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One

 


Fifteen different ways to fasten a shoelace
and she was sitting on the porch steps of a refurbished brownstone,
watching a boy barely old enough to shave tie knots in an ancient
pair of Air Jordans. Steffie pushed her hair out of her face,
opened her palmtop and used the tiny lens in the corner to shoot
the boy’s hands. They were long, slender, unlined, with wide
knuckles and trimmed nails. A person couldn’t do what he was doing
with short stubby fingers or InstaGrow™ nails that curved like
talons.

He took all six multi-colored laces, wrapped
them around three fingers, and created bows of differing sizes.
Then he tied them at the tongue, and created a flower that
blossomed from the ancient shoe like a rose in the middle of
rubble.

When he was done, she flipped him a plastic.
He caught it between his thumb and forefinger, glanced at it, and
raised his eyebrows.

“Mega,” he
said.

She was glad he thought so. She only paid
him half the going rate for a style that would be all over the
streets in the next two hours, then all over the stores in the next
two weeks.

“Thanks,” she said, and
slipped her palmtop back in her pocket.

Then she grabbed one of his extra laces,
tied her brown hair back, and headed down the gum-covered sidewalk
toward the park.

Shoelaces. Who’d have thought? When shoes
could zip, velcro, and seal themselves, who’d’ve thought the
arbiters of cool would go back to the lace?

Hers was not to ask why. Hers was to record,
market, and change.

Coolhunting was still a strange profession,
but thirty years after the first coolhunters hit the streets, it
had worked its way into a mini-science.

A science only a person with an eye for
beauty and a sense of people could spot.

She resisted the urge to open her palmtop
and check her own credit account. She’d sent the vid to seven laces
companies, two shoe manufacturers, and one hundred resale outlets.
Each of them should have sent a fee into her current account. It
should have doubled with the laces bit. If she hit her quota today,
she’d have enough for a two-week flop.

Lord knew she needed it. Her own boots were
worn thin from all the walking. Twenty-one successful hunts in
seven days, not to mention eight busts, and one illegal.

She still held the record for the most
shifts in one day. Steffie Storm-Warning, they called her, because
in her wake was turmoil and destruction. Entire companies folded on
the basis of her vids. Entire companies replaced them. And credits
flowed back and forth like a river covered in Mediterranean
sludge.

No one knew who she was. She had forty
different legal identities, and more than enough credits stashed in
various accounts to live expensively for the rest of her life. But
she liked coolhunting. It was purposely anonymous — if people knew
who she was, they would chase her, try to convince her they were
cool — and it carried no responsibility. She didn’t answer to a
boss, she didn’t answer to a company, she didn’t even answer to the
people she sold her vids to. She was as independent as independent
got, a loner in every sense of the word.

And she liked it like that.

On the corner a hot dog vender floated his
cart over a hot air grate. The dogs weren’t like the ones she’d had
as a kid. These were all meat, registered and certified lean cuts
from prime portions of pig. The taste was similar but not the
same.

A taste gone from her life.

Everything changed.

Nothing remained the same.

Life on the street had taught her that.

Coolhunting had reinforced it.

She took an unmarked plastic from her
pocket, checked the credit level, and decided to launder it through
the vendor. She stopped, ordered two dogs slathered in mustard,
sweet catsup, and pickle relish, and handed the man the
plastic.

He was skinny, unshaven, with an apron that
had grime on it as old as she was. Vendors had always looked like
that. Even in the ancient black ‘n white vids available for free
download on any TV set, the vendors looked like that.

A hundred years hadn’t changed them. Just
their carts and their product.

He took her plastic, ran it through his
machine, then frowned. “That’s a lot of change,” he said.

“Just run it through the
machine.” She took one dog off his countertop, and took a bite. A
little too juicy, a little too ham-flavored, but enough to still an
appetite that had been building for the good part of a
day.

“Don’t do that any more,”
he said. Anyone caught recharging too much plastic, running too
many credits, was brought in.

“Sure you do, for an extra
five,” she said around the dog.

He grunted, then slammed the plastic into
his machine. No one said no to an extra five, and she could afford
it. She could afford anything if she were willing to spend credits
instead of accumulate them.

Somehow, knowing how fast tastes changed,
made her unwilling to commit to her own.

She ate the rest of the dog, nearly
swallowing the last piece whole. Maybe it had been two days since
she’d eaten. Maybe only a few hours. She couldn’t remember. She’d
been hunting.

It always took all of her energy.

As she picked up the second dog, he handed
the plastic back to her.

“I won’t do it again,” he
said.

“Your loss.” She sprayed a
bit of bun at him, and automatically covered her mouth with her
left hand. “Sorry.”

He shrugged, turned away. A lot of basically
honest people did that when she asked them to violate their own
rules. Made her ashamed sometimes. Made her realize how different
her world was from theirs.

She had the luxury of eating the second dog
more slowly, then cleaning her mustard-covered hands and face in
the stand’s laser wipe. She grabbed a napkin and wiped for good
measure: public cleaners always left her feeling a bit gritty.

“Good dogs?”

She hadn’t seen the guy approach. She
glanced up as he spoke, registered him as someone she’d seen
before, and a shudder ran down her back. He wasn’t young like most
of her subjects, but then her early subjects weren’t young any more
either. Still, his clear gray eyes slanting in a coffee-colored
Slavic-feature face looked familiar.

The wrong kind of familiar.

She shrugged, kept it light. “Dogs are as
good as any these days.”

“You ever had the old
ones?” He brushed a hand over his silver suit. Three weeks old,
worn Detroit style, with a red cummerbund instead of a tie and
pierce chain. “The ones they made of sawdust and pig’s
feet?”

“That’s not how they made
‘em,” she said and stepped away from him.

For a minute, she thought he’d keep up, but
he didn’t. He stayed at the stand, bought himself a dog, and
watched her walk away.

Maybe that was how her subjects felt when
she watched them. As if they were suddenly on public display, as if
their entire selves were being exposed to the world.

Watchers shouldn’t be watched.

She rounded a corner, then slipped into the
park.

The air was fresher here, the trees budding.
Tulips bloomed in special garden circles maintained by a crew of
city employees who were determined to make Central Park look as
cultivated as possible. She liked to spend spring here. It made her
feel alive.

It also allowed her to watch the cools
bloom.

She went to her bench. It was newly painted
— green this time — to give the illusion of newness despite its
great age. Around her, couples threw balls for their dogs, and kids
went by in groups, deep in conversation.

She watched:

Clothes.

Shoes.

Jewelry.

Always alert for a new combination, a new
look. But it wasn’t as easy as all that. The look was a sense, a
third eye, a way of seeing that most people didn’t have.

She wasn’t looking so much for the new trend
as she was for the person who would set that trend.

Back when coolhunting started in hype-filled
‘90s, the coolhunter’s goal was to find the cool kid, the one who
would be the innovator, the one all the other kids wanted to copy.
But what the early coolhunters never realized was that cool itself
was a transient state: a cool kid one week would be passé the
next.

Cool was easy to spot.

Pre-cool was hard.

And she had the hardest job of all. She was
in New York, not Phoenix or Dallas or Santa Fe, those hotbeds of
the newest trends. Here she had to work harder because everyone
knew that fashion moved north and east. It started in the southwest
and traveled, slowly through the south, up the middle, then over to
the eastern seaboard.

Coolhunting in New York was like deep-sea
diving in the Arctic: Not recommended.

Which made it all the more challenging.

Which meant it was for her.

She settled onto the iron bench. It was
still a bit cold to be sitting still, but she had two dogs to
settle and that encounter to put in place. Strangers rarely spoke
to her. She put up an invisible barrier: if she was noticed it was
in passing. If she wasn’t, even better.

Casual people didn’t speak to her on the
street.

This guy knew her.

And if he knew her, he’d be here, sometime
soon.

In the meantime, she’d hunt.
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The nice thing about New York in the spring
was that everyone came to her. After the winter cooped up in high
heat flats, ThermalTemp All-Weather Gear™, and Footsnugger Boots™,
the city’s residents wanted to strut their stuff. Cool happened
fast here in the spring: trends among the setters ran hourly. The
early adapters spent only days in the new styles before moving onto
something else. Even the herd, the followers, only spent a few
weeks in the style before changing, and the laggers never caught
the spring rush.

Last spring, she’d cleared 30 million
credits in one month.

This spring, she hoped to do better.

She leaned back on the bench, feeling its
chill permeate her ‘01 vintage sweater. Her stomach churned
restlessly, disturbed by too much food and that stranger’s
face.

Teenagers walked in front of her, laughing,
the girls with their hair short and spiky, the boys with theirs
down to their knees. Two-year-old fashions: these were laggers who
really didn’t care about their position. They were not the
architects of cool that she wanted.

Sometimes, though, sometimes she envied them
their easy walk, their uncaring laughter. Her life had become so
focused on trends and styles, on the way that clothing — appearance
— reflected thought that she wondered if she ever made decisions
all on her own any more. She wouldn’t think of wearing spiky hair,
nor would she walk in a crowd, laughing.

She missed the laughter.

Coolhunting made close companionship
impossible. Friendships difficult. More and more lately she’d been
thinking of retiring, of finding a flat in the city and actually
having contact with people.

Making friends.

Establishing ties.

A boy, no more than ten, air-shoed past,
running six inches off the ground. His shoes, early models, formed
a cushion of air that was as dangerous as it was once thought safe:
the air cushion acted like a super high platform. One false step
and the wearer would fall.

To run in air-shoes required guts and a
certain amount of I-don’t-care.



She almost got up and followed him.
Almost.

His spirit was unique, but she saw nothing
that could be duplicated. Nothing that she could vid and sell.
Air-shoes had been on the market since the teens, and had had their
moment six months ago when the nets declared them unsafe.

Still, she had never seen anyone run in them
before.

“I’d’ve thought you’d have
followed him.” The man from the hot-dog stand sat next to her. He
smelled faintly of spicy cologne, and he had a touch of mustard on
the corner of his mouth. It made him seem more real,
somehow.

“Why would I follow him?”
she asked, then wished she hadn’t. She knew better than to
engage.

“I’d’ve picked him,” the
man said, “if I were cool-hunting.”

“Which you’re not,” she
said.

“Who says?” He touched the
shoelace in her hair.

She stood. “I do.”

Her hands were shaking. She shoved them in
the pocket of her tweed pants, then headed down the asphalt walk.
He hurried behind her, his feet scuffling. She could smell him
before he reached her.

That cologne was beginning to annoy.

“You know,” he said
softly, his torso brushing hers, his legs keep pacing with her
legs, “there’s a ten million credit reward for anyone who
identifies you.”

“Ten million?” she asked,
a bit startled at the amount. Last she had heard it was two
million. “That low?”

He laughed, not fooled. “You’re hot, girl,
and some cools want to find you.”

He spoke softly as he walked with her, his
words like a caress in her ear. She didn’t know how he found her,
didn’t know who he worked for, didn’t know what he wanted.

The not knowing terrified her.

But she didn’t show it. She didn’t allow
anything to show on her face.

“Such a strange creature
you make me out to be,” she said.

“They don’t call you
Steffie Storm-Warning for nothing.”

He had her name. Other corporate headhunters
had found her before — a coolhunter always revealed herself in the
moment of payment — but none of them had known who she was.

They had been dumb and obvious and she’d
been able to give them the slip.

She couldn’t slip him. He was still pressed
against her, as if they were lovers on a midday stroll.

She kept walking, but her breath was coming
shallowly now. She hoped he didn’t notice.

“You know,” she snapped,
“there are about eighteen laws you’re breaking touching me like
that.”

“You want to go to the
cops?” he asked and she could hear the smile in his
voice.

“No,” she said. “I want
you to back off.”

She stopped suddenly and he slammed into
her, nearly losing his balance. She shoved with her elbow, and he
fell hard enough on the grass to let out a small grunt.

A girl stopped beside her and peered down.
“He all right?” the girl asked. She was wired. Small chips dotted
her face like jewelry. In the quick glance that Steffie got, she
recognized audio, video, and net chips.

“He doesn’t need to be,”
Steffie said.

“Ooo,” the girl said.
“Want me to get someone?” She tapped a chip on her chin. Security
system too. The girl had money.

“Naw,” Steffie said. “I
think he got the idea.”

The girl laughed and continued, but not
before Steffie caught a glimpse of her shoes. Scuffed Air Jordans
with six laces tied in a flower bow.

An early adapter.

The vid had already hit the street.

The man was sitting up, a hand to his head.
Steffie pushed him back down and put a foot on his chest. She got
the distinct sense he was humoring her, that he could shove her
aside with a flick of the wrist.

She didn’t care. It was the look that
counted. And right now it looked as if she were in control.

“I don’t know who you are
or what you want,” she said. “But leave me alone.”

“Can’t do that.” He put a
hand on her boot. “Italian leather. Nice. They don’t make stuff
this soft anymore.”

She yanked her foot away. “What do you
want?” she asked.

“Well, I don’t want to
broadcast your id,” he said. “If I wanted that, I could have done
it by now.”

He was right. He had obviously seen her long
before she saw him. The thought made her even more uneasy.

“You’re one of those
stalkers, aren’t you?” she asked, yanking her foot away.
“Interested in the hunt, in toying with your prey, in killing
slowly.”

He smiled as he sat up, and rubbed the grass
stains out of his sleeve. “You have a vivid imagination.”

“I want to know why you’re
bothering me,” she said. And how you know
who I am. But she didn’t say that. She had
already said too much.

“It’s not enough to say
that I’m an admirer?”

“No,” she said.

“Well, I am.”

“Then admire from a
distance.”

“And let you dive away
like you did before, only to come back with a new look, a new
style.”

“Maybe I’ll retire,” she
said.

“Maybe,” he said. “But you
haven’t yet. And you have more than enough to live on. You don’t
need to be on the streets, but they’re in your blood.”

She was so thoroughly chilled now that
gooseflesh had risen on her arms. No one knew this much about her.
No one. She had made certain there wasn’t much information about
her anywhere. Sometimes she wasn’t sure she had that much
information about herself.

“What do you want?” she
asked for the third and final time.

He spread out his hands. They were empty.
“Let me up?” he asked.

She took her foot off his chest. He stood,
brushed himself off, and adjusted the silver jacket. His cummerbund
had twisted so that the self-sealing seam showed.

This time he kept his distance, and eyed her
warily.

“Fashions have come and
gone in the time it’s taking you to answer this question,” she
said.

He wiped the mustard stain from the side of
his mouth, glanced at his fingertips, winced and rubbed them
together as if he could make the mustard go away.

“Your family sent me,” he
said.

She went hot, then cold, then hot again. She
hadn’t thought of her family in years.

Not true.

She thought of them every day.

She hadn’t spoken to them in years.

“Really?” she asked, with
the right amount of sarcasm.

His smile was patient. “I didn’t expect you
to believe me,” he said. “And neither did they. They set up a home
site accessible only to you, with names and numbers you’d know,
they said. And the only way you can locate it is with this
chip.”

He held out his palm. In it was a red chip
case the size of a sequin.

She stared at it. “For all I know that could
scramble my system or blow me away.”

He didn’t move. “They told me to tell you
that KD is dying.”

Those hot/cold flashes ran through her
again. “KD?” she said before she could stop herself. “That’s not
possible.”

“That’s what they
said.”

She squinted, unsure whether to trust,
unsure whether to try. “And you are?” she asked.

“Unimportant,” he said and
flipped the chip case toward her.

She caught it in her left hand as he
disappeared into the park.
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She put the chip in the special nip pouch
she’d had carved below her belly button. Nip pouches were
expensive, because they were for the criminal or paranoid. Hers was
big enough to hold a wrist-top and the surgeon had been good enough
so that the pouch’s opening looked like part of her belly button
itself.

Then she went back to work.

— Caught a middle-aged
woman topless, showing off surgically enhanced breasts.
Micropoodles — dyed pink and gold — were leashed to her nipple
chains. Steffie hated it, but knew it would catch on with the fifty
and older crowd, the aging Gen Xers who loved to torture their
already burdened flesh.

(The chip lay cold against her skin,
irritating, like a grain of sand in her eye.)

— Found a young man
playing guitar beside a fountain, who looked as if he’d been dipped
in gold. Gold hair, gold skin, gold eyes. As the light shifted, his
colors deepened. She filmed a while, catching his transition from
gold to bronze, bronze to brown. She didn’t know what he used, and
didn’t ask when she flipped him his plastic. Someone would know,
and someone would pay, several someones, depending on how she put
it across the nets.

(The chip tingled, as if it were a live
thing. Reminding her…)

— Had the palmtop out,
already filming an androgen’s roped fingernails when she saw the
identical twins, captured in miniature, holding their keeper’s
hand. They strolled through the park wearing frilly white, their
eyes old and bored and —

She shut the vid off, slid her hand across
her belly, and pressed the chip.

KD’s
dying.

She shoved the palmtop in her pocket, and
headed out of the park.

To Leo’s.
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Leo worked out of his apartment in a rundown
condominium complex at the cross of Riverside and West 94th. The
building dated from the 1980s when it was posh. A lot of the
original owners still lived in the buildings, but children and
grandchildren who inherited had no respect for history. Leo was one
of those. He liked the space and the old charm, but he hated the
snobbishness that went with it.

Hence the little dive shop he ran out of his
first floor apartment’s kitchen.

She used the code he’d given her five years
before to subvert the security system. It too was once
state-of-the-art, in the post-doorman, high tech days, but even
with updates, a street kid could get in with a few security chips
and a beeper. Most of the residents wore their own security these
days and didn’t care, but a handful of the elderly ones had no idea
how people like Leo compromised their safety.

People like Leo, and people like
Steffie.

She knew a few electronic tricks of her own,
and had used them often enough to gain a flop in a high security
building. She never took anything except a little space and a
little privacy, and she was sure the residents never noticed.

They always had space and privacy to
spare.

Leo kept his door unlocked. After her fifth
visit to him, she realized he didn’t live in the apartment, only
worked there, and didn’t really care about the credits he made.
Someone could — and often did — rip him off, and he continued, as
if nothing had changed. She finally realized he was like her. The
credits didn’t matter; the challenge did.

She slid through the oak door and ran a hand
over the motion detector that controlled the lights.

“Leo?”

“Kitchen, babe,” he said,
voice floating past the vintage mid-twentieth century furniture.
His tastes ran to chrome and plastic, stuff once considered cheap
by the very people who initially lived in this building. Not cheap
any longer. His couch, with its chrome legs that swooped into
uncomfortable arms, and orange plastic seat, ran in the range of
several thousand credits.

She slipped through the remodeled arch
doorway into his dark and dingy kitchen. It smelled of oranges.
Peels littered the floor. Her boots made small sucking sounds as
she walked.

Leo hunched over the oak table he’d
inherited with the apartment, using a welding tool as old as his
couch to solder some metal together. She watched him work, seeing
the small shield before his face shimmer in the old fashioned
light.

Then he shut off the torch, turned and the
shield faded to nothing.

He grinned. “Been a while, babe.”

She knew his name, but he didn’t know hers.
She liked it that way; he didn’t mind. She suspected he wasn’t
named Leo at all, suspected it was as much an affectation as the
rest of the place.

She shrugged. “Been busy.”

With a wave of a hand, he raised the lights.
They didn’t cut the gloom, but they illuminated his face and hers.
His was mid-forties, careworn, no enhancements or lines. His eyes
were a faded blue, his lips painted a pale maroon.

“Whatcha got?”

She was clutching the chip in her hand, and
had been since she left the park. He didn’t need to know about the
nip pouch.

She came closer and opened her fist. The
chip case gleamed in the odd light. “A man gave this to me. Said it
was important.”

“And you took it?” Leo
raised a scarred eyebrow. He leaned over her palm, stared at the
case, then reached behind himself and grabbed a tweezers. He picked
the case up using the tweezers and set it on a clear sheet of
glass.

“You should know better
than to touch something like this, babe,” Leo said.

“I do,” she
said.

“But he gotcha, right?
What’d he do, tell you it’s full of credits?”

“No,” she said, unwilling
to say anymore.

Leo shook his head. “I’ll check it out for
you. Want me to siphon the information off it?”

“Tell me what’s there
first,” she said, “and if it’s booby-trapped.”

He grinned. “You give me all the fun
jobs.”

She shrugged. She’d never given him a job
like this before.

“Head into the main room,
wouldja? And can you wait? This might take some time.”

“I can wait,” she said,
and left the kitchen.

The main room of his apartment overlooked
Riverside, but the windows were so streaked with grime, she could
barely see through them. His vid equipment was old and obviously
for client use.

She sat on the couch, put her hand in her
hair, and found the shoelace. She yanked it out, let her hair fall
into her face, and wrapped the lace around her fingers. It was worn
and old, fraying on the sides. Like the laces of the first pair of
tennis shoes she’d had when she was a child.
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