'s ruthlessness. He hadn't smply killed Ed, though that
would have been the easiest way to cover histracks and remove an embarrassment from PFC—but Ed
was going to lose so much of hispast life and persondity that desth might dmost have been preferable. I
the virus performed as advertised, the old-line revol utionary would never be able to tell anyone that
Beech was till dive, or that the crate that had supposedly held Beech and hislife support system had
actually held the bomb that destroyed Freight 2105.

That would take care of most of the loose ends, but there were other things he still had to do. Casper
knew he'd have to find some way, working by proxy, to convince Cecdliato let Mirim act as her
speechwriter, so that he could supply Mirim with the words to keep PFC on the right track.

But dl indl, everything was going just fine. The revolution would continue, without violence, andthis
time no one was going to crucify Spartacus.

Hed beaten them to it.

Epilogue

It was snowing in Washington, but nobody seemed to care; the crowd listening to the new president's
inaugura address gpplauded enthusiagtically a every opportunity.

Maybe, Casper thought cynically, as he watched the spectacle on his screen, they were doing it to keep
warm.

For himsdlf, his enthusiasm had worn away over the past seventeen years—a ong with his control over
the PFC. Helistened to Cecdliadelivering her speech, and could not find asingle sentence of hisinit.

The populigt ideals were gone; instead, she was mouthing platitudes about compromise and
reconciliation. The Democratic-Republicans on the dais behind her were applauding asloudly asthe
PFCers.

The PFC might have taken control of the government, but it was plain that the government, in turn, had
taken control of the PFC.

Had taken it away from Casper.
The PFC wasjust more of the same old authority.

For sixteen years, Casper had gppeased the demon in his head by exercising regularly with elaborate
martia-artsroutines, by keeping in practice with every weapon available, by planning campaignsfor any



PFC candidate who didn't ook like a sure winner, by writing speeches for Ceceliaand a dozen others,
but now, as he watched President Grand, the Spartacus File was active again, and unsatified.

He watched Cecdlias every gesture, listened to her every word, thought over everything Mirim had
relayed of late.

The PFC was the government now. They had the presidency, they had two hundred thirty-eight seatsin
the House and forty-three in the Senate.

And the Spartacus File compelled him to rebe against the government—anygovernment.

That son of abitch Schiano had never bothered to put in any end to the program; he and Covert had
always assumed that their Spartacus would wind up dead, one way or ancther.

Covert was under Cecelia's command now. They'd tell her anything she wanted to know about the
SpartacusFile.

Casper knew that she had figured out, long ago, that he was till alive. Sheld never said so, never told
anyone else, hewas sure, but she'd read those speeches, seen those campaign plans, and Mirim's name
at the top or bottom wouldn't have fooled her.

And she hadn't forgiven him for lying to her, or sheld have sent him amessage. She wouldn't have cut his
every word out of her inaugurd. Sheld have mentioned her party's martyr during the campaign.

She had probably stewed congtantly over the image of Casper and Mirim holed up somewhere, cozy
and safe, while she fought her way up step by step through the political nightmare of the past Sixteen
years.
And when she talked to Schiano and the others, she'd know what would have to be done.
And Casper dready knew whathe had to do.

He wondered, as he packed, whether the Spartacus File had planned thisal along, whether it required a
congtant cycle of revolutions, or whether thiswas a bug in the program.

Inthe end, it didn't matter whether it was abug or afeature, so long asit wasthere.

When the SWAT team arrived two days later they found the cabin dark and empty. A note was pinned
to the door with aknife.

"The battle continues,” it said.

It was sgned “ Spartacus.”
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