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      “You’re sure you’ve got the pattern?”

      It was getting close to the thirty-minute mark, which meant I wouldn’t have the pattern much longer. These things weren’t like pass codes. They were intentionally complex, so that even if someone watched over your shoulder, there’d be very little chance of them remembering what you did. As a security measure, the abstract pattern was a pretty good one. It was nearly unhackable. Nearly.

      It took most people days or even weeks to master their patterns. I did it in less than a second. Which was handy, but it didn’t mean this would be easy, and it didn’t mean I could just relax. If I couldn’t draw the entire pattern within the next 30 seconds, I’d lose it, and we’d be in deep trouble.

      Or my client, Jerry, would be in deep trouble. I’d probably be dead.

      “I… have it…” I made a few quick swipes, a sort of finishing move for the pattern that the mark had thrown in for grins. Just as I finished the second swipe, my memory blanked. Every trace of the mark was gone, and it was just me again. Me and my shadows.

      There was an unlock sound from the computer, and Jerry laughed. “You did it. Man, I’ll never understand how you do this stuff. I’ve never met a hacker who could break an abstract.” He slapped me on the back, hard, and then shoved me out of the way so he could start pilfering the computer’s contents.

      I watched him fly through screen after screen, data mining, finding all the important bits that he could use for… well, whatever he’d use them for. I tried not to know that part. It was a job, and that was all. I didn’t want to be involved any more than I was.

      I could never explain to Jerry that I wasn’t a hacker. In fact, unless I shook his hand or something, I probably couldn’t do even half of what he was doing at the moment. I rely on that touch.

      That’s the way it works. One touch. Thirty minutes. Then back to zero. This one had been close, thanks to the streets being busy, and traffic being heavy. I’d spent most of the thirty minutes running on foot, crossing block after block, trying to make it to the safe house before the clock ran down. It was close. Way too close.

      I left Jerry to do his work. He had pre-paid—a requirement I had before I’d even take a job. This usually worked fine for repeat business, but whenever I had new clients, there was always that moment when they wanted to balk. That was fine by me. These things could get risky, and they were almost always illegal. Which meant they were being commissioned by thieves. You can’t trust thieves, as a rule. So if they won’t pay upfront, there’s a good chance they won’t pay at all. Better not to work with them.

      I moved quickly away from the safe house, with my hoodie pulled over my head and my hands in my pockets. I was wearing gloves and a long-sleeved shirt—necessities for my work and my life, especially in the city. You could never be too careful, though. Accidental touches were a pain. Thirty minutes of some random stranger in your head, nagging you about what happened, where they were, accusing you of kidnapping them—it could get ugly.

      The walk home was a lot less frantic than the run in, and I had time to think and reflect. Almost by habit, I started “Zen walking.” It’s a thing, I swear. Mostly it’s about finding a breathing rhythm while you walk, keeping your thoughts on your breath so that your head clears and you reach a calm, peaceful state. It helps after a job—gives me a chance to clear my head.

      Though, really, when the mark’s engram is gone, there’s not much left to clear. Usually.

      When your business is absorbing the memories and skills of someone else, though, keeping your head clear becomes a survival skill.
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        * * *

      

      The best term I’ve found for what I can do is osmosis.

      In biology and chemistry, osmosis is when molecules in a solvent are transferred from a lower concentration to a higher concentration, until both are equal.

      Because science.

      That probably didn’t help. Doesn’t matter. I’m talking about a different kind of osmosis, anyway. Something a little weirder.

      There’s this idea that information might be transferable by a sort of osmosis, under certain conditions. Most of those conditions are kind of woo-woo—psychic phenomenon, magic, planetary alignments, that sort of thing.

      But not all woo-woo is created equal. Some woo-woo is true-true.

      In my case, I have the ability to spontaneously and involuntarily transfer information from another person into my own brain.

      All it takes is a touch, and I know everything you know.

      When I touch someone skin-to-skin, I get all of their memories and skills, all of their thoughts and ideas, even their fantasies and secrets. Anything mental. They have no idea this is happening—the transfer is one-way. I make contact, and the mark has no idea that whatever was in their head is now in mine. They keep their own memories. I get a copy. A perfect copy.

      It can come in handy, especially when you make your living doing the sort of things I do—skip tracing, finding people who are on the run, uncovering passwords, digging up hidden details, or acquiring a skill so you can do a job that someone else either won’t do or can’t be trusted to do. It isn’t glamorous work. The people I end up being in contact with are not usually good people.

      My ability makes this kind of work easy, though. You can accomplish all sorts of things when you can know everything your mark knows.

      There are a few catches, though.

      First, the information I gather from a touch can only last for 30 minutes. After that, it’s gone.

      Sometimes I can cheat that. I might record video or audio of myself, describing something I need access to later. Or I might draw or write what I need to remember. In the case of some information, like the abstract code I just delivered to Jerry, I really don’t have a choice but to perform a task myself. It’s too complex and too nuanced to write down, and seeing it on video isn’t much help. It would take weeks for me or someone else to learn the pattern for an abstract security protocol, and the abstract might change during that time.

      You almost blew that gig. Who sets up a safe house across town from the mark?

      Another side effect is hitchhikers.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with the planning. I just did what I was hired to do.”

      And what if you hadn’t made it? We’d all be dead.

      That voice was Henry, my old… well, mentor, I guess. He was the one who taught me how to focus what I do. He taught me how to just relax my own will and let the memories and skills of someone else do their thing. To practice, we had used him as a test subject, and I had absorbed his memories over and over for months.

      That was how we found out that prolonged exposure can create a “permanent engrammatic duplication.” That’s Henry-speak for “I absorbed their memories permanently, and now I have a copy of their personality in my head.”

      When this first started happening, it was a big surprise for both me and Henry. We spent a month out of physical contact with each other, to see if maybe the copy of his engram would fade. In that time, I actually stayed away from every human being on the planet. I didn’t want to risk permanently absorbing a second personality.

      Henry, scientist and nerd that he was, spent that time trying to figure out what had happened. He would have conversations with me, so that he could consult with his duplicate in my head. He was pretty excited to discover that Inside Henry was just as smart as Outside Henry. Two brainiacs for the price of one. And together they were able to figure out what happened.

      Repeat contact would eventually lead to a permanent copy of someone in my head. Kind of like practicing something over and over until you have it down. Henry explained it as, basically, my brain formed neural pathways in the shape of Henry, over and over, until they became permanent.

      The tricky part is that the amount of contact isn’t a constant. The exposure has to be pretty high, that much we knew. We just couldn’t figure out for certain just how much contact was too much.

      Through some accidental trial and error, I figured out that after about 30 touches I’m in the red zone, and there’s a good chance that someone’s engram is going to take up permanent residence.

      It’s not as bad as it sounds. Or it’s exactly as bad as it sounds. Someone taught me once that it’s all a matter of perspective. She was good at finding the more positive side of things. I never really was.

      The voices pop up from time to time, usually when I’m really tired, or right after a particularly stressful job. But they fade eventually, going back to wherever they hang out in my subconscious, doing whatever they do all day. I don’t ask. I want some mental privacy, and I figure it’s only fair to give it in return. Besides, there are five permanent voices in my head, and every one of them has his or her own list of “things Jaylin Rowlin doesn’t want to know.”

      Henry is my least favorite.

      We had a parting of ways after I found out that he was planning to pimp me out to the criminal underworld. I didn’t want that life. I still don’t.

      I sort of fell into it anyway, though.

      D’oh.

      In my defense, my “gift” sometimes makes it tough to have what you might call a “normal life.” If I accidentally absorb more than one person’s memories at a time, things can get a little muddy in my head. So I tend to avoid crowds, unless I’m covered head to toe. I wear a hoodie with long sleeves, and I’m always wearing gloves to minimize contact. People think that’s weird. People who are in my life long enough to get to know me, anyway.

      So not a lot of people.

      Relationships…

      I’ve had a few. They usually don’t end well. Turns out, girls really don’t like it when boys know all their secrets. And… well, to be honest, there are some things a guy just shouldn’t know about the girl he’s into. Scary things.

      But there was one girl…

      I don’t think about her, if I can help it. It’s too dangerous. It’s like touching the eye of a stove, not knowing if it will be hot or not.

      Sooner or later, it will be.

      It took most of an hour to get home. Actually, “home” is stretching things a little. I don’t really have what most people would call a home. I tend to move around a lot. It’s sort of a necessity. A survival strategy. Thanks to my abilities, and my line of work, I can be “in demand.” And not in a good way.

      It hadn’t taken long for word to get out about me, once Henry started quietly advertising my services. When it comes to getting your hands on secure information—the kind of data that sometimes only resides in someone’s head—there aren’t many people out there who can deliver my kind of results. And none who can do it the way I do—no blood, no torture, no violence, and no trace. I get the intel so fast, and so unobtrusively, there’s no way to know it was me. Which means there’s no way to trace it back to my clients.

      I get results, fast and safe.

      That tends to give a guy a reputation. One I bank on, to be sure. But also one that makes it hard for me to be anything less than paranoid to an obsessive degree.

      There are a lot of people who would like to get their hands on me, to find out how I do what I do. Not all of them are criminals.

      But just among the criminal set, there’s a weird sort of neutral zone when it comes to me.

      At any given time, I’m turning away offers to work for all sorts of organizations. Sometimes those offers are of the variety that I “cannot refuse.” Having me on a crew would give some of the families—as in the families—a significant advantage.

      Ironically, it’s that unwanted popularity and universal usefulness that keeps me from being forcefully inducted into service.

      It’s a sort of unspoken cease-fire. If any one family were to nab me and press me into service, the others would declare war. They’d take me out at all costs, no doubt. But they’d have to go through a lot of people to get to me.

      Thank God.

      Better to leave me as a free agent—a neutral third party who is available to the benefit of all. Sort of a community resource for a really dangerous and screwed up community. Like a firehouse in a demilitarized zone.

      Scary, actually.

      And then there are the “alphabet agencies.”

      CIA, FBI, NSA, DHS—at one point or another they’ve all looked into me. Which is why I sleep in a different place every night and keep a low profile whenever I’m out. I’m not sure whether they know what I can really do, but at the very least they know that I’m good at getting impossible intel. They know enough about me to be dangerous. To me.

      Maybe you should consider a change of occupation. Or at least a change of location. New York hasn’t been good for you.

      A female voice this time. The most familiar female voice in my life. Not the scariest or meanest voice. Not the most annoying voice. But the one that I try not to bring to the surface. The one that can hurt me the most.

      There are only a couple of female voices rolling around in my head, neither of whom I’m particularly eager to talk to. Both scare me, though for different reasons. One can take out a room full of people using a shrimp fork, when she’s not balls crazy. The other one is my ex-girlfriend.

      Kristen.

      “I know how you feel about this,” I said aloud.

      I don’t have to speak out loud to talk to the others in my head. I can respond mentally if I want. They hear me, if I let them. But sometimes I get confused about who is thinking what.

      Besides, Kristen’s smarter than I am. Thinking at her is basically playing on her turf. She’d be sure to get the upper hand.

      Jaylin, you could be so much more than this. You should leave. Start over somewhere else. Learn who you really are and use your gifts to make the world better.

      “And where should I go, exactly? How long would I last, going straight? What kind of help could I be, really? The NSA would probably grab me, and I’d be on an operating table having my brain scooped out with an ice-cream scoop.”

      Don’t be silly. Clearly a melon-baller is a better tool for brain scooping.

      Now that she was awake, I would be too. For hours. Because as much as I pretended to hate this back and forth, I couldn’t turn away from it. Now that she was here, now that she was talking to me, all I could do was talk back to her all night. It was always this way.

      Because she was the one I missed.

      At least Henry and the others were keeping quiet. It was just me and Kristen right now. Just the two of us, as I made my way through Manhattan and to the place I planned to spend the night, alone.

      Whatever “alone” means.
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      It was late in the morning when I woke up and rolled off of the sofa.

      I had intended to sleep on the bed, laying on top of the comforter with a spare blanket pulled over me, so I could quickly smooth things out and leave no trace of being there when I left. I miss beds, sometimes.

      But the conversation with Kristen had gone on most of the night and had only ended when my body involuntarily betrayed me and fell asleep. When that happens, whoever I’m talking to gets a kind of “busy signal.” I’m checked out, mentally. They go back to their own them-shaped engrammatic spot in my brain.

      I usually feel kind of bad about it, but so far it’s mostly only happened with Kristen. And she hasn’t yelled at me about it yet.

      The place where I had crashed for the night belonged to a couple who were on vacation in San Diego. I had “lifted” their alarm code and other useful info when I saw the husband loading a suit case into the trunk of a cab. A casual bump, an apology, and an offer to help load his suitcase led to an instant of skin-to-skin contact from my ungloved hand brushing his.

      An instant is all it takes.

      I’d learned their apartment number and where the spare key was hidden, the alarm code, the fact that no one would check in on the place for two weeks, and that there was cable and Wi-Fi. Plus, “Leaving on a Jet Plane” got stuck in my head for 30 minutes.

      Dammit.

      This place was nicer than most of the spots where I usually crashed. A lot of times I would just duck into a hotel and sneak into an empty room. I’d absorb the computer access codes for the in-house booking system, usually by brushing hands with the manager or someone on duty, and then I’d wait for an opening so I could book myself into something nice for the evening.

      Relax… I always pay.

      I make a good living, doing what I do. True, what I do is technically stealing. But a fella has to draw a line somewhere. Mine is “steal only when you’re being paid to do it.” I won’t pretend there’s much of a moral distinction, but I do have principles.

      I use pre-paid credit cards to pay for my rooms, and I leave before checkout the next day. I never stay in the same hotel for more than a night, if I can avoid it. I don’t want any of the hotel staff to start recognizing me.

      It’s better when I can find a place like this apartment.

      For starters, there’s usually food. I pay for this too, leaving some cash somewhere for the owners to find. I pay well, and usually for a lot of junk food and garbage—the kind of stuff people are comfortable leaving behind when they travel for a week or two, and don’t want to come home to spoiled groceries.

      But fair is fair. I eat it, I pay for it.

      I also leave the place like I found it. Sometimes even better. I like things to be neat and organized. Try living with a bunch of extra personalities in your head, and you start to see the importance of order and organization.

      After tidying up the sofa a bit, I shuffled into the kitchen and made myself some coffee and a peanut butter sandwich for breakfast. The couple must have planned to be out of town for a while, because there was nothing perishable in the fridge. No eggs. No milk. Just a lot of salad dressing and a block of American cheese slices. I put a couple of these on my peanut butter sandwich, just for the heck of it.

      Don’t judge me.

      I washed the sandwich down with the coffee, then washed and dried the cup and put it back in the cupboard. I crumpled up a twenty and dropped it on the floor in the bedroom, trying to make it look like something that might have fallen out of a pocket or a purse. Then I re-activated the alarm, locked the door behind me, and hid the key back in its spot on my way out.

      This was a good place, and it would be available for the next fourteen days. But unless I was in a pinch, I wouldn’t set foot in here ever again. Tonight I’d sleep somewhere else, in a different part of town, selected randomly.

      That was the way. If I didn’t know where I was going to be for the evening, the alphabet agencies and mafia types couldn’t know it either.

      At some point, later in the afternoon, I’d throw a dart or flip a coin and let fate decide what part of town would be home for the evening.

      This morning, though, I had an appointment.

      I walked into a busy coffee shop about six blocks from where I’d slept the night before, ordered something from the bar, paid with a pre-paid credit card, and sat with a triple-shot Americano as I waited for Vic to walk in.

      I had absorbed someone’s email username and password as I brushed through the line in the coffee shop, and I used my prepaid smartphone to email Vic with instructions. The phone would be wiped, its call history cleared, and then tossed or left behind on my way out. I’d buy a new one at a pharmacy or a bodega or something, before leaving this part of town. If I was lucky, someone would pick up my discarded phone and use it until the prepaid minutes were gone, helping to muddy my trail even more.

      Sometimes you have to let human nature work for you.

      I go through a lot of burner phones. Occupational hazard. I don’t always throw them away after one use, but I almost always do when I’ve arranged to physically meet someone using that phone. If anyone happens to be following me or whoever I’m meeting, I don’t want them using that phone to track me. Meet ups mean one and done.

      Vic arrived late, which wasn’t unusual. Since I never tell him where we’re meeting until I get there, he almost always has to hoof it across town from wherever he was at the time. He doesn’t mind. I pay him very well and often gave him other little bonuses.

      He ordered coffee, and then sat down near me, but not with me, thumbing through an iPhone app as he waited.

      I “accidentally” dropped my phone near him, and when I picked it up, I put a hand on his bare arm.

      The rush of information that follows a grab is always a little disorienting. There’s a brief instant of confusion as my brain reorients and integrates the new engram. A second ago, I was “Vic,” looking in one direction, sitting and pretending not to notice me. I was also Jaylin, trying to look casual as I put a hand on his arm. The two sets of memories collided, the cognitive dissonance resolved itself, and soon I was me again, with Vic’s memories and personality along for the ride.

      I recovered from dropping my phone, straightening and walking out of the coffee shop, Americano in hand. As I passed through the door, I dropped the pre-paid phone in the trash, camouflaged by the Americano cup. I had what I needed.

      Vic was “clean.” He wasn’t setting me up. He hadn’t been contacted or co-opted by any federal or criminal agents. And we would meet at a different location, one I would text to him from another burner phone, in thirty minutes.

      The timing was important. Thirty minutes. Long enough for me to get him out of my head.

      We’d done this routine before. Lots of times. Vic knew that there was always a pre-meeting before the meeting. He didn’t know why, or how I could determine that things were on the up and up, but he knew that if he passed inspection at meeting one, I’d arrange for meeting two. If he didn’t, he’d find himself sitting alone for 30 minutes, no text from me, and any contact with me would be over for good. Those were the rules. And I knew—because for the next thirty minutes I literally knew Vic as well as he knew himself—that he understood the rules, and would stick to them.

      I only had a few more goes with Vic before I’d have to find someone else to be my go-to guy. We were getting close to the thirty-touch mark, and I couldn’t risk taking on another permanent hitchhiker.

      And that was too bad, because Vic was one of the good ones. He was sharp, but he didn’t ask questions that were too tough to answer. He followed through on everything he said he’d do. Another rare quality. And If I were being honest about it, I just kind of liked the guy. He was honest and kind. He had his suspicions about me, but since I had never asked him to do anything illegal, he was willing to play along. Plus, the money was very good, and very easy.

      Thirty minutes later, I texted Vic with the new location. Ten minutes after that he walked into the restaurant where he’d been thinking he’d like to have lunch that day anyway.

      I was already sitting at one of the booths in the back, near the exit.

      I purposefully have him show up more than 30 minutes later, so his engram will have faded by the time he gets there. Nothing is more confusing than having two different conversations with the same person, inside and outside of your head. I can do it, but it can get on my nerves.

      “I don’t get how you always do that,” Vic said as he dropped into the booth across from me. “Never a word. You just figure it out from a glance. You’re like that Sherlock guy on BBC America.”

      I smiled. Vic didn’t know my secret, and never would. He just assumed I had a gift for sifting clues from obscure data. He knew I did skip tracing and some kind of data acquisition for a living, so it seemed logical to him that I was a genius. If he only knew—I make up 90% of what I do as I go along. The other 10% is dumb luck. And 5% is poor math skills.

      “Got anything for me?” I asked. I already knew the answer, but it was best to let him tell me.

      Vic smiled. “Yeah. Got three bids last night.”

      “Who won?”

      “Some guy calling himself ‘matherphracker.’ He’s offering two hundred.”

      I nearly spit out my coffee.

      “Two hundred?”

      Vic smiled. “I knew you’d like that.”

      I thought about it. “It’s a lot. Two-hundred K.” I shook my head, and said again, “That’s a lot. Seems like it might be a trap.”

      Vic shook his head. “I don’t know. You’re the Sherlock. I just bring the leads. But that’s a big one. My cut would be…” he looked up, calculating.

      “Twenty grand,” I said.

      I was kidding about the “bad at math” thing.

      “Yeah. So you can imagine how much I’d like you to take this job.”

      I nodded. “I get it, Vic. If it checks out, I’m in, and you’ll get your cut. You get the finder’s fee anyway, of course.”

      He nodded.

      “But that’s a lot.”

      “So what do you do?” Vic asked. “How do you check them out, to make sure they’re legit?”

      I shook my head and waved for the waitress. I paid in cash and left a generous tip. I also handed Vic his finder’s fee, in the form of a pre-paid credit card. “You know I can’t tell you that. Trade secret.”

      Vic nodded. “I know. I also know we’re almost up, aren’t we? You told we’d only do this thirty times. This is twenty-nine. Next to last.” He looked at me, and I could see that he was conflicted.

      “That’s the deal,” I said.

      He watched me for a long moment, nodded again, smiling a pained smile. “I’ll miss it,” he said.

      “I know,” I told him. “It’s just the way it has to be, Vic. I’ll pay your bonus, just like I promised.”

      “Good,” he said. “But it’s about more than the cash. I… I dunno. I sort of feel like I’m part of something big.”

      I shook my head. “You can be a part of something better than this, Vic. Go back to school. Get a degree. You have the money now.”

      Again he nodded. I stood then and walked out of the back exit. Vic would go out the front. We’d meet again in a week or so.

      It would be the last time.
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        * * *

      

      Vic left the rendezvous information in a Craigslist ad.

      That was the system we worked out from the start. I used it with all my handlers. Post an ad using “touch” as one of the words in the headline. Post under a specific section, depending on the day of the week. Advertise a specific product for sale—one of five products that we would rotate through. Give the address in reverse. Note the time in 24-hour format, as the last four digits of the phone number.

      It wouldn’t fool a crack code breaker, but I was betting it would never have to. I switched handlers every so often, so if the NSA or anyone else was scanning and looking for me, they’d have to start over with each new handler. And with each handler came a new set of rules for the posts—new items for sale, new keyword, that sort of thing.

      Today was Tuesday, and Vic had posted an ad for a sofa for sale. I took note of the address and the time, and made my way to that part of town an hour early.

      I would need to find a place to crash tonight. There was a nice hotel in the neighborhood that I had stayed in once before. I don’t usually like to repeat visits, but it had been years since I’d stayed in this place. I felt safe enough with it. And I had just enough time to brush the manager’s hand and then sneak a pass at the computer, booking myself in as “Garret Ramsey,” the first random name I could pick out of a phone book on the way in.

      Accommodations settled, I was now only twenty minutes out from the meeting. I made my way to the spot, and spent some time watching from across the street, making note of everyone in the place.

      Seem paranoid?

      Yes. Yes, it is.

      Paranoia is life. Paranoia is the spice.

      When the meeting time came, I saw my guy walk in from the street. I could tell he was the one, because he was acting a lot like I was, though a lot more obvious about it.

      He stopped across the street first, about half a block from where I was lingering, and he watched the bar for several minutes, noting things in a small notebook. He slipped the notebook back into his pocket and ducked into the bar. I waited until he took a seat, then followed within a couple of minutes.

      “Hi,” I said, smiling at the guy as I shadowed him to a back table.

      “Uh…”

      “I saw your ad for a sofa.”

      That would be the pass phrase, if Vic had given it to him.

      “It’s like new,” the guy said. The pre-arranged response. So far, so good.

      I held out a hand, ready to do a deeper dive and make sure this guy was exactly who he said he was. And then things went wrong.

      He took my hand, seemingly on instinct. But he was wearing a glove.

      Dammit.

      “So you’re the famous Evergreen.”

      I cringed.

      The name had been a sort of code name a few years back, when Henry was pimping me out for “covert” jobs that turned out to be a little shady. Or a lot shady.

      I had asked him, at the time, why he chose “Evergreen.”

      “When you absorb the skills and memories of someone else, it causes your brain waves to scan erratically on an EEG. The ink on the ticker tape is green, and with all those jagged peaks it always reminds me of a pine forest. So, Evergreen. It seemed as good a code name as any.”

      I had objected on the grounds that I would have liked a spin at choosing my own codename—something cool like “Ice Man” or “Viper” or “Brain Scan.”

      Maybe not that last one.

      Evergreen stuck.

      “And you must be ‘matherphracker’” I said. And I wasn’t even ironic about it.

      “Just a screen name. Not even mine. Is it safe to talk here?”

      If it was possible, the guy seemed even more paranoid than me. “As safe as we’ll get, for now. But this conversation needs to pick up. I’m starting to get nervous. And I don’t stick around for nervous.”

      He nodded. “There’s something I need, and my sources tell me you’re the only one who can get it.”

      “Depends on what it is.”

      The guy made another quick glance, making it look somewhat casual. He was actually good at this. Which set off a tiny alarm in my head. I was staying put, for now. But I was on the edge of bolting, $200K be damned.

      “There is a man I’ve been in contact with who claims to know something about my past. It’s delicate information, and if it got out, it could cause problems for many people. I need to know if he’s serious.”

      I waited, but the guy didn’t say anything else. “That’s it? Some guy knows one of your secrets, and all you want to know is whether he’s lying about it?”

      “That’s it.”

      I nodded. “I don’t want to shoot myself in the foot here, but so far that doesn’t sound like a job worth two-hundred. Which tells me this person is high profile, or is extremely hard to get to.”

      The man nodded. “Both.”

      “Politician?”

      “President.”

      I blinked. “Of a corporation?”

      “Of the United States,” he said.
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      Matherphracker raced out of the restaurant and matched pace with me. He was glancing around, making sure no one was paying any particular attention.

      “Is it the money? I could pay more. Half a million!”

      “I told you, I’m not interested.”

      I was scanning as well, looking for any signs that someone was watching. I hadn’t touched this guy. I had no idea who he might be connected with, or whether he was just a lunatic who had somehow cracked the code Vic and I were using.

      I picked up the pace.

      Matherphracker suddenly grabbed my arm and spun me, slamming me into the wall. A couple of people passing by glanced our way, a bit of panic in their eyes. They kept walking, pretending not to notice any assault. Thank you, kind citizens.

      I felt her stir in my head. The other female engram. The one I was afraid of for a lot of other reasons. She wasn’t fully active yet, which was good. I could take care of myself. She’d make things messy.

      “I’m afraid I can’t accept that as an answer,” Matherphracker said, his voice a hard edge.

      Use your training, Jaylin, Henry’s voice said. That’s what it’s for.

      I gritted my teeth. Stress always brought Henry out of the vault. Or sometimes it was her. In times like these, when I was in physical danger, it was a bit of a crap shoot. I had more than one personality in my head who could dismantle this guy, but there were dangers and complications associated with that. Part of my training with Henry had included being able to access the skills of some of my hitchhikers, if I needed them.

      Particularly hand-to-hand combat.

      I grabbed Matherphracker’s hand, putting pressure on his thumb and using a quick, explosive twist to turn his arm behind him and spin him so that he face-planted into the wall.

      He grunted, and even growled, and I could feel him shifting his weight. I poured on the pressure, forcing him to stay in place.

      I glanced around, making sure no one was running this way with guns drawn. This guy had some sort of agenda, but I had no idea what it was or how I figured into it. Until I did, I’d have to treat him like he was a serious threat to my life.

      Again I put pressure on him and pushed him against the wall. Then, with a somewhat awkward one-handed maneuver, I removed his glove and made skin-to-skin contact.

      Things got clear in an instant.

      His name—his real name—was Andrew “Drew” McClellan. He wasn’t from here, originally. Meaning, not only was he an import to the city, he was also an illegal immigrant. And therein lay the problem.

      Mr. McClellan held a high-level role in Shallister Hoffman—a company that relied on numerous government contracts to keep its half-million employees in monthly salaries, among other
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