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Her immediate instinct was to kill him, but her agent advised
against that. He was sitting with his hands placed neatly on his
keyboard, looking at her with detached calmness.

She twitched. “Why not?”

“Look, Kelse. As your agent, I really don’t think that would be
the correct course of action at this time. Later, maybe. But at the
moment I think a messy divorce is far preferable.”

“A messy divorce.”

“It'll be beautiful. You’ve been a bit slow lately. In fact, I think
Jerom’s been part of the problem. He’s dull, he’s uninteresting, he’s
been holding you down. A divorce would really—"

“We never married.”

Frank paused. “Yes. Do you have any shared resources? Even
without a divorce, we could probably still orchestrate some sort of
legal—"

“Look,” Kelse snapped, “You figure out the logistics of this thing
and get back to me. You know I have a full calendar today.”

“Yes, yes. I'll work out the details and call you by tonight.
Good?”

“Good,” Kelse snapped. As she opened the door, she glanced
back at him. “Are you sure I can’t kill him?”

“Kelse,” Frank sighed, “I’ll look into it, all right? But at this time
I really don’t think that’s part of the game plan. We’ve never really
billed you as the fiery type, for one thing. I don’t think your public
would really appreciate a jail term. But I will look into it, all right?”

“Yes,” Kelse said. “Good.”

She stomped out of the office and slammed the door.

The streets fairly glowed in the noontime sunlight and the palm
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trees swayed slightly in the breeze from passing cars. Kelse passed out
of the agent’s Override Zone and a hovercam immediately rose out of
a storm sewer ahead of her and positioned itself about ten feet from
her face, gliding along ahead of her as she walked. Kelse smiled
widely as it appeared, as her schedule called for a Cheerful and
Carefree day. She was incensed.

So she couldn’t kill him. Instead it was to be several weeks of
court proceedings and arguments over Malibu beachfront property
distribution. Let him have it, let him have all of it! The agency would
be happy to buy her more—just get Jerom out of her life. She
imagined pushing him off of a bridge. The corners of her grin
twitched.

A second hovercam slid slowly by, turning toward her as it
passed, its small green light winking. She flashed it a quick smile and
hurried on. She was to be eating at Doug’s Cafe when a United Way
fundraiser would stop by so she could publicly donate a couple
million. At the agency’s expense, of course.

She sat down in a conspicuous position by the sidewalk and
waited to be served. The hovercams buzzed around her like bees,
collecting footage for the networks. Kelse shifted on the metal seat,
trying to find a comfortable position. She checked her watch. The
fundraiser would be arriving at twelve-thirty, still forty-five minutes
away. Kelse drummed her fingers on the glass surface of the table.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Tentatively she pulled it out and
glanced at the screen. Frank calling. She flipped it open and the
hovercams scattered as they caught the agency’s Temporary Desist
signal.

“Yes, what?”’

“There’s been a change in plans.”

“Uh-huh...”

“We’re canceling the charity rendezvous. Something else has
come up.”

“Well, what is it?”

“I talked to Jerom’s agent.”



“Yes, yes. What is it?”

“Well—we arranged for him to meet you. Twelve-fifteen.”

“What?” Kelse yelped.

“I know it’s not what you wanted to hear.”

“No! No, it’s not what I wanted to hear!” Kelse smacked her
hand against the table, making the glass ring.

“It’s in the interest of—"

“I don’t care what it’s in the interest of! I want that man out of
my life.”

“Kelse. Humor us.”

“...I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

“Not really. I mean, you could still take this a different direction
—XKelse,” he paused, pleading.

“What?”

“Don’t kill him. All right? No violence, please.”

Kelse sniffed. “I can’t guarantee that.”

“Just try. All right? Argument we want—but physical violence I
think we—"

Kelse snapped the phone shut and slid it into her pocket. The
hovercams drifted out of the bushes and fell into orbit.

A waiter with a green vest approached the table and plopped a
large pitcher of ice water in front of her. “Well, Miss Kelse Lanning.
I must say, it’s an honor to have you here at our little place.” He
smiled.

“It’s wonderful to be here,” Kelse said emphatically. “What’s
your special today?”’

“Tuna on rye. We’re—primarily a sandwich shop.”

“You have salads?” Out of the corner of her eye Kelse saw one
of the hovercam microphones twisting forward to absorb her words.

“Oh, yes. We have lots of salads. Would you like—"

“Certainly, yes. Surprise me—I’m not partial.” She hated salads.

“That’ll be all?”

“Yes, that’s all.” She patted her side, smiling. “I’'m trying to lose
weight.”
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“Ah, yes,” the waiter agreed, shaking his head. “Aren’t we all.
Back in a jiffy.”

Kelse glanced around at the people surrounding her. All civilians,
so far as she could see. Occasionally they glanced in her direction,
that’s her—Kelse Lanning. The famous celebrity. I’d love to be her,
wouldn’t you? Who wouldn’t?

Indeed. Who would pass up life as a Celebrity? Famous, well-
fed, without a care in the wotrld—for your every need is paid by your
agency—and your wish is their command. And vice-versa. But not
everyone could be among the lucky few. Kelse was one who'd
succeeded. One who'd passed that magic test and proved that she
could live in the limelight, and do it well. You had to be interesting.
Many applied and got rejected because their lives were boring. Only
the select few could stand up to the rigors of being a show in and of
themselves. These were the ones who made it, who were granted the
fame they deserved. It was easier than in the old days, when you had
to be at least a passable actor to gain any kind of public recognition.
They'd stripped away that nonsense—all that really mattered was your
life.

Kelse sighed and relaxed in her chair. Across the patio were a
number of television screens. Straining her ears, Kelse could already
hear her words echoing back: “You have salads?...Surprise me—I'm
not partial...trying to lose weight,” immediately followed by furious
discussion regarding the nature of her new diet. She liked to hear the
gossip. It fed her with herself. It reminded her that she was alive,
like the feel of a heartbeat.

“Kelse?”

She turned, already glaring.

“Kelse?” Jerom looked nervous, his fingers clenching and
unclenching.

“I'm not talking to you,” Kelse said. The hovercams swung
around in lazy arcs like little vultures.

Jerom came around to the other side of the table. Hands shaking,
he extracted one of the metal chairs and sat.



Kelse turned and looked up toward the sky.

The waiter reappeared. “Your salad, Miss Lanning.” He glanced
at Jerom. “Can I get you anything, Mr. Hand?”

“No,” Jerom said.

Kelse slid slowly around and began picking at the salad.

“Kelse, please,” Jerom said. “We need to talk.”

“We need to,” Kelse echoed skeptically.

“Yes. Please.”

“No.”

Jerom lowered his voice: “Didn’t Frank call you?”

Kelse frowned. “Uh-huh.”

“So you understand that—"

“Shut up! Why don’t you just shut up!”

From across the patio, Kelse could hear their words echoing
from the televisions.

“Kelse, listen,” Jerom said patiently. “This is a misunderstanding.
>

“There’s no misunderstanding!” Kelse snapped. “I know exactly
what’s going on. You and Michelle—"

“But there’s more to it than that! Listen—"

“You listen! I don’t want to see you again, ever! Take all your
damn houses, your boats, all your stupid crap. Now get out of my
sight!”

“Kelse, really! It was Michelle who—"

“I don’t care who started it! You bloody allowed it to happen! 1
am moving on—now get lost!”

“Kelse—”

She smashed the salad into his stupid face, knocking him
backward onto the stupid patio. She spun around and leapt to her
feet, hurrying up the street in a fast clip, leaving a swarm of confused
hovercams in her wake.

“You blew it, Kelse.”
She shouldered the phone and collapsed into a chair. “Did I?”
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“I specifically said ‘no violence.” You blew it.”

“No violence,” Kelse mused. “Yes, you did say that.”

“So you smashed a salad into his face.”

Kelse laughed out loud.

“Kelse,” Frank said patiently, “this is not good. You’re supposed
to be one of our quiet ones.”

Kelse was still laughing. “Violence! A salad!”

“Yes. A salad. Hilarious. Kelse, we need to talk.”

“About what?”

“Court proceedings. We’ve managed to wrangle a space—"

“Court proceedings?”

“Yes. —starting tomorrow. You’ve forced this to go faster than
we’d intended.”

“I don’t want to go to court tomorrow!”

Frank sighed. “It’s your own grave you're digging. What did you
think would happen after you attacked him?”

“Attacked him? It was a salad!”

“You knocked him over. Oh—don’t worry—it’s not about that.
They’re not pressing charges. It’s just property disputes.”

“There is no property dispute! He can take it alll”

“Kelse. That won’t work. That’s not exciting enough. What we
need is—”

“It’s plenty damn exciting!”

“No, it’s not. Look, we need the court proceedings, all right?
We’ve already arranged the hearings.”

“I don’t want to talk to him!” Kelsey shouted.

“Kelse, you have to. For the press.”

She growled, clenching her fist. “What is this to you? Some sort
of game? This is my life! I never want to see that man again, I'm
telling you! So you schedule four weeks of idiotic arguments so that I
can demand that he give me crap I don’t want? Why?”

“It’s business, Kelse. That’s how it works.”

“I hate you,” Kelse said. She hung up.



Richard was her lawyer. He was tall, dark, handsome, and Kelse
loathed him. Jerom’s lawyer was a gnomish, twisted little man, and
Kelse loathed him, too. And she hated Jerom of course, and was
furious with Frank, and she decided to hate the judge for purposes of
consistency. She glared down at the thick dossier of legal documents
and deeds that sat on the table in front of her, at the little note from
Frank that was paper-clipped to the top of it.

Kelse-Please do not try to force everything onto Jerom. Try to
draw this out as much as possible. We want a long fight.

Fine. If it was a long fight they wanted, they’d getit. All that
emotion had to go somewhere. Be careful what you wish for...

“Your Honor,” Jerom’s lawyer was saying, “my client paid fifty-
four percent of the down payment on the Maui property, and has
paid sixty percent of the mortgage payments so far. Clearly the
property is rightfully his under these circumstances—"

“I object!” Kelse screamed. “Jerom told me I could sit and watch
the sailboats from the porch for always. That’s the phrase he used—
Sfor always.”

“Did you say that?” the judge asked.

“Er,” Jerom said. “I don’t remember. Maybe.”

“Your Honor,” Richard crooned, “if Mr. Hand made such a
promise to my client, obviously the Maui property is rightfully placed
in her hands.”

Jerom’s lawyer rose. “But, Your Honor, there is no available
proof that my client made such a promise. We have only Ms.
Lanning’s say-so.”

Jerom stuttered, “Er—Your Honor—I, er, I really don’t know if
I said that. I—”

“Mr. Hand!” Richard shouted, “Did yourself and my client ever
sit and watch sailboats from the porch at the Maui property?”

“Er, yes.”

“And! Do you deny that she enjoyed watching the sailboats?”
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“Er, no.”

The screen on Kelse’s phone illuminated with a message from
Frank. “Going well—the situation can move either way from here.
Let’s wind this down and move forward to the Venice apartment.”

Kelse decided that she hated the Venice apartment.

“Ms. Lanning,” Jerom’s lawyer said, “do you deny that Jerom has
a monetary claim to the Maui property?”

“No.”

“Your Honor, we have, in Ms. Lanning’s interests, a single
unverifiable claim. In my client’s interests is an investment of twelve
million dollars. Ms. Lanning’s own spending on the property does not
amount to nearly that much.”

Kelse leaned close to Richard. “Let it slide,” she muttered.

He nodded subtly, murmuring, “I’ll try for the next one, OK?”
The judge raised the gavel. “Any further discussion? ... This
court rules the deed for the Maui property to Mr. Hand. Objections
to the ruling? Then we’ll move on to the next property. Mr. Vernon,

would you care to introduce the property?”

“Indeed,” Jerom’s lawyer said, going to the projector. “The
property in question is a Venetian apartment, with balcony,
overlooking...”

Kelse slouched at the kitchen table, flipping through the dossier
from the courtroom. Gad, there were thousands of deeds to slog
through. It was a fast-paced dispute—but still...

She slapped the folder shut and sat back in the chair. Across the
room her television screen glowed. The sound was muted, but Kelse
could see her own face glaring back at her from the portal, furiously
demanding property rights and compensations. She watched with
morbid fascination for a few minutes, then hit the remote control
with a swooping poke from her finger.

Kelse lifted the dossier off the table and was suddenly aware of a
thin red sheet tucked amidst the other documents. She set the folder
down again and slid her finger between the leaves. Gently she swung



the folder open and pulled out the red paper, holding it up to the
light. For a moment she thought it was blank. Then she saw the
writing: Dim outlines, barely visible against the red of the paper. She
squinted, trying to read it. The hovercam slid close, then veered
away with disinterest.

Kelse frowned.

Kelse Lanning,

Getting tired of this? Of your problems being paraded aronnd
in_front of the entire world? Tired of having a one-woman soap
opera made out of your life? Sick of extra problems being created to
accompany the real ones?

Well, you kenew how it would turn out when you signed the
contract, I guess. But I don't believe that you don't have any regrets.

Let's face it. It's a hard life you've chosen. Sometimes it feels
like you can't escape—and you can't. You're stuck being Kelse
Lanning, Famous Person, forever. Becanse that's what celebrities
are, right? You can't quit, can yon?

But that's the life you've chosen, I guess. Maybe you like being
pushed around, wused, broadcast. Maybe you like your problems to
be public knowledge.

Well, suit yourself, I guess. But if you ever get tired of it—call
me. 1'd like to hear from yon.

There was a phone number, local, and the name “Mr. Spy.”
Kelse squinted. Mr. Spy? She turned the paper over, but the other
side was blank.

Kelse reached for the remote and casually revived the television.
On the screen she was furiously debating the fate of some
unimportant scrap of overpriced real estate. She shut it off again.
Sighing, Kelse picked up the red paper, turning it over again to look
at the barely-visible message. Kelse slipped the page back into the
folder and headed for bed, the hovercam tagging closely behind her.
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Kelse rolled over and stared at the glowing readout on her clock.
Midnight. She rubbed her forehead uncomfortably. It couldn’t be
that late already. Kelse lurched up into a sitting position.

All right, she told herself, I need sleep. I need sleep because
otherwise I'll be tired in court all day tomorrow. The thought of court
left her freshly depressed and she lay down again, pulling the covers
back up and attempting to will herself into unconsciousness. I will go
to sleep. I will go to sleep. This lasted a good fifteen minutes before
she gave up on it.

“I will get something to eat,” Kelse said aloud. The hovercam
perked up at the words.

Kelse slid out of the bed and marched down to the kitchen. She
didn’t bother to put on her bathrobe, despite the fact that the
hovercam was recording her every move through the thin nightgown
—agency-issue.

She pulled a package of corn muffins out of the refrigerator and
tossed them onto the table. She turned on the television screen and
gazed at it without interest while she ate. Thankfully her sleeplessness
wasn’t being broadcast—rarely did the agency publish outright trivia
—but they were still showing footage from the courtroom, explaining
who was getting what, and even repeating the salad clip.

Kelse started on a new muffin and switched channels. A legal
expert was being interviewed to try to predict the outcome of the case.
On the next channel they had reporters camped in front of several of
her key properties, explaining their significance and various details.
Kelse kept flipping channels until she found something with animals.
It was “World’s Most Venomous!”, but for now it seemed like a good
alternative. She watched big snake injecting some helpless rodent and
bit into another muffin. Snakes were lucky, they could solve
problems by biting things. When all you have is venom, everything
looks like a kangaroo rat. Kelse smiled and brushed sticky little
crumbs off her fingertips.

When the program lapsed into commercials Kelse shut off the
screen. She could hear the sound of the refrigerator and the dark



windows stared in at her. A clock ticked. Kelse groaned and splayed
herself across the table, spreading her arms across the smooth
surface. The legal portfolio tipped off the edge, splattering its guts
across the linoleum. Kelse ignored it briefly, then sighed and
crouched down to pick up the papers. She grabbed blindly, shoving
them into the folder without looking. The hovercam recorded this
without comment, but Kelse couldn’t shake the feeling that it was
somehow enjoying this. She glanced around, trying to see if she’d
retrieved them all. The floor was clear, save for a small red triangle
projecting from underneath the cabinets. Straining, Kelse reached
across and pinched it out by the corner. She stared at it again,
squinting at the vague letters, barely visible against the scarlet
background. Kelse rose to her feet, unceremoniously dumping the
folder onto the table, her eyes fixed on the red paper. For a moment
she did nothing. Then went into the bathroom, slamming the door
shut behind her.

There was a thin sheet of metal concealed beneath the bathroom
wallpaper, creating an invisible field which kept the hovercam out. It
was the only room in the house where the official cam couldn’t go.
Still, there was nothing to prevent paparazzi cams from visiting, so
Kelse conducted a brief survey of the room before continuing,.

She closed the drain and turned on the cold water at a strong
force. If she talked softly, even the most sensitive hovercam would
have trouble extracting her words from the cacophony. She knew
because she’d done it before. It worked so well thank Frank had
pleaded with her not to do it anymore. Well, he’d have to be
disappointed.

Gingerly Kelse picked up her phone. With the tips of her fingers,
she twisted the paper around until it was turned toward her. Her heart
thudding, she dialed the number and pressed the phone to her ear.

There were two rings, then a deep voice: “Mr. Spy.”

Kelse was silent. She blinked.

“This is Mr. Spy. Who’s this?”

“This is Kelse Lanning.”
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“Kelse,” Mr. Spy said paternally. “How’s your life been lately?”

“Terrible,” Kelse said. “Look, what is this? —If this is some sort
of prank, or some sort of paparazzi tactic—"

“Kelse,” Mr. Spy said, “I assure you, this is not a prank. This
conversation is not being recorded, and has been routed through a
system that bypasses the telephone network. It is completely
confidential. Kelse, do you know why you’re calling?”

“No.”

“I think I do. But we aren’t going to talk about the messy details
right now. I think you’ve had enough of that lately, don’t you?”

The man’s voice was soft and deep. Kelse shivered slightly.
“Yes.”

“We won’t talk at all tonight. We’ll talk tomorrow, all right?”

“I'm in court all day tomorrow.”

“I know that. The entite world knows that, Kelse. That’s the
problem, right?”

“Er...”

“We can meet during your recess for lunch—all right? Doug’s
Cafe at twelve-fifteen?”

“Does it have to be Doug’s?” Kelse asked.

“Doug’s is best,” Mr. Spy said. “I’ll be wearing a red coat.”

“But what—" Kelse began. The line was dead.

She punched in the number again and held the phone to her ear.

There was a brief buzz. “The number you have dialed is not
currently in service. Please hang up and attempt the call again. This is
a recording...”

Kelse shut off the water and went to bed.

Four hours of court proceedings in the morning, then a one-hour
recess for lunch at noon.

Kelse emerged from the courthouse slowly, glancing up and
down the street as she descended the steps. Why was she being so
cautious? There wasn’t anyone following her—correction, there was
a swarm of hovercams trailing her, but she was accustomed to them.



Still, she was tagged by a vague unease as she crept down the sidewalk
toward Doug’s.

She stood at the fence, craning her neck around trying to spot the
man in the red jacket. He didn’t appear to be on the patio.

“Are you looking for someone?” a waiter asked as he passed by.

“Er,” Kelse said, glancing at the hovercams, “is there a manina
—red jacket?”

The waiter considered. “I—think so. Follow me.”

Kelse followed him across the patio to the restaurant’s entrance.

“I think he’s in here.” The waiter opened the door for her,
allowing Kelse to pass through ahead of him. The hovercams
hesitated at the threshold but would not enter. Kelse glanced back at
them as she moved away, perplexed by their sudden reluctance.

The waiter led her through a maze of tables. In a dim corner of
the restaurant was a man wearing a vibrant red jacket the same hue as
Kelse's paper. He was smallish, with scraggly datk hair, a pimpled,
unshaven face, and thick glasses. He didn’t look up as she
approached.

“Is that him?” the waiter asked.

“I think so.”

“I’ll be back in a minute to get your order.”

Kelse watched him drifting away to the bar, then hesitantly edged
across and slid into the booth opposite the man. He was scrutinizing
a menu and still didn’t look up.

He said, “Keep your voice down.”

“What?”

Finally he looked up. “Keep your voice down,” he murmured.
He reached into his pocket and produced a small metal dome with
slits in the sides. “This is a sound suppressor. It’ll help conceal our
voices but it’ll work better if you talk softly.”

“You’re Mr. Spy?” Kelse said, still dubious.

“Yes.”

“That’s not your real name.”

“Yeah? Your name’s not really Kelse Lanning.”
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She hesitated. “Well—legally it is. Anyway, the agency changed
it when I was six. I’ve had it for most of my life.”

Mr. Spy sat back against the upholstery, tossing his menu onto
the table. “And therein is the problem. Correct?”

“Well, no.” Kelse’s brow furrowed. “I don’t have any problem
with Kelse. I’'m used to it.”

“No, not that,” Mr. Spy said. “The agency. The agency in
general.”

“Look,” Kelse said. “Who are you? What’s this all about?”

“Kelse,” Mr. Spy said, “What happened here two days ago?”

“I smashed a salad in the face of my ex-boyfriend. Look, I don’t
want to talk about that any more. There’ve been interviewers in my
face about it every day since.”

“That’s all right,” Mr. Spy said, “because I don’t want to talk
about it either. Neither do I want to hear about it. I don’t care about
it.”

Kelse flinched.

“You’re used to everyone caring, I know.” Mr. Spy leaned over
the table, pointing at a man across the room. “You see him?”

“Yes.”

“He’s got problems.”

“How do you know that?” Kelse asked.

“Because everybody has problems. The difference is that not
everyone’s problems are common knowledge. That man walks down
the street without everyone knowing that his kids are sick and his wife
hates him and he’s having an affair. Or whatever. You walk down the
street, and everybody’s: ‘Ooh! Look! Kelse Lanning! She just broke
up with her boyfriend Jerom Hand because he was cheating on her
and now they’re having to decide who gets their mutual properties!
Oh, I do hope she gets the Himalayan lodge!””’

Kelse sank slightly as if deflated.

“You see the difference?r”

“Yes. But—"

“How much money do you have, Kelse?”



“As much as I want. The agency supplies it.”

“So you can buy anything.”

“Well—up to a point, yes.”

“But you can’t buy anonymity.”

Kelse blinked. “What? Er—no...”

“Are you sure?” Mr. Spy interjected. “Are you sure? Don’t rush
your answer—think about this, now.”

“How could you buy anonymity?” Kelse scoffed

Mr. Spy leaned forward conspiratorially. “First,” he said slowly,
“you’d find someone who can sell it.”

The waiter came over to the table and Mr. Spy immediately sat up
straight and thrust the menu at him. “Two of those,” he said,
pointing. He shoved the menus into the man’s hand and waved him
away.

“What'd you order?” Kelse asked.

“I don’t know. I wasn’t looking. What were we talking about?”

“Er—you said I should look for someone who sells anonymity.”

“Ah—not exactly. I said that’s what you’d do if you wanted to
buy.”

“Well, whatif...I...did»”
“Then you’d look for such a person.” Mr. Spy shrugged.
“Where?”

Mr. Spy picked up a saltshaker, holding it over his head so he
could read the writing on the bottom. “Here might be a good place to
start.”

“You’re—"

“A dealer in anonymity, yes. Keep your voice down. Look, are
you interested in buying?”

“How much does it cost?”

“A million dollars.”
“A million?”
“A more elaborate sum if you prefer, so long as it's at least a

million. It’s all agency dough anyhow. They’ll never miss it.”
“Well,” Kelse said, “how does it work?”
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Mr. Spy lowered his voice until he could barely be heard. “It’s
easy. Look, see this?” From inside his jacket he produced a small
silver object.

“What is it?”

“It’s a hovercam override transmitter. It diverts every hovercam
within a fifty-foot radius, although its effect is stifled by walls.

“Here’s how this works. I supply blocking technologies like this
one, then get you safely out of the country where they won’t find you.
You name the destination country—I’ve got a number of them listed
—and I'll get you there. For added security I can arrange plastic
surgeries at your request.”

“Leave the country?”

“It’s the only way. There are a lot of destinations to choose from,
though. Switzerland. Australia. This kind of idiocy isn’t legal
everywhere.”

“Well—can I think about it?”

“By all means.” Mr. Spy plopped a banknote on the table and got
up. “Look, I think I’d better move out of here. Use this to pay. You
have my number—contact me if you need anything.” He pressed a
concealed button on his jacket and the garish fabric faded to a dark
gray. He snatched the sound suppressor and hustled out of the
building. Kelse heard the bell on the door ring.

The waiter brought two pastrami sandwiches. “Where’s your
friend?”

“He had to leave,” Kelse said. “Family emergency. Wrap the
other one and Il take it home.”

The door opened and a customer entered, followed by a
hovercam that slipped through just as the door was closing. It buzzed
purposefully up to Kelse and hung there, observing her sandwich.
She glanced at it sideways, then turned aside and began to eat.

The judge banged the gavel. “Court is in recess until tomorrow
morning. Dismissed!”
The hovercam buzzed up to Kelse’s shoulder, attempting to



follow her eye-view around the room.

Jerom stood and stretched, glancing back and forth with a
nervous expression on his face. Let him fret. Instead he focused his
gaze on Kelse and began walking toward her.

“Oh, no,” Kelse muttered under her breath. “Oh, no. Not now.
Please not now. Go away. Oh, please go away.”

The hovercam pulled away to get a slightly wider shot. Kelse
thought she saw several more drawing close in her peripheral vision.

“Kelse?” Jerom inquired.

She shot him a look.

“Oh, Kelse, please,” Jerom said. “It’s not exactly what you
think. It was worked out by my agent, actually.”

“Oh, was it? Did you fight that decision?”

“Well—”

“So I mean a lot to you, don’t I?”

“Kelse, you’d have done the same.”

“I...” Kelse paused.

“I'm trying to apologize, Kelse.”

Kelse looked down at her feet and slid one toe slowly across the
floor.

“I don’t like this any better than you do,” Jerom said.

“Well,” Kelse said, “You could have prevented it.”

“No, I couldn’t have. Kelse—how will this end?”

“It’s going to end right now,” Kelse said. She turned and
stalked proudly out of the courthouse into the evening light.

I would have done the same, Kelse realized. If the agency
said affair, affair it was. The public fed on scandal, and every one of
the celebrities was a little scandal factory. She’d been proud once,
proud of her famous face, proud of her shallow philanthropy, proud
of her wealth. She’d felt like she was part of an elite few, as if she’d
been selected based on some subtle virtue not immediately obvious.

And what did she really have? A pseudonym and a shallow pre-
scripted existence, much of which was publicly available to anyone
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with a data connection.

Kelse decided to groan. She groaned. It didn’t make her feel
any more miserable, or any better either. Phooey.

“Stupid Jerom,” she said. “Stupid.”

No, that wasn’t doing anything,.

“Stupid Frank,” she said experimentally. She liked the sound
of that. “Stupid Frank. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Frank.”

The hovercam slid slowly around her, perplexed.

“You’re going to get out of my life,” Kelse muttered. “You’re
going to stop controlling me. You can find a new...puppet. I'm...
leaving.”

Kelse went into the bathroom and closed the door against the
hovercams. She turned on the water and dialed the Mr. Spy number
with exaggerated care.

It worked this time. Kelse heard two rings, then: “Mr. Spy.”

“It’s Kelse.”

“Hi, Kelse.”

“I...want to go.”

“Go where? Switzerland? Australia?”

“I don’t care. You pick. When can we go?”

“Tomorrow, if you’re ready.”

“I'll—I'll be ready.”

“Good. We’ll meet in the garden behind the public library at six
o’ clock in the morning. All right?”

“Yes,” Kelse said uneasily.

“Bring the money with you. It has to be cash.”

“A million dollars’ cash?”

“Yes. I know it sounds dumb. Be there.”

“All right,” Kelse said.

“I know you can manage it.”

The line went dead.

The next morning, Kelse stood in her bathroom, the million



dollars in a bag at her feet. She was breathing heavily in an attempt to
stay calm. She dyed her hair a deep black and changed into a dress
she’d never worn before. Finally she donned her sunglasses and
turned to examine her reflection. Not unrecognizable, but enough to
thwart automatic recognition algorithms.

Taking a deep breath, Kelse opened the window and slipped
down onto the grass. The blades were wet with dew and snaked into
her sandals and around her toes. The yard was dark and she was
surrounded by the dark trees of the privacy wall. Kelse glanced back
and forth instinctively to check for hovercams, but the yard was
deserted. The only hovercam around was the agency’s official one,
and it was currently waiting for her outside the bathroom.

Kelse hurried down the sidewalk at a brisk pace, clutching at her
duffel bag to feel the bills through the canvas.

The library loomed tall and monolithic in the orange glow of the
streetlights. Kelse crept around the perimeter, allowing her hand to
run lightly across the marble pillars as she passed. They were icy cold.
She shuddered and snatched her hand away.

The garden was lit only by a single bluish lamppost. A fountain
glowed in the center of the garden like an apparition. Kelse glanced
through the darkness and began moving toward a bench.

“Kelse!” a voice hissed behind her. Mr. Spy was approaching
from behind a shrub. “Kelse! Is that your”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Is that bag for me?”

Kelse handed it to him. He accepted it and glanced at her
curiously. “You’re not bringing anything?”

“No.”

“Good choice. Come on, let’s move.”

There was a parking garage next door to the library and Mr. Spy
hustled her through the entrance and they dashed up the ramps, their
tfootfalls echoing across the walls.

“In here.” He threw open the door of a little silvery-gray coupe
and Kelse swung into the passenger seat. Mr. Spy threw the duffel
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back into the trunk and came around to join her. The car buzzed to
life and the interior lights glowed red.

Mr. Spy swerved out and roared down the ramp toward the exit.
At the door he shoved a bill into the pay slot and they shot out onto
the road.

“You can stop this at any time,” Mr. Spy said, throwing a switch
on the dashboard. “But I keep the money either way.”

“I know,” Kelse murmured.

“Have you decided where you want to go?”

“No...”

“We’ll go Australia then. It’s nice, I think you’ll like it.”

“All right.” Kelse pressed her head firmly against the back of the
seat, staring up at the ceiling.

“Do you remember Billy Drake?”” Mr. Spy asked suddenly.

“Billy Drake?” Kelse asked. “Yeah. I think I saw him a couple of
times.”

“You're talking to him.” Mr. Spy smiled, sly and vaguely familiar.

“You’re Billy Drake?”

“Was.”

“But they said he died of a drug overdose,” Kelse protested.

Mr. Spy swung onto the freeway, pressing down on the
accelerator until the engine roared. “So did you, Kelse. Ten minutes

2

ago.

Kelse gazed out the window, watching the sun rise over the
Australian savanna. Drake was flipping through Kelse’s immigration
papers, trying to ensure everything was in order. She’d been
registered as Janet O’Neill and would be made an official citizen via a
fast-track method Drake had worked out somehow.

“So,” Drake said, smiling at her.

“Sor” Kelse prompted.

“You’re anonymous. No one knows who you are. How does that
feel?”

Kelse considered. “Strange.” She glanced across her shoulder for



a hovercam, but the space was empty. Faintly she could hear the
driver’s radio but it wasn’t talking about her. A truck roared by
beyond the window.

“I think you’ll come to appreciate it,” Drake said. “I have.”

“It sounds nice,” Kelse sighed.

“Here,” Drake said. He reached into the duffel bag and pulled
out a couple of wads of banknotes. “Keep these. First thing
tomorrow go to the bank and start an account with them. They can
tide you over until you’re making a living.

“Thanks,” Kelse said, slipping the bills into her pocket.

“In addition, I’ve booked you at the hotel for four months. By
then you should have your feet on the ground, I think.”

“Thanks.”

They pulled up in front of a tired brick building and Drake
followed Kelse into the lobby. The receptionist glanced up as she
entered.

“Reservation for—Janet O’Neill.”

The receptionist checked the list and turned over the key. “That’s
in the other wing—across the plaza.”

“Thanks.”

They walked out and into the dawning light. Kelse inhaled deeply,
sampling the Australian air.

“You’re free now,” Drake said.

Kelse nodded. “I know.”

“I need to go,” Drake said. “I’'m working out a bid from India as
we speak. Good luck, Janet.”

He turned and nearly blundered right into a man who’d appeared
suddenly behind him.

“Billy Drake?” the newcomer inquired.

Drake sputtered. “Who the hell are you?”

The newcomer’s face did not waver. “I have a warrant for your
arrest.” He reached inside his coat and pulled out a document
stamped with the seal of the United States FBI.

“What charges?” Drake gasped, mouth agape.
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“Kidnapping, fraud, evading the law, unlawful deportation, and
assistance to organized crime. Do you want to hear your rights?” He
produced handcuffs.

“You can’t do this!”

“You’re not an Australian citizen.”

“I'm here legally!”

The man approached, unlocking the cuffs as he came. He
signaled with his head and a number of lookalikes appeared bearing
pistols. “Look. If you insist we can go over the legality of this
shortly. I assure you, everything going on here is strictly legal—
except yourself.”

One of the lookalikes approached Kelse. “Kelse Lanning?”

“How did you—" she started.

“You’re going to have to come with us.”

“But—"

“As a witness to the crime, your testimony is needed. The
Australian government has already been informed of Janet O’Neill’s
departure from the country. Come on.”

They were led off the hotel property to a helicopter waiting in a
nearby lot. It roared up into the sky and rumbled off toward the
airport. Looking out the window, Kelse saw the limo in which they’d
arrived cruising up the highway.

Drake sat sullenly against the bulkhead, staring down at the
handcuffs.

“All right,” he said after a while. “I’ll bite. How did you find us?”

One of the agents shrugged. “Kelse’s satellite beacon.”

Drake gaped. “Kelse’s what?”

Kelse extended her leg and rubbed a small ridge on one ankle.
“Yeah. It’s right here.”

“You have a satellite-tracking implant?”” Drake gasped. “Why
didn’t you tell me?”

“I thought—" Kelse said, “I thought you knew. I thought you
were blocking it.”

“Oh, no,” Drake moaned, pressing his face against his hands.



“Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no.”

“Miss Lanning? Incoming call.” A speakerphone was placed in
front of her.

“Kelse?” came Frank’s voice, tinny and distant.

“Yes.”

“Oh, thank heaven you’re all right! You gave us quite a scare.
Listen, no need to worty about going to trial with Drake, that’s just
an excuse to get you out of Australia. We’ve already halted the Janet
O’Neill immigration papers, no need to worry about that either. T’ll
be contacting you shortly with your revised schedule for the remainder
of the week, all right? You’ve seriously disrupted the court
proceedings.”

“All right,” Kelse murmured.

“It'll be good to have you back, Kelse. Sorry we didn’t catch this
before it got this far—Drake? Are you there?”

“What the hell do you want?” Drake muttered.

“We’ve missed you, Jimmy, we really have. It’ll be good to have
you back, too. Listen, we’ve got your trial and prison stay completely
mapped out, it'll be a breeze. I'll be sending you the first draft along
with Kelse’s schedule. I can’t wait to show it to you, we’ve been able
to drum up some great publicity, including—get this—a six-figure
book deall Anyway...”

The helicopter circled down toward the airport in a wide arc like a
buzzard's.
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