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Judy Carmody's legs ached. It was three in the freaking morning, and here shewas, gill staring at some
stupid computer screen in an office hellhole. The room left a sournessin her mouth. Not enough air
crculation inthisdump.

Certainly not enough for the beefcake hardware that controlled the money of half the populationin
Laguna Beach. Thiskind of beef-cake required sterile living quarters,

Not dust on thetiled floors.
Not gray fabric walsenclosing it in aten-by-ten prison.

She stroked the top of the monitor. Warm, too much heat. Beneath the desk, the disk driveswhirred,
emitting a nice low technothrum that rose to awhine, A sonata played on abroken instrument.

"These babiesare at risk.” Her voice came out scratchy, the wordy al frazzed.

"Could be," Jose said, "but, you know management, they won't spring for better digs unlessI'm agrade
fourteen. Likethat'll bethe day."

Jose Ferrents. Senior security programmer a Laguna Savings Bank. One of Judy's best customers. She
was stuck here until he was satisfied that she'd thoroughly checked the computer for security lesks. New
passwords had been granted to marketing guysthe day before. Like passwords would matter to some
hacker. Jose was one paranoid quack.

Heleaned back in his chair, waiting for her to finish thejob. Thick black hair streaked with green
Etch-0-Oil. Red lines painted benegath bloodshot blue eyes. Jose went in for the Draculalook.

The monitor flipped to the screen saver: swvarms of infinitely regressing cubes and triangles, aneon blaze
set againgt black. Draculagot off on the forever realm of fractals.

"Look, can wefinish up? I'm redly tired, Jose," It was creepy being cramped next to Josein hislair, the
gray walls plastered with posters of microchip circuits and lanky blondesin goth bikinis—like heredly
knew anything about circuits or bikinis. Duh .. .

"Sure. | have more important thingsto do, too." Jose graced her with alittle smirk. She knew better. Jose
never had anything more important to do than play with computers.

Judy shut her eyes, brushed her long, auburn hair out of the way, rubbed her neck. Damn, she was
getting cranky. It wasjust too late to have to dedl with Jose. Sheld had one hell of along day, grinding
Internet security code for Steve Sanchez, fieding hysterical E-mails from that programmer at Widescreen
DVD. But asacomputer security specidist hanging five hundred dollars an hour, Judy could cope with a
iff neck alittle longer and put up with Dracula

He touched the screen. The fractal's disappeared, replaced by the log of Internet transactions that had
been executed by the bank's corporate customers.

Jose had done agood job on the bank's World Wide Web site. A customer entered a password, then
processed debits and credits against authorized accounts. All transactions were encrypted before
transmission, then decrypted at the bank. Crypto chips and digital cash. When Jose had first ingtalled the
system back in '02, Laguna Savings had quickly become one of the top Internet banksin the country.

Joserolled his chair across the room to the other computer server. The clanking of rollerson tile cut into



the disk drive whine and made Judy's body jerk. If only her nerveswould settle, if only she could stay
awake, if only she could find amethod other than coffee, which sheld given up five years ago, or
Methamorph, which sheld given up in high school .

But thereld be no drugs for Judy; not like Jose, twitching in hischair over there, nerves atwanging like
snapped guitar strings, body gaunt, hollow eyes amillion miles degp—tubular twin tunnelsto nowhere.

No. Shed finish this job, then sack out for afew hours before facing another long day tomorrow—no,
today.

She checked thefirst Internet transaction in the log, awithdrawa made by asmall investment firm down
by Laguna Beach. Jose checked the firm's account on the other server and confirmed that the withdrawal
had been correctly subtracted.

They moved to the second transaction, and on down thelist, until finally Jose said, "Two more
transactions and we're done.”

Her eyes shifted from the screen to the shelves over Jose's head. Micro Utility Corp—now asubsidiary
of Sony—double-reinforced units, part number 3B12G14, the screws holding them together, part
numbers 3B75128 and 3C72125. The shelves were crammed with Ethernet boxes and punchdown
blocks.

Just two more transactions— crank ‘'em and get out.

One more.

"What the hell isthis?" Jose's shoulders quivered more than usual.

The Methamorph freak. Jumping a ghosts. "Guit it out, Jose. It'slate, and | want to go home.”
"Penetration.” One word, tight and low.

"Cut it out, Jose."

"l said, penetration. Big one. A hdf-million-dollar withdrawa from each of ten accounts, al made by
Hirama Electronics”

What? Washe, like ... serious?

She pushed herself from the desk, cringed asthe chair rollers ground acrosstile, then stood and peered
past Jose's shoulder. "That's alot of money, but doesn't necessarily imply penetration,” she said.

"Hiramatransactions never come across the Net. They're dways made in person by sometop
management guy in an Itaian pingriped suit."

He redisplayed the Hirama bank accounts. All ten had zero balances.

In the middle of the night, someone was wiping millions of dollars from Hiramals accounts. Penetration: a
hacker. Judy grasped the back of Jose's chair. She was too close to the Dracula green-streaked head,
too close to the new-plastic reek of Etch-0-Oil.

Jose massaged hisright fingerswith hisleft hand. His pupils were wider than Metha-normd, hisforehead
creased, his mouth trembling. "Fingers, can't move 'em.”

Judy crouched benegth the blinking red Ethernet lights, the multicolored spaghetti wires dripping off the



punchdowns. Her chin brushed againgt the Etch-o-hair. It was tiff, like scouring pad bristles. Mercifully,
he rolled his chair to the Sdeto give her space.

She closed the Hiramafile, then accessed it again to seeif the changes remained.
The accounts no longer had zero balances.

She had to belosing her grip. It waslate; she wastired. Try again. She redisplayed the Internet
transaction log, Thistime, it showed a huge transaction that had deleted severa million dollarsin Hirama
funds.

A freaking break-in hacker at play in the black void of the Internet.
"A superhacker" shewhispered.
Hot damn.

She hardly felt her legs move as she returned to the first computer, on the other side of the room. She
was only faintly conscious of her socks padding across thetiles. Faintly conscious of the screen saver
fractals. She touched the screen, kind of like touching God or something. Her whole body was numb.
Brainin high gear. Ice-cold focus.

On the Laguna Savings I nternet transaction page, real-time, right here and now, some freakzoid was
deleting Hirama funds, then replac-

ing them. What if thiswas no kid, out for acomputer joyride? Breaking through abank'sfirewalswasa
federal offense and came with amandatory jal sentence.

"Do atrace." Jose was behind her now, his breath hot on her neck. She hadn't even heard him cross the
room.

She squinted and started typing.

power man>finger -g

A ghort ligt of adl system users scrolled down the screen. 1t showed no intruders.
power man>netstat -a

A quick gtatus check of dl system sockets, every low-level software device feeding into the system.
Nothing. "Doit again,” Jose sad.

power man>netstat -a

Thistime, the screen showed an established Internet connection coming from aforeign address called
Heraze.

"I'd better call Naresh.” Jose sounded scared. Naresh was his boss. Jose never called Naresh, who was
agradefifteenin the bank hierarchy. A grade fifteen who lived in aswanky house and reigned from a
swanky cubicle on management row.

Sheld spare Jose the agony, Sheld handle Helraze hersdlf. "Naresh livesfifteen minutes away. He cantt
get hereintime.”

"Y eah, guessyou're right. Jesus, how the hell will | explain thisto him? The bank'slaying off people



again. Next week."
The netstat command displayed its results again. Thistime, no connection from Helraze.

"Maybe you won't have to explain anything," Judy said. "The hacker's popping in and out of the system,
removing cash, but replacing it. Could be hewon't do any real damage.”

"But why'shedoingit?'
Damned if she knew.

Onething to do, Track the sucker. Discover the route held taken through the millions of Internet
computer nodesto get to Laguna Savings.

Hewasfar away, this Helraze, routing transmission packets through forty-seven other computers. Who
the hell wasthis guy, and what did he want?

"Try tracing it again,” Jose said.
Thistime, Helraze disappeared, smply disappeared asif he had never existed.

"The main password file," Jose said, "that's gotta beit." He pushed past Judy, touched aniconinthe
lower corner of the screen.

She scanned the encrypted M D6 file digest, which contained the main passwords, for security breaches.
"Clean, all access codesin placeand vaid,” shesaid.

"The sydogsare dl clean, too, no breaches/" Jose confirmed. "Hey. what's this? Fake syd og messages,
Judy, asif dozens of superuserslogged in tonight.”

"Let mesee” She gently nudged him aside, giving hersdlf room again.

Superuser accesswas critical. It meant the hacker could get into al protected system files. He could
bring the bank to its knees, destroy everything, transfer any amount of money, anything he wanted. So
why wasn't he doing it, and quickly?

Both lastlog and umtp showed no indication of the hacker. She checked the sydogs again. They were
wiped clean; al fake syd og messages had been removed.

Hopefully, their mystery hacker had screwed up. Rather than delete log entries that could be used to
trace his system penetration, maybe he'd been in ahurry and had just replaced the entrieswith null char-

acters Blank lines, filled with nulls, would prove penetration—and right now, with all logswiped clean
and al accounts restored, there was no proof of abreak-in. Judy's neck ached from the tension. Bank
officdasaways demanded proof.

"Nothing," Jose said. "Thisguy knows exactly what he's doing. No authorization failluresin
Ivarladm/messages. Nothing strange in the supeuser log. No shell history. Therés nothing to trace. It'sas
if the guy's never been here.”

"If we don't get to the bottom of this, and soon," Judy said, "well have to notify top management. They
may haveto close the bank this morning.”

"No proof. My God, Naresh will kill me."



Jose was right. Naresh would kill him. And management would never close the bank based on the
statements by two programmers who thought they had discovered aweird system anomaly.
Management never understood anything about computer systems anyway, even when there was proof.

"Weé're running out of time," Jose said.

Judy glanced at her watch; it was aready four o'clock in the morning. In afew hours, bank customersall
over the city would be turning on their computers and processing transactions over the Net. By thetime
management showed up, Net business would be at its pesk.

"This hacker must have been sniffing the bank’s Web page for weeks" Judy said, "just waiting for an
opportunity to crack into the server. He got that opportunity when you sent the new password file to
marketing."

Tap into acable, intercept transmissons, pick up the new password file asit went from the central
computer ste to the downtown office. Simple enough. She said, "He hacked into the password file,
added himsdlf with privileged access to everything we have. Then he screwed with the Hirama accounts,
deleted hisfake password, erased al tracefiles. He's fast.”

"And he may not be done," Jose said.

Judy trembled, hit by a sudden rush of fear. What if this guy had entered through the Web itself? Jose
had coded some of the Web site using Control Freak. What if the guy had hacked into the low-level
software 1/O routines, the system sockets? If so, he could be accessing bank files right now, writing to
them, wiping them clean of money.

Judy stared at the monster machine: six paralld processors, dl cranking with more than 400 megabytes
of memory and tons of terabyte disk muscle, The latest crypto chips. All known Internet browser hacks
plugged. From the Net, there was no way into Lagunaaccounts.

"He's doing something new, Jose. Control Freak's clean at this bank. Remember, I'm the one who
plugged dl the holes. This hacker's cracked into the system using some method we've never seen
before.”

"We could rip out the wires|eading to the punchdown blocks, cut his connection.”

"That would fry the syssem. And if we just shut everything down, well never know who thisguy is, or
what harm he's done. Besides, if he wantsto, helll come back."

"I'm launching the agents," Jose said, touching the computer screen. The agents appeared, jiggling
animations of bugs, red cute, but—

"Worthless" Judy said.

"Nothing elseto do, not that | can think of." Jose touched the execute icon. The agentsjiggled and the
directory structure scrolled down the screen. The agents, artificidly intelligent digital creatures mainly
used for Net searches, were scouring Jose's Net files, seeking clues about the intruder.

Sysemclean
Nothing.

"Waste of time," Judy said. Lack of deegp combined with tension had her head pounding. She stretched
her back, raised her arms, tried to unknot her muscles.



Theagentsjiggled again. Thenin metdlic blueletters

System compromised

Judy froze, arms gill above her head. "What the—" But, as her arms came down, the status changed:
System clean

Jose was quiet. He was staring at System clean, hiseyes narrowed, his hair damp with swest.
"Look."

The screen displayed al running computer processes. The hacker was back on the server. Hewas
sending aterminate Sgnd to the operating system:

powerman>kill -TERM 1
"He's shutting us down,” Jose whispered. "He's deadlocking al programs, running in s mode."
"He's operating as the system console,” Judy said. "He's taking over."

She stared a the screen, her heart racing, half from excitement, half from fear. In al her years of hacking,
sheld never encountered anyone this bold and thiswell hidden. There was no way to trace him, no way
to stop him.

The system knocked down to single-user mode, the single user being the hacker from Helraze.
"Hell destroy system memory." Jose's voice was thick with fright. "Hell destroy the operating system.”
Then anew thought struck him.

"All my money'sinthere," he said, hisvoice practicaly awhisper. "How will | pay therent? Landlord
pullsit eectronicaly from my Lagunaaccount. How will | prove my digicard had five thousand dollarson
it when—"

Judy cut him off, "Look—all of my consulting money'stied up in the bank, too. If thisguy wipes out the
system, thousands of people are going to be flat-dead broke."

Backups? Were the computer's backup systems sufficient to handle such anightmare?

No. They'd restore only the transactions and accounts that existed as of last night. Better than nothing,
but hours worth of transactions would be |ost.

And it would take forever to unravel the mess.
The screen flickered. A fireball appeared, followed by the large red letters DNS, then ... nothing. Black.
Judy blinked. She shook her head, suddenly fedling dizzy. "Hes gone.”

The hacker had disappeared. Ingtantly, the system rolled over and rebooted back to multiuser mode,
Soon the fractals glimmered into view, aforever wonderland of infinite penetration.

Jose stared at Judy. He had to be thinking the same thing she was: No proof. There had been no
financia losses. No hard evidence of what had just taken place. Bank management would never believe
them. The attack, the takeover, made no sense.



Unless, it had been ... practice.
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Nineinthe morning, and gill in yesterday's clothes. The wrinkled orange shorts with the bleach sains, the
faded lilac T-shirt over the blue bikini top. Same red socks that had padded arossthetiles a Laguna
Savingslast night.

Judy felt like asoiled clown.
Except nothing was funny.

"How long will it taketo fix the mess at Laguna?' Steve Sanchez perched in the blue velvet chair behind
his desk—fake-antique, oak-stained, laminated plywood. Kind of abonzo desk foi aguy who owned a
Computer security company that was worth megamill ions.

But then, Steve dwaystold Judy that old-time, cozy home digs relaxed his customers—and cast the
illuson that Steve was an old-time honest businessman. That was the important part.

In Judy's opinion, there never had been such athing as an old-time Honest businessman.

Steve pried the cuticles off his nailswith apaper clip. His eyes darted from the clip to Judy, from the clip
to Judy. He was waiting for an answer, wanted a quick response, so he could get her out of the office
and get on with hisday. Jittery, as usud, too hyper—asif his blood pumped the morph without needing
gynthetic ingredients.

Dark chisded hair, high cheekbones—Steve was a handsome man. His sharp black eyes sparked with
excitement, intelligence ... and tota focus.

Asde from the computer on his desk, there was no equipment in his office. Just fake-antique plywood
bookshelves, fake potted plants, his velvet throne—even the velvet was fake—and a plush reclining chair
for vigtors.

Judy didn't fed like dtting in the recliner. The seat wastoo high, made her feet dangle over thefloor,
made her fed likeamidget or alittle kid. Made her fed diminished.

The point of the visitor's chair, no doulbt.

She stared out the window at a mutated bananatree: genetically dtered so it wouldn't grow fruit. "What
about DVD?When do we finish that?' she asked without turning.

"Rodriguez will be here any minute. The guard will flash anote on my computer. We pacify Rodriguez,
then you go fix the Lagunaproblem. But | need atime frame, Judy.”

Peacify Rodriguez without any deep. Oh, grest.

"Oops. Rodriguez is here earlier than | expected. The security guard just let him in, Guessit's show time.
Thiswon't take long, then | need to know about the bank."

Therewas aknock at the door, and Steve rose from behind his desk. At five feet eight inches, hewas six
inchestaler than Judy. He wore atan linen suit, complete with tie and cuff links.

By the time she moved from the window, Hector Rodriguez and Steve were shaking hands, rah-rahing
each other like best friends ... good to see you, buddy ... how's the wife? ... we gotta get together for that
drink sometime soon ... and blah blah blah,



Like either one of them cared.

Hector Rodriguez wore fancier clothes than Steve. Navy suit, white shirt, paidey tic, black polished
shoes. Another handsome guy, charming actudly, with a smile that dmost made her fed likehewas real.

But of course, he wasn't. He was executive vice president of the southwest region of Widescreen DVD,
the second-largest video sales chain in the United States. He knew when to turn on the charm, and when
toturnit off.

Rodriguez smiled at her.
He had come here to get something from her.

"Hello, Miss Carmody." He settled into the recliner and swept his eyes over her body. She had noidea
what he thought of her. She could never tell with these guys. With Judy, there was never any of that
rah-rah buddy stuff going on. Shewasagirl inaman'suniverse.

She sat on the edge of the windowsill, now glad to be wearing her mismatched, silly outfit, It gave her a
twinge of power, alowed her akind of twisted rebellion againg skirt suits or anything remotely smacking
of professond clothing.

When she didn't answer, Steve scowled at her, then walked around the desk and back to histhrone.
"Judy doesn't say much, shejust observes.”

"Observing isfine" Rodriguez said, casting her another dazzling smile. "1 pay Miss Carmody to observe,
andtofix. I'minterested only in results.”

It wastoo warm in here. It was too warm everywhere. Why couldn't this meeting take placeon a
webvid? What were those fresking conference gpplications for?

Personal contact was the key to good business, Steve aways clamed. If so, Judy waslocked out.
She had to say something.

Rodriguez continued. "1 must warn you, Steve, that | have only half an hour, then 1 catch aplane to that
conference up north. So, please, not too technical — just straight talk."

Steve adjusted histie, "Yes, of course.”
They just continued without her. She had to say something. "It'saddight to seeyou, Mr. Rodriguez.”

Rodriguez shot abaffled glance a Steve. 1t was the look people adways exchanged when Judy was
around. Asif saying, What anidiot.

From Rodriguez: " So. What exactly iswrong with DVD's security system? | didn't understand the
technical jargon in Miss Carmody's report.”

Hewastaking asif she weren't there .. , because she dways said the wrong things. Or maybe because
they didn't expect friendly banter from her, just cold facts. Judy Carmody, the robotic girlthing.

"Judy'stired,” Steve said. "She was up dl night on an emergency cal with one of my clients. And she's
been working around the clock on DV D problemsfor the past week."

"Well, let'shear it then,” Rodriguez said.



Timefor TerMight. No more Judy, Just TerMight: technical misiress of the Web. The one who ruled.
The one who was confident, knew the tech, talked the lingo.

TerMight,

"Judy,"

She stared at therecliner. A nice brown fake velvet. Soothing, soft, molasses.
TerMight spoke.

"DVD'sInternet security has at least one hundred and two holes. The service pack was never ingtdled to
protect your system from intrusion. Nor the required patches for the operating system, even though the
OS patches are from your Internet browser's competition.”

She glanced up. Rodriguez was blinking at her. He was baffled. Wasn't atechnical guy like Jose. No
matter how smply she puit it, it wasn't going to be smple enough for Rodriguez.

Giveit to himinaway hed understand.

She shut her eyes. "That is, Mr, Rodriguez, there are over ahundred ways a hacker can break into your
corporate files. Once past the firewalls, this person could download al your sales records for the past
year. Or copy the purchase agreements you have with manufacturersin the video field, complete with
discount schedules and ddlivery dates.

Or hijack all the passwords to your el ectronic bank accounts, then withdraw any or al of your corporate
funds. One hacker, with agrudge against Widescreen DVD, could bring your company to its knees.”

There. Done. She sagged againgt the windowsilI.

Rodriguez nodded. " So we plug the lesks. | understand. | just need atime frame. How long will it taketo
fix the problems?"

Steve spoke before she had a chance. " Judy will supply afull report on the necessary solutions within the
week. Ten daysat most."

Rodriguez smiled. "Excdlent. Now. How long will it take my guysto patch thisthing up?'
"It makes more sense for Judy to program thefixes," Steve said.
"At her fees? Seven hundred an hour?'

It was amazing that anyone paid her fees. If it had been left to Judy, sheld be offering servicesto
Rodriguez for two hundred bucks an hour, way below industry standards. But she knew enough to let
Stevefield the question. After all, he paid her contract fees of five hundred an hour, then pocketed the
extratwo hundred himsslf. He understood people and business. She understood only technol ogy.

And Steve was one sharp smoothie, " Judy's the best. Nobody el se comes close when it comesto
Internet security. Faceit, Hector, you need her. Y our guys couldn't even find the problems.”

"True enough." A pause. Rodriguez was consdering whether he could bargain Steve's price down. Judy
had witnessed this scene a hundred times. She felt ridiculous being caled the best, being dickered over
likeafarm anima at auction. But Rodriguez gave Steve the response Judy aways heard. "Done. In less
than ten days, Judy fixesmy security lesks. DVD issafe from hackers. It'sfag; it's effective.”



Grest. Judy had only ten daysto fix one hundred and two security holesin DV D's Internet systems.

"Judy walks on water. She'samiracle worker," Steve said. More like agirl who worked around the
clock nonstop. She wasn't the best. She just worked like adog.

"I haveto run. Good meeting. Thanks, Steve." Rodriguez shook hands with Steve, nodded politely to
Judy. Then hewas gone.

Steveran his handsthrough his hair, clasped them on hisdesk. "I hate judtifying your feeslikethat. I you
worked for mefull-time, in-house, on my staff—"

"Noway."

"—you wouldn't have to work under such pressure, Judy. My guys don't work half as hard asyou do."
"Come on, you know how | fee about this"

"Bereasonable. Y our fees are bleeding me dry. Besides, your name would add prestige to this place.”
Shedidn't answer.

"Judy, you're not listening.” Steve circled his desk, cametoo close, smelled faintly of sogp and cologne.

She was keenly aware that she hadn't showered for two days. She backed away and edged toward the
door.

"l goitaone" shesad, "dwayshave.”

"Y ou've been working alone too long, Judy.” He dmost sounded sympathetic —like Rodriguez had
almost sounded charming. She wanted to believe that Steve was being real. But she knew better.

Nobody was redl.

So why would she ever want to put up with them, day after day, face-to-face? She was an independent
contractor. A loner. It was better that way. No company politics. No company rules. No smal talk and
drivel from personne dragons.

Sure, Judy didn't actudly have any close friends, Not off-line, at least. No boyfriend either. But that was
the price she paid for independence.

Shedidn' like thinking about it.

Steve's computer beeped. He moved back behind the desk, said, "Private,” then picked up the phone
receiver on his deskmate and started warbling to some customer. The phoneicon on his screen shivered
blue stresks as the computer transmitted Steve's words and received the customer'sreplies.

Judy was dismissed.
Sheleft. Quickly.

Outsde, the air was sweet with the scent from flowering shrubs that lined the parking lot. Hummingbirds
jammed their long beaks into the petals and sucked moisture. A butterfly sat, folding and unfolding its
ydlow wings on thewide leaf of abananatree.

Thiswasredlity. Thiswaswhere Judy preferred to be. Relaxing, gazing for hours at the flowers and



hummingbirds and butterflies, at the ocean asit glazed the morning beach.
Judy wanted reality.

But Judy was aNet girl. Shelived where redlity was awash of phosphors, where deep didn't fit in.
Where physical distances—banksin Switzerland or Arubaor wherever—were irrdlevant. Where she
was everywhere, and nowhere, at al hours of the day.

She pressed together the Velcro straps on her Rollerblades, then cruised into the parking lot. Always
aone, but at least she had freedom. She'd never work full-time for anyone. Even if it meant al-nighters
forever, hunched over anetpad, as TerMight. Life was too short to play head games with the normal
people, listening to their phony friendliness, returning their false amiles. Life wastoo short to be
imprisoned in concretewals.
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Rollerblades glinting, the street a blur of gray; Judy crouched low for maximum speed and tilted her body
to the left, stared at the pavement as her blades flashed around the curve of Laguna Crescent. White gulls
flapped their wings, eyes startled, heads cocked, and rose out of her way. She passed them, still hunched
low, their caws reviving adistant memory of Mom getting on her case when sheld toyed with her lgptop.

Mom. The word made her go faster, asif gpeeding down me Crescent would somehow help her escape
the thought.

She flashed by a startled man in bathing trunks holding a green hose that dribbled water. A waft of roses
billowed, then was gone.

Judy swerved around a pothole, warm air pressing her ears and stinging her eyes. One turn up ahead,
past the red Ferrari, then an upward lift of her body, a spin of her skates, and adip of her bladesinto the
grass. Shewas home.

A shimmer of hair, auburn shot with gold and brown, cascaded down her face to her waist. Shetossed it
back, turned her head toward the sky, and shut her eyes. What a rush.

Judy dropped to the grass, ignoring the crunch of snail shells benegth her shorts, her legslong and tan and
shadowed pink from the bougainvilleas hanging over thetiny fence. She wanted to stay right here,
basking in the early-morning warmth.

But firgt, aquick call to Jose about the Helraze nightmare. Then, after ashower, along nap on the beach.

Looping her skates over her shoulder, Judy climbed the stairs to the front porch. Onceinsde, she
checked her mailbox, then started up the three flights, around the tiny landings, to her apartment.

At each level, four wooden doors sheltered residents from intruders. Asif the doors would do any good.
They were as thin as cardboard and offered about as much protection.

Hardly anyone was homethistime of day. Trev LeFontaines door, number 1-4, was haf gar, and a
radio was blaring insde. Trev'svoice, degp and full of vibrato, was sSnging to the music—some tune
about dead flowers and lost dreams.

But there were no dead flowersin southern California,

Just alot of dead and lost people. Like Trev, the superintendent who did nothing but putter around al
day, fixing plaster and painting walls. Trev, who thought of nothing except surfing the waves at



Hunt-ington and Coronadd Mar, and sometimes where the tides dammed the lagoon at Doheny down
south.

But hislifestyle was none of Judy's business. He kept the place nice; that was dl that mattered. The
wine-colored tileswere cool beneath her socks. The walls were scrubbed white. Most important, Judy
had ten phonelines, al supplied and secretly rigged by Trev one night while the other residents dept.

She dipped her key into door 3-2, entered her tiny apartment.
It was ftiflingly hot. She hadn't been homein two days.

She carefully made her way across the living room to open the window. Minilamps, buzzers, batteries,
and 9-volt clipslittered the car-pet, dong with solar cells, wireleads, T-splicers, 555 timer chips, 3-volt
power packs, capacitors, resistors, tangles of cables, and stacks of technical journals.

God, she could hardly breathe in here. She pushed aside the flowered curtains, yanked up the window.
A dight breeze stirred. A warm breeze that did nothing to cool the swest that coated her face and body.

Sheld gazed from thiswindow amillion times. It was her window into the red world, where norma
people went about their daily business: the neighbors chatting as they watered the pink and purple
flowersdotting their tiny lawns—what did they talk about?; the neon convertibles, Jaguars, Fiats, and
Mercedes lining the curbs and roaring off to places unknown; al the perfect bodies, dl the perfect

people.

It would be nice to enter their bodies, just for aday, to see what they saw, to talk to their friends... to
hang out with live people.

How did they get the numbers out of their heads? How could they do anything with the work chores
congtantly grinding away, hounding them?

Y et, that's al her neighbors seemed to do: everything but work.

A car door dammed, then another. Down past the white stucco cottages and the silver-dollar treeswith
their paper-thin tinkling leaves, two men were getting out of awhite Pontiac Velux Plus. The four-door
hardtop was a strange car for southern Cdifornia,

And the men weren't exactly Cdiforniahunks.

Thefdlow onthedriver'ssdewastal and thin and had alarge bald spot fringed with gray hair. Hewas
wearing abrown suit and white shirt: hardly appropriate when it was close to a hundred degrees outside.

The other man looked asif hed walked off the set of an action flick. Also tall, lie had the muscled body
of astuntman. Dark sunglasses hid his eyes. Cdifornia enough, except for the black beard, which
matched his hair: both were thick and long. Plus, this guy wore anavy blazer over aprint shirt, with the
buttons open hafway down his chest.

Probably corporate types from Vegas, hoping to make abig scorein the computer biz. There were more
dimy guys hoping to strikeit rich in southern Caiforniathan there were snailstrying to mate.

The stunt hunk glanced at her apartment building. Hisface cocked briefly toward the third floor.
Her floor.

Judy darted back from the window. She hated being seen—caught— observing people.



Shrugging, she forced herself to concentrate on more productive matters. She'd get some work done,
then hit the beach, where, surrounded by people, she could observe as much as she wanted, and nobody
would care. After al, they went to the beach trying to be noticed.

She pulled off her T-shirt and tossed it on the floor. Then she made her way to the tiny kitchenette,
durped down some water, and splashed some over her blue bikini top.

The musclesin her legs were tight and sore from the Rollerblading. She rubbed them, but it didn't help.
Forget the shower. A warm bath would be much better, would unkink the muscles.

After she got somework done.

She circled the coffee table, a homemade job contrived from old minitowers shoved together. They were
tan and gutted. Perfectly lovely. Steve had given her the towers five years ago, when sheld been
twenty-one, new to town, and desperate for cash. Inside the empty towers she stored her laptop case,
the netpad, and heaps of hardware junk.

As she sat on the | eft sofa cushion, exposed coils poked up on the right side and dust wheezed from the
green-and-orange plaid uphol stery.

She reached into her cache of goodies, pulled out her netpad, and opened the dim case.
Home again, baby, Let's go.

Shetouched thetiny screen. Recognizing her fingerprint, the net-pad winked to life. At the top of the
screen anicon identified a cellular modem connection to her Net browser. At the bottom her hacking
passwords and utilities were listed, aswere her direct links.

She said, "Jose Ferrents, Laguna Savings Bank.” One of the direct links. V oi ce-recognition software
kicked in, and the netpad dialed Jose's number.

His computer voice mail picked up the cal. Jose wasn't at his desk.

Rather than wait for him to return her call, she decided it would be faster for her to did into the Laguna
Savings server and see what was happening.

First, one moretry. "Jose Ferrcnts, pager.” No dice, he wasn't picking up pager cals ether. Pretty”
weird for Jose, who aways picked up Judy's pager calls, unless he wastied up in some intense sesson
with Naresh ..,

Wheat if Naresh was chewing him out? She pictured poor green-haired Jose, as deepless as she was,
squirming on Methamorph in agrade-fifteen management cubicle. Naresh, ydling a him for
incompetence, threatening to fire him.

Nagh:

Jose didn't deserve to take the heat for some Helraze guy that even Judy couldn't track. She had to get
into the Laguna server, maybe phone Naresh and save Jose's skin. The sooner the better.

Sheld use the laptop. 1ts modem connections were much faster than the netpad's.

Shoving her soldering iron aside, Judy opened her Iaptop, touched the screen to launch the system.
"ISDN." The machine kicked to the timesaving nethook that connected to her ISDN service.

"Gargon." The bank server. Her voice was enough to get her in. Her voice was her password.



The connection languished. No bank screen appeared.

She clicked her fingernails against the side of the laptop. 'Die black-and-gold polish made her fed dark
and mean — it helped her be TerMight when she was sniffing networks.

Findly, amessage:
Connection attempt failed

The main server for Laguna Savings Bank was dead. Jose was away from his pager. Not exactly good
omens.

A new thought struck. Shetried afew more bank servers. "Samson."
Connection attempt failed

"Ddilah"

Connection attempt failed

Everything had seemed stable when Judy had dragged hersdf from Jose's office at eight that morning.
But now ... Maybe Helraze had returned and destroyed the bank system. While Judy was wasting time
with Steve Sanchez and Hector Rodriguez.

She needed something that would pump her up, help her think more clearly. Just to remain dert, awake.
Trev had Metamorph, even had home-brewed hyper stuff that redlly jived. One spoonful of that clear,
sweet liquid, and wham, she'd beracing.

But she'd been clean for along time. Since sheld first become TerMight...

Seventeen years old, hooked on morph, five teaspoons aday. The stuff could keep her up three nightsin
arow, whenever she wanted. She had spent one stint building aNet-TV box for her dad. She/d modeled
it after the Kmart Virtuoso | Web Box, but called her version the TerMight box ... only because the
trailer was overrun with termites, and insecticide was overpowering to someone under the influence of

morph.

Dad had ingtantly become hooked on the vids, E-mail, sports, and comics. He spent every night glued to
the box. For amonth, he gave Judy more smiles, more hugs, and more love than sheld received from him
in al the years since she was born.

The TerMight box waslove.

But after three months, Dad no longer hugged Judy. And he stopped talking to Mom. Judy got her hugs
from morph-fuzz, Mom just cried dl night,

It had been cold, snowing. Judy in flannel pajamas and her Christmas-present robe, the pink fluffy one
from Mom. Middle of the night. Judy had pushed open the back door. There was her father. Touching
the box.

Behind hisringer was an avatar, anaked man, having sex with afemale avatar named Blushing Bimbo.
Dad was saying disgusting things to Bimbo. And Bimbo was saying disgusting thingsto Dad.

Helooked up, artled.

That was the last time Judy ever saw him. Mom went nuts. her husband had dumped her to fuck a



computer. Mom became an antitech fanatic, a Barrington follower. End the Net, doom to computers,
and dl that rot.

Judy became TerMight. She cracked the computer security codes of the Pennsylvania Supreme Bank.
Electronically shifted the family money somewhere safe, where Bimbo and Dad could never find it. On
the Net, she found and cracked into her original TerMight box, then crushed it with amighty spray of
eectronicinsecticide.

With Mom ranting on and on and breaking Judy's computer equipment with barn axes, Judy had to
escape. She cameto Laguna; she kicked the morph. The morph that created the TerMight that created
the phosphor sex that destroyed her family.

But she would never escape from the TerMight box. It waswith her forever, the memories popping up at
any time and any place—on the beach, in Steve's office, while she worked, while she dept...

Nor was there any escape from Barrington, the old fart her Mom idolized. He was everywhere, on his
Web-TV show, screaming about the evils of the Net.

It wasn't the Net that was bad. It was people like her dad who used the Net in perverted ways.
She hated the thoughts, hated remembering.
The only way to blank it al out wasto be TerMight. Let the gears crank. Focus, focus..

With the Laguna Bank computers dead, nobody's digicard transactions would clear. Only the poor, who
didn't qudify for digicards, used paper cash and coins. Everyone € se— companies, families—would be
inruins. No income, no way to pay bills or the mortgage, no way to buy food. If the cul pritswere
hackers, everyone would become a Barrington fanatie.

TerMight wouldn't let that happen.
Sheld go to the bank's main computer, not hooked to the Net, but storing vital account stats.
"Big Cheese"

She scanned the log files, searching for some sign of abreak-in. The logs were clean. No surprise there.
She checked severd large accounts, including Widescreen DVD. They were zonked: sums added, then
deleted, computations al screwed up, She checked her own digi-card account. Empty, no funds
available, and fifteen thousand owed.

What afresking mess. Judy's account should have shown well over fifteen thousand in available funds.
Shelived by her digicard, never carried red cash. Besides, digicards never had negative amounts. That
wasimpossible.

Maybe she'd find some clues about Laguna Savings on VileSpawn. Working round the clock on the
Widescreen DV D project, Judy hadn't logged onto the underground bulletin board system for nearly a
week.

VileSpawn was the hangout for hackers. As her initiation, Judy had been required to hack into
VileSpawn before she was given an account and a password. Once inside, people swapped code,
traded programming secrets, and compared cracking techniques. Everyone used Internet handles—no
resl names.

She wondered if Grisvald had finally used godcode to crack the Interna Revenue Serviceson-line site.



Griswald was a hacker who went places where Judy didn't dare to go. He'd even cracked the CIA's
server. Judy had never met him in person, but they'd been swapping techniques for two years. Their
communications dways centered around networks, never anything persona. Griswad till thought
TerMight wasaguy.

Maybe today, Judy would tell him she wasagirl. Maybe today, she'd find out where in San Jose he
lived. With this DV D job and the Laguna Savings mess out of theway, sheld take alittle vacation, head
up north ...

No, shed never have the guts.
The VileSpawn main window flashed to her screen.
@>>>>—

A dead black rose. The symbol of death.

Benesth the black rose there was amessage:
Hailstorm dead from suicide. Yesterday - in Seattle.

TerMight had never had any on-line contact with Hailstorm. He wasjust aname, aflamboyant
superhacker. Odd that he'd committed suicide, though. Most computer guys wanted to live forever,
aways checking out the latest hardware. Nobody pulled the plug intentionally.

Judy punched in a search for recent messages from Griswad. No luck. He hadn't been on VileSpawn in
ages, But someone had posted a message about Griswvad.

Anyone hear from Griswald? He hasn't been seen at his
usual haunts, and hisfriendsareworried. If you've
had any contact with him in the past feu daysor know

hiswher eabouts, please post a message here. We're not looking to make a fuss. We just want
tomakesure

he's okay.

A grange message with no signature. Judy read it three times, wondering what was going on. Hailstorm
dead by suicide, Grisvald missng. Weird.

Shelogged off VileSpawn and stared at the screen: sgpphire blue degper than ocean and swirling like a
tidepool, white letters fuzzing like the flgp of gulls wings over Doheny lagoon.

"Shutdown." The laptop went to deep.

No beach for Judy today. She had to return to Laguna Savings— in the flesh—and check on Jose.
Someone was hollering. Trey, the superintendent. "Hey, Judy! Open up!"

What did he want?

"Come on, Judy, open the door!" A fist hanging wood, then akey grating, aknob twisting. Trev came



storming into her gpartment, clad in ared Speedo swimsuit. His skin was mahogany, hisblack hair
crimped and long. His foot came down on a chip, and he winced as prongs drove into his sole.

"Damn, Judy, what have you done now? | was talking to my mother in Pasadenawhen the phone went
dead. Did aquick check on thelinein my bedroom and that's not working either. All the phonesin the
building are deed.”

"Dead," Judy repeated, trying to make sense from what he was saying. "The lines are dead?”"

"That'sright. What did you do this time?' Trev stepped over the minilamps and buzzers, the batteries and
volt clips: Judy's electronic carpet. He stared into Judy's eyes.

"Trev, | haven't done anything. How can all the phones be dead? They run on different lines.”
"Don't know, Judy; just figured you did it."

Her phone lines were dead. One top hacker was dead. Another was missing. Some unknown hotshot
had cracked into her Lagunaserver...

Judy knew the on-line handles of al the top hackers on the West Coast. There were only afew in her
league. Who was Helraze?

Panic began to well up inside her.
"Don't understand. Don't understand. Have to go—"

She started scooping components from the floor, stuffing them into the pockets of her shorts. She
grabbed abunch of cable ties— nylon stripsin different lengths. Closed her |aptop, detached the cables,
dipped the machineinto its case dong with the netpad,

"Judy. What are you doing?"

She heard Trev'svoice, but she didn't look at him, didn't respond. She had to think.
First Heraze, hitting Laguna Savings.

Then Hallstorm, killing himsdf.

Then Griswald, probably the best hacker on the West Coast, just disappearing ... poof.
Now TerMight's phone lines going out in the middle of a peaceful summer afternoon.
Four seemingly unrelated incidents—or were they? It didn't make sense.

She was getting out, taking everything that mattered—her laptop and netpad, her electronic gadgets, her
Rollerblades ... she draped them across her shoulder.

She reached for the door and swung it open.

Firmly planted on thelanding, asif waiting for her, stood the two men from the Pontiac Velux Plus. Each
held open awalet containing an officia-looking badge.

"Judith Carmody?' the stunt hunk said.

"Who wantsto know?' she sammered.



"TonyTuska, ISD, Thisismy partner, Paul Smith.”

ISD. Internet Security Department. The government agency that handled computer crime. Judy had
worked with agentsfrom the LA of -

fice more than once, hel ping them hack down Internet pirates. She didn't recognize either of these two,
though their badges looked right. Maybe they came from outside the Los Angeles area.

Maybe they had found Helraze; maybe they were hereto help her.
"Isthis about Laguna Savings?' she asked.

TonyTuskanodded. "Exactly."

55

"What's going on?" Trev asked as Judy stepped back over the threshold, the two men following. Herose
from the sofa, hisfeet crunching chip prongs. "Who are these guys, Judy?"

Tony Tuskafrowned.

His partner, Paul Smith, shut the door, then crossed the room and |eaned against the kitchen countertop.
His elbow shoved paper platesto the floor. "Sony." He retrieved the plates, put them on the pile of
plastic forks and spoons.

"So who's the beachboy?" Tuska asked. "We thought you lived done.”

There was something wrong with these guys. They weretoo direct. Even |SD agents commented on the
wegther and gave Judy fake smiles aimed to charm her and loosen her up. And Tony Tuska, with dl his
muscles, didn't look anything like an ISD computer geek, though Paul Smith looked kind of nerdy.

"Trev, these guys are Internet Security. Maybe you should go.”

"No," Tony Tuskasaid. "That won't be necessary. We only need to ask afew questions. Y our boyfriend
can day."

"Trev's not my—" Judy began; then she shut her mouth. 1t seemed to her very odd that the ISD would
send two out-of-town agentsto talk with her, when she knew most of the LA staff on afirs-name basis.
Also, there was no reason for them to concern themselves about her persond life.

"No one ese around, isthere?' Tuskaasked. "We're not interrupting a party or something?'
"A party— on Tuesday afternoon?' Judy said. "Not likely."

"Check around, Paul," Tuskasaid.

Smith nodded and went into Judy's bathroom. The shower curtain rustled.

"Hey, what the hdll do you think you're doing?' Trev demanded. "Got awarrant? Are you charging Judy
with acrime, or what?'

Judy's musclestightened. There was an 1SD agent who wasn't acting like an |SD agent in her bathroom,
rifling through her tampons and deodorar.

"Sorry, Ms. Carmody,” Tuska said. The wallet and badge were gone from his hand. Instead, he held a



snub-nosed revolver, and it was pointed at her ssomach. ™Y our boyfriend complicates an otherwise
smple situation. Please don't be darmed. Were here strictly on business. Just relax and no one will get
hurt.”

Judy backed against Trev, and he gripped her shoulders. She could fed the heat of hisbody behind her.
His bresth was coming in rapid blasts, his swesat dicking her skin dl the way down her back.

Paul Smith emerged from the bathroom. Hisleft hand smoothed some gray strands over hisbad spot.
Hisright hand reached into his pocket. "Were al alone. No problem.” His hand came out of the pocket.
It held agun, just like Tuskals.

"A cozy little scene” Tuskasaid. "A pretty girl and her lover, spending alazy summer afternoon together.
Somehow, | expected better of you, TerMight. Y our file led meto believe you had some class. Never
expected to find you shacked up with abeach bum.”

Judy couldn't speak, couldn't move. He knew her handle. She'd worked on projects for the
government. NSA, CIA, FBI—she had top secret clearances with all the alphabet agencies. Shewas
well known by members of the National Security Agency's Information System Security Organization,
the FBI's National Computer Crime Squad, and the Defense Department's Computer Emergency
Response Team. Somewherein D.C. there had to be a compuiter file covering just about every aspect of
her life.

Tuska had to be government; nobody €l se had access to that information. Y t, for some reason, he was
threatening her with agun. It didn't make sense. A cold dizziness pounded her, and the men went fuzzy
before her eyes, asif shot into amillion bits of color.

"Who are these guys, Judy?' Trev's grip tightened on her shoulders, bringing her back. Hisbody wasa
solidwall, tight againgt her, holding her upright.

"Don't know," she managed to say. They couldn't be from Internet Security. Judging from her own
experience, 1SD agents never carried guns. There wasn't much need for firepower when dealing with
renegade computer operators or illegal porn site sponsors. If there was any-chance of violence, the ISD
just cdledinloca copsfor backup. So who were these guys working for? And what did they want with
her?

Paul Smith said, "Beachboy complicates matters. Loose end. Doesn't fit the scenario.”

Brushing histoo-heavy beard, Tuska nodded. "Right, So much for nice and easy. Never occurred to me
that TerMight would be shacking up.”

If sheweren't so frightened, Judy would have laughed. Finding her with Trev in the gpartment, both of
them in skimpy bathing suits, the two men had jumped to conclusions. She saw no reason to correct
them. Hopefully, Trev had enough brainsto keep silent, too.

"Forget suicide," Smith said. "Not with two of them.”
"Robbery?" Tuska suggested.

A wave of fear swept over Judy. She shifted, the Rollerblade wheels digging into her shoulder.
Immediately, Tuska shifted the gun o that it pointed at Judy's forehead. One squeeze of the trigger and
her brains would be splattered across the apartment.

"Not asound, please," Tuskasaid.. "Just St down and keep quiet.”



Judy sank onto the sofa, pulling Trev beside her. The exposed cushion wire ripped into her shortsand
raked her upper thighs, Judy eased the Rollerblades off her shoulder, dropped them to her I1ap. The strap
of her computer case cut into her flesh, but she kept the machine beneath her right arm and closeto her
body. This computer was her life, and sherefused to let it go.

Paul Smith laughed and kicked at the junk on thefloor. ™Y ou're kidding, right? Robbery in ajunkyard
like this? How about fire?'

Tuskashook hishead. "Arson'srisky. Investigators are suspicious bastards. Must be something easier. |
need to think."

He sat on the gutted minitowersthat served as Judy's coffee table. His partner's gun, not wavering an
inch, was pointed at Trev's forehead.

Gone now was any pretense of questions. Asfar as Tuska and Smith were concerned, Judy and Trev
could have been pieces of furniture. Clearly, these guys had nothing to do with the mess at Laguna
Savings. They werekillers. And she wasther target.

The only reason she was till divewasthat Trev had seen them. They had to kill him, aswell.
Judy had to do something .., but what?

"Murder suicide,”" Smith said. "Beachboy shoots girl, Then kills himsdlf. Nice and easy, no problem with
motive. Lover'squarrd.”

"Jugt what areyou saying?' Trev said, hisvoice a harsh whisper.

Smith danted hisgun a Trev'swaist. "Don't push, beachboy." Hisvoice wasflat. "This close, abullet
would blast aholein your gut wide enough to drive atruck through. Y ou'll bleed to death trying to keep
your intestines from spilling over the floor, It's an awfully messy way to die. So don't make trouble.
Understand?'

Judy's ears were ringing. She couldn't be hearing these words, couldn't be. Her hands shook on her |ap.
They were clammy, cold with swest.

Dust swirled around the men; the sun cast shadows into the hollows beneath their cheekbones. Tall and
thin, with an air of casud brutdity, Paul Smith actudly appeared bored, and Judy had no doubt that he
was. He stared a them with empty brown eyes.

Tony Tuska seemed to bein charge. He still wore his sunglasses, but Judy envisioned that, beneath them,
his eyes held no more emotion than Smith's. Theimages of the two killers seared into Judy's brain.

Her gaze dropped to her Rollerblades. They weren't much, but they were her only wesapon. How long
would it take to swing them into the men's faces and escape? Probably too long.

"Beachboy asthe shooter?' Tuskasaid. "Then he offs himsdf,”

Smith's eyes narrowed in concentration. “Need to be careful about the powder burns. With two deaths,
cops spend alot more time investigating than they would with an ordinary suicide.”

"You can't get away with this"" Trev said angrily. He started to rise from the sofa. ™Y ou're both crazy.”

"Congder thisaquick education, beach bum,” Paul Smith said, adight smile crossing hislips. He shoved
the barrel of hisgun under Trev's nose, so that sted pressed againgt skin. The building super-indendent



froze. "We are getting away with it. Y ou've been screwing the wrong babe. She's too damned smart for
her own good. Now sit down and shut up.”

Judy grabbed Trev'swrigt, pulled him back onto the sofa. Something wet seeped from her
leg—hlood—and she squirmed on the cushion wire, trying to shift closer to him.

"Girl firgt," Tuskasaid, dropping hisarm so hiselbow rested on histhigh and his gun pointed at Judy's
stomach. "Beachboy we do with the muzzle in hismouth, hisfinger on thetrigger. Neat and smple. Like
the Navao operation.”

Judy laughed shrilly. She was running out of time, needed to make something happen. She had to jerk out
of Judy mode, become Ter-Might. Had to say theright things. Had to think.

Her words came out in pieces, "Trev. Not beach ... lover—" She broke off, unable to continue.

"Judy and | aren't lovers," Trev said. "She hasn't got alover, and everyonein this building knowsit. And
that naither of us ownsagun. Police find us blown away, they'll know it'sbullshit.”

Tuskastared at Judy. "Muscleboy sright, According to TerMight'sfile, shesadtrict loner.” Heraised his
left hand and rubbed his eyes beneath the sunglasses. "I'm getting amigraine. Maybe faking an attempted
robbery would be easier.”

"Better than dl this damned talking,” Smith complained, glancing a Tuska. "I hatetalking”
As Smith shifted hiseyesto Tuska, Trev hurled himsdf from the sofa. Judy bolted upright.

Trev rammed his head like acannonball into Smith's ssomach. The two men tumbled back over the
minitowersin ajumble of amsand legs.

Tuskaswung hisgun around, aimed it a Trev. Hisfinger squeezed the trigger. To Judy, it seemed asif
even-thing shifted into dow motion. Hewas squeezing the trigger-...

"No!"
Judy's skates dammed into Tuska'swrigt.
Something snapped, and Tuska shrieked.

"No, you won' kill anyone, no!" She smashed her computer case into his beard. Sheld never been this
angry in her life. Never felt the blaze of purefury risng in her veins, pumping through her, taking control.
Shewould kill Tuska Kill Paul Smith. Kill.

Tuska's sunglasses fdl and clattered across the minitowers, to the floor.

A few feet away, agun went off. Plaster shattered, and the smdll of gunpowder filled the room. Trev was
on top of Smith, desperately struggling to keep the killer down. In one hand, flat against the floor, Smith

dtill gripped hisgun.

Despite hissize and weight, Trev waswaging alosing battle. His opponent was atrained fighter. Another
few seconds and Smith would be free. Still holding adeadly weapon.

Judy raised her computer case again and dammed it against Smith's hand. Bones cracked. For an instant,
Smith stopped struggling, his eyes glazed over with shock.

"Come on!" Judy screamed, grabbing Trev by the hair. With dl her strength, she yanked him acrossthe



gpartment. They stumbled through the door and onto the landing.

She charged down the steps leading outside. She was almost to the door when high above, agun fired
three times. Then there was aloud gasp behind her.

She glanced back.

Trev was staggering, hisbody jerking asif held been hit by an invisible hammer. He dropped to his hands
and knees.

Therewas blood. Killers. Blood.
"Go," Trev whispered, hisface ashen, "Run, Judy, run."

"I'll get you, bitch," Smith hissed from the third-floor landing. Two bullets cracked the floor, inches from
Judy'sfeet. "I'm gonna blow your fucking brains out!"

Trev collgpsed on his somach. Blood trickled from the upstairs landing like rain from aroof guitter.

Judy pushed through the door that led to the yard. Trev was shat, killers after her. She had to get away
now. Death was seconds behind.

She scanned the street.
Their car.

Through ablur of bougainvillea pink, she raced toward the killers car. Lessthan ahundred yards, it felt
like miles. Shefdt weak, wanted to collapse, let it dl dissolve away. But she couldn't stop running. She
couldn't stop thinking of Smith, cursing, threstening to blow her head off.

Reaching the car, she grabbed the handle. It wouldn't budge. There was a keypad benegth the grip: the
car was electronically sedled, protected by an encrypted password.

Judy wrenched the netpad from her computer case. With acomputerized key, the car had to be on the
Net. She touched the judy icon that brought up her secret crack page and fingered unlock. Instantly, the
netpad dropped from graphicsinterface to command mode. The words ping radius =1 dimension =m
flashed, and the screen showed al computer identification codes within a one-meter radius. the only one
was the car's number, 29.555.22.3. The unlock icon disappeared asit applied the correct code. The
door lock popped open. All in seconds.

Behind her, the door of her gpartment building dammed open. She looked back. Paul Smith, his smashed
hand tucked under one arm, face contorted in pain, ssumbled into the yard. She was running out of time.

She yanked open the door and threw herself onto the front seat. Wrenching hersdlf around, she dammed
the door shut. A bullet pounded againgt the trunk. In the rearview mirror, she saw Smith staggering down
the strest,

Locks clacked shut asthe car went on full security aert. She was safe for amoment, but even
fiber-reinforced shatterproof glass wouldn't stop abullet at closerange.

The dashboard Net consoleflickered to life, displaying color pie charts about the car's operation, aswell
as Internet channels for weather, sports, and news headlines. " Good afternoon,” aman's voice piped
from the digital speakers. Judy hated these damned user-friendly cars. "'If you state your next destination,
I'll hegladto—"



Without akey, she would have to enter the password code-twice—followed by asubleve code ...
No timefor tech.

She groped beneath the steering whedl. Plastic ripped. Two wires touched. The engine roared. For once,
shewas glad that sheld grown up in the rura sticks of Pennsylvania, that Dad had taught her...

No timefor that crap, ether.

She pressed the gas pedd to the floor. The car leapt forward, the digital voice bleating about the dangers
of sudden acceleration. In the mirror, she caught aglimpse of her pursuer standing in the middie of the
street. Then, the car careened around the end of Laguna Crescent onto Route 1, the Pacific Coast
Highway, and he was gone.

CHAPTER 6

Pressure. Cd never worked well under pressure. People staring over his shoulder made him want to
scream. He needed to be aoneto finish this project. But privacy wasthe one thing lie never got here.

"Okay, Nikonchik, we're down to thewire." Harry fiddled with hisstring tie. 1t hung from his usud stupid
turquoise didething. Hisskin waslike old legther, hisbreath like old meat. An ugly dude, with an ugly
temper. Worse than the cregps who used to beat up Cal for being anerd,

"Thursday's coming up quick," Harry continued. "We paid your asking pricein cold, hard cash. It'stime
for results”

The asshole just never let up. Thought he was so cool, with his handlebar mustache and dl his muscles.
And that stupid Southern drawl.

Made Cal want to puke.
If the guy had any brains, then he wouldn't need Cal, would he?
But thiswas Cd'sfirst red job, so Cal had to be careful. Didn't want to get fired, or anything.

Cd lifted hisfingers from the keyboard, then rose from the black leather chair and turned to face Harry
and his partner, Greg. His stomach was churning. These two scared al hell out of him. Like old clacker
Morgan, the witch who had taught socia studies back at Bonita High School.

Authority figures
But Bonita High was history for Ca. No more Mrs. Morgan. He was seventeen now, an adullt.
And thisjob was histicket.

"I'mworking asfast as| can," he said, trying to sound laid-back and al adultlike. "Swinging atransfer as
large as you want, without setting off al sorts of aarms, takes serious programming, That'swhy I'm
running testsfirst. Y ou want everything done clean and fast. No entry-traces.”

Greg placed his hands on his hips and shifted hisweight. Behind him, the bright desert sun poured
through the bedroom window. Though the air-conditioning was turned up full blast, Cal was drenched in
swegt. Hislong, blond hair hung limply down his back,

The heat didn't seem to bother Greg, though. During hisfreetime, Greg exercised outsde. Hewasa



nutcase.

But he was smart. Ca could seeit in hisblue eyes: they reflected a cold, ca culating mind. And Greg had
that kind of coolness Ca had dwayswished he had. The kind of dways-in-control charm that made girls

ggdle
Girls had dways laughed in Cd'sface.
"Y ou gonnaquit staling, or what?' Harry said.

Greg gave Cd agmilethat said, yeah, Harry'sajerk, but I'll take care of it. He said, "L ook, Harry, Cal
hasn't been here dl that long, and he's been working night and day on thisthing.”

"That'sright,” Cd pipedin.
"On the other hand," Greg continued, "Mr. Ingersoll needsthe

project finished in lessthan a week. He promised the agency results by the end of the month, Mr.
Ingersoll reports directly to the head of the NSA, Cd, and we can't gall him much longer.”

Mr, Ingersoll. The big bossman. A top dude in the Nationa Security Agency.

"It'snot like | take any breaks," Cd protested. "It'snot like I'm hanginginaMUD, pretending to bea
transvedtite, or Stting on my butt, watching vids on the commercia net. This computer doesn't even have
adrivefor playing DVDs. | could use alittle music, you know. Comp Patrol, Millennium Plus Five, suff
that has a beat. How about that, at least?’

Greg shrugged. "I don't see why not. We can cover it under miscellaneous supplies and use acash
voucher. I'll passaong the request, but you know the problem, Cal. We've got alimited budget and it
barely coversthe day-to-day costs of the operation. Buying al the computer equipment you wanted was
easy. That'stop priority. Squeezing out funds for creature comfortsisn't so smple. Damned Congress
watches every penny we spend like they're personally guarding the mint.”

"A DVD player and afew discswon't put adent in the nationa debt,” Cd said. "Write it off asamemory
cache”

Actualy, he couldn't complain too much. The place he shared with Harry and Greg was pretty fine, It
served as the guest cottage for the big house on the hill, afew hundred yards away. It had asmal living
room, akitchen, two bedrooms, and afancy bathroom. It even had awhirlpool tub and a sonic shower.

There were prints on the wall, western scenes by some guy named Remington, and the furniture looked
barely used. Whoever maintained the place apparently didn't have many overnight guests. The Nationa
Security Agency men shared one bedroom and did al the cooking. Cal was | eft free to spend dl of his
time with the compuiter.

Harry said, "We do for you; you do for us. Teamwork. Just no Net hopping. | don't want to catch you at
that again. Focus on the job. If secrecy's broken, the project collgpses. We hired you to plug amgor
hole in the Internet banking system. Once you're done, you get big bucks. Then you can go back to San
Jose, buy the fanciest sound system you want, crank it up, and blow down your neighbors walls."

He continued. "It's been aweek dready. Get it done, Cd, then you can head for the beach with nothing
to do but pick up girlsand ride the surf."

Cd nearly trembled at the thought. Y eah, that was what he wanted all right, what he'd wanted dl hislife.



His own car, atop-of-the-line computer, and lots of babes chasing him. After years of being Cal the
drone, Cd the hacker, Cal the guy you copied your homework from, hed finally be someone important.

It sucked being such asocid midfit. Tdl, scrawny, gawky. All through high schoal hisonly friends had
been computer geeks. HEd never even had agirlfriend.

But it wasn't Cdl'sfault. After dl, hed grown up on that stupid commune. Nobody el se had been forced
to live with parents who were poets and back-to-nature fresks.

And then there was his brother. Dan. Mr. Overprotective.

Don't bother Cal. He has homework to do.

Don't bother Cal. He can't be out late at night.

Like held get besten up going to some movie or to a concert with abunch of friends.
Like hed ever had a bunch of friends,

"Why don't you just get back to work?" Greg said, dmost gently. "I'll make you something to edt, to
keep you going. What do you want? The usud ?'

Y eah, the usud. Ca nodded,

"I'll ask the boss about the DVD player,” Harry said, walking to the bedroom door. "No problem.
Should have an answer after lunch.”

"One sandwich coming up,” Greg said. "Turkey okay?"

"Fine," Ca said. His menu for the past week had consisted of fat-free turkey, roast beef, and chicken.
Just once, held redlly like an olive-and-tuna pizza

With the agentsfinally gone, he shut the door and walked to the window. He parted the white lace
curtains, stared at therolling desert that stretched past the barbed-wire security fence. It seemed to go on
forever, mounds of glimmering neon sand spilling into the huge white sun far beyond. Giant cacti poked
from the sand. Squat M ojave yuccas, spiky and weird, looked like bones dripping with frail flesh, baking
endlesdy in the soundless sweep of neon haze.

Even with the climate control turned to maximum, Cal could fed the waves of heat pressing at the glass
window. It was nearly unbearable.

He returned to his makeshift desk, ahuge dab of plywood resting on gray cinderblocks. It looked
strange sitting in the center of afancy bedroom complete with leather chairs, blue throw rug, and lace
curtains, but the guest house hadn't been furnished with acomputer center. They'd improvised.

Except for the dedicated modem line, there wasn't even a phone. |solation and secrecy—typical NSA
paranoia. Ca's computer didn't even have the software that would alow him to place smple phone cdls.
He could easily download what he wanted, or whip it up from scratch, but he saw no point. This
government project was his big chance. There was no way he was going to get caught talking to his
brother, Dan, or any of hisfriends. No way he was going to screw thisup.

The agents didn't even use cdllular phones—too easily tapped, they said. All calls had to be made on the
secure line from the house on the hill.

Cd gretched arubber band, then wound itthrough his hair, twisting the swesaty messinto a ponytail.



When he got back to San Jose, held get abuzz cut. Always, in the past, held liked hishair long. To hide
hisface. After caking this hei, though, he wouldn't have to hide from anyone.

Mr. Ingersoll wanted to make the Internet Security Department Sit up and take notice, Cal would have
them falling off their chairs. HeEd prove that hackersruled the world. Hed provethat he ruled the world.

Make aname for yoursalf on the Web, and people in ahundred countries knew who you were. Ca was
tired of being invisble.
Even the hackers on VileSpawn knew little about him. It cracked him up, redlly. A few subtle clues, and

they thought he wasin his twenties, a college dropout, a hacker with years of experience. Nobody but
Jeremy knew he had just graduated high school and had no intention of bothering with college.

Even Jeremy, hisonly red friend, treated Cd like alittle kid. Just because Jeremy was older and had all
those degrees. Jeremy didn't mind using Cd, though—to pull off the heavyweight stuff on hisbig projects.

And Dan—he wasn't abouit to tell anyone about the code Cal had created for hisbusiness. Nor was Cal
stupid enoughtolist that program on hisresume.

Cd wasdwaysinvishle.

He settled into the black upholstered chair in front of the computer. The leather suck to his skin, but he
ignored it. Hisfingers danced across the keys.

Hetried to bring up aLaguna Savings Web page, but failed. Someone at the bank must be screwing
around, maybe updating hit stats or something. The server wasflaking.

No biggie, just aminor annoyance. Ca logged onto acomputer at Newport Beach Financid. As
superuser—god with total access—he popped to the main server, where he displayed a Web page.
Therewas no risk of detection. No one would ever know he wasthere.

Despite dl the software security used, the page still had plenty of holes. Y ears ago, Java had done the
ampletrick of cracking the server right off Web pages. Then had come ActiveX. Now there were
dozens of new technologiesthat let Cal hack Web sites, His personal favorite was Control Freak. That
little baby had been a godsend to hackers.

Control Freak applicationsran all over the Web. Y ou can't enter this Web site unless you enable
ControlFreak. Who could resist a Control-Freak site? Everyone enabled Control Freak.

Interactive, top-speed virtua reality*, complete with voice chats, movies, diding pands, dribbling goo,
and awesome mongters. Ca had spent hours chatting with Jeremy in Control Freak sites. Cd dways
turned Jeremy into amonster, who in turn attacked Cdl's avatar—a muscled guy alot like
Greg—whenever Cd said something Jeremy didn't like.

Control Freak also provided asimple way to break into a bank.

The Lagunabank had provided employees unrestricted outgoing Net access. It was Smpleto scan for a
worker who had viewed an Internet Control Freak page. All you had to do was imbed a one-bit by
one-bit hidden Control Freak blip on ajazzed Site, then wait for abank employee to hit the site. Then you
could capture the employee's user-name and password, log onto the bank server as the employee. From
there, it was baby play to capture bank account transactions.

But Cdl didn't need Control Freak to crack the Lagunabank server. And besides, at Laguna Savings,
someone had plugged the Freak gaps along time ago.



All Ca needed was amicrodice of info, and he'd grabbed that last night. Sure, the bank had changed its
passwords. Big dedl.

Hed sniffed the raw Ethernet lines for packets with log-ins and passwords. Presto. Any jerk could get an
Ethernet sniffer, free off the Net, by anonymousfiletransfer.

Decryption of the new password file had been smple enough. A few calsto the getpwent system
program, and bam, Cal knew where the shadowed password was hidden, He decrypted the superuser
password in die usua way, took two minutes.

People were so scared of stuff like Control Fresk. They just didn't redlize the truth. They never had. No
matter what method was used — even Rivest-Shamir-Adleman crypto, the so-called fail-safe
RSA—hackerslike Cd cracked it. Ethernet sniffing and password cracking; it was the easy route to
millions. Siphon fifty centsfrom each of amillion accounts, and what did you get? Five hundred thousand
bucks. With nobody the wiser.

But that wasn't theway Ca operated. He was working for the government. Doing NSA business. Strictly
legit.

And for now, no Net hopping. It wouldn't be agood ideato let Harry catch him at that again. Ca was
only alowed to Net hop in the course of government business.

On the other hand, what harm was allittle fun? Harry-- was a dweeb. And Ca wouldn't let himsdf be
caught again.

On the Newport Beach Financia server, sgned on as superuser, Ca inserted some fun stuff that
mischievoudy changed customer buttons.

Enter account number became Enter driver's license number per IRSregulation 25208-B.

It never hurt to get license numbers. He could use licensesto get any information he wanted. About girls,
for ingtance, like their full medical higtories pulled from insurancefiles, their physical dimensons...

If only he could find his dream babe, someone like the virtua-Net star, Mistie Lane.

Of course, Mistie wasn't real, but who cared? She was an awesome piece of 3-D imagery. Programmed
to look and sound and react any way you wanted her. Mistie was United Cable Network's hottest star,
red or virtud,

A few minutes spent with Mistie wouldn't disrupt the NSA schedule, Ca decided. At least, not much.
Dropping out of the Newport bank server, he typed View United Cable Network publicity photon.
With the touch of an icon, he downloaded the Mistie 3-D library from the UCN publicity site. These
were from Migti€sinternationd hit show, Beach Babe, Private Eye. Each library offered Midtieasa
different nationdity: Itaian, Japanese, French, Cambodian, American, and so on.

Cal touched the American Migtie library icon. She appeared on his screen in classic Beach Babe form:
tangled black hair faling halfway down her back, huge black eyeslit by raw sexud fire. Gyratingina
microbikini, cavorting on abeach, saring Cd straight in the eyes, begging him to touch her. He touched.
She writhed. Then she giggled and scampered away.

He missed his persond Midtielibrary, which he had stored on his computer back in San Josg, filled with
custom-coded Midties. There he could have felt her hot skin beneath hisfingers. Smelled her. Drank her
in.



Still, thiswas better than nothing.

The door to the kitchen banged open, causing the thin walls of the guest cottage to shake. "Lunchis
ready."

Cd's heart nearly exploded. Lost in his dreams, held forgotten Greg was just down the hall.

He hit the closeicon. Migti€'simage disappeared. He jumped from the chair, his skinny body shaking like
the plywood walls, asthe NSA agent came through the door,

"Working aready?' Greg asked as he set the turkey sandwich and two colas on the desk. Somehow,
though, Greg seemed to know better.

"Uh, yeah, redlly pushing,” Ca answered. He grabbed the sandwich and took a huge bite. Hiswords
came out muffled around the wad of turkey. "But the music would redlly help. And | need privacy, Greg.
It's hard for me to concentrate when someone barges into the room."

"Til get you themusic, Cal. Promise. But no more screwing around. Timeistight." Greg lowered his
voice to awhisper. "Probably | shouldn't tell you this, but we're buddies, right? They've been talking
about finding someone elseif you can't finish the job. Some other hacker, like TerMight or Mercy. The
bossis starting to get nervous you're going to blow the big deadline.”

Someone else?
"Il doit, I'll doit," Cal said, nearly choking on hisfood. "Tell Mr. Ingersoll I'll get everything done.”

"I've got absolutefaith in you, Ga." Greg dapped Cd on the back, a man-to-man macho thing, then
sgueezed his shoulder tightly. " So don't screw up. Prove meright.”

Greg grabbed an issue of Sports Illustrated from the nightstand. ™Y ou can have dl the privacy you want,
kid. I'll bein my bedroom if you need me,"

With that, Greg left the room, and Ca found himsdlf |eft alone once again, to consder what had been
sad.

As he calmed down, Ca was more acutely aware than ever of the isolation in which he was working. It
was claustrophobic, being shut up like this.

Outside, the yuccatrees baked. The sun caressed the sand. Shimmering waves of blast-furnace air rose
off the desert floor. Not even alizard moved in the intense afternoon hest.

Inside, the guest house was too clean, too nest, too proper for ahacker like Cdl. It reminded him of the
hospital held stayed in ten years ago, after the big fire. Antiseptic. Stexile.

Cal had to get out of here, and soon, or held go nuts.

It wastimeto get down and dirty, finish the job. Life had pushed him around long enough. Dan, Jeremy,
everyone used him for their own purposes. They claimed they meant well, but Cal never got any of the
benefits. It wastime for him to get the rewards,

The sandwich sat on a sterile white plate, layered with turkey, lettuce, and tomato. Greg believed in
hedlthy meals. Ca longed for greasy tacos and cheese fries. He needed ajnnk-food fix.

How much more of this could he take?



Over the next three days, he had to finish thefirst part of the project: arrange the transfer of abillion
dollars, untraceabl e, to the numerous secured bank accounts set up by the government guys. Then,
afterward, having proved the threat wasredl, he'd transfer al the dough back.

From hisfile of customer credit card numbers, Cal chose afew select ones belonging to people who had
more money than they could manage. Millionaires lounging on Newport Beach in tight-security mansions.
He withdrew five million from each of their bank accounts.

Child'splay.
Boring.

It had taken only an evening's work to break the bank's credit card numbers. All cards still used the old
Luhn Check Digit Algorithm. Any card with an even number of digitswas easily cracked: Ca doubled
every odd-numbered digit, and if the result exceeded nine, he subtracted nine. Instant credit card
number.

The method he gpplied to cards with an odd number of digits was dmost identical. And he could dways
spot a Newport Savings number. It contained the digits 4555.

Digicards werejust as easy to break. Hackers everywhere were breaking them and living the good life.
But that was afreaking bore chore.

And Gd was no thief.

What held done for Dan, well, that had been a special case. Dan was his brother, for God's sake.

"Thisisn't work for amateurs, kid. We need areal pro." That'swhat Greg had said when held first
contacted Cal about the job. The government guys had E-mailed him through the Vile Spawn bulletin
board. Cal aways hung out there, aguru's guru. "Not only do you have to heat bank security, but you
gotta steer clear of 1SD, too. We're out to give them ared test. Their programmerswill treat you asthe
enemy, do anything they can to stop you."

Greg and Harry had met with him in person and told him about the job. They'd been standing near the
volleybal nets on the beach at Santa Cruz. All around them girls had sauntered by—Ilong-legged girlsin
tiger-print thongs, string bikinis that conceal ed nothing. The agents seemed not to notice. Thelr eyes,
hidden behind dark sunglasses, never leaCal.

They flashed some fancy papers and badgesfor hisinspection. Working for the Nationa Security
Agency, they were hyper legit, cool dogsin shades, musclebrains. Big boyswith big bucks to spend for
theright talent.

"Sure, I'll doit,” Ca had replied, even as he watched agirl smoothing lotion on her tanned ssomach. "Y ou
cameto theright man."

But now, despite his bragging, Ca was growing impatient. He wanted to finish the job and return to his
gpartment. He hated the desert, and Greg and Harry weren't hisidea of grest company.

And the guns bothered him. Both Harry and Greg carried guns— deek stedly things nestled in shoulder
holsters. Gunsthey cleaned alot.

"It's part of the job," Greg had said. "Can't be an NSA agent and not carry agun. We're just like cops.
Required to be prepared at all times. Even in the middle of the desert. Nothing to worry about. We're not



expecting trouble.”
Nonetheless, Cd hadn't felt any better. The guns made him red nervous.

But what worried him mogt of al wasthe fact that Mr. Ingersoll knew al about the work Cal had done
for Dan. Turned out, it was that code that had origindly attracted NSA attention.

One word from Mr. Ingersoll, and Cd and Dan weretoast. Eveniif it wasn't for the big money, Cal
would have been forced to do thisjob. Whether heliked it or not, he was stuck here until the project
was over.

It was timeto get back to work. But first, héld dia into VileSpawn.

There held get aquick fix, adose of superguru power that would help him forge through the long night of
hacking off Helraze.

Helogged on as Cavin, the handle he dways used for idle hacks. It was the name he preferred, unless
he was superhacking. When he was in superhack mode, he was far morefierce, and used ahandle
nobody could trace.

@>>>>----

A dead black rose scrolled onto the screen. Cd's fingers froze on the keys. He couldn't believe what he
was seeing, alog-on message that proclaimed:

Hailstorm dead from suicide. Yesterday, in Seattle.

Hailstorm? Larry Chomsky, the guy who aong with Jeremy had helped Ca perfect his genetic code? He
was dead?

Impossible. They'd been hanging out in a Control Freak room just six days ago, the night before Ca had
left for the desert. Larry had been fine, redlly cool. He couldn't be dead.

Ca scanned the rest of the messages. He blinked when he came across one about Griswald. Someone
on the Net was worried about Griswa d.Who? Why?

Cal was Griswald. His ater ego was a Net scourge, a code-sniffing demon. Unbeatable, unstoppable,
Griswald was a Net ghogt, a hacker who did anything he wanted and got away with it, nice and clean,
without atrace. There was no reason that anyone on VileSpawn should be searching for him.

No reason at all,
7

Picking up speed, Judy gunned the Veux Plus down the wide, four-lane highway. It had been along time
since she'd driven anew car. She'd forgotten how fast they moved. "Good getaway car,” she muttered,
as she swept aong the cliffs overhanging the ocean, speeding north toward Newport Beach. No reason
to leave the area. By now, the shooting would have cops al over the place. It wouldn't be long before it
was safe to return home and figure out exactly what this mess was abouit.

Thelocd police were okay, the honest ones at least. They could manage drug busts and traffic tickets
fine. But, Tony Tuskaand Paul Smith had claimed to be 1SD. No way, not with those guns. The truth
would come out. Still, the two men had known her handle. The only way they could have learned that
was from confidential security-clearance files. Was the government somehow involved? It would take



more than the L aguna Beach Police Department to piece thingstogether. In dl likeihood, Judy would
haveto dig up thered story hersdlf.

Theair was cool, and it hel ped clear her head. The sky waswarm azure, set with tiny pearl clouds.
Down on the beach, bright bikinisand silk swim trunks glowed under the hot sun of the late afternoon.
Mothers dug in the sand with their children.

She glanced at the car's Net console, reading the script asit scrolled across the screen. The sound was
turned off, the way she preferred. She found it too distracting having avoice constantly talking to her,
interrupting the newsto warn her that she was driving too fast.

Westher:

Clear - 85 degreesand rising.

Sports: who cared? News:

Late-break ingreport- Plunder at Laguna Crescent.
follow.

The car swerved, almost shot over the diff into the ocean. Judy jerked the whedl, regaining control, trying
to steer and Stare at the screen at the sametime.

Police are witholding the full details of the shoot-
ing until the dead man'srelatives have been con-

tacted- Currently-, an all-pointsbulletin has been issued for Judith Carmodyn a tenant in the
building wher e the shooting took place- Sheisafemale Caucasan in her mid-twenties-i five
feet two inchesn with

long auburn hair, last seen wearing orange shortsand
a bluebikini top, driving a white Pontiac Velux Plux.
Authorities have issued a statemnt that sheiscon-
sidered armed and danger ous-

Judy cursed as an empty pit formed in her somach.

Tuskaand Smith had killed Trev and blamed her for the crime, It wasincredible, but true. And nobody
put together aframe so fast without megatons of official cooperation, Tuska and Smith had to he FBI. Or
NSA.

One thing was certain: she couldn't go to the cops.

Fear. Uncertainty. Thiswasn't aredlity Judy liked. Smith, the crazy one, had said she wastoo smart for
her own good. What had he meant? She needed time—to puzzle it through, figure out who was behind
this lunacy. But time was the one commodity she didn't have.

Whatever craziness was taking place, Judy was entirely on her own. She'd dwaystold Steve Sanchez
that she didn't need anyone. Now she had to proveit, One mistake, one wrong move, and she was dead.



She could aready imagine the headline: hacker killed resisting arrest, Judy had to disappear. She couldn't
trust anybody. Especialy thosein authority.

She cut acrosstraffic and pulled onto the shoulder of the highway. Just in case, shelet the car idleinthe
gas-economy mode. There were plenty of other cars parked on the side of theroad, their driversrelaxing
in the sunshine, car CD playersblaring. It was atypica Caiforniaafternoon. Nobody had any reason to
notice her as she sat hunched in her seat. Shetried to look casua as sheissued instructionsto her netpad.

The netpad was al the muscle she needed to cruise the Internet, raiding very specific Sites. With its
cdlular modem and high-speed CPU, the tiny computer really was a hacker's dream tool.

A dticker on the dashboard identified the car as having been rented from the Avisoutlet at LAX. It took
Judy only afew secondsto break into their main computer. A quiet scan of records assured her that the
Laguna Beach cops hadn't yet done atrace and search on her vehicle. Fourth Amendment paperwork
took nearly an hour tofile.

Asahacker, shewasn't bound by any such legd redtrictions.

Three commands switched the ID numbers of her car with those of one th;it wasin the shop for repairs.
When the copsfindly did put out atrace, thetrail would lead in the wrong direction. It wasasimple
trick, but one that alowed her to use the car without fear, at least for awhile.

Digging further in the rentd files, Judy pulled up the vehiclés origind rental form. It was crimind trespass,
but that wasthe least of her worries.

The car had been rented earlier that same day by Tony Tuska, whose place of resdence waslisted as
New Y ork City. Judy downloaded Tuskas persond data, including his driver'slicense number and credit
card info. That would alow her to run acheck on both. She noted that he gave his occupation as
independent contractor.

An atached file listed asecond driver for the car. Paul Smith, of Batimore, Maryland. Hisdriver's
license number was dso provided. And his occupation, again independent contractor.

A tag at the bottom of the form caught her eye. The car had been rented at LAX, for three days. Point of
return, however, was listed as San Jose.

San Jose. Where Griswald lived. Another hacker who had been reported missing.

Three days? Today was Tuesday- The car was due in San Jose on Friday morning. Lessthan
seventy-two hours. Not much time, especidly given thelong drive north up the coast highway. Even
inland, it took most of aday. Whatever Tuska and Smith planned to do, they meant to finish it quickly.

Judy pulled out of the Avis agency computer. Next, she did a credit search on Tony Tuska. As a security
specidist, Judy had assembled a .file of corporate passwords that enabled her to access the financia
history of anyone who conducted business over the Net. That meant just about everyonein the world.

Anyone could access this sort of information, redly. All it took was aquick and perfectly legal peek at
the Securities and Exchange Commission's on-line database. There, any bozo could locate income tax
files, salaries, bonuses, stock options, and even unlisted phone numbersfor the top dogs who ran mgor
corporations.

Even smd| bananas, like independent operators with government contracts, were listed in the SEC
database. And if not there, they were definitely to be found— in great detail —on the pages that
described government contracts.



Judy had removed her own persond data from the SEC and government contract pages |ong ago.
Damned if she was going to have her private phone numbers, private atistics, and medica history laid
bare on the wide-open, freak-haunted Net,

Theinformation for Tony Tuska came up indicating asquesky clean record. He lived in an expensive
gpartment in Manhattan, spent money in fine restaurants, did agood amount of traveling throughout the
United States, paid hisbills on time every month. His credit and digicard applications listed his profession
asinvestment andyst. No employer was listed.

A steady thrum whirled above her car.
It was ahelicopter.
The police.

She tucked the still-open netpad beneath her [aptop case. Then shelowered her head, pretended to be
napping in the car, like many of the loungers parked around her. She waited, fully expecting a
loudspeaker to demand that sheimmediately get out of the car. She gazed at the steering whedl. Could
she somehow elude the cops in traffic? With computerized dispatching, it seemed aworthless hope.

Ten seconds, twenty seconds, thirty seconds. Judy remained motionless, anticipating the worst. Nothing
happened. Gradually, the noise overhead |essened, as the helicopter moved north. Peering through the
windshield, Judy spotted the call |etters of aloca radio station emblazoned across the bottom of the

helicopter.
Shelaughed from relief. She was getting way too paranoid.
Back to Tuskass credit report.

On the surface, everything read just fine. No bad checks, no late payments, not ahint of credit risk. The
closest thing she could find to alie was that Tuska'sweight was listed at 195. Wishful thinking. Thewhole
report was very amusing.

Shedidn't bdieve aword of it.

Reaching across the seat, Judy flipped open her 1aptop and turned on the power. A smple sensor
hooked the computer to the netpad. With the touch of akey, Judy sent CreditCheck—a powerful
Internet search engine—sniffing for Tony Tuskasfinancid profile. Created by the 1SD to detect credit
card scams, the program was the scourge of con artists throughout the world.

Twenty-three seconds later, Tony Tuskas credit history began to unravel. A vivid pattern of red lights,
indicating false or unverified credit references, flashed acrossthe screen. A string of green pinpoints
identified large cash transfers from unidentified sources, al taking place within the past few weeks. On
the surface, Tony Tuskamay have appeared legit, but in redlity, hisidentity waslessthan thirty daysold.

Thiswas standard operating procedure for fred ancers who did work for the government. Judy knew the
riff. Accept an assignment, create an identity, Finish the job, wipethe date clean.

Her redl problem was discovering which department Tuskawas working for. Unfortunately, dl the big
agencies knew the dangers of leaving electronic trails. They did their recruiting by persona contact.

Stll, Tony Tuskawas clumsy. He hadn't killed her, had he? Hed wasted alot of time, gabbing with his
partner, Paul Smith. The two were doppy, had let agirl escape, agirl without weapons, while they had
guns.



And Tuska hadn't wiped his on-line date clean. There was plenty there for Judy to uncover. Kind of
carelessfor agovernment agent,

evenfor afredancer.

Judy dropped his records from her screen. Sheld confirmed that he wasn't working on his own. For the
moment, she'd have to assume he actualy was with some branch of the United States government. But
why did the government want her dead?

She debated destroying Tony Tuskas credit, cutting off hisdigi-cards, aswell as hisdriver'slicense. She
could siphon all the cash from his bank accounts and even identify' him as a deadbesat parent—one who
owed thousands in child support. It wouldn't take more than the touch of afew icons. Asahacker, she
had the power to destroy hislife. She shrugged. Unfortunately, Tuskawasn't red. He was afdse identity,
onethat could be discarded whenever necessary. If she wiped out his credit, the bearded man would
merely become someone else. If anything, hed become more difficult to trace. Leaving him done was
best.

What Judy had to do, and right away, wasfill her gastank, change her appearance, get some food, and
make it to San Jose.

She pacl ced the netpad into her |aptop case and stashed the equipment beneath the front seat. A few
seconds fiddling with the dashboard computer changed the door password to TerMight. Then, she
stepped into the sunshine, locking the car behind her.

A young boy tossed a pink rubber basebdll to hisfather. The bal went wild, flew over the dliff toward the
ocean. The boy started crying.

Nobody paid attention to Judy.

Shewalked quickly past the father and son, past the scattered sun worshipers perched on their cars,
baking in the heat. She headed for a Discount Mart that sat across Route 1.

With the Laguna accounts al messed up, and her digicard usdless, she had to find an dternative.

She had some options. Like old-time phone cards, digicards had identification numbers conceded
beneath sealed plastic. And like old-time phone cards, digicards often were used as prizesto reward
people for buying six-packs of cola, rival laundry detergents, and just about everything ese—even
hemorrhoid ointments.

Throwaway cards. Use them to buy ten bucks worth of whatever, then toss them in the garbage.

Judy pushed open the stedl and glass door of the Discount Mart, The clerk, aguy about her age, flashed
abored smile at her, then returned to stocking shelves by the register.

The store was pretty empty. Not many customers on anice afternoon like this. One giggling and
near-naked girl buying suntan oil. An old guy leafing through magazines.

The colaaide was up front, too risky. Besides, the security cameras kept that area under constant
aurveillance. But there were no camerasin the hemorrhoid aide near the back.

Judy strolled down the aide, and quietly ripped open afew packages of Dr. Frond's Electrostatic
Anti-Inflammatory Hemorrhoid Cream. Y eah, like it was el ectrostatic —but what the heck, people
bought any-



thing if it was advertised as revolutionary. And thisjunk cost awhopping twenty bucks a pop.

These were ten-buck digicards. She removed afew, stuffed them in her pocket. Then she moved to the
cosmeticsaide, A portly old woman with blue-black veins was sudying blue-black hair rinses. The
woman, standing therein size 50 shorts and aman's Tiger Minileague baseball shirt, avoided Judy's eyes,
probably embarrassed that she colored her hair. Ridiculous, asif anyonewould believe that a
seventy-year-old woman with blue-black hair was sporting her natural color.

Judy had never done athing to her own hair, hadn't even cut it since she was akid. She knew nothing
about hair dyes.

"Need help, dear?’

Judy jumped, swiveed. The woman was standing afew inches away, peering at her now. Her brown
eyes seemed to say, | know who you are, | know what you're doing ...

Paranoid. Judy was being paranoid again. She fought her nerves. "I want something razz, anew look,"
shesad, trying to sound punk and silly. She even giggled, feding absurd.

Trembling fingers, long and wrinkled, reached and stroked Judy's hair. "But you have beautiful hair, dear.
Why do anything toit? 1 once had beautiful hair, too."

Judy grabbed a bottle of greenish-yellow something from the shelf and backed away. And for show, a
bottle of green glitter gel. The woman grimaced and turned back to her blue-black dyes.

No cola cards. Make the purchase; get out of the store.

Judy gavethe clerk afreebie digicard freshly stolen from the hemorrhoid packages. He didn't even blink,
Just took it, zipped it through the register, announced, "Fifty centsleft,” and handed her the dyesina
brown bag.

No food, no cola, no gas, but she still had twenty bucksin free digi-card dough to use later, farther up
the road toward San Jose.

She crouched by a garbage bin behind the Discount Mart. Read the back of the greenish-yellow dye
bottle. Apply thoroughly, let soak into hair for an hour, rinse.

She squeezed the goo out of the bottle and massaged it into her hair. That done, she hurried back across
Route 1 to the stolen car. It waslocked and secure. Getting in, Judy checked that her laptop was safe.

She noticed the boy and father were now staring at her. Must be her weird wet hair, al the goofy colors,
Timeto move on, head north.

Judy started the car and cruised back up Route 1, past the ocean and on top of the cliffs, watching the
sunlight dancing on the sparkling sand, the kids playing on the beach, the loungersidling and flirting.

As she drove, she again pulled out her netpad and continued searching for clues about Tony Tuska.
Using acarefully established search pattern sheld devel oped over the years, Judy shifted into the
American Airlinesflight records. Every airline saved passenger listsfor thirteen monthsin case of medical
and security checks. American ran afly-and-drive promotion with Avis. If Tony Tuskahad arrived at
LAX that morning, it seemed probable hed flown American.

Again, searching through passenger lissswas afederd crime. The airlines had invested billionsin
near-fool proof firewalls and encryption systems that were supposed to make sure their datawas



untouchable. But Judy had helped design dozens of smilar systems. When necessary, she could bresk
into filesanywhere.

Sheran aname scan on dl incoming flights from Sesttle. In an ingtant, her [aptop beeped, indicating a
match. Tony Tuska had arrived at 12:40 in the afternoon on adirect flight from Sea-Tac. Judy flipped
through the seat assgnments. He had sat in 14C. The passenger in 14B had been Paul Smith.

Judy wished she knew Hailstorm's real name. Still, how many suicides could have occurred in Sesttle
during the past few days?

Only two suicides had been listed during the past forty-eight hours. Judy pulled up the police reports on
both. She instantly dismissed Natasha Hemsky, a sixty-seven-year-old widow, depressed by the recent
death of her husband. Which |eft Lawrence Chomsky, a computer game designer, forty-eight, found
dead in his apartment Monday afternoon, the victim of amassve Flashpowder overdose.

Chomsky evidently had along history of drug use, with arrests dating back to the turn of the century. A
former girlfriend, interviewed at the game design workshop where held been fredancing, clamed that
Chomsky had been drug free for more than ayear. Still, there had been enough of the deadly powder in
hislungsto kill three people, and investigators had found ahdf-filled vid in Chomsky's pants pocket.

Since Chomsky had left no suicide note and had been in reasonably good hedlth, thefile officidly listed
his cause of death as accidenta. Judy had aterrible fedling that the names of that accident were Tuska
and Smith.

Most people booked dl flightsfor atrip a the same time, generdlly on the same airline. Records showed
that Tony Tuskaand Paul Smith had first arrived in Seettle Sunday evening on American Airlinesflight
149. Hailstorm had died on Monday. Today—Tuesday— Tuskaand Smith had arrived in Los Angeles.
On Friday morning, the Velux Plus was due to be returned in San Jose.

Judy flipped through the departure lists for Friday afternoon and evening. Tony Tuska showed up on a6
p.m. flight back to New Y ork City. Paul Smith was booked for Baltimore on the red-eye leaving at
midnight.

Stay intown just long enough to get paid. A satchd filled with cash, in small bills. Judy knew the routine.
Sometimes the government and the rnob both handled covert operationsin similar fashion. Judy held the
exact same opinion of both organizations. Scum was scum, no matter who paid the bills.

Thiswas like peding an artichoke. Pull back one layer of leavesto reved the layer underneath. Thenrip
off those frondsto digplay yet another row. And so on and so on until you finaly reached the heart.

But thiswas no chef's chore. It was murder. Hailstorm had been first on the list. Judy had been second,
but Trev had died in her place. Was Griswald third? Had he somehow discovered he was marked for
death, and pulled avanishing act? Judy didn't know, But sheintended to find out.

Shelooked at the Net console, touched the news icon. Big debate going on, aspecia report with top
commentators from both the | eft-and right-wing strands of the news media: Judith Carmody,, murder
suspect- fill on the loose-Tied to the underground hacker organization Vile-

Spawn, where computer felons are known to trade pornography and tips for bombs and biological
warfare.

What ajoke. Y eah, porno, bombs, poison—stock in trade for even-hacker. Some people were so
Supid,



Porno was for people like her dad. It destroyed families, If there had been any porno on VileSpawn,
Judy wouldn't be there. And besides, VileSpawn didn't alow graphics, only text—fast information, no
frills

With much of Laguna Beach in chaos due to bank digicard mafunctions, businesses are desperate today.
Top-sdling items: six-packs of colaand beer.

And what about Dr. Frond's hemorrhoid ointments? Free digicardsin those, too. Fortunately, none of
them came from Laguna Savings. Jose had sure screwed things up royaly.

Digita Information Response Team has been cdled in White House DIRT czar Josephina Shimidt joins
Bradley Barrington in calling the Lagunadigicard mess "outright information terrorism-" Says Shmidt-.
"These people stop a nothing- Organized crime outfits are now our heaviest users of computer
networks-, pushing everything from live touch-and-fed to smut to drugs.”

Y eah, the Net, an evil, carna den of filth. So why did everyonein theworld use it so much? Why did
people buy stuff off the Net, watch televison on the Net, make private phone cals on the Net, do al
their banking transactions on the Net?

Next they'd be claming that all hackerswereinto Sand M and drove chip prongsinto their scalps, just
for fun. Or that al hackerswereinto acid rock and had neon hair.

Neon hair. She had to wash out the Etch-o, or she'd end up looking worse than Jose.

Judy pulled off" the road again, and parked in a deserted nook overhanging the cliff. The sun was
beginning to dip close to the horizon. She made her way down the steep incline, following an overgrown
path of spiked weedsthat diced into her unprotected legs. Blood dribbled down her calves. Wasthisan
Sand M hacker, or what?

The beach was only adiver of sand here, the ocean roaring right up to itslip. The water was cold, salty.
She went down on one knee and ducked her head under, gagged, but flushed the greenish-yelow gunk
from her hair.

Scrabbling back up the incline, she clutched the thorny weeds to pull hersdf forward. Her hands were
bleeding and raw, and sticky with dye and sat water. She wiped them on her shorts. Findly, she
returned, panting, to the stolen car.

She peered at hersdlf in the rearview mirror. Her hair was greenish-yellow. Already.

What the heck. Why stop hafway? She opened the bottle of green glitter and worked somein, did her
hair up right. Let the anti-Net goons think what they wanted. Now, she looked like all hackersdid to
them.

Next step: run and hide.

There were plenty of backersin San Jose, people she knew from VileSpawn. Somehow, shed manage
to hook up with them. With their help, sheld locate Griswald and discover if he knew the truth about
Tuskaand Smith.

It wasn't much of gpian. Still, it was better than nothing.

She flipped open the netpad, accessed an Internet outdiaer, one of the thousands of modems fregly
available to anyone who spent the time to find the outdiaer list on the Net. Fakeout mailer: that wasthe
ticket. She did atelnet to port 25 of auniversity Web server in Michigan, caled



hersdlfblahblah@bl ow.edu. Her message: Need help. Innocent. On the run. TerMight. Maybe
somehow sheld luck out and a VileSpawn hacker would see her message and come up with away to
help.

She didn't know what elseto do. At least, not for now. But she wasn't going to give up easily. There was
no way Trev'skillers were going to squash Judy Carmody and walk away free. No way.

She might be scared out of her mind, but Judy Carmody—rather, Ter Might—never made promises she
didn't keep. Tuska and Smith were going to pay.

8

"Company's here," Harry announced, pushing open the door to Gal's bedroom. The big man grinned,
white teeth gleaming againgt dark-leather skin. "How's thisfor results, Nikonchik? The boss himslf's
cometo listen to your complaints.”

Cd's head jerked up from the computer monitor. The last person he had expected to see today was Bob
Ingersoll. The project chief rarely came to the guest house without advance notice.

"Hello, Cavin," the NSA agent said. Mr. Ingersoll was the only person who used Cd's full name. He
talked like a palitician; thoughtful, dignified, and, Ca mused, totaly fake.

"Harry sayswe've been working you too hard,” Mr. Ingersoll continued, walking across the smal room
to the lace-curtained windows. Pushing the dainty white cloth to one side, he stared at the desert. "He
tellsmeyou want aDVD player — for entertainment.”

"If it's not too much trouble, sir," Ca sputtered. Nobody called Mr. Ingersoll Bob — not to hisface. Not
even Harry or Greg. Hewas dways Mr. Ingersoll, or ar. Ca didn't believeintitles. All hislifehed caled
histeachers and hisfriends parents by their first names. But here he made an exception. Therewas
something about the soft-spoken man that gave Cal the cregps. He was definitely agir.

Mr. Ingersoll drew in adeep breath. He never spoke quickly. Slender, a shade over Ca's own six fest,
he had jet-black hair and deep brown eyes. He was dway's perfectly groomed, even on a sweltering day
like today. He wore atweed charcoa suit, a blue eggshell shirt, and maroon tie. Bob Ingersoll refused to
swedt.

"l see no problem with your request. If it'll help you concentrate, it sounds like agreet idea.”

Still standing at the window, the project chief turned to face Cal. He had athin face, along nose, and
skin that had been shaved so smoothly it seemed prepubescent. The guy looked like a grown-up
choirboy. Hislips parted in the dightest of smiles, " Seemsto me you've been working awfully hard
without abregk, Cavin. Don't forget, I've been in thisbusinessalong time. 1 know it'stough to be
locked into a project day and night. Y ou start going stir-crazy after three or four days of constant
pressure.”

"I'm not used to the silence," Cd said truthfully, "No offense to Harry and Greg," he added hurriedly.
""They'refine company. Just fine. But, thisdesart isdriving me nuts. 1t's o ... quiet. Not likemy placein

Mr. Ingersoll twisted the gold ring on hisfinger, the finger where most men wore wedding bands. But this
ring had nothing to do with awife. It waswide with aruby set in the middle and letters—NSA— clearly
etched in fancy script over the sone. He lifted the ringed hand, and let the curtains drop to cut the glare,
blocking the view of Joshuatrees and yuccas,



The shift in light cast strange shadows on the walls of the small room. Cal's head began to throb. He
pressed hispams over hiseyes, let awave of dizziness rise and then recede.

When he opened hiseyes, Mr. Ingersoll was standing behind him. "Have you been on VileSpawn lately?"
the NSA agent asked. Despite the fact that he had moved closer, his voice seemed to be coming from a
million milesaway.

"Just for aminute today,” Cal confessed, trying to keep his voice steady. "1 needed a break."

Mr. Ingersoll nodded. "No problem. | understand. Y ou saw the message inquiring asto your
wheregbouts?"

"Yeah," Cd said, "l suredid. Have no ideawho posted it, Maybe TerMight. Wasn't Hailstorm, He's
dead."

"I saw that, too," Mr. Ingersoll said. Hisvoice, usudly firm and tight, softened. Helaid ahand on Cd's
shoulder. "Sorry, Calvin, 1 know hewasyour friend. If you like, I'll do some checking. Cdl the Sesttle
Police Department for more information. Once they hear I'm with the NSA, they'll tell me anything | want
to know/'

"I'd gppreciate that," Cd said. "Thanks."

"Y ou understand, of course," Mr. Ingersoll said, "that you can't answer whoever was asking about you.
I'm sure the 1SD suspects you're our top gun on this project. If you break cover, they'll beonusina
minute. Squash the project flat. Y ou need to stay underground until the job'sfinished. No
communications, Cavin. Right?'

"Yes, gr," Cd sad. "You're paying the bills."

"You're under alot of pressure.” Mr, Ingersoll settled into the adjacent black leather chair and swiveled
to face Cal. "We can't afford to blow the heist. Internet Security is breathing down our necks. They
consider thiswhole operation awaste of money. It hasto be done right. No shortcuts, no screwups.
What do you need to make that deadline three days from now?"

"Themusc?'
"Done. Anything e se?'
"Maybe afew hours off-line. Go out for apizza. Just hang out and relax alittle.”

"l don't seewhy not. Aslong as you keep quiet about your work. Sounds exactly like what the doctor
ordered. Greg can take one of the limos."

"Then—then ... it's okay?'

"Sure" Mr. Ingersoll said, rising from his chair and smiling. "Why not? We're not running a prison here,
Cavin. Even hackers need asocid life. Have agood time.”

Excellent. A night on the town—away from the compound—a down-and-dirty, outright mad band,
somelive babes ...

Maybe Cal had migudged everything. Sure, Harry and Greg often treated him like akid, or like hired
help, but Mr. Ingersoll, the big dog, wastreating him like ared professond.

Mr. Ingersoll understood. Hewasn't just afield operative, pulling guard duty like hisflunkies. Hewas an



NSA encryption expert, a mathematician, a programmer. He'd been akey consultant to the Automated
Systems Security Incident Support Team at the Defense Information Systems Agency back when they
had developed i-Watch, the first Internet wiretap.

Suddenly, Cal felt at ease again, confident he was doing the right thing working for Bob Ingersoll. A few
more nights on the genetics software program, just afew more nights ... and then Ca would crack into
banksdl over theworld, right off the Internet, leaving no trace that he'd been there.

He'd be ahero. He would have developed the first completely failsafe method of Net cracking. The
government would gpplaud him, mark him as agenius. His future would be certain. HEd be set for life,
persondly heading ateam of programmerswhose only goa was to create bleeding-edge code that
prevented real bank heists.

Greg.broke into his daydreams. "Come on, Cal. Y ou better hit the shower before we head to town. Then
the two of us can get going, grab a pizza, maybe afew beers. Kick back for afew hours, You'l fed alot
better. Y ou're our key player, our main man. We need you in top working condition.”

Cd'sthoughts turned to Mistie Lane. Forget the pizza. Forget the beer. Cal wanted to find some girls.
"Y eah, get meinto top working condition. That'stbe key," he said.

"Ligten," Greg said, "I'm gonna put on some clean clothes, then get one of thelimos. Y ou be ready in half
an hour, and welll bust out of here and have some fun. Spend some of that government expense
account." Greg baled ahand into afist and socked Ca playfully in the back. "Maybe well get lucky and
score with some ladies|ooking for agood time."

Cal couldn't believe hisears. It was like listening to his dreams come true. His brother, Dan, had dways
treated him like anerdy teenager. He was never willing to fix Cal up with any of those hot waitresses who
worked at the restaurant. Dan didn't believe in sharing the wedlth. Greg didn't seem to mind, though, and
he was ared studdog. He probably attracted girlslike adog attracted fless.

It wouldn't take long for Cal to get ready- He jJumped in the shower, punched in the water temperature
and spray force—both tuned to his persond taste. Then he pulled on clean jeans and azoid T-shirt. His
blond hair, blown dry, shimmered in long waves over his shoulders. He looked good.

He sat on the sofaiin the living room and waited impatiently for Greg to bring thelimo, Hisfingers beet an
incessant staccato on hisknee. He couldn't wait to get off this compound, escape from the confines of the
barbed-wire fences, the security guards. Sure, he could wander freely around the grounds, but what
good was that, when wandering meant thrashing your way through prickled cacti and desert scrub,
fighting off snakes and ugly lizards? During the day the hest baked al the moisture out of your body. And
at night, no telling what desert cregpies might trip you up.

Tonight hedd findly cut loose.

Heleft the living room and waked outside, stood on the bottom step of the front porch. He gazed up at
the main house, which sat on anearby foothill.

Ca wondered who had originaly lived in the place; it was practically amangion. Probably a senator or
congressman. That would explain how the NSA had ended up here, with use of the cottage and free run
of the compound, aswell. Despite what Cd's parents had told him, power obvioudy did haveits
privileges.

After five minutes, abig white limo rumbled down the dirt road that connected the main house with the



guest cottage. The car pulled up infront of the porch. The dark glasswindow on the driver'sside did
down without a sound. "Y ou ready to go, Nikonchik?"

It was Harry, dressed in awhite shirt and sports coat. "'I'm playing chauffeur. Tonight, you're getting the
royd trestment. Getin."

Cd pulled open the rear door of theimmense car and was dammed by awall of noise. Greg, holding a
heer in one hand, grinned at him from inside. He waved. "Come on, Cd. Climb aboard. Were gonna

party,

The seats were lesther—real |eather. There was enough legroom for a basketball player, And the beer
wasice-cold. "Dynamite sound system," he said to Greg, fedling obligated to make some comment.

"It'samuscle box," Greg said, "600 watts rms per channd; actually, 300 watts per channel, with each
channd cydinginto 8 ohms."

People always expected Cal to know everything about hardware, cars, stereos, and anything electronic.
It wasridiculous. He was a hacker, not an electrical engineer. Asit was, Migtie Lane probably knew as
much as he did about 600-watt rms channels. But he nodded, pretending to understand.

Asthey started down the road, he stared out the UV -tinted window and tried to get afix on where they
were. All he knew was that the compound was somewhere south of Palm Springs and north of
Anza-Borrego Desert State Park. There were no road signs. They weren't redly even on aroad; just a
sngle-lane stretch that went from gravel to cement half-covered in dust and sand. Therewere no
footprints in the sand, no landmarks, nothing anywhere; only foothills out beyond the desert, poking up
like raw digital waves, dotted with bunches of brush that looked like lopsided binary trees.

He had no ideawhere the nearest town might be. This areawas new territory to him. But Harry seemed
to know where he was going. And Greg had mentioned pizzaand girls. That was dl that really mattered,

Cal <ettled back on the plush seat and gulped down some beer. He wasn't used to beer. A few sips, and
bis head started to go wonky.

"Want another?' Greg asked. "It's around twenty minutes to town. Roads are pretty rough, so Harry's
got to take it dow. Can't risk breaking down in the desert. There's no service station on the corner.
Espe-

cidly onethat canfix the chipsthey usein this car,” Helaughed, "No tow trucksin our neighborhood,
ather.”

"Where arewe—" Cal began to ask, but before he could compl ete the question, the limo bucked wildly,
sending him flying. The beer can bounced, and he sprawled on the carpeted floor, landing in a puddle of
fizz, barely missing the steel casing of the portable bar. The car jerked a second time, sending Gal's body
damming into the rear seats. "What the hdll?* Greg growled, grabbing hold of Cal's shoulder, steadying
him. "Harry, are you crazy?'

The limo shuddered athird time and then came to atota stop. The engine sputtered for amoment more
and died.

"Shit, shit, shit," Greg said, hisface turning bloodred. "Y ou okay, Cd?'
"Y eah, but what's wrong with the car?'

Greg pushed open the limo door. "I've got a piss-poor bad feeling about this.”



They met Harry in front of the car. He dready had the hood open. "Damned radiator's sprung alesk,” he
growled, adisgusted expression on hisface. "Forget town. We ain't goin' nowhere."

"So much for anight of wine, women, and song,” Greg said. Helooked at Ca and shook his head,
"Sorry, kid, but nothing much we can do about it. I'll use the Net phoneto call the estate. Hopefully,
someone can comein a Jeep and pick usup.”

Ca should have guessed something like thiswould happen. Findly, he was getting away from the
computer screen, the dust, the monotonous tan sand—away from the computer. His one chance to blow
free for afew hours, and the freaking car had to break down.

They waited in silence by the side of the road. Ca wasin no mood to talk. Neither Greg nor Harry were
the talkative type. The two drank beer, passed around atin of cashews Greg found in the portable bar,
and stared a the moon. By the time the Jeep arrived, driven by athin, tight-lipped man, Ca was more
than ready to leave.

Thetrip back to the estate took ten minutes. No one said aword the entire drive back. When they
reached the compound, Harry and Greg went up to the main house to report the detail s of the disaster to
Mr. Ingersoll. Back in the guest cottage, Cal yanked off the beer-sopped zoid T-shirt and flung it into a
corner. He scruffed up his hair, chewed on some pretzels, and tinkered with a stupid computer
gamesomeidiotville shoot-'em-dead thing with goofy dinosaurs. The screen was dusty. He touched it,
and static crackled. He should probably clean it, but he didn't fedl like doing anything.

Hewas bored. Ticked off that his night out had been cancelled. Frustrated, he brought his genetics code
up on the screen, played with it, watched the chromosomes break and join, grow and segregate. He
tinkered with inversion, breaking chromosomes and regjoining them in reverse orders.

He could do anything with digital chromosomes. He could make them dance, make them kill each other,
make them stedl tons of money, leaving nobody the wiser. But right now, he didn't fed like playing with
them.

Hismind drifted ...

Who lived in the house on the hill? No one ever said aword about the owner of the compound. It sure
wasn't Mr. Ingersoll's place. Not on a government check. The head guy must be loaded to afford this
sort of layout, complete with servants and security guards.

Maybe it was a safe house for intelligence agents who were on the run? Or atraining center for NSA
operatives? Anything was possible.

Ca wondered about the security net that protected the estate and how tough it was. It would be easy for
him to tap into the setup and find out anything he wanted.

Not to do any harm, really. Just because he could doit. And besides, alittle knowledge never hurt
anybody.

He pulled his specid cleaner from the desk drawer. It was hisown invention. It looked like awad of
putty, but was actudly apliable, moisture-free blob that cleaned the computer screen using acombination
of ammoniaand antigtatic agents. It dso sharpened the screen colors alittle, and imparted a soft 3-D
glow to graphics. It cleaned; it was aviewing filter: it wasway coal,

He sucked some sdlt off apretzel, took aswig of ginger de from the two-liter bottle he aways kept by
the desk. It wastimefor Griswald to come out and play.



First stop, the computer file of the compound's phone records. Y ears ago, held coded a dead-file sniffer,
and based on that, he'd created atiny executable that went beneath the surface of an operating system to
dig out information about system cdls. First, heran akernel debugger to determine system call numbers.
Then through his code, used those numbers to access securefiles, disk caches, and anything else he
wanted. He could see alist of dl parameters passed—asin phone number s— to any computer on the
compound.

A few minuteslater, dozens of phone entries from the past few days scrolled down the screen. Odd.
Though Harry reported their progressto NSA headquarters every day, there wasn't any sign of calsto
Washington. Maybe hejust E-mailed the information as encrypted files.

Curious, Ca pulled up the billing reports. A dozen different business names appeared, each seeming to
have no relationship to any of the others. It could take daysto find a connection under normal
circumstances. But he had the world's most powerful data bank—the Internet—at hisfingertips.

It only took secondsto find thelink. All of the companies were anonymous payment services. For a
monthly fee, they paid billsfor magor corporations that wanted their financial records kept secret. It was
acumbersome but effective way of protecting itemized data from outsde investigators. Whoever
maintained the big house wanted his business to remain secret.

Thiswasthe perfect setup for Bob Ingersoll. Nobody would ever think of looking for an NSA guy out
here, in a place so remote even the coyotes stayed away. That Mr. Ingersoll was one sharp whiz.

And Mr, Ingersoll wouldn't appreciate Ca sneaking through the phone records. Using system calls again,
Cal erased the log entries that showed histap. Griswald vanished back into the ether.

Who had posted that note, wondering where he was? Not Dan, His brother was clueless when it came
to the Net. It had to be someone else, a hacker—yprobably from VileSpawn.

Cd took another swig of ginger de. While he spent alot of time on VileSpawn, heredly didn't have that
many closefriends, just Ter-Might, Hallstorm, [C, ..

Jeremy Crane. It must have been him. Gal and jeremy had worked together for six months refining the
basi ¢ concepts of the genetic adgorithm. They made agood team. Usualy, Ca visited him every week.
He'd missed their last session because held been here in the desert. But he couldn't et Jeremy know
where hewas, and Jeremy probably thought Cal had been hit by atruck or something.

Hed let Jeremy know he was okay. Besides, Cal was lonely. And pent up, going nuts, no way to break
free, even for an hour. Some minor virtua contact wouldn't do any harm. Though Mr. Ingersoll would
have afit if Ca sent amessage that the ISD could find.

The solution was obvious. Ca would leave traces of himself somewhere on the Net, somewhere that only
another master hacker could go.

Hedided into VileSpawn, From there, he opened his Internet browser and typed the addressfor a
private CIA Web site. At home, he would have touched an icon. Here, he had to be more careful,
couldn't have CIA icons on his screen while working for Bob Ingersoll, an NSA hone ho.

A prompt appeared, asking for his CIA password. He typed it, then entered it again, asrequired by
protocol.

Now that had been another fun time. Ca remembered it well. Right before taking Mr. Ingersoll'sjob,
Ca had intercepted E-mail containing some CIA guy's public key. The boffobrain had been exchanging



keyswith another agent Cal had sent his own public key to the second agent, who then encrypted her
oh-so-secret private key with Cd's public key. From there, Cal had ssimply intercepted the second
agent's transmisson containing the secret key.

It was dl soincredibly stupid, these encryption schemes. Aslong as encryption keys or passwords went
over the Net, hackers could get them.

So here hewas, nosing around in the CIA filesagain. As Griswald. Unbesatable, unstoppable,
al-powerful Griswvad.

He opened atext filein binary mode, inserted an end-of-file marker, then appended a second file to the
first. The second file contained two words. his guru moniker, Fire, and his secret Griswald password.
No-

body would ever seeit, and even if they did, no one would recognize it for what it was—no one except
another superhacker. Both Fire and his password were hidden, thanks to the end-of-file marker.

Finaly, he ran asmple encryption againgt the word firs and inserted the code into an ISDN header
packet that atered the destination of al subsequent packets.

That should do it. JC was sharp. Almost as sharp as Griswald. If Jeremy was searching for Cal, hed find
the trace. That would be enough. It would stop him from worrying. And Mr. Ingersoll wouldn't bethe
least bit upset.

What the NSA agent didn't know couldn't hurt him.
CHAPTER 9

The highway seemed like an endless black thread, broken only by jots of dashed and double lines that
wereilluminated by Judy's headlights. To her right rose dliffs, to her I€ft, there was ocean. And
everywhere, the fog, night's ghost roiling over the bang of water as the waves broke on rocks and sand.
A steady best, dmost like the thrum of disk drivesin Jose's cubicle a Laguna Savings, but more violent,
asif dl the disk drives of the universe were crashing and screaming their death throes.

Judy's neck ached to that besat, each crash of surf on sand the jab of aknife down her spine, radiating to
her arms, numbing her shoulders, washing through her skull in dow-tangled spasms of pain.

She dowed the car, forced her right hand off the steering whedl. Her fingers were stiff; she couldn't unball
them. Scabs crisscrossed her palms, and her fingers were stained the color of the thorns that had ripped
them. She blew on her hands, the warmth of her bresth easing the frozen tingle,

How easy it would be to stop the car, just pull off the side of the road and shut off the engine, Rub her
legs, her arms, her neck. Rub the warmth back into her body. Then give hersdf up to the fog and the
surf. Her legswouldn't fed athing thistime as she sumbled through the thorns and weeds, down the
dope of rock and dust to the edge of die ocean.

She would lie on the beach, wrapped in the arms of night fog, the cold mist caressing her face. And in the
morning, they would find her, but not know who she was.

She wouldn't be TerMight. She wouldn't be Judy Carmody. She would be free.
The gas peda was dicing agroovein her barefoot. Only the pain, always the pain, kept her going.
Why not give hersdlf up to it, finally, now, and be done with it? Maybe because with the pain came the



fight. Sheld dways been afighter. Many nights, alonein her room in thetrailer, she/d wondered why the
other girls made fun of her. Why sheld never been invited to parties. Why shed dways eaten donein the
school cafeteria, pretending not to see how the other girls sneered, al gathered in clumps, heads
together, making fun of her.

The dress sheld worn to the sixth-grade graduation ceremony: not good enough. Mom had made it from
flowered soft cloth. The other girls had worn cutoffs and neon spaztek.

Injunior high, they were already bedding down the boys. Only the curl of their hair mattered, their
giggles, thetiny thrusts of their chins, the creases of their amiles, the flirtatious come-onsreflected in their
eyes-Eyesdathered inthelard of glitterglo gel's and neon noir pastes that matched their short-shorts.

When Dad had fdlen for that crap, dumped Mom for the fakeness of the glitterglo, it was just too much.
No more fight in Judy. She'd died, become someone else, for the next year.

Now, she blinked back tears, but felt them burning on her cheeks anyway, dribbling sdt into her mouth.
She dowed the car again, thistimeto acrawl.

She hadn't felt thislogt, hadn't had the fight so drained from her, since Dad . ..
Sheld sworn, way back then, sheld sworn, that nobody— that nothing—
would ever kill her likethat again.

Drifting, done, cregpy guys coming on to her, half raping her till she beat them off. Lousy jobs, working
at thelocal Wa-Mart asacheckout girl. Listening to the endless complaints of the customers. Asif she
cared.

Longing for the morph, the drug to pump her through the nights. Alone with her computer, her only
friend.

Sheld felt back then that if she only knew enough, learned enough, somehow, she'd dig her way back to
the surface, be human again, whole and hersdlf.

And it had worked.
She'd escaped to Cdlifornia.
It had worked.

Never again. They wouldn't beat her down like that again. If she could survive Dad and Bimbo, Mom
going nuts, she could survive anything.

Bright starswere easing into the fog. The canopy of night was lifting. Soon, sheld bein San Jose, where
sheld makethings right.

She pressed on the gas pedal, urging the car back to top speed, ignoring the pain in her foot.

"Audio." The Net console sparked to life. The mechanica male voice warned her that gas was low, that
the oil required checking.

The mechanica mae—Grunt, she called him—wasthe only guy who didn't care that she dressed like a
weirdo, had the body of astick, and didn't giggle like some goo-goo girl off thevids.

Funny—she dmost liked the mechanica mde.



"News?' Grunt asked.

"News," shesaid. Friend to friend. "And thank you, Grunt,” she added.

"My pleasure.”

A gentleman, even. Now that was archaic, But Grunt's news wasn't pleasant.

"Los Angees authorities continue the manhunt for aleged killer Judith Carmody. Armed and dangerous.
Advise extreme caution.” And more: the announcer went on to relate stories about her unhappy
childhood, her wild hacker exploits, the secret projects she'd done for the government. Taken together,
the reports painted afrightening picture of ahaf-insane computer expert who had been driven over the
edge by too much work and too little life. Shut up, mechanical man, "Computer: Audio off."

The mechanical man went awvay. She was frustrated, and wanted to take it out on the mechanica man.
None of thiswas hisfault; he wasn't evenredl.

She preferred his company to flesh men.

The main highway was dangerous; in daylight, she was sure someone would recognize her and call the
cops. She had to find someone from VileSpawn. Quickly.

Route 1 branched into Route 17. From there, it stretched north past Lexington Reservoir, and eventually,
the city of Campbell. She was getting close to San Jose, would be there by daybreak. Along with trucks,
carswere starting to appear on the road, Workaholic daves from the far distant suburbs were heading
north and cast on their long commute to the heart of the city.

At thetop of the Net console, the orange picture of agas pump flickered, warning that gaswas low. Like
she hadn't heard this dready, from the mechanical man.

Like he would help her in some way, tell her what to do. If only ., . But if sheran out of gas, and the
copsgot her... Asthey dragged her from the car, the mechanical man would say, "My pleasure, my
pleasure.” She had to do something.

If it ran out of gas, the car would transmit an automatic signd. The highway patrol monitored car signals
so they could help stranded travelers.

She eased up on the gas pedd, hoping to coax alittle more efficiency from the engine. Soon the car
crossed Route 280, and by the time the tank was a notch above empty, Route 17 turned into 880, the
last leg on the long road leading to San Jose.

No way she could buy gas. She had only three hemorrhoid digi-cards, worth twenty dollars and fifty
cents. Buying gaswould drain dl her funds. And she might need money later, for more important things.

Likefor food, bribes...

God only knew. She couldn't even guess anymore.

A white envelope Hashed on the Net console: there was amessage for the driver.
Weird.

According to dl the records at the Avis agency, her car wasin the Avis repair shop waiting for anew fuel
filter. Who would be sending amessage to a car that was being fixed?



"E-mail: Text,"

The |etter was encrypted and came from someone named grouch@out_back.com. Driving with her [eft
hand, she flipped open the netpad, brought up her hacking links, and downloaded the E-mail. Then she
decrypted it using the key known only by TerMight and her few select cohorts on the Net.

The message:

We know you're coming. Take 830E to 101S, get off at

Berryessa Road. Read second lettr for further directions-

They'd found her. The Vile Spawn hackers had found her.

Sheld never met them, but they were willing to help. Amazing.

On the other hand, if hackers had tracked down her car, so could the cops.

Onthe other other hand, hackers aways stayed one step ahead of the groundhogs down at cop
communications,

A few minutes later, a second message appeared on the car's Net screen. This one was aso from
Grouch, and thistime he hadn't bothered to encrypt it.

Erasethe EPROM. When you get to the street-, scan the phone poles-
What on earth was hetrying to tell her?

It was dready morning. The sky was turning from gray to peach. San Joseloomed before her, an
immense cityscape: houses, glass buildings, dust and dirt, dl crammed together between the coastal
mountains and San Francisco Bay. The fastest-growing urban areaiin the United States, a gigantic sprawl
of city- and suburbsthat stretched for milesinto Californias heart. And somewhere in this sea of
humanity, Judy hoped to find asafe haven.

She steered onto Berryessa, parked on aremote side street. Then she leaned her head on the steering
whedl and desperately tried not to cry. It was so unfair. She hadn't killed anybody; she didn't even know
anybody. All she wanted was an end to this nightmare, away to retreat quickly into her peaceful, little
world, away to pretend that none of this had ever happened.

But it wasdl just beginning. And deep down, she knew that things would only get worse. Much worse.
She couldn't cry. She had to keep a grip,

Y et she had no idea how to find the hacker hideout from here. Look at the telephone poles? What kind
of stupid cluewasthat?

She touched STOP CAR on the Net console. The car whined and switched off. The console remained
on, fuded by software. The console wouldn't switch off until Judy physically left the car and pressed her
password into the outsde keypad. The software would run until she closed the network connection.

A few lightswinked on in the surrounding houses. The lawnswere classic for northern California:
evergreens, flowering bushes, bright green grass that had to be watered regularly in order to keep it
green, Ranch houses lined the street, each with plaster walls and dark-shingled roofs.

Therewer e no telephone poles.



The phonelines must be underground, as they were in southern Cdifornia, where Laguna Beach was,
where her apartment was, where Trev was... used to he ...

Again, she blinked back tears. Exhaustion was hitting her hard. She had to focus, remain clearheaded,
figure out what to do.

Erase the EPROM?

She figured the Net console had an EPROM chip init, Ssnceit was new technology and the browser
company would want to upload the latest software to the cars every few months. Rather than
programmable read-only memory, or PROM, that couldn't be erased, the EPROM allowed vendorsto
change code without having to manufacture new PROMSs.

How could she erase the EPROM? The easiest method was to hammer at the Net console, expose the
chip, and sear it with ultraviolet light-She pulled asmall screwdriver out of her computer case, and began
hacking away at the console. It was smple enough to remove the plastic casing and expose the guts of
the system. But she didn't know how to erase the memory. If she destroyed it using a screwdriver, she
wouldn't be able to get out of the car; the door would jam on her. If she first opened the door, then
destroyed the memory ...

Yes.

But then, how would she drive to the hideout without aworking car?

Wall, sheld worry about the EPROM later, For now, she had to find the telephone poles,
Damn.

She scanned the street. Nothing. But there, over the houses on the next block, along polejutted into the
Ky.

That mugt beit.

Shetouched gtart car, waited amoment for the engine to whiz back into action, then drove dowly around
the corner, past arow of bright roses. A man was collecting his newspapers, and adumpy womanin
jogging shorts was walking ayapping dog.

Witnesses. Now there were two people who could identify her, tell copsthat Judy Carmody, the
murderer, wasin their neighborhood.

She glanced into the rearview mirror. Neither the man nor woman was staring at her, Neither had even
noticed her.

Pushing hersdlf lower onto the seat, hoping to hide her head alittle, she drove to the lone pole and
stopped the car again.

Two cables wound down the pole into the ground.

Two cables dithered up from amound of dirt piled next to agaragefifty feet away. The housein front of
it was no different from the rest on the block. A tiny brick ranch, but painted navy blue. A scraggly lawn.
Dark windows.

Thiswasit Safety.

She touched stop car again, clambered from the front seet, then stretched and touched her toes. Glad, so



glad, to be out of that car. The Net console displayed the latest sports and westher in happy rainbow
letters. It made her sick. There was nothing happy about this day.

She pressed the keypad, terminating her session with the car. The Net console winked off.
Atlast.

Goddamn fresking computers. They drove her crazy.

She ambled up to the house, clutching her laptop and netpad.

God, how her feet ached. She wanted some shoes.

A bath.

Food.

Seep.

She peered through the living room window. Eyes on the other sde of the glass met hers.
She jumped, cried out loud.

"Shhh..," The unknown guy motioned, his eyes bleary and red from lack of deep, hishair clumped in
greasy mounds around his face. He waved her toward the front door.

Onceingde, she stood there, trembling, ready to collapse. Judy hardly saw her rescuer through the blur
of tears.

Hisvoice waslow and soft. "It'sokay, it'sokay ..." Heled her to a< sheetless mattressin a corner of the
room, held her elbow, and gently sat her down.

She sank in asea of comfort, her head between her knees, her body rocking from relief. Tearsrolled
down her cheeks, drenching her sweaty shorts. She smelled bad. She felt bad.

A collection of faces gathered around her. She was a blubbering mess. Someone handed her aglass of
water. She gulped it down, asked for another.

Four guys, al wearing boxer shorts, and one girl. A room stuffed with computer equipment: PCs, cables,
server towers, blinking modems. The place reminded her of home.

"Youre TerMight?' said the guy with the greasy mound of hair.
"Yegh," she said weskly,
"I'm Grouch." He gestured at hisfriends. "This here's Tarantula; she's about as good asyou are.”

The girl blushed. She was alittle younger than Judy, had short-cropped black hair and huge blue eyes.
She was skinny, too, like Judy, and wore nothing but aman'slarge button-down shirt.

"Nobody's as good as TerMight,” Tarantulasaid. Her voice fatered, sort of emptied from her lips,
squeaked and died.

Judy ingtantly liked her. No ego crowd, this; just abunch of jack-'em-hack-'em geekoids.
People amogt like Judy. And in the flesh- Not names flashed on a screen, nameslike void25 and



wham42.
Y et, Judy didn't like to be called good, or the best. She didn't like anyone knowing she even existed,
Grouch waved his hand toward the three guys. "And these guys are just a pack of losers."

The losers. Werent they dl losers? Even in the flesh, Grouch didn't have areal name, just his Internet
handle, grouch@out_back.com.

And Tarantulawas probably tarantula@out_back.com.

Thethreelosers, two distinctly older than Judy, the other younger, shuffled their feet and |ooked away.
One had blond curly hair cropped closdly to his head, another had straight brown hair flipped behind the
ears, and the third ate too many candy bars. Curly, Moe, and Larry, she decided.

"VileSpavn?' she asked.

"Working onit," Grouch said.

They weren't good enough to get in.

Then how had they found her?

"You. .. livehere?' A stupid question. She waited for the laugh and the sneer.

But there was no laugh, and nobody sneered at her. Grouch answered. " Sure do. We develop Net
applications. We're a business, you know? We cal oursalves Outback, Incorporated, though we're not
redly incorporated, not yet, anyway. I'm the prez. My office isthe bedroom in the back of the house.”

Yeah...

Sheld seen plenty of these operations. Programmers camping together in ahouse full of hardware, Not
for her. She had to work alone. But till, she knew the type. They wanted to adopt the persona of
Héellion Macho Computer Outlaw, but needed each other to make them fed that way. They didn't
understand that flesh people were fake, that flesh people smiled a you when it served their purposes,
dumped you when it didn't. They didn't understand that only the skills mattered, the hardware, the

anonymity.
"It won't be good for your business, Grouch, to have me here," shesad.

"On the other hand, it might be very good for our business.” Grouch sat down beside her. His eyeswere
serious, he wasn't kidding.

"How s0? I'm wanted for murder.” As she spoke, Tarantulaleft the room, trailed by the Stooges. Judy
heard noises from what had to be the kitchen, sounds of water gurgling from afaucet into a pot, smelled
the brew of fresh coffee.

Grouch ran thick hands through his hair. He wasin bad need of ashave. He wore boxer shorts printed
with images of cartoon characters doing cartwhedls and whacking each other over the head with
keyboards. His chest was hairless and concave, hisarms and legs without muscles: he was so skinny he
looked like the Gumhy sheld played with asakid.

Judy hadn't had many toys. Just Gumby and alaptop. Her mother had foisted some Barbie dollsand
Raggedy Annson her, but Judy had shown no interest in dolls, just stuffed them in her closet with the
flowered dresses.



Still keeping hisvoicelow, asif the cops could be hiding anywhere— outsde in the bushes, in the closets
— Grouch said, "Look, we dl know you're Judy Carmody, wanted for dl that stuff in Laguna. We don't
believeit, The news has been screaming about TerMight—yesah, your Internet handle—so we know who
you are, inthe real. Butyour hacks are legendary—we study them—and none are built to crack the law.
Andyourenokiller.”

So the whole world knew that Judy Carmody was TerMight. So much for anonymity. Still, whatever
Grouch had studied, it wasn't Judy's real stuff. Only Judy's Tinkertoys. These people were cludess about
what she could redlly do; and the key, the thrill, was never |etting anyone know.

"You'll hep me?' she asked.

He nodded- "Of course. Wefigure you were framed. The feds have had it in for hackers since day one.
They blame usfor everything that goeswrong. They just don't get if—if we ean bresk into the CIA and
into banks, so can anyone e se out there. An engineer, some guy in his basement, anyonewith a
programmer’s head. We expose the bugs and security cracks.”

It wasaline Judy knew well. It was her line.
"If they bring you down,” Grouch said, "how long till they start coming after dl of us?'

Tarantulareturned, thistime wearing jeans and a hater top. She gave Judy acup of coffee. The mug was
chipped al around the lip. The faded image of adog smeared one sde. "What'swith the dog?" Judy
asked, settling back onto the mattress. She placed the cup on the floor. No way she was going to drink
coffee.

"Garage sde," Tarantulasaid smply, twirling her hair in her fingers. Then she backed off to dideonto a
stool with aripped red vinyl covering. She turned, reached over, and pressed aswitch. A computer
whirred on, and in an ingtant, she was fixated, touching icons, tapping on the keyboard. With the sound
off. To diminate ditractions.

These people were weird. Their equipment was banged together from bits and pieces, probably pulled
from corporate garbage bins. No netpads, no laptops, just clunker PC skins stuffed with high-speed
components and RAM. They drank from garage-sale mugs and sat on stoolsthat years earlier had
graced the suburban homes of 1990s housawives.

Tarantula kept her eyes on the screen, said, "New police reports coming in, Grouch. Judy's fingerprints
were found al over the murder scene, of course—it was her apartment. And they traced the missing
murder gun to her. Bought amonth ago."

"What?' Judy leapt up, and the mug tipped. Hot coffee doshed over her bare feet. "Ouch. Damn!" She
staggered, winced, but made her way across the room to peer over Tarantula's shoulder. Grouch
followed, shrugging asif he aready knew what Judy would learn.

Somewhere in the house, ashower turned on and amale voice hummed atechnobesat. Elsewhere,
someone tapped arazor on aporcelain sink. The Stooges were cleaning up for the day,

Asif nothing peculiar was happening around them.

"Y ou want some eggs?’ Tarantula asked.

"No!" Judy said.

Thegirl jJumped and glanced up a Judy with big blue eyesfilled with surprise a the outburst. And fear



of... fear of something ...

Judy knew thefear, had felt it al her life. It wasthe fear of being hurt, of being blamed for dl thethings
that went wrong in life. It was the fear that made people withdraw, pull inward, deep within themselves,
that made them loners, geeks, hackers. She wanted to say she was sorry, but didn't know how. She
placed a hand on Tarantulas arm. Too close, weird to fed the warmth of someone's arm beneath her
fingers. Much warmer than touching her own arm.

Tarantularemoved Judy's hand. "Y ou're hurting me" she said.

Judy blinked. On Tarantulas arm there were four tiny crescents where Judy's nails had bit the skin.
Flakes of black-gold nail polish shimmered on the upraised hairs.

Her polish was chipped. Her one concession to glamour, the polish.

Tarantulawas rubbing her arm and wincing. "Be careful, would you? Say, what happened to your hand?
And your hair, | thought it was kind of red, at least according to the news.”

Judy's green glittergoo hair. Stiff, still with anew-plastic reek. Etch-0-Qil, like Jose. Her hand, scabbed
with blood, fingers swollen and cold and stiff-Judy was afreakzone. "Doesn't matter,” she said.

"Sureit does" Tarantulasaid.

"Yeah, right." Like: bug off. Like, why couldn't flesh people be as easy to control as mechanical males?
Just, Audio Off, and they'd leave you aone. No fake smiles, no fake friendship. Humans were just too
difficult.

Or maybe Judy just didn't know how to cope with them. Maybe she was as bad as her father, only
capable of mechanical relationships.

"If you're hurt, it matters,” Tarantulasaid.
Y eah? To whom?

But Judy didn't say it. Tarantulawas young, ill naive. Why bust her belief in people? Sheld either learn
the truth on her own, or maybe luck out and never have to know.

"I'm sorry," Judy said.
"Forgiven."
"My pleasure."” Judy spoke the words of the mechanica mae.

A hand rested on her shoulder, another on Tarantula's. Hairless chest. Greasy black hair. Whiskers.
Grouch. The onein charge, who knew how to talk, more or less. "Listen," he said, "were dl under alot
of strain here. Judy's stressed out and for good reason, plus she'sin pain. She needs our help, so let's cut
her some dack:'

"I didn't mean any harm," Tarantulasaid, Sitting on the stool again, gazing a the computer screen.

True enough. These people were just trying to help her. For no reason Judy could fathom. There had to
be a catch, though. Could it be that Grouch and Tarantula hoped to claim hacker fame by hel ping the
great TerMight? Would they want a payback from TerMight someday? Technica jobs, high-paying
corporate contacts?



That's dl anyone ever wanted from Judy.
Sll...

To make Tarantulafed better, she said, ™Y ou must be pretty good to have found me, since you're not on
VileSpavn."

"Y our fakeout message hit more than VileSpawn," Tarantulasaid, her cheeks gaining color. "It hit every
underground net on the planet.”

"Tarantulafigured,” Grouch said, "that if you left the LA area, you'd head for San Jose. More hackers
here than anywhere else. We ran a satdllite scan on rental cars coming up the highway. There weren't
many. So | sent the first messageto dl of them. Figured you'd be the only one who could bregk the
encrypted |etter. Once we saw the flag, indicating that you'd cracked and received the first letter, | sent
the second onedirectly to you."

"Cool, huh?' Tarantulasad.
'Very cool,” Judy said.

"Look at the screen.” Grouch tapped Judy's back, and she turned her attention to the police report that
was scrolling in white letters down the blue screen.

Police believe the suspect is heading north toward San Jose- She may ill be armed-Tarantula stared at
Judy.

Judy stared at the screen.

"Incredible," Grouch said. "They're making you out to be Jack the Ripper. How did they pin this stuff on
you so fagt?"

"My God!" A shriek rang from aback bedroom,
Another shriek, from someone e se. "The police tap —Jesus! Grouch!”

"The guys monitor police communications. They must have glommed on to something they dont like,”
Grouch murmured, dodging past Judy and toward the halway.

Larry, Moe, and Curly barrdled from the hdl into the living room, dmost knocking Grouch into the wall.
He grabbed the fat one's shoulders. "What isit?"

"They—they'redosng in—cosnginonud™

"What do you mean, man, what do you mean?"'

"I mean ... the cops, they're in helicopters, just afew blocks from here. Not just cops, SWAT teamd!™
Grouch released the kid, who fell back against the wall. Then, he grabbed Judy'sarm. "Go! Hurry!"
"Where? Wheredo | go?' It couldn't be true. She had to run again.

Grouch shoved her into the kitchen. A blur of filth: unwashed dishes, open cans of stew and dop, dirty
towels, ahundred cola cans. He pushed her out the back door to aweed-choked lot, where computer
cables snaked and an air-conditioning unit hummed. Grouch said, "Did you erase the EPROM like| told
you?"



"N-no.."
Ilmll

The EPROM. Shed forgotten the EPROM. It held her password, the one she used as TerMight It
stored fragments of her download to the netpad. It stored fragments of Grouch's E-mails, the directions
to hishouse. ...

Nonvolatile memory, used specificaly to retain vital bits of datain case of system crashes.
They weredll facing abust, abig one.

Tarantularan from the house behind Grouch and Judy. In the girl's trembling hand was an old car key.
"Tekeit," shesad, thrusting it at Judy ..

"It'sawreck, but it can't be traced.” Grouch grabbed the key from Judy, twisted it into the lock.

It was an old car, madein the early '90s, had no Net console, no keypad. Just akey and a door handle.
Judy leapt into the driver's seat. She was on the run again.

She jammed the key into the ignition and jammed the stick on the floor into reverse. She hadn't driven a
car like this since she was sixteen. Who the hdll used carswith shifts on the floor anymore?"But where
will I go?'

Grouch shoved her laptop and netpad through the window. He scribbled something on the back of some
junk mail. "Follow those di-

rections. Tell them | sent you. No way they can be traced back to me. Well stall the cops the best we
can. Now move!"

"Wait." Tarantularan back into the house, returned amoment later, and thrust some equipment a Judy.
Wallet-sized hardware boxes.
Judy knew what they were. Mint circuit boards, old-time stuff.

The purple box would let her make free phone calls without a digi-card; the green one would change
traffic lights; the blue onewould hide her diaing location.

"Get out of herel" Grouch said. He was dready heading back inside, dragging Tarantulawith him.

Judy stared at his scrawled words. Hostetter, Capitol, Morrill, and on and on, amaze of roadsthat led ...
Somewhere.

She began to hear sirens; copter blades whirred.

Judy pressed her bare foot on the gas pedal. Cringed from the pain, as sore, coffee-burned flesh hit hard
metd.

Cringed, because she was on the run again, dog-tired, with no idea where she was heading or what she
would find when she got there,

10

The phoneicon on Bob Ingersoll's computer flashed red. Another interruption. Bradley Barrington,



probably with another idiotic demand.

The bank accounts would have to wait. Again.

Ingersoll touched the icon, said as pleasantly as possible, "Y es, Mr. Barrington? What can | do for you?"
"Have you been watching the morning news, Bob?"

Barrington's booming voicefilled the smdl office. Though the millionaire was probably the most brittle,
uncaring, egocentric man Ingersoll had ever met, heinsisted upon calling everyone by their first names.

"No, gr,” Ingersoll said. "I've been working on finalizing the bank accountsfor the transfer. | can't do that
with digractions™

"Switch to the television, Bob," the millionaire said. It wasn't arequest but acommand. "Watch the news
for afew minutes. Then, find out exactly what's happening in San Jose. Looks like your associates may
have dropped the bal with that Carmody girl. I'll expect you in my officein ahaf hour with afull report.”

"I'll check right intoiit, Sir," Ingersoll said, and toggled off the phoneicon. He stifled a curse. Looking at
hiswatch, a Rolex digita, guaranteed accurate within microseconds, he noted the time. And his pulse
rate. Both were racing too quickly.

Seemed only yesterday, at the NSA offices...
People listened to him there. They respected what he had to say. They believed.

Here, the carpet was plush and burgundy, and matched the satin curtains. His chair was executive black
leather. His desk was mahogany, and every night, amaid polished it to remove hisfingerprints.

At the NSA, thefloor was old linoleum, and his office had no windows. His chair was government-issued
stedl onrollers; hisdesk, battered oak.

Y es, this project had its advantages—not that the fancy office mattered much. But Ingersoll couldn't wait
to finish thisjob, get away from this estate, and :nost of dl, get away from Barrington.

He terminated the Internet connection. A few hundred more bank accounts, then bingo, Nikonchik could
cast hisspell.

Ingersoll pushed back the leather chair, rose, and straightened histie. The knot was perfect; thetierose
inatiny ridge beneath it and swelled over hischest.

He smoothed the white shirt so it was deek againgt his body and was tucked, without a crease, beneath
his black belt.

Navy jacket over navy pants. Silver cufflinks matching silver belt buckle. Hair trimmed to avoid the
dightest curl. Face shaved so close, his skin was dmost as smooth as the leather on his chair.

Sdlf-control. Nerves never showing. No emotions.
Just business.
Bob Ingersoll was aleader, a successful man.

Soon, awedthy man.



With the wedth would come big privileges.
He checked the Rolex again. Thirty seconds had passed. His heartbeat was still too high.

Oliviasfault. Hisfirst wife. She liked to nag, and she liked to spend money. It had cost him afortuneto
unload her.

Then, Cainille, another woman ten years hisjunior, another pretty face with flawless skin, big blue eyes,
and long, sweet-amdling hair.

Both of hisex-wives...

Nags, flirts, spendthrifts; and once he grew weary of their beauty, there just hadn't been anything left. No
brains. No red affection for him. Just beautiful shellswho had wanted too much.

Ingersoll walked around the mahogany desk. The door was carved, intricate, a bas-relief of menina
boat, straining their oars againgt the ocean: raw masculine strength.

Doing the job. Whatever it took.
Ingersoll liked that door,

Weak men lost their tempers. Weak men let emotions get in the way. And Bob Ingersoll wasn't aweak
man. His control had made him atop NSA agent for years. Still, staying at Bradley Barrington's desert
compound was testing even his patience.

Barrington and his Luddite, antitechnology friends were among the most distasteful bunch of fanatics
Ingersoll had ever encountered. Their [unatic theories made him sick. Barrington'sweekly rage,
broadcast on the webvid, was like watching a fruitcake shriek in the loony bin. Ironic to find the old
man's audience of millions on the Web. Though The Remington Fireside Chat was aso broadcast on
plain old radio and televis on—to reach those who were too poor for Net access.

Hell. What did it maiter?

Resourceful men formed unexpected dliances. In hislong career with the government, Ingersoll had
worked with worse. Private opinions didn't matter. Only results.

For amoment, he stared at the door, He didn't remember why he was there.
Barrington wanted to see him.

No. First, he was to watch the news.

Then see Barrington.

Ingersoll shook his head. Too much work lately. Long nights spent with the bank accounts. Handling
Greg and Harry, and that kid, Nikonchik,

Anddl thefidd operatives.

Helaughed at himself, and returned to the desk. Damn, he was letting this project get under his skin, and
he never—never— et that happen.

Better be more careful. Chances were strong that his office was bugged and rigged for video. Bradley
Barrington was a paranoid SOB; he trusted no one.



Ingersoll understood. He was no different.

Wondering why the millionaire was so upset, Ingersoll touched the webvid icon on his computer screen.
Instantly, the screen displayed channel 54, the dl-news station from Los Angeles. He caught only thetall
end of the lead story, but that was enough,

The newswoman was standing on the lawn of a seedy-looking home located, according to the banner on
the bottom of the screen, in south San Jose. "L oca authorities are holding the four men and one woman
on avariety' of minor charges,”" she said in clipped tones, "until they can determineif the group actually
had any contact with murder suspect Judith Carmody. A lab team is now going over therenta car that
was found parked in front of the house. If they conclude it was indeed the car stolen by the fugitive, the
more serious charges of aiding and abetting asuspected flon will likely belodged againgt the five."

A photo of Carmody, obvioudly taken from her driver'slicense, flashed on the screen, The reporter's
voice rose ahalf octave. "No word yet asto what happened to the driver of the vehicle, who seemsto
have disappeared without atrace. Carmody remains on the loose and is described by police as
potentialy armed and dangerous.”

The picture disappeared, and was replaced by aclose-up of the reporter's face. She appeared intensely
concerned. "WEIl have more on this dramatic story as events continue to unfold. Thisis CharitaCollins,
reporting live from San Jose, for News 54."

Disgudting.
Ingersoll touched the webvid icon, and the news window closed.

This story must be dl over the news stations— even on Kmart Virtuoso TV, which broadcast for those
who couldn't afford real computers. The mediawere devoting more time to the Carmody story than to
thewar in Indonesia. It was amazing how certain storiestook on lives of their own. Carmody should
thank him. Ingersoll had made her famous. She'd probably appear on the covers of People, 21st
Century, and Time within aweek. Posthumously, of course.

Touching the phoneicon again, he switched on the voice modifier and the caller-ID scrambler. Hewas
now officidly Richard Nixon, caling viaan unregistered phone in Washington, D.C. With adight smile,
Ingersoll dided Ernie Kaye's unlisted number. He almost hoped someone was monitoring the message.
Creating anew conspiracy theory these days came as easily as placing aphone call.

He wiped the smile from hislips as soon as Ernie Kaye answered the phone. "Ernie," he said dowly,
|etting the wordsroll one after another from hislips. "How are you? Expecting my cal, no doulbt.

"The news report this morning was an unpleasant surprise,” he continued. "What happened? | thought
you had this matter under control,"

Ingersoll didn't mention his own name. There was no need. He listened as Ernie Kaye fumbled with an
explanation. Gently, he tapped hisfingers againgt the Sde of his computer, sllently counting to ten asErnie
detailed the difficulties held encountered trying to locate Carmodly.

"Ernie," Ingersoll interrupted. His voice cracked like awhip. " Shut up”

Ingersoll continued in precise, measured tones. ™'Y ou made one serious mistake. | sent you dl the data
you heeded to makeit convincing. NSA persond-history files are wonderful tools. The frame's agood
one. But—" Ingersoll's voice dropped to nearly awhisper, "—if that girl's arrested, brought in for
guestioning, the whol e fucking frame collapses. On the run, she'sfine. In custody, tilings get sticky real



fast. Smart-ass lawyers will check into circumstances, want to know why Tony and Paul were at her
apartment. Who do they work for? Why was the agency interested in Carmody? Pretty quick, the
seamless story beginsto come gpart. And, asthe point man for thiswhole operation, you start smelling
like week-old meat"

On the other end, Ernie started chattering, but Ingersoll gave him no time for gpologies.

"I don't want any more excuses, you stupid shit!" Ingersoll screamed. It wastimeto put the fear of
hell into Ernie Kaye. ™Y our job isto find the bitch and kill her. Do you understand? Do you under stand'.
| want her dead.”

With the touch of anicon, Ingersoll cut the call. There was no reason to continue the conversation. He
had made his point. A dash of movie-style psychotic behavior worked wonders. Time now to let Ernie
sweet for afew hours. Later, in the afternoon, Ingersoll would cal back with new instructions.

Thistime, there would be no screwups.

He glanced at hiswatch. Exactly ten minutestill his meeting. The scrambler and voice modifier were dill
in use. He dided the phone number of the condo that was being used as abase of operationsin Ea-guna
Beach, Asusud, Royce answered on the third ring.

"Tony Tuskahere." His voice sounded muffled.

Royce had afondnessfor doubleinitials. Over the years held been Harry Henderson, Jack Jones, Mitch
Miles, and adozen others. Eike al good field agents, he concocted legitimate backgrounds and
electronic trailsfor each of hisfakeidentities. He was an expert at being other people. But Jerome
Royce, fredance contractor, left no eectronic trail.

"Hello, Tony," Ingersoll said. "How'sthe nose?

"The noseis broken.." Tony replied. "And | have abadly bruised wrist. Of coursg, it could have been
worse. At least the young lady didn't crack any of my fingers.”

"Good thing Paul isambidextrous,” Ingersoll said. "How's he managing?”

"Other than wanting to rip acertain person into little pieces?' Tony asked. ™Y ou know how much Paul
enjoys casud conversation. When he's angry, he taks even lessthan usua. Past twenty-four hours have
been pretty damned quiet.”

Paul Smith was agood agent; Ingersoll had used him for yearsin countless operations. He was ruthless,
and hefollowed orders. But he was no |eader, and there was aways the chance that his temper would
get the best of him at thewrong time. Thiskind of work was tough, though, even for the strongest of
men. If you weren't careful, it could dip you over the edge. Ingersoll had seen it happen to others. But
thisjob was too important for any risks.

"I'm not sure that I'm pleased. Paul's letting this assignment get on hisnerves. Maybe | should send Greg
and Harry to give you ahand.”

"Nothing to he concerned about, sir,” Tony said. "Paul's aprofessond. Y ou know that. Look at Sesttle.
Slick as could be. Accidents happen, even to the best of us. We did anice job tying up asticky Stuation
yesterday. Put the frame together real fast, with Ernie's help. Today, welll take care of our other
objective, in Los Angeles. You'll see. Tight and clean, no mistakes. Then, were off to our final
destination, for the wrap-up.’



"I'm not worried, Tony," Ingersoll said. ™Y ou guysare my best. That'swhy | gave you the assgnment. |
just don't want Paul doing anything stupid. There'stoo much at stake. Important people are watching
over my shoulder. My career'sontheline”

Ingersoll paused, then continued. "Actualy, the Situation asit stands may work to our advantage. The
young lady offers a perfect hook on which to hang some of our dirty laundry. | need to mull over the
possibilities. Continue as per your origina ingructions, I'll be in touch. And, make sure Paul keeps his
temper under wraps.”

"Okay, gr," Tony said. "Will do."

Ingersoll broke the connection, He checked hiswatch again, "two minutes. Time to move. Standing up,
he straightened histie, smoothed down his pants. Looked quickly around the room, made sure everything
was nedily in place.

L eaving the office and walking down the long halway, he consdered the advantages of implicating Judy
Cannody in the tangled web he was weaving. The notion gppeded to him. Much like the Taiwan Stuation
in'02. The more complications the better.

Jerome Royce was dick, professonal. What he lacked in imagination, he compensated for through years
of experienceworking asanin-

dependent contractor for the NSA and CIA. With Ingersoll's guidance, Jerome, aka TonyTuska, would
get the job done.

Ingersoll would miss Tony and Paul. They'd worked for him on NSA covert operations for nearly twenty
years. He amost thought of them asfriends. But, there was no room for sentiment in today's world.

Thedlent hdlway that led to Barrington's suite had light brown carpet, antique wood furniture, more
western prints by Eigenhofer and Bama. The old millionaire was obsessed with the frontier. An erawhen
men took the law into their own hands. Ingersoll passed a middle-aged maid who was dusting. She
looked up, smiled. He nodded. To Barrington, roughing it meant living with six servantsinstead of twelve.

Brushing stray dust from hisjacket, Ingersoll knocked twice on the door to Barrington's suite. Waiting a
few seconds, he entered, exactly thirty minutes after the millionairéscal.

Gloria Simmons sat behind a huge cherry-wood desk, guarding the room'sinner door. Therewasa
framed photo poster of the Grand Canyon on one wal, alarge aguarium fronting the other. A water
cooler stood next to the second door.

Glorialooked up from athick stack of reports as Ingersoll walked across the blue carpet. She was more
than a secretary. She was Barrington's persond assistant, and as such, she handled Barrington's nutcase
mail, theflood of fan lettersthat flowed into the office from al over the world. When necessary, she dedlt
with problem reporters. And managed the routine paperwork concerning the compound.

She glanced a Ingersoll now with her shrewd dark eyes. In her late twenties, she wore only atrace of
lipstick and no discernahle makeup. Her light brown hair was coiled into a knot on the back of her head.
She was dressed in atailored business suit and practica, flat shoes,

"How are you thismorning, Mr. Ingersoll?* Gloriawas dl business. Cool and professiondl.

"I'm fine, Gloria. Enjoying the weather." He smiled as he spoke. It had been their running joke for the
past week. The weather in the desert never changed — aways hot and dry.



"Hardto tell in this office," she said, casudly reaching for anotepad, scribbling afew wordsonit. "No
windows. Recycled air.”

She turned the paper around, so he could see what she had written. Four words. Need to talk. Private.
Thelast word was underlined saverd times.

Ingersoll had read her NSA hie. Gloria Simmons had clawed her way to her present position over a half
dozen corporate rivals. Smart and ambitious, her only alegiance wasto the mighty dollar. Her loyalty to
Barrington was only skin-deep. Ingersoll wondered what she wanted to discuss. There was only one way
he would find out.

"You need to get out alittle,” Ingersoll said. "Go for awak on the grounds. Enjoy nature.”
"Right," Gloriasaid. "Mr. Barrington says the same thing. Learn to appreciate the great outdoors.”

"We should go for awalk," Ingersoll said, as he watched Gloriamethodically tear the note to shreds. "It
give usboth abregk.” "Soundsfineto me" Gloriasaid. "Stop by my office sometime," Ingersoll said. "I'll
dothat," Gloriasaid. "Now, you better go in. Mr. Barrington'swaiting. Y ou know how impatient he
gets." "Indeed | do," Ingersoll said.

Walking past Gloria, he pushed open the door to Bradley Barring-ton'sinner sanctum. The room was
huge, aforty-foot square with afifteen-foot-high celling. Almost aslarge as Barrington's ego.

As aways when he was expecting company, the millionaire stood in front of a picture window that
covered one entire wal. He was gazing into the desert. The old man liked to make adramatic first
impression. "Inspirationd, isn't it, Bob?" Barrington said, without turning, as Ingersoll gpproached. Tinted
thermal glass reduced the sun's glare to a soft white glow. " The magnificence of raw nature.”

Ingersoll, who cared nothing for cacti, lizards, and sand, knew better than to be honest. "A remarkable
vigon, Sr," he declared, repesting a phrase Barrington often used in his video broadcasts.

"That'sthe truth,” Barrington said. The old man stood silent for amoment, asif absorbing strength from
the stillness, then shuffled to ablack leather armchair that sat behind an oak desk covered with papers.
Trivia papers: nothing important. Barrington |eft the real work to Gloriaand the vice presidents of his
numerous corporations. He spent dl of histimetrying to make his mark on society.

With asigh of relief, Barrington sank into the comfort of the chair. The years hadn't been kind to the
millionaire. In his prime, he had stood six foot three and weighed 230, dl of it muscle and stedl. His beet
red festures and tangled mane of white hair had been afamiliar sght at high-profile conservative
fund-raising eventsin the 1970s and 1980s. That had been before a series of heart attacks shriveled the
flesh from his bones and left him abitter, dried busk of aman.

And the evolving political landscape had been equally unkind. His detractors had labeled his harsh views
on encroaching technology as... demented.

In addition to the beloved western prints, the walls were plastered with photos: dl featured Bradley
Barrington with someone famous. Most were persondly inscribed. Barrington shaking handswith
Richard Nixon. Whispering something to Ronald Reagan. Conferring with Pete Wilson. Standing with Peat
Robertson in front of an American flag. There wasn't one picture of Barrington with hisfamily, The wife
who had died three years before. Histwo grown sons, successful business executives who, according to
NSA files, wanted nothing to do with their father's vendetta against modern society.

"Well, Bob," Barrington said, "What's the good word?"



"Nothing to worry about, Sr,” Ingersoll said, "The stuation iswell in hand. Thegirl isn't aproblem. She's
atypical hacker, no close friends or family. There's no possibility of her causing usany trouble. In fact,
I'm toying with the notion of shifting the blame for this operation on her. She makes a perfect scapegoat.
By thetime werefinished, Mr. Barrington, hackerswill be as popular as child molesters.”

"Perfect,” the old man said. His eyes narrowed. "How's the boy holding up? More important, will he be
ableto ddiver ontime?"

"No question abouit it," Ingersoll said, ™Y our friends—the oneswho told you about Nikonchik's code —
wereright. The kid'sagenius. The plan remains on schedule, sir,”
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Barrington laughed, adry wheezing sound. "Then let them tout the benefits of e ectronic money and
unlimited Internet access.”

Ingersoll smiled, said nothing. The old man wastiresome, but necessary. Covert operations needed an

untraceable source of seed money, funds not connected with the government. Iran-Contra had proved

that. Tony and Paul, Harry and Greg didn't work chegp, and they required haf in advance. Ernie Kaye
and his crew of cops weren't cheap, ether.

Murder cost.

And why shell out the money required to set up thousands of bank accounts, when Barrington had
resources to burn?

Besides, Barrington's compound provided a safe base of operations. Nobody would ever think of
looking for atop secret NSA operation here.

Ligtening to the millionaire's ramblings would proveto beasmall priceto pay.

By noon, Judy was ready to call Steve Sanchez and tell him sheld take hisfull-time job at any price. All
sheld need was a hot computer and a chocolate Y oo-Hoo vending machine.

Her eyes burned from exhaustion; the road was afuzzy blur. Twice, she nearly dozed off and had to jerk
her shoulders againgt the seat to knock herself awake, Threetimes, the car drifted and amost careened
off the road. She nearly ended up in acreek. The creek itsalf was blinding: the morning sun shooting off it
in glittering prisms of white and orange.

She was desperate for food. Something to drink. And her fingers ached from clutching the steering
whed.

Her route began with awinding blast down Hostetter, Capitol, and Morrill streets: wide, broad avenues
crowded with low-rise gpartment buildings. The suburbs surrounding San Jose looked no different from
those of Los Angeles, or any big Cdiforniacity. They were hot and

crowded with life. Fifteen percent of the country lived in thelong narrow stretch of land between San
Francisco and San Diego. Millions of people searching for the good life, for the big payoff.

Judy had worried that the old beater she was driving would attract attention. Not around here. Thiswas
the low-rent digtrict.

Sheld continued east for nearly an hour, then north on Old Piedmont Road. The hastily scrawled map
took her up into the foothills, past ahuge reservoir, and after ahalf dozen twists and turns, through the



areaknown as Poverty Ridge. Judy kept even with the traffic, so she wouldn' attract attention, arid she
paid close atention to street signs. If she got logt, she wasfinished. The car she was driving was S0
ancient it didn't even have an onboard navigator.

Findly, with an empty stomach and a near-empty gas tank, Judy-steered the wreck into a dirt lot
adjacent to her destination: aramshackle wood cabin tucked into the forest at the base of a steep
mountain. If nowhere had an address, thiswasit.

She kicked open the car door, and almost tumbled to the dirt. The air was even cooler here than back at
Laguna Beach, and scented with pine. A stream gurgled somewhere to her left, and pine needles ftirred,
whisk whisk, gently.

She shut her eyes, sank againgt the car, her legstrembling. If she had to run again, she might very well
turn hersdlf in, just to get some food and deep.

Again, it was a scruffy man about her age who found her, propped her up, led her into the cabin, and
made her gt down. Thistime she was beyond trying to comprehend. His name didn't register, nor did
anything he said. Shewasjust too far gone.

He left her dumped on a scraichy blue sofathat made her legsitch. The sun filtered through a curtained
window above the sofa, casting yellow dots on the rough-cut wooden walls.

Shefdl into adeep deep.

When Judy awakened, the dots were gone, as was the sun. In their absence, the room wasllit by apole
lamp and two large lamps that sat on end tables. Circles of light hit thewalls. It was pitch-dark outside.
Night hed fdlen.

Faces emerged from the light, faces linked to bodies, aguy and agirl, both afew years older than Judy.
They sat together on another blue sofa across the room, separated from her by a coffee table and a short
expanse of wood floor.

The guy waslanky, probably well over six feet tdl: hiskneesjutted high off the sofa, hiding hiswaist from
view; hisarmswerelong, the cuffs of hisflannd shirt unbuttoned and dangling well above hiswrids. His
face was covered in whiskers, and athicket of black hair curled to his shoulders. Duct tape glued both
sdesof hisglassesto thelenses.

The girl waswhispering something in his ear. She was petite, looked five feet tdl, & most. Her short
blond hair appeared asif sheld hacked it off with a garden shears. She wore ragged jeans several Sizes
too large, topped by a man's green flannd shirt.

Widll, the two of them looked cool enough—no skirt suits, no fancy-stuff—just laid-back types, who
didn't give afresk what they wore.

Y et, they were people in the flesh. Strangers. And Judy hadn't done well with Tarantulaand Grouch,
Sheld been rude to Tarantula, and she hadn't exactly been gracious to Grouch; instead, she'd scrambled
out of the place after insulting everyone, without so much as athank-you.

If only there was away to run somewhere, hide, get her energy back, her focus.

Her ssomach was growling and gnawing at her ingdes, asif trying to nourish itsaf with her body. Her
cheeks and shoulders were splotched with red hives from the glittergoo hair.

Freak on the run.



She rubbed her arms, trying to massage some warmth into them. Her knees were shaking from the cold
mountain air. Her teeth, chartering.

"Lookslikeyou'rein bad shape.”" It wasthe guy. His voice was softer than she expected.

The girl rose, her hand on the guy's shoulder. "Judy, I'm Bren. Thisis my husband, Carl. Grouch
E-mailed usthat you were coming. Just before he was busted. Y ou'll be safe here, at least for a couple of
days. Were pretty far off the mainstream,”

"Then ... you know who | am?"

Carl stood and put hisarm around hiswifeswaist The two were pressed tightly together, both trembling
dightly, their words soft and low. They seemed nervous, asif they weren't used to company. Carl said,
"Y ou're Judy Carmody, the one wanted for murder. TerMight."

Wanted for murder, Unbelievable. "So ..."
"Nothing to worry about. We trust Grouch."
"But Grouch-"

"Wasbusted. Yes," Bren said.

"Don't worry," Carl said, "we have no direct connection to Grouch. We've never met him in person. Only
on the Net. We give him technical advice; he doesthe samefor us. The copswon't be able to trace you
here unlessthey're psychic.”

The only people Judy even haf trusted were people sheld never met. People from al over the world.
Technica people: programmers and engineers. Trading technicd tips. Aslong asthe power held and the
lines were open, it was happyland for everyone,

Carl and Bren reminded her of Grouch and Tarantula. Only, thiswas alittle different- Carl and Bren had
real names, not E-mail address names. And they actualy lived together; they were married. No avatars,
no facades to hide the flesh behind the words.

"VileSpawn?' she asked.

Carl laughed, "Haven't cracked it yet." Same as Grouch,
"Y our equipment?'

"In the bedroom,” Carl said. "We deep here on the sofa.”

"Whatever," Bren poked afinger at the half dozen earrings dangling from her right ear, "We can talk
later. Look, you take a bath — Carl will show you where—and then you can put on some of my clothes,
edt, and tell us about everything, Okay?"

More than okay. For thefirst time since leaving Sanchez Electronics, Judy began to fed at ease. Carl and
Bren weren't trying to grease her ego; they weren't carrying on about her hacker exploits. They didn't
seem to want anything from her. "Food first?" she asked.

"Food. Yes. Of course. I'm sorry, Judy.” Bren's eyestwinkled, eyesthat were gray with flecks of viol,
unusua and very pretty.

"I'll doit." Carl dipped past Judy and down adark hallway. A light flickered on. She heard dishes



clattering, the whine of anuke, and within moments, he returned.

They huddled around the coffee table, sitting on the wooden floor. Carl served stde bread, Gouda
cheese, and hot vegetable soup. "We're hedth nuts" he said, asif offering an apology for the med.

Asif Judy cared what she was eating. She would have eaten fried toads right now, and pickled squid
suckers. Stale bread wasfine.

"We're happy, asis. Y ou know—nhigh on love." Bren's hand touched Carl's cheek.

Judy nearly choked on her bread. Had she not been there, no doubt the two of them would berolling on
thefloor. Like, forget the food.

These two had to be newly-weds. Who the hell was"high on love" these days? Asfar as Judy knew, the
only thing people did was work, then go home and drop down, haf dead, in front of Net videos and
sound systems. Those without human connections, like Judy, cruised the Net dl night.

"I'd better take abath now," she said, cramming afind wad of cheeseinto her mouth and swallowing it
whole.

They both looked at her, then at each other. Judy's chest tightened: it wasthat look again, that old
what-an-idiot look. Or maybein this case, what an idiot wasinfused with pity, aswell.

She didn't want anyone's pity.

"l can't wastetime." Her voice sounded harsh. Her black-and-gold-painted nails, the black al chipped
now, began clacking on the coffee table, betraying her nerves. She did her handsto her Iap, benegath the
table, where Carl and Bren couldn't see them.

"Time's never wasted, Judy,” Bren said, "It'sjust not dways used properly. Relax. Everything's codl.
Now come on; follow- meand I'll get you comfortable.”

Pity. Forgiveness. Why couldn't Judy just be norma? Say the right things a the right times. Not cause
everyone to get so wagged out.

Bren led her down the hdll to the bedroom.
No bed.

No nightstand.

But aflipping ton of equipment.

Three desks holding huge-screen monitors connected to hand-whacked towers. Netpads everywhere.
L aptops open on the floor. Two printers, Four large filing cabinets. Six floor-to-celling bookshelves
suffed with computer texts. Cables hooked to the walls and running into ceiling holes. Plenty of wall
jacks, indicating ample modem access,

"Thisiswheretheactionis." Bren pulled aknob, and datted folding closet doors swung out. "Pick what
you want, Judy; we're pretty much the samesize.”

Inside the closet she saw old PC skins, their insides junked, stripped of parts—probably cobbled into the
machines on the desks. A pile of external modems, big clunky things with switches, acigar box filled with
memory chips, empty software boxesfor graphics and movie programs, tons of Web applications.,. "The
clothes," Bren said. Y eah, the clothes.



Judy rooted around, pulling apair of pink long Johns and aripped flannd shirt off abox labeled
LavaTak/C++. Shetried to make conversation. "Y our background?'

"Computer science mgjor, UC Berkeley, then some graduate work, got bored, and quit. Met Carl there,
and we shacked up. We've been together ever since.”

Judy straightened up, clutching Bren's clothes to her chest. Here was agirl much like Judy—aWeb
wizard, atechie—and Bren even had Carl, something Judy had often dreamed about, a flesh personto
share her world. Or just someonetotak to ... like, real-time tak to ... Someoneto free her from the
prison of her mind, open her up, let her finally emerge. Sure, Judy had experienced the physica stuff, like
hunger, cramps, and headaches. But her body had never felt the good stuff, like warmth, touch ...

What wasit like to have someone love you? To gaze a you asif you were beautiful, to talk to you asif
you weren't afreak, to touch your hair, to hold your hand?

Bren wasdrumming her fingers on the top of anearby compuiter.
Her eyes shifted toward the open door, "Well, uh, if you want that bath now ..."
Bath. Yes. No. Judy wanted to talk to Bren. She wanted to ask about Carl.

What she really wanted to know waswheat it felt liketo bein love, to be loved, to fed sex. But those
were taboo subjects. Never to be discussed, not with anyone.

So what could they talk about?

Judy's mother and aunts had often gossiped. Judy wasn't into gossip. And when Judy overheard women
talking at shopping mals or on the beach, their conversations had adways been about men, makeup, and
movies. How fat they were, what diets they were on, what kinds of clothes made them look thinner.

She knew there were businesswomen out there, but she had even lessin common with them. Those
kinds of women were her customers. They wore suits and hedls. They talked about trips abroad, fixing
up their houses, ther children's activities. "Judy?"

Shewasn't good at small talk, didn't want to come across lute a computer drone. Wanted some of Bren
scoolnessto rub off on her. Wanted to learn how Bren managed to be atechdroid and agirl.

Bren smiled, shrugged, and gaveit up. "Oh well, you know where to go." Shefingered her earrings and
ambled off to find Carl. Judy was done again.

Time's never wasted. It's just not always used properly. Gigglesfiltered down the hdl from theliving
room. Bren was using her time theright way.

As she crossed the hall into the bathroom, Judy peeked toward the living room. Bren was lying on top of
Carl—they were on the floor— and they were kissing.

She dipped into the bathroom, gently closed the door. The tub, with itsfour brasslegs and rusted spailt,
was waiting. She turned on the tap; the warm water would |oosen the musclesin her arms, thaw her
hands, wash the bloody scabs from her pams.

She unhooked the bikini top, dithered out of thefilthy shorts, and sank into the warm water. Shelathered
the stiff greengoo hair, then with her eyes shut, dipped her head beneeth the water.

Soaking, shelet hersdf drift into afamiliar daydream. It was early morning, on the beach, the sun just



rising, the ocean split into Picasso planes of warm color: pinks and blues and greens. She was naked, and
there was aman with her—a Faceless Man. Somehow, she couldn't fed his skin. Hisface was by her
right ear, where she couldn't see what helooked like.

The Facdless Man didn't say anything, and neither did she. They never said aword, no matter how many
times she dreamed the dream. But he wanted her; she could fed it.

And now he was going to have her. She felt the dight shift of hisbody, but asif she were removed from
her own body, observing thefeding.

Andthen. ..

The dream short-circuited, like usud. The Faceless Man disappeared into the bath water.
Shetried to replay the dream, to capture the moment and crank it forward alittle.

But, as dways, the moment was logt, and she couldn't do ingtant replay.

Pethetic redly.

She might aswell get out of the tub.

She wrapped her hair into a scrunchie on top of her head, glanced in the mirror over the Sink. Her hair
was no longer greenish yellow. The dye had been cheap, had pretty much washed out with one
shampoo. A good thing. Or wasit another disaster?

Whatever. Who cared? There were more urgent considerations.
Thistime, she didn't peek at Bren and Carl as she dipped across the hall into the bedroom.

She shut the door, then switched on a computer. She scanned the notes taped to the wall, found a bogus
password, and logged onto the Net as CISmith from Deadwood, 1daho. She jacked up her netpad and
picked a handle from her cracker list. CISmith became Bill Jones from Los Banos.

She surfed the newsgroups, seeking details of Hailstorm's death. Occasional giggles and moansfloated in
from the outer room.

Time had to be used properly.

She snapped back to it. Not aword about Hailstorm anywhere. No hint of sugpicion, talk that he might
have been murdered.

Abandoning that line of thought, she decided to seeif there was any news about Criswald. Maybe even a
post from him, saying where he was. Or why he had vanished. Again, after twenty minutes of searching,
she came up empty. Griswald had disappeared, and no one seemed to care.

The Internet browser was a hacked-up kludge made from the one used by 90 percent of al Net surfers.
It incorporated some hand-coded patches that provided severa nifty tools, such as an integrated search
engine/code editor. The search/debugger tool alowed full on-the-Netfly debugging and disassembly of
source code from multiple applications: virtud redlity worlds, ControlFresk, even LavaTak, one of the
newest technologiesto hit the Net.

Bren and Carl were good. It was strange that they choseto live seemingly impoverished in the middle of
nowhere. They could easlly make afortune selling their browser code.



Judy brought up Griswad's hack page on VileSpawn. It was one of her favorite Sites. Here shefound his
old stuff: memory-dump tools, dead-file sniffers, sneaky code that shipped E-mail to Griswald whenever
anyone hit his Web page—though Judy had away around that one. She tripped the Web using fake
log-ins and scrambled user IDs.

With Griswald's page on the screen, Judy touched the icon that cranked up Bren and Carl's
search/debugger tool. Then she opened the source-code file for the independent-agent search engine.
She would use thetool onitsdlf, just to figure out how the tool worked.

Bren had programmed it, and it was an awesome piece of code. Clearly, Bren didn't redlize her own
talent.

The agent ran in the background, scanning the Net for keyword combinations, displaying al resultswith
hypertext links and brief notes about detected Sites. It was artificidly intelligent, weeding out Web Sites
that had alow probability of ahit. It also analyzed hit patterns; it would look for Web sites that known
hackers had hit. Very ussful.

Shetyped, "Griswad and/or Fire," supplying the keywords for both Griswad's name and the moniker he
used for cracking. The screen displayed:

Searching.

While waiting, Judy downloaded the independent-agent code onto her netpad. It was well worth keeping
such ahandy tool.

Then she uploaded some of her own toolsto Bren and Carl's machine. One dug into low-level network
files and retrieved the locations of Web sitesthat had been previoudy viewed by the browser. It was her
verson of Griswad's dead-file sniffer, only in this casg, it sniffed network routes from hidden files.

While the search engine chugged, sheran her sniffer program, found that Bren and Carl were frequent
vidgtorsto aprivate server called dan_land.com. On her netpad, she ran her password cracker against
Bren's password, then logged into her own browser and moved to danjand.com, It was some sort of
virtua redlity restaurant site. The menu listed over twenty types of batter-dipped fried chili dogs. An odd
placefor Bren and Carl to hang on the Net; after all, they were hedlth-food nuts, and what could be
more disgusting than battered-dipped fried chili dogs?

On the desktop compuiter, she returned to Griswald's Web page and waited, the browser colors
blending into a screen saver of neon tropica birds.

The waiting was driving her crazy. She couldn't stay here forever, hiding from cops. She had to find out
why Tony Tuskaand Paul Smith had tried to kill her. Why they had framed her. More than anything, she
wanted to prove them guilty and make them pay.

Therenta car had been scheduled to be dropped off in San Jose early Friday morning. It was aready
late Wednesday night. Actudly, the start of Thursday. Tuskaand Smith would bein the city in lessthan
twenty-four hours. They might be here aready, searching for Griswald, planning to murder him and make
it look likeasuicide.

There were too many questions, too many unknowns, and not enough clues.

Trev. Poor guy. Hed never done anything but surf and paint and crack stupid jokes, And she wasthe
reason he was dead.

The computer beeped. The independent agents reported,



Search Done-

There were two matches for Griswald and Fire:

Centrd Intelligence Agency. Private intranet-

URL.: http://13.555.44.5/~private/NSA/personnd . _html.

Networks: ISDN header packets-No URL -Encrypted string Fire found in destinations of packets from
99.555.12.3.88.555-77.6, etc.

Wow. How had the search engine hammered into the CIA's private network, into personne records for
the National Security Agency? And how on earth could it find encrypted strings within network header
packets?

More important, it had found an entry that had occurred in the past day. That meant that either Griswald
was gtill on-line, or someone was using his codes. Judy knew the second possibility was extremely
remote.

Interesting that the search engine hadn't succeeded in locating Griswald's Internet address, his surfing
home spot. He must be generating random and very fake machine identification numbers, Either that, or
he was surfing viaa series of anonymous and very hidden sites. Something Judy usudly did.

From the outer room, Judy heard more giggles: Bren and Carl, lost in their own world, oblivious to what
they had created and what it was worth, just lost in some goofy blisdand that made no sense.

Asfar as Judy was concerned, love certainly made no sense. It was ephemeral. Judy's mother had lost
her father. Judy had never trusted anyone enough to let them get that close.

Y &, listening to those giggles filled her with sadness. Part of her wanted to know what it wasliketo fed
loved, even knowing it would end. She wastired of the Faceless Man.

But such thoughts weren't for her, at least not now. They dowed her down. It was best to focus on the
task, dways the task, and move forward.

She had to discover the motive behind Trev's death. Find out why Griswald had dropped out of sight.
And most important, save herself.

She rested her fingertips on the keyboard. The light from the desk lamp cast a soft blue tint on the screen,
easy onthe eyes.

There was no way Judy would break into the CIA intranet. It was enough that she knew Griswald had
doneit. Griswad had aways been snooping into forbidden areas. It was good to know he was ill okay.
Now, the trick was to make contact with him.

Her second clue, the network header packets, didn't help much. With faulty header packets, their
destinations rerouted to false locations, al high-speed 1ISDN lineswould go down in the areawhere the
99.555.12.3 and 88.555.77.6 machines were located. Once ISDN hardware analyzed packets with
improper destinations, it deleted not only the header packets, but all associated data packets. There was
no reason why Griswald would tamper with ISDN lines. Except, perhaps, as a clue so someonelike
Judy would redize that he was till around.

"Wadl, what are you up to?" A soft voice, and Judy whirled.


http://13.555.44.5/~private/NSA/personnel_._html.

God.
It wasonly Bren.

"l—I'm trying to find traces of someone who was reported missing the other day on VileSpawn," Judy's
heart was pounding, her fingers shaking. She sat on her pams, trying to warm her fingers.

Bren was rumpled, her hair more disarrayed than before, shooting out at &l angles; her flannd shirt
unbuttoned in three spots; one earring missing. But she was smiling, and her eyes were deep violet under
the glow from the soft blue lamp. She laughed. "Y eah, Griswad. Carl and | were the ones who posted
that message about him on VileSpawn."

"But. .. VileSpawn ... you said—"

"l know. We said that we hadn't cracked into VileSpawn yet. But we do have friends, you know. Ever
hear of symbiont@nonoland?’

Svmbiont waslow profile; he rarely posted anything on Vile-Spawn. " Sometimes," Judy said.
"Wewent to school with him."

"Oh. Wéll, why didn't you tel me?*

"About what?'

"About Grisvad."

"Never occurred to me you'd be searching for Gal —that's Griswald's real name, Gal Nikonchik. You
never mentioned him. Carl and | just figured you were studying police reports about—about the
murders... or maybetrying to clear yoursdlf. We figured it was best to give you some space.”

Space? Judy needed dl the help she could get.

She rose from the chair, put ahand on Bren's shoulder, amost hugged her. "Two killers are after me.
They'll probably be in San Jose tomorrow. Looking for Grisvad.”

"Yeah?' Bren looked confused.
"l haveto find him, don't you see? They'll kill him."

"I don't think Griswald's disgppearance has anything to do with you, Judy,” Bren said. "Actudly, we only
posted that notice because Dan kept bugging usfor help. Wedid it to get him off our backs.”

"Who's Dan?" Judy said.

"Dan Nikonchik, Griswad's older brother. He runs agreasy diner called Dan's DiskWorld in downtown
San Jose. Serves chili dogs on platesthat 1ook like ancient computer disks. Big hit with the Silicon Valey
types. Grisvad runs hisWeb site, does dl his accounts, Kid'sawhiz with financia stuff.

"Dan'sredly overprotective of Griswad. Raised him for the past ten years, Sncether parents died. Dan
meanswadll, but he drives Griswvald nuts. Carl and | are pretty sure Griswald just left town so he could get
away from Dan. Dan can't accept that Thinks his brother's been kidnapped or something crazy like that.”

News about Griswad. Hisred name: Ca Nikonchik. His brother's name: Dan. Judy had found people
who knew Griswald. Her brain rolled over into TerMight mode, The words started flowing. "Not so



crazy," shesaid. "Why doesn't this Dan go to the policeif he's so worried?!

"Good question,” Bren said. "We're not sure. Dan doesn't trust authority figures. His parents were
hippies, thought the government was run by jackasses. Dan doesn't talk much to me and Carl, though.
Persondity clash.”

Bren shifted her gaze to Judy'swaist and legs. Judy's face burned. She must look pretty awful standing
therein Bren'slong Johns. But Bren said, ™Y ou want to keep the domes, Judy? They look great on you."

Therewasn't timefor thiskind of charter. No time to be Judy. Had to he TerMight. Shewas closeto
finding Griswad, feltit in her bones. "Can | meet this Dan guy? Or would he turn mein to the cops?’

Bren settled into the chair, tugged her shirt to hide bare skin. "Dan's atotd jerk. He'sloud, arrogant, and
crude. But heloves Griswad. | don't think hell do anything to hurt you, if he thinksyou'rethe key to
finding his brother. Dan will do anything for Griswad. Because of diefire.”

"What do you mean?' Griswad's cracker handlewas Fire,

"Therésareason for Fire, Judy. Their home—Dan and Gal's— their Home burned down back when
they were kids. They lived on some back-to-nature commune with their freaked-out parents. One day,
somebody lit ajoint the wrong way, and 6am, it al went up in smoke." Bren hesitated for amoment then
continued. "Killed the parents, burned them dive. Dan pulled Ca out of the flames, tried to go back for
his mom and dad, but it wastoo late. That's why Dan's so over-protective. He's scared, scared of losing

Loud, arrogant, and crude. Judy hated people like that. But who would know Griswald better than his
own brother? Perhaps Dan could he trusted.

She might not have any other choice.

Judy tilted the desk lamp 0 there was |less glare on the screen, then stood behind Bren.. With her head
clear, TerMight would know what to do. "I have some morework," she said, "and then | need some
more deep.”

"No problem," Bren said, rising, walking to the door. "Seeping bag isin the closet. | make Carl sack on
it when we have an argument. Cdl if you need anything.”

The door shut, and after afew minutesthe low giggling returned as background noise. Judy again turned
to her netpad, thistime uploading some of her hottest hack stuff to Bren's computer: reverse-engineered
codefor the ClIA'sfile server. She hated cracking into the CIA, but there were timeswhen caution didn't

pay.

She had to assume Griswad's identity. He was too clever to use a password an ordinary hacker could
crack through ordinary means. No, Judy would find the log-in he really used, not some stupid listingina

password file.

Using system cdlsthat dug directly into the file system, she found a binary file that had been created by
Fire, only lagt night. She couldn't read thefile, Snceit wasdl binary code.

Conceding text fileswithin binary files. Using cryptography for sending hidden messages.

She had just the program to dedl with it. Sheran her code, split the end-of-the marker out of the middle
of thefile, and copied everything after the marker to atemporary file.



Thereit was, text planted at the end of the binary file: the word Fire, followed by Griswad's hacker
password.

For amoment, Judy felt dizzy, couldn't type. She had Griswald's secret encrypted password. It was asif
he were talking directly to her, through some weird, low-level whacko-nerd language. He must have
done this on purpose. To reassure someone he was okay- Bren? Carl? His brother? It didn't matter. The
important thing was that, having his password, she could send him amessage. One he was sureto
receive.

As Griswvad, shelogged into VileSpawn, moved to his private account area. Then she used an old text
editor to plant amessage:

ThisisTerMight. Tell mewhereyou are-, why you disappear ed- Tell me what's happening.
She snooped into hisfiles. Something weird here. Genetics programming of some kind.

She downloaded the genetics programming code to her netpad. Then she changed dl file ownerships
from Fireto Water, and created alow-level and empty directory called TerMight.

She erased dl entriesin the CIA network files, anything that showed her presence. Then al entriesin
VileSpawn that showed the presence of Griswvald.

Satidfied that she wasfinally en route to becoming afree woman in charge of her own life again, she
logged off as Bill Jonesfrom Los Banos.

"Did you deep well?' Bren set Judy's breakfast on the coffee table. Gouda again, and toast with jam.

The deeping bag had been soft enough—at |east, after Judy had cleared the cables, screws, pliers, and
gtrippers from benegth it. The Faceless Man had rolled through her dreams dl night, rewind-play
rewind-play, interspersed with images of Bren and Carl on the living room floor.

Shelied. "Very comfortable.”

From the bedroom came the clatter of the keyboard. Carl was aready hard at work, coding a corporate
Web sitefor acustomer heldd never met.

Themorning sun flicked itsway through the pine trees and glowed softly through the front window. It
waslikefairy dust on Bren'sface. "1 didn't degp much,” Bren said. "Asyou might have noticed, Carl'sa
hardworking man."

A secret joke cast between two girls? What did Bren mean? That Carl worked hard at coding Web
sites? Or that Carl worked hard at...

Car whed s crunched into the lot by the side of the cabin. A door dammed, and then someone cursed.

"Dan'shere," Bren said. She moved to the window, glanced outside. "Y es, right ontime, it's Mr.
Nikonchik inal hisgory flesh." Her hair, tangled from God knew what she did last night, was agolden
halo shot with white and reddish sparks.

Bren opened the front door before Dan Nikonchik could knock. He blustered into the room, Next to
Bren, with her peaceful, I-am-in-heaven face, next to those viol et-speckled eyes and that smooth white
skin, Dan Nikonchik looked like agargoyle,

The upper half of hisbody seemed elongated, because hislegs, while muscular, were too short to bein



proportion with the rest of him. His face was rough, his nose a bit too broad. His hair and eyebrows
were blond — not the golden impressionist blond of Bren's hair, but rather, flat blond, maybe from a
bottle, Small black eyes darted around the room, asif he expected a chainsaw-wielding lunatic to pop
from behind the furniture.

This was Griswald's brother?

What on earth did Griswald look like?

Maybe it was agood thing Griswad thought TerMight wasaguy.

"| came. What'sthe big deal, Bren? And who isthat?" Even bisvoice was harsh, Sandpaper.

He durped coffee from a.car mug that proclaimed, Dan's Disk-World: For the Hard-Driving Man.
Bren gestured at the blue sofa across the room from Judy. " Sit over there, Dan.”

He s, ill durping, hiseyes il darting.

Judy pushed her plate of Gouda and toast farther back on the coffee table. She had lost her appetite. She
crossed her legs, folded her arms across her chest.

"May | present Judy Carmody. TerMight in the flesh." Bren seemed to be enjoying hersdlf, proud to have
TerMight in the house, amused to be toying with Dan Nikonchik. She plopped onto the sofa next to
Judy, and as the | eft cushion sank under Bren's weight, the one beneath Judy popped up, tossing Judy
dightly totheside.

Judy suppressed alaugh. Bren made her fed like alittle girl. She bounced on her own cushion, just once,
making Bren pop up.

Dan Nikonchik didn't smile. Rather, he glared at them. Especidly at Judy. "So thisisthe great TerMight,
isit? Judy Carmody, killer at large. Bank robber, too."

Rude.

Bren'sface hardened. "Judy'sno killer. And no thief."
"Right. Sony." Hedidn't meanit.

"Bren—" Judy started. She wanted this guy to go away.

But Bren cut her off. "I asked you to come here, Dan, because Judy can help you find your brother. She
hasn't killed anyone. She hasn't stolen adime. And she thinks Cd'sin danger.”

"TerMight knows about Gal?' Dan put his coffee mug on the floor, hitched his blue dacks up histhighs,
leaned forward, and placed his hands on his knees. "How much does she know?"

Judy pretended Dan was Hector Rodriguez, shut her eyes. "TerMight knows Gal Nikonchik as Gnswald.
I've known your brother for the past two years. On-line. We trade—" She opened her eyes. "—technical
Secrets.”

"Holy shit, Bren!" Dan rose, hisface turning red with emotion, hisfists clenched.
"Relax," Bren said. Swestly.



"Relax? Areyou crazy? This—this person trades technical secretswith my little brother. She knows!
And on top of that, she's wanted for murder, It's no wonder Cal's disappeared. He somehow got mixed
up with this—this older woman, thiskiller—"

Nobody'd ever caled Judy an older woman. And dl thisranting about her being akiller...

Bren clasped Judy's arm, then released it and stood, pointing afinger at Dan. Her face no longer looked
so calm and peaceful. She was plenty ticked off. "Shut up, Dan, and st down. And get off mat high
horse. Y ou're no choirboy yourself. Y our little brother did al your dirty Work for you. And | bet you
paid him peanuts. How about if you tell us,

right here and now, what you paid poor Griswald to fancy up your accounting files, huh?"
Judy blinked. Accounting files? Had Gd juggled his brother's accounts?

"Ligten,” Dan said, moving to the window, his back to Judy and Bren, hisvoice going low, "l pay Cd's
rent. | give him aweekly alowance. He eats at my restaurant, for free, al thetime. J take care of Cal. In
return, he hepswith Dan's DiskWorld. So what if he designed some of my business software. So what?
He'smy brother.”

"Maybe you should have given him one morething,” Bren said.
"What'sthat?' Dan said.
"Hisfreedom.”

Dan shook his head. "Cal'sadreamer. He getslost in cyberspace dl the time. Besides, he's just akid,
He needs me to watch out for him. That'swhy | haveto Bud him."

Judy had to keep the conversation focused. Somehow, with Bren on her side, with Bren acting asif Judy
was the norma one and Dan was the weirdo, Judy found the courage. "Do you have any ideawhy Cal
|eft?" she asked. "Did he leave any indication when held be back?"

"Nothing," Dan said. "It's not like him to head off without at least calling mefirst. He knows | worry."

He was responding; he wastaking to Judy asif she wasanorma person. She was actudly controlling
the conversation. "Maybe there's something on his computer, mentioning what he was planning. Did you
check hisfiles? Look at his E-mail for the past week?"

"Me?' Dan said, staring at Judy. "Do | look like some sort of computer geek? Cal does dl the
programming inthefamily.”

"Well, how about if you let metake alook, then?' she said. "Y ou might be getting all upset over nothing.”

"Search Cd's computer files?' Dan said. He shook his head. "Not in amillion years. Theresimportant
business stuff on Ca's machine, private Stuff. | can't let you examine that. Sorry-. Besides, how do |
know | cantrust you? All | know isthat you're wanted for murder in La-guna. That's not exactly a
five-star endorsement.”

Judy didn't know whét to say. She had to see Cd's computer files. There was something illega in them;
that was becoming obvious. Maybe something that tied in with Tony Tuskaand Paul Smith,

"Listen," Dan continued, "be reasonable. Bren saysyou're innocent. | suppose| trust her. If you help me
find Cd, then I'll help you. But, forget thefiles.”



It was stupid, egotistical. Dan was used to ordering people around and getting hisway. He didn't believe
in compromise.

Judy glanced at Bren, who aways seemed to know how to act, but Bren was smirking, obvioudy
enjoying Judy'sfirst encounter with Cal Nikonchik's big brother. Bren dipped off her earrings, one by
one, and placed them on the rough-cut coffee table. Then she swabbed each earlobe with a cotton ball
and rubbing a cohol, and pushed the earrings back into her ears.

Judy stared at thetiny decorations: amusica note, abird, adangling NOR.
Judy wanted to get rid of Dan, st off, alone, to find CAl.
She wanted to get her ears pierced, then plug al the holeswith NORS, every freaking one of them.

But it was critica that she remain focused. Her life was on theline, and time was in short supply. With a
little bluster talk, it was amazing how she could get this control-freak macho type to go mute. He could
hate her al hewanted. It didn't matter. He couldn't terminate her, cut off her cash flow, like aHector
Rodrigue?. or a Steve Sanchez might.

"Well, if youwant meto help you find your brother,”" she said, "give me his gpartment addressso | can
check out his equipment. There's no reason for you to tag dong.”

From tbe bedroom, Carl was humming while he coded his corporate Web site, Talking heads that
explained how to use a business reporting system.

Bren pushed another earring into place. This one was a golden bus, smashed at both ends, and on it were
the words memory bus. Judy, you can handlethis,” she said. "I have to go squash some datafor Carl."

Judy could handle Dan Nilconchik. He was excess baggage, clueess, ababoon. And Judy was doing
just fine. And Bren, well, Bren was cooler than atime-zone frazz in happyland,

Dan said, "What good would it do to take you to Gal's place?’
"I'm TerMight. | need his computer.”

"Youreagirl."

"I'm TerMight."

"Y ou're wanted for murder."

Damn, how thisjerk went in circles. So thickheaded. Moronic, " Someone tried to murder me, Mr.
Nikonchik. Because I'm TerMight, And they nailed my landlord instead. And they're probably after your
brother, too. Do you under stand?"

He nodded, dowly- "Y eah. | guess. Okay. Y ou can see Cd'sfiles. But don't snoop too much. Just what
you need. Comeon; I'll drive you there."

Judy hoped to God Ga wasn't ashig ajerk as hisolder brother. Growing up under the thumb of this guy,
it was no wonder Ga hid in programming, became the gonzo hacker, the great Griswald. No wonder
Bren assumed that Griswad had just left town. Anybody would want to escape from Dan Nikonchik.

Wéll, sheld use this bozo to get her into Cal's apartment, so she could access the compuiter files, seeif
there was any information indicating where held gone. Then sheld pump Dan for information: what Cal
-looked like, what kind of clothing he wore, his persond habits. And then shed dump thisjerk back into



his chili dog palace, and get onwithiit.

"S0 . .. where did you say this apartment was?' she asked.
"It'sat 1405 West Spruce Drive. It won't take long to get there.”
"Y ou have akey to the place?"

"Yeah, | have akey. Cd'smy brother, akid, for God's sake."

Judy hooked her |aptop strap over her shoulder, tucked the netpad into the pocket of her flanne shirt, a
niceroyd blue and green shirt, gift from Bren.

"Okay, let'shike," shesaid.

She followed him from the house, into the chilly morning air. His car was blinding red, a Porsche. She
wasn't surprised, though she wondered how: he could afford it. Guys like Dan dways droveridiculoudy
fast cars. They thought expensive toys made them irresistible. It was al macho crap, but it was none of
Judy's business. She couldn't care less.

"What'sthis?' he screamed.
She glanced at him. He was probahly whining about some mud on his shoes.

But he was pointing at the car. A long scratch, asif made by anail, etched asilver trail through neon red.
The line went from the front bumper to the back, straight across the door,

"What'sthis?' he screamed again. "Who's been a my car?"
Like, Judy would know?
His body was shaking. His voice lowered to awhisper. " Someone's going to pay for this."

"Look. Tiretracks." Judy pointed to the dirt leading from the road to the cabin. "L ooks like somebody
found you here, Dan, maybe even followed you. They scratched your car for areason. Why? Hasthis
got something to do with your brother's disappearance? With me? Are you mixed up in dl this
somehow?"

"What are you babbling about?' he muttered. Hisfinger did acrossthe silver scraich. Hewinced. "It'sthe
books, the damned books. Without Cal, | didn't close them out on Friday. It's been days now. Damn!*

"What are you taking about?"
Heflipped open the password pane, fumbled. "Just drop it. Has nothing to do with Cd."
But obvioudy it did.

And Dan's voice was shaking. "Forget it. It's not important. Now, g've me a second, entry code aways
causes metrouble.”

Sheld question him later, after hed calmed down. In the meantime, sheld play naive, givein. For dl she
knew, he might even be dangerous. "No problem,” she said lightly. "I know what it'slike to have car
password hasdes,”

She did know. Standing there, waiting for Dan to open the door with his eectronic key, memories hit her



likearock. Judy scrambling

to get into Tuskaand Smith'scar. Trev: dead. She could see him, collapsed on the gpartment landing,
blood on hisface- Hislast words, telling her to run.

She glanced at Cdl's brother and felt a sudden surge of sympathy. Poor guy. He was probably worried
out of hismind. Hisonly brother, whom held protected for years, gone. Maybe dead.

He knew something, though, and yet...

Whatever Dan Nikonchik was mixed up in, it seemed unlikdly lie would knowingly harm his brother in
any way.

Thelocks clicked open. "Climb in," he said. "Time to make like detectives.”

She opened the car door. Inside, the car's Net console hummed. Nearly two dozen icons glowed on its
screen. The Porsche offered total touch control. Hitching her laptop strap higher on her shoulder, Judy
clutched the case tightly to her side and climbed in on the passenger side. The car seat shifted beneath
her, molded to fit her back.

She remembered how Bren had touched Carl's cheek. Human warmth: touch, contact. Timetotry it
herself. She touched Dan's shoulder. "I'll find Cdl. | promise.”

But Dan glared at her. Like: don't talk to me and don't touch me; what's the matter with you?

Perhaps people were only allowed to touch those who loved them. Perhaps touching another person
implied some sort of sexua thing, or in the case of another girl —like Tarantula—it was justimcoo/.

"How do you know I'm not planning to take you to the cops?' he said tauntingly- Dan just never
stopped.

One touch from her, and he got the edge. Y et shed managed to shut him up before and get her way.
Maybe she could do it again. Bren'stemper had flared. Maybe being quiet al the time wasn't the ticket.
"Because," she said, "without me, your chances of finding Ca are zero. And, somehow, | have thisfunny
feding you don't want the policeinvolved in your business.”

"Hey, | wasjust kidding," Dan said, hisface turning pae. "Can't you take ajoke?"
Hetouched the ignitionicon, raced the engine. On the dash-

board, a 3-D hologram cube burst into life, projecting afour-inch-high image of abig-busted bimbo ina
bikini. Sound sengtive, the figure swayed back and forth with the muted whine of the engine.

Judy fdtlikeanidiot, riding in astupid red Porsche with black |eather seats, amacho jerk by her side.
Judy, inapair of Carl's boxer shorts and Bren's oversize flannd shirt. Judy, with her tangled hair, her face
haggard from worry and lack of deep, from too much squinting a too many computer screens.

"Mindif | listen to some music whilewe drive?' He didn't wait for her answer, just touched the console,
and ingtantly, the speakers came alive while arock video flashed across the screen.

Y eah, she minded.

Irritated, Judy reached up, She ripped the hologram cube off the control panel, and dropped it to the
floor.



Dan laughed at her, Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out apair of sunglasses and put them on. Then,
without another word, he stepped on the gas and the car roared out of the dirt lot, spitting dust and
debrisasit departed.
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For what seemed an eternity, they listened to the pounding music, not speaking. Finaly, Dan squinted at
her from behind dart shades and said, "Y ou ever actualy meet my brother?"

He twisted the steering whedl and sent the car zooming past some gawking teenagers.

A blip of purple and pink hair, wide eyes, scruffy clothes—that sall Judy saw; then the car was speeding
past sushi joints and taco places, hologram arcades and software shops. A late-morning smoggy haze
drifted acrossthe blue sky, the last of the marine layer. Fancy carswith fancy license plates zipped past:
electroi. whizkid. shebang.

Everyonetrying so hard to be cool. Everyonefailing.

Judy didn't care. She never went with the now, never followed the crowd. That was one of the reasons
she had liked Griswad. From his pogts, she knew he was like her: quiet, shy, nervous around loud

people.

He probably wore cutoffs and T-shirts. Didn't need or want a shiny new car or fancy shadesto proclaim
his greatness, And with aknow-it-all control-freak brother like Dan, Ga was probably an introvert,
maybe a dob, programming because he found it stimulating and chalenging. He was an anomay in these
god-infatuated days, where information technology departments pumped out graduates by the thousands,
al of them pretty worthlessin the daughterhouse of red-world programming.

Ca mogt likely had doped shoulders, a huge head for that huge brain, and apile of pimples. For some
reason, Judy found that comforting.

"Did you hear me, Judy? Ever see Ca?' Dan poked her arm, even as he swerved onto afreeway, cutting
off three other cars,

Horns honked; lights flashed. Dan didn't seem to notice. He acted like he ruled the road. Lawswere
made for other people, not for him. Judy hated driverslike Dan, hated them.

"No," shesad. "l have no ideawhat Ca lookslike. Nobody on VileSpawn postsimagefiles. Were
more interested in content than glitz. Careto enlighten me?* Thinking, hoping, praying: man, | sure hope
he doesn't look anything like you.

"Console: Sound off." At Dan's command., the blaring music stopped, though the screen remained dive
with video. "Open the glove compartment. | keep some photosin there."

She twisted the latch to the glove compartment, and poked through the contents. DV Ds of rock music,
like what had been playing on the console. Buzz junk, synthetic noise for hyperacceerated times. Bresth
mints, guaranteed to work al day; alarge sted ring with tons of keyson it; a package of condoms.

Unopened.

A gold wedding ring decorated with what looked like interconnected tetrahedrons. She pulled it out of
the glove box.

Seeing it, Dan flinched as though it might bite him. The car jerked trom eighty miles an hour down to fifty,



Behind them, acar honked and swerved.

Hisface twisted. His knuckles were white. "My—my mother's wedding band.”
"Same guy who nailed your car?'

"Ring was in the safe-deposit box," he sammered. "In my safe-deposit box."

Her heart lurched. That was enough, "Okay, then, you tdl me, Dan, who could get into your
safe-deposit box, stedl your mother'swedding band, and stick it in your glove box? And why? Why the
scratches on the car?!

"None of your goddamn business."

"Yeah, itsmy busness. I'min this car with you. And somebody's following you and leaving some pretty
Strange messages. Y ou tedl mewhat's going on. Now."

"Nothing to do with you. Find Gd's photo. We haveto find Cd. Then everything will befine" He
glanced into the rearview mirror. "My God, it'sthem!”

Now what? She looked over her shoulder. A beat-up green VVolkswagen bus, some fifty years old,
wheezed behind them, driven by an ancient guy with awhite beard and no hair on hishead. Besde the
guy was an old woman, her white hair curled into abun.

"You'reafraid of that old junker?' Judy had to stifleagiggle.
"They dwayscomeinagreenvan."
"But that greenvan?'

He peered into the mirror again, relaxed alittle. "Maybe you're right. That doesn't ook likeit. I'm letting
it get to me. Gotta calm down. Look at my brother's picture. Get amove on, would you?"

Judy sighed. He was hopeless. She dug into the glove box again and found two photos, both of aguy
who looked like atdler, thinner version of Dan Nikonchik. Like his brother, Cd had blond hair. Judy
wondered if Gal'swasred or dyed. Unlike Dan, he had intense blue eyes. Intense, asif he could read
your mind, right from the photograph. Ca had long, dim fingers, amsthat dangled a hissdes, asif he
felt awkward in front of the camera. Both shots were taken at a beach. He wore jeans and azoid T-shirt.
Around him clugtered children in svvimsuits, playing bal; mothersin sun hats, reading magazines, young
boysin stud suits, ogling girlsin gtring bikinis.

The only surprising thing about Cal Nikonchik was that he looked like akid. A teenager, maybe fifteen or
sxteen years old. Sheld dways thought Grisvald was in his mid-twenties. On-line, hiswords were those
of someone older, someone her age.

"Hesyoung," shesad.

"That'swhat | told you. My brother isachild. Hejust got out of high school. He's only seventeen, il
underage. I'm hislega guardian.”

"Andyou?'

"I'm twenty-eight. | became Cal's replacement father when | was practically his age, just over thelega
limit."



Y es, Bren had mentioned thefire.
Two boys, orphaned, the older one taking care of the younger one.

Must have been anightmare for an eighteen-year-old Dan to suddenly haveto play father to a
seven-year-old Cd. Judy imagined Dan, so young, losing hisown parentsin that fire—ingtantly having the
responsihilities of parenthood thrust upon him, aswell.

Poor Dan, never dlowed to grow up himself. Having to become an adult before he had achanceto bea
teenager. No chance for college. No chance to hang at parties, have wild nights with girls. Just work,
work, work . ..

Same thing that had happened to Judy, just adifferent twist. A much more horrifying twist
"He looks perfectly harmless, doesn't he?' Dan said.

She wanted to say, Yes. I'msorry, Dan. But shewas afraid it would come out wrong. It was one thing
to handle a control-freak macho grunt for whom she had no respect, someone who wasn't even an
employer. It was another to handle someonelike ... Dan.

Hislipsweretight, hisforehead lined with worn-.

She gazed out the window. The road was jammed with traffic. People everywhere looked bored and
frugtrated.

Some things never changed. Nobody was ever happy. Except perhaps for people like Bren and Carl,
who ran away fromit al and hid together in the woods.

No matter what people did for aliving, evenif they had lovers, wives, husbands, children —they were
never satisfied. Blue-collar types wanted tc climb the white-collar ladder. White-collar types wanted to
Control everyone, everything. Managers wanted to be vice presidents.

And vice presidents and digtrict chiefs, like Rodriguez, wanted to be CEOs. Even Steve Sanchez, with all
his money, sill pushing, beeting, hammering for more. Always dimbing the ladder, never satisfied. Never
stopping lo view the scenery,

At least she wasn't caught in that rat race, Judy's only goa wasto be happy. Like Bren and Carl.

"Damn!" Dan pumped the brakes, jerked the car to ahdt just before it crashed into the car ahead of
them. Judy'sintelligent seat moved forward with her, cushioning her back. Her seet belt pulled alittle
moretightly at her waist, then released her again. If Dan kept driving like amaniac, the air bagswould
pop out, inflate, and throw them both into the backsest.

Sheld done better on her own in adilapidated ruin with afreaking shift on the floor.

From her laptop case, she pulled out the green box that Tarantula had thrust at her, It was agizmo well
known to hackers, one created using schematics that were easily available, via anonymous download
from the Web. With aflip of aswitch, it would dter upcoming traffic-light patterns.

She flipped the switch, and dl the way down the street, asfar asthe eye could see, they had green lights.
Then she said, "I'm going on VileSpawn. Who knows, maybe Gal's posted areply to that message.”

"Sure. Anything would help,” Dan said.

As she expected, there was no word from Griswald. But, there was something e se waiting for TerMight:



@>>>—
Another dead black rose. Judy read the words posted benegath it with growing horror.

VileSpawn reports. Larabee dead. Hacker master- The man who put the Clipper chip in its
well-deserved

grave. Cracker of the encryption codes, published on
the Net. Nofriend to authority. Killed in afirein LA-

Larabee, aguy Judy had never met, origindly off a node somewhere on the East Coast. Hewasaheroin
the underground hacker world, legendary for his exploits cracking federa encryption codes asfast as
they were developed. He'd disappeared years ago, after having made peace with the government.

The black rose was a day-old posting, Tony Tuskaand Paul Smith had talked about arson in Judy's
gpartment. She had aterrible suspicion that Larabee's death had been no accident. Only somebody with
info gleaned from classified files could have tracked him down. But for what reason?

Why was the government killing hackers?

"Any news?' Dan asked.

"Y ou want the truth?" Judy asked. "Or the candy-coated stuff?"
"If it involves Cd's disgppearance,” Dan sad, "I'll take the truth.”

"Two hackersare dead,” Judy began, "and, if it hadn't been for a swest, innocent guy named Trev, it
would have been three." She spent the next twenty minutesfilling Dan in on what had taken place over
the past two days. Judy left out nothing, even describing the fal se larm about Laguna Savings.

Aslong as she stated facts and avoided persona subjects, she wasfine. The wordsjust flowed. In
return, maybe Dan would tell her about the scratched car and the wedding ring.

But hedidn't. "And you think Cal somehow learned about these two murderers, and that'swhy he
disappeared?’ he said. "But you have no ideawhy they're killing people.”

Right," Judy said. "What do you think? Did he say anything about dl this?*

He shook hishead. "Y ou'rewrong. Ca wouldn't haveto run. If some lunatics were on histrail, evenif he
thought there was the dightest danger, held tel me" Dan paused, seemed to hesitate on his next words. "l
have friends, influentid friends. They'd have kept Cd safe.”

It wasn't very reassuring. Judy wished she knew alittle more about Dan'sfriends.

Ten minutes later, Dan parked the car next to acurb in San Jose. They were on amain highway that cut
draight through the heart of the city. It wastightly lined with dilapidated | ow-rise gpartment buildings and
cheap bars. Broken glass and beer canslittered the sdewal k. Definitely not a high-class neighborhood.
Urban renewa had been here and walked away.

Pretty meager digsfor aguy with Ga's taent Judy wondered where Dan lived. Probably in some fancy
condo surrounded by pesticide-drowned grass and man-made ponds,

Dan commanded the Porsche to switch off. Cars whipped on past in ablur of color and noise. It was
early afternoon, and the only people visible were a couple of drunks who were somwled in front of abar



half ablock away.

"No sign of your murdering pals,” Dan said, taking her elbow. "No cops, either. Come on. Let's ook
ingde, seeif you can find anything on Cal's computer. If you'reright and thosekillers are after my
brother, I'd prefer not to run into them.”

They walked past the trash that was piled on the sidewalk, past some haf-dead bushes with flowers that
were shriveling in theintense sun, up the two stairsthat led to Ca's gpartment building. It reminded her of
the place she'd rented in El Toro, way back when.

A dump.

Therewasn't avideo ID system. The hall door had no lock, and hung loosely on its hinges. She svung it
open. Insde, thefloor tiles were cracked and dirty. Brown and yellow, probably purchased by the
landlord forty years ago at cut-rate prices. A lot were missing, and the gaps had been filled with chesp
plaster. The walswere grimy, too, off-white plaster coated in dust and black soot. A lightbulb hung from
agtring that was hanging from the ceiling.

Trev could havefixed this place up. Trev conld have painted it, patched it, cleaned it.

How many more would die? Trev, Hailstorm, now Larabee. And Judy fdt certain Tuskaand Smith were
dill after her. But why?Who benefited from dead hackers? How was Cal involved? Nothing made any
sense,

To her left there was arow often mailboxes, each with abuzzer be-

low it. Half the boxes were hanging open and vomiting envel opes and advertising leaflets. She found the
onefor Ca's gpartment, number 2B.

Maybe she hadn't needed Dan for akey to Cal's apartment, after al. It would have been easy to crack
into aplacelikethis.

Dan was dready hafway down the hall, passing benegth a brown-and-yellow arch and into the murk that
lay beyond, She walked after him. Her skin tingled. Any second she expected Smith to jump from a
doorway, gun in hand, screaming obscenities as he squeezed the trigger.

The arch separated the front of the building, the A apartments, from the back of the building, the B units.

"Here we go. Little brother's digs, number 2B." Dan twisted the key into the lock, and kicked the door
open.

Poor Cal. His placeredly was adump. One small room with a cot, two stedl chairs, and adesk loaded
with computer equipment. Industrial gray carpet, thin and dirty. In one corner she saw asink, microwave,
and small refrigerator. A half-closed door led into the bathroom. Suspicioudly, Dan pushed it open,
turned on thelight. It was empty.

"Dismd place, but nothing strange," Judy said.

"Hisclothesare gone," Dan said. "He dways piles them on the floor by the bed. So's his laundry bag.”
A rumpled blue sheet covered the bed ... cot. No blanket. A child's pillow, embroidered with his name.
Vey dismd.

Two posters hung on the wall behind the cot. Onewas alife-size figure of adark-haired bimboina



bikini. In each hand she was holding agun.

"Midtie Lane," Dan said, with acrude laugh. "Cd'sfavorite TV gtar. The lead character in Beach Babe,
Private Eye, Loaded and ready for action. Some woman, huh?"

"If you get your kicksfrom liposuction and plastic surgery,” Judy said.
"She'snot evenred,” Dan sad.

One of those create-your-own bimbettes. Y ou could download them from joints hesped all over the Net.
Midtie Lane and Dad's Blushing Bimbo.

Was Judy any better with her Faceless Man? He was afigment of her imagination, nothing on ascreen,
but till, hewasn't real. The Faceless Man couldn't hurt her. He enticed; hewas aphysica unit without
emotional substance. She didn't haveto talk to him. And even if she did talk to him, which she wouldn't
congder, hewould respond in any way she wanted. She could rewind-play rewind-play him al night, for
aslong asit took, until his reactions were perfect.

So herewas Midtie Lane: breasts like two giant mashed potato blobs pasted on an anorexic stick. Mistie
Lane was atoy for macho pigs like Dan Nikonchik, for adolescentslike Cal, for men who never grew
up, like Dad. Only her outer skin surfaces were rendered. There was nothing insde her. Shewasa
vacuum.

"Why do you get off on Mistie Lane?" Judy asked.
Dan laughed. "Because she'sthe perfect woman."

Clearly Carl thought Bren was a perfect woman. And Bren was dive, fully 3-D. Bren talked back; Bren
had emotions, and abrain,

"l don't understand,” Judy said.

Dan gave Judy the once-over. It was asif he thought, of course you don't understand, because you're not
area woman.

Shedidn't care to be appraised thisway, scanned like an item at the checkout counter, As disgusting as
Dan was, even he didn't think she was good enough. Maybe al men classi6ed a certain subset of women
as Dedirable, and the rest of the women —like Judy —were lumped together as Work-drone
Money-making Genderless Pack Animals. Would it be better to be abeautiful and desirable
vacuum-headed playmate?

Bren didn't have to choose. Bren was dlowed to be both: desirable, and ahuman being capable of
thoughts, emations, and intelligence.

"Judy, we haveto get on withit."
She jumped, then said softly, "Yes"
"1 didn't mean ... | cant explain ..." He reached to touch her, but she withdrew.

"It'sokay," she whispered, but her voice was unsteady. Dan didn't have to explain his sexua preferences
to her, and she didn't want to hear about them anyway.

She turned to the other poster. It was a chart of the human genome. On either side of the chart were
intertwined DNA strands. Someone, probably Ca, had drawn black crayon lines, linking genesto the



drands. Thetext was entirely in German.
"German?' she asked Dan.
Hisface softened. He seemed relieved to change the subject

"When he was hvelve, Ca discovered the chart in the back of a health food store. Owned by aguy from
Berlin who had moved to San Jose when the Cold War ended. Ca was fascinated by the diagram. The
owner let him takeit. HE's had it ever snce.”

"He'sinterested in human genetics?”
"Beatsme," Dan said. "We never talk much about science. It'sdl Japaneseto me.”

He pointed to the computer. "Why don't you do your magic? Seeif Cd left some clue where he went. Or
why he'sgone.”

But when Judy turned on the machine, nothing appeared. Absolutely nothing. The disk drive was deed,
the operating system gone.

"Lookslike hesdone an f parm, with 0:0 fff 0," she said.

"Whatever the hell that means.”

"In short, hetrashed his system.”

They stared at each other, obvioudy thinking the same things. Had Cal doneit? If not, then who?
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Silently, they emerged from the gloom of Cat's gpartment, back into the baking heat and the soot that
floated through the San Jose air.

Judy stared down the road at the bar, wondering if Tuskaand Smith would stagger out, catch sight of
her, and pull out their guns.

Dan circled his Porsche, checking for more damage. Then he lifted the hood to the trunk and peered
ingde. Looking for dead bodies? To Judy, his actions no longer seemed so ridiculous.

"Comeon," Dan said, asthey climbed back into the car, "do atrace on those two characters, Tony
Tuskaand Paul Smith. Seeif you can find out where they are. And let's make tracks.”

Seemed like adecent enough plan. Shewould surefed alot better, knowing Tuskaand Smith weren't in
that bar down the road.

Since Judy had stolen their car, they'd probably obtained a replacement. She nodded while Dan signded
and pulled away from the curb. "I'll check all therental car placesat LAX. Plusdl motelsinthe area.
They usudly require a credit card number to hold aroom. | aready have one of Tuskas card numbers.”

"Why not sphon off hismoney?

"Because then he would track me. For now, he probably doesn't even know | have access, | want to
keep it that way. Besides, | don't do that sort of thing, Tell me, did Cat ever get redly annoyed with
someone and use his computer to retaiate?"



"Damned if 1 know/' Dan said. He had devel oped a habit of staring a her whenever he spoke. At
seventy miles an hour, Judy wished he would pay more attention to the road. "Like| told you, I'm just an
ideaguy. Cd handled dl the high-tech stuff."

"Well," Judy said, "if you want some good advice, don't ever tick off ahacker. Meaning someone like
your brother. Or me."

"So why don't you screw up Tuskaand Smith, if it's so easy?"

"Because | don't know who they're working for. And if these guys get wind of wherel am, they may very
well send ahundred Tuskas and Smiths after me. If it wasn't for that, believe me, I'm mad enough to dap
them with histories of polygamy, child abuse, and mentd illness-time in some state mentd indtitution. 1t'd
be a pleasure putting them up to their earsin debt, giving them massive back taxes, and pegging them as
wanted fugitives" She was getting fired up. It was easy talking about technology. About strategy.

"Well, cdm down, why don't you?' Dan glanced nervoudly in the rearview mirror. Checking for the green
van, no doult,

"Just don't get aprogrammer mad," she added. "Not even aguy like Jose Ferrents.”
"Who?'

"A programmer at Laguna Savings. Even people like that can destroy your life. Accidentally. Thisone
guy screwed up the accounts of thousands of people and businesses all over Laguna Beach whiletrying
to fix asecurity- breach. Nice enough guy, smart, means well; but one innocent mistake, and pow, a
programmer destroysit al.”

Judy returned to the netpad screen. As she expected, there were no matches for Tuskaand Smith at the
rental car agencies. "The whole world's on-line these days. A really good hacker can bregk into any file,

government or private, locd or nationd, dter or destroy the information, and leave without atrace. It'sa
breeze"

Shewason arall. "In ten minutes, | can charge al your credit cards to the max. Donate al your money
to charity. Brand you with acriminad record amilelong, so detailed your best friend would be convinced
it'sred. | can foreclose on your house, even if the mortgage has been paid off for years. List your car as
golen, invalidate your driver'slicense. Cance your telephone services, dectricity, and communications
sarvices. Or declare you legally dead and probate your will. And that's just the Smple stuff."

"Anybody can do that by just obtaining a credit card number?' Dan asked, He was beginning to look
positively green.

"Not anyone," Judy said. "But | could. And so could Ca," "Hell," Dan said. "What amess. What a
goddamn mess" Judy stared at him. "What are you muttering about?' she asked. "Nothing," he replied.
"Nothing at al. Just wondering how | got mixed up indl thisjunk Any luck with your trace?'

"Not apeep,” Judy said, turning off the netpad. "These guys aren't dumb. That credit ID was as phony as
athree-dollar hill. Tuska probably has a dozen of them, completely separate, impossible to trace without
days of serious hacking. And | don't have days. Not if they'rein San Jose right now."

With a sudden twist of the steering whedl, Dan swung the car off the highway and down asingle-lane
road, capped by trees.

"Where arewe?' Judy said. "Thisisn't theway to Bren'shouse." "Woods between San Jose and Santa



Cruz," Dan said. "We're making another stop. Thereésthisguy, aclosefriend of Cd's, another
programmer, who lives out here. | caled him when | started worrying about Cdl. Said he didn't know
anything. But | know he doesn't think much of me. Just like Bren. Maybe helll talk to you, though.”

The road curved up the mountain, whipped to theright, then back to the left. Dan, obvioudy till
preoccupied with what she'd said about hackers, didn't bother to cut his speed.

Judy's heed filled with astuffy dizziness, she got that sometimes from the smell of leether. The car
swerved and her body jerked to the right. Her arm hit the door release and she let out agroan.

"Sorry," Dansad. "I'll takeit dower."

"Could you roll down the window? Please?"

"Car has climate contral. If | open the window, well be covered with dust.”

"If you don't,” Judy said, "I'll throw up. Take your pick."

"Gotcha," Dan said. He pressed the icon on the Net console to roll down the passenger-side window.

Despite the dust, Judy breathed the country air with relief. Her head began to clear. If she had her way,
sheld livefar out in the country, like Bren. Away from the pressures and stress of city life, away from
people like Steve Sanchez, Hector Rodriguez, and Dan Nikonchik.

Dan pulled the car into the gravel driveway of alone ranch house shrouded by trees. He told the car to
raise the window, then turn off. He tapped his password into the console twice. Suddenly the air was till.

Judy peered through the windshield at the tiny home. One window bore flowered curtains, another had
ape monger decalsonit. Thisfriend of Cd's had children. At least two, agirl and abov.

The front door of the house opened, and the forest was no longer silent Two boys, both about five years
old, leapt off the front porch, scampered around the side of the house and behind sometrees. A girl,
hardly old enough to walk, tottered after them, wearing white shoes and afrilly dress. She clutched a
Raggedy Ann doll and bawled for her brothersto wait-But, of course, they didn't.

"If you can't guess, Jeremy hasafamily,” Dan said. "Ca spends most of his holidays here. He and jcremy
are pretty tight.”

The screen door banged open again and dammed againgt the siding. A woman emerged. She was round
and flabby. Frizzy brown hair framed her face. She wore black, flat-soled shoes and a bland,
washed-out dress, old-fashioned, that hung below her knees. "' Get back in here, boys! We're going to
Grandmas any minute,”

The woman ran across the lawn and snatched the toddler into her arms. The girl cried and thrashed, but
the mother only held her moretightly. " Stevie? George? Get back in here right now!™

Dan sghed. "It never changes. Reminds me of life on the commune. Why my brother enjoys hanging out
with these people, I'll never know." He pressed the release to the car door and clambered out, brushing
off hispants.

The woman looked up, startled. "Why, Dan Nikonchik, showswhere my mind istoday with thesekidd! |
didn't even notice that bright red machine of yoursin my driveway!" Still clutching the screaming girl, she
walked through the sparse grass toward the car. The boys, Stevie and George, reappeared and raced
after her, laughing. They looked like twins: same height, nearly identica festures, and identica impish



orins.

Judy opened her own car door, struggled to her feet. Her body till ached, and her arm was bruised from
crashing into the car door.

Dan nodded toward Judy, then at the woman, "Judy, thisis Jercmy swife, Natdie."

The two women exchanged greetings, and Natalie explained that she wastaking her children to their
grandmastoday for dinner and abirthday party. "Jeremy'sin the house," she added, "plugged into his
computer. He's staying home, working." Of course.

Judy followed Dan into the house and through the living room, which was hegped with toys and unfolded
laundry. The house smellcd like onions and frying hamburger. Something Sizzled in the kitchen.

Outside, Natdie screamed at her boys, who apparently had scampered back into the woods. Thelittle
girl howled. The noise dimmed, perhaps muffled by the clutch of trees, as Natalie chased her childreninto
the woods.

Judy couldn't remember any time when her mother had noticed what she was doing or where she was,
except late at night, when she heard Judy's computer keys clacking and yelled at her to go to bed.
Jeremy wasin abedroom at the rear of the house. As Dan and Judy entered the room, he turned,
surprise gppearing on hisface. "Hey, Dan, whét are you doing here? Hear anything from Griswald?'

"Not aword,” Dan said. Hewaved a hand at Judy. "Jeremy Crane, meet Judy. Judy's afriend. She's
helping melook for Cd."

Jeremy rose. Tall and burly, he wore apair of bib overals and afaded blue T-shirt. Helooked more like
his daughter than his sons, with light brown curly hair and large, innocent brown eyes. But unlike his
daughter, who got plenty of exercise chasing her brothers, Jeremy was as soft and fat ashiswife.

"Peased to meet you," he said, stepping over an Ipex 14-gigabyte magneto-optica storage drive on
which rested a High-Edge 8-megabyte VRAM circuit board the size of abusiness card. He held out a
hand, puffy and white asamarshmalow. "Y ou know Griswad?'

"Just from VileSpaw," Judy said.
"Redly?' Jeremy said. "Who areyou?I'm JC "

"TerMight," Judy said, recognizing Jeremy's nickname immediately. She smiled, suddenly feding more at
ease. Jercmy wasfamiliar, safe. He was from her world.

"TerMight'sagirl?' Jeremy said, grinning. "Griswad know that?"
"No," Judy sad. "But I'd liketo tell him in person. Do you have any ideawhere he might've gone, JC?"

Jeremy shook hishead. "Not aclue. Like told Dan, Griswad hasn't been around for more man aweek.
Nothing unusud. He's like that. Gets obsessed with a problem, forgets everything else until he solvesit.”

"Yeah," Judy said, "l know exactly what you mean. Story of my life, too. Thistime, though, were afraid
Griswald's being chased by some dangerous characters. We redlly need to find him. Fast."

"Antitech loonies?' Jeremy asked. "They're getting worse dl thetime. | watch them on the nightly news,
demondirating in the valley. Computers are dangerous, the Internet's destroying privacy, the usud junk.
Guyslike that jerkoff Barrington on hisWeb-TV show, talking how we should turn back the clock.



Meanwhile, he's using the latest technology so his show is seen nationwide. What aflipping hypocrite.”
"We don't know why these guys are after Griswald,” Judy said.

"Sorry," Jeremy said, "wish | could help. But | don't know athing.” But there seemed to be something he
wasn't saying.

A red phone icon flashed on his screen. "Y eah,” Jeremy said to his computer, "JC here.”
A gruff voice asked for Dan Nikonchik.
Surprised, Jeremy nodded toward Dan.

"How'd they know I'm here?' Dan said, artled. He grabbed a headset from the desk and barked the
order "Private."

Good question, Judy mused. And if they knew Dan's whereabouts dl the time, they knew her
whereabouts. And if they were Dan's unusud friends with the ability to save people's necks, why
weren't they saving Dan's and Cal's and Judy's necks?

Dan muttered, "Y eah, yeah, | understand. Friday. No problem. I'll take care of it."

Despite her curiosity, Judy's attention was caught up in the moving images she saw on Jeremy's computer
screen. There were video clips of what looked like real people, only their faces and bodies were
continuoudy shifting, changing dimensions, and transforming,

Adjacent to the keyboard she spotted a multimedia controller and some microphones, the kind used to
conduct wiretgps. Thewall behind the computer was covered by a huge sheet of wood paneling. There
was a button beneath it. A diding door. Ingtantly, Judy's suspicions rose. Here was a programmer who
used microphones and video software, who changed people'simages by using digitaly recorded clips. A
survelllance operator.

He was probably employed by the cops. Or the government. Or maybe some of Dan's friends.
Dan removed the headset.

"What was dl that?" she asked.

He shrugged. "My bookie. | bet on the wrong horse.”

A crook caling about agambling debt, tracing Dan here?

Shaking, Judy took astep back. "I don't believe you. Y ou're lying. What about the green van, the
wedding band? | want the truth, Dan. No more crap.”

"Don't get so damned hot," Dan said, raising hishandsin protest.

"1I'm not lying. Ask Jeremy. He knows. | like playing the ponies. No crimein placing afew bets. Had a
bad luck streak. Bookie wants his money. He's been tightening the screws until | pay up.”

"He doeslike to gamble, TerMight," Jeremy said with ashrug. " Stupid habit, but nobody's perfect.”

Judy stared a Dan in disgust. "Y ou deazeball. Griswald livesin adump and you blow your money on
horse races."



Still driven by her anger, she swung around and faced Jeremy. Y ou work for the police, JC?'

Jeremy's eyes bulged. Then, after asecond, he laughed. "My equipment, right? No. Never. Thissetupis
my big project. Something | was working on with Griswald. Object-oriented stuff—you know, changing
variousingantiations of the objects, asin change them to different faces and so forth.”

Dan grimaced. "While the two of you blather about computers, I'm going to get something to eat. Okay
with you, Jeremy?" "Sure. Y ou know where the kitchenis."

Seconds later, Judy heard him rummaging around. Drawers opened and closed, cabinets banged, dishes
clattered. God, the man was noisy. Y ou'd think held be better in akitchen, owning arestaurant and all.

"Don't worry about Griswald, TerMight,” Jeremy said softly. "He's been anxiousto go it lone ever since
be got out of school. Freedom from big brother. Y ou can see why. I'm sure that's what happened.” "He
could bein mgjor trouble," Judy countered. "No way," Jeremy said. "Who'd want to hurt Grisvald? He's
harmless”

Judy couldn't answer Jeremy's question. She bad no explanations, only fears.

"Anyway," Jeremy continued, rubbing something squi shy-looking across his screen, "' have tons of
multimedia equipment here. 1 develop software for legitimate uses. Mainly, I'minto cresting pliable
environmentsfor people.”

That explained the microphones and the panel on the wall. She fingered the button on the wall, pressed it.
Thewood sheet did up, reveding what she expected: an immense monitor.

"Here. Wear these" Jeremy insstently thrust apair of sunglasses at her. They looked ordinary enough.
She put them on.

Then hetold his computer to turn on "The Room." His eyes were glowing. He was proud.

The screen popped to life showing the room in which they were Stting. There was an image of Judy, but
al the clutter and the furniture had taken on cartoonish colors and rounded forms. In addition, she
appeared plumper, and her hair was neat and glowing with gold highlights. She wasn't wearing the specia
sunglasses. She looked rested and calm.

Judy reached out and saw her hand and arm move on the screen, aswall.

"Populate,” Jeremy commanded. Suddenly, cartoon animals and goofy aiens and neon swirling blobs
appeared around her screen persona. She was fascinated, couldn't pull her eyes from theimage.

She reached out and touched a fluffy green creature, which giggled and licked her fingers, Shefdt the
moisgture from itstongue, felt the soft warmth of itsfur. Felt it.

The creature said, "1'm Dozong from the planet Alphatrod.” Its voice was high and squeaky.
Shelaughed. Without thinking, shereplied, "I'm Judy from the planet Logt."

"Wheresthe planet Lost? It must be far from Alphatrod. And | know your real name. It's Judith
Carmody, and you come from Pennsylvania, don't you? And you're 3 programmer.”

The creature was taking to her, holding area conversation with her. More, it knew things about her.

Thiswas no mere virtud redlity. Thiswas much too sophisticated for fun and games.



"Who created you?' she asked. "How do you work?" The creature snuggled up to her, wrapped six
tentacles around her legs. They were as soft and cozy asthe comforter she'd had on her bed when she
wasalittle girl during the cold Pennsylvaniawinters. Unlike the comforter, though, Dozong's tentacles
pulsed.

She could fed its heartbeat! In Six separate places on her legs!

She pressed her hands to her cheeks, and gasped.

"Amazed, aren't you?' Dozong said. "That's why you've got your hands on your cheeks."
Smart. Very smart. And it could see her,

Suddenly, the screen blinked off. Hands removed her sunglasses. feremy's hands. " Pretty awvesome,
huh?'

She stared at him, dazed. Judy wanted the glasses back. She wanted Jeremy to switch his program back
on and return her to the comfort zone of Dozong. To the most astonishing display of digitd redity she
had ever experienced.

"It'sincredible” shefinaly managed to say.

"Artificid inteligence, artificid life: Grisvad'sbabies” Jeremy said. "That's his specidty. HEsagenius
with this stuff. He devel oped most of the code, Some sort of genetic A-life routine. I'm moreinto
hardware mysdlf. | build the cameras, whack together cheap microphones, prime the CPUS, that sort of
thing. Griswald and | make a great team. When we get the last few kinks out of this system, we're going
to berich,"

Judy agreed. The Dozong project was worth millions. It was decades beyond the create-a-chick Net
joints, where guys bought time with hand-tailored bimbos like Mitie Lane. A-life evolved onitsown,
without human intervention or structured programming rules. And Dozong even came with touch
sensors—mogt likely part of the specid glasses—feeding into her skin and triggering neurochemical
transmissionsright by her ears, eyes, and nose.

Dozong explained some of Ga's fascination with Mistie, or so Judy preferred to think.

But she was pretty sure the Dozong gig had nothing to do with Cal's disappearance, with Judy, Larabee,
or Hailstorm. Or the murders. It just didn't seem tofit.

Judy knew little about technology that was this sophisticated. How does Dozong—"

But she didn't finish her sentence. Heavy footsteps came down the hal. Dan poked his head into the
room. He was holding abag of nacho chips, munching on ahandful. "1 found these in the cupboard,
Jeremy. Hope you don't mind.”

She couldn't believe it. Walking into someone's house, and taking food from their kitchen. Dan must have
noticed her expression.

"Wdl, | was starving,” he said defensively, tiny flakes of nacho chips dropping onto the motherboards.
He crammed ancther handful of chipsinto hismouth, crunching them noisly. "Didn't have breekfast this
morning.”

The computer monitor beegped. Bugs Bunny's voi ce announced, " Someone's at the front door, doc,”



"Wherés Natdie?' Jeremy asked, frowning. " She aways gets the door when I'm working.”
" She said something about going to Grandma's house," Judy answered.
"Yeah, | forgot, Probably just addivery. | buy alot of my equipment through the mail.”

Dan dropped into Jeremy's chair as the big man headed for the front door. "L earn anything important?*
he asked, wiping greasy hands across his pants.

Other than you'readob?

Shesaid, "No question, Cd's brilliant. But companies don't kidnap or kill computer geniuses, They hire
them. Thisisadead end.”

"What the hell," Dan replied. "It was worth atry. We can drive back to Bren and seeif she's had any
ideas. At least now you can tell her I'm not imagining things. That Ga'sin red danger.”

"Sure," Judy said. "She owes you an gpology. Of sorts."

Jeremy reentered the bedroom, carrying athree-foot-long cardboard box in hisarms. His eyes were
glowing with excitement. "Like | thought. New microphonesfor the system. Been waiting for these babies
al week."

He looked at the two of them. "Anything €lse you need to know?
Hewas anxious for them to leave so he could play with hisnew toys.

Dan took Judy's elbow. "L et's go. Jeremy's got work to do, and so do we." He steered her out the
bedroom door. Over his shoulder, he said, "Jeremy, thanks for your time."

"Yeah, sure" camethereply. Jeremy was aready searching through the clutter on his desk. He grabbed
apocketknife. "Just let yoursdf out the front door. Everything will turn out fine."

"Wdll," Dan commented as they walked acrossthe grassto his car, "that was a total—"

A boom, roaring like thunder, cut off hislast words. Gouts of red fire poured out the front door and
windows of Jeremy's house. A blast of superheated air lashed at them.

"What the hell?' Dan yelled. He staggered, alook of tota astonishment on hisface. "Oh my God. J
eremy!”

He raced across the lawn back toward the wood house. Judy, her heart pounding like a hammer,
followed.

Therewas no going insgde. The blast had ripped the front door right off its hinges, blown the glass out of
the windows. A blazing inferno raged within. There was no chance that Jereiny could il he dive.

Dan stood motionlessin front of the building. His face was white. "Oh my God, oh my God," he repeated
again and again, hisgazefixed on thelittle house,

In the distance, atruck's motor coughed. Someone was coming up the narrow road that led to what had
been Jeremy's home. It was too soon for the police or fire department. Judy, her mind racing, knew who
it had to be. Grabbing Dan by the arm, she started dragging him toward the forest.

"What are you doing?" he demanded, trying to pull himself free.



"It'sthem,” Judy sad, "thekillers. Don't you understand? They're coming back to check on their job,
And if they find us here, we're dead, too."
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They ran for the woods in blind fear. Judy's breath came in deep, ragged gasps. Her lungs felt ready to
burst. Black dots siwam before her eyes. Behind them, thefire crackled and roared, quickly devouring
the wood-frame building.

"Get down." Dan dropped to the ground, behind abig pinetree, pulling her down next to him, She
collagpsed on the pine-littered soil, the needles scratching her arms and legs.

Behind them, atruck door dammed.

Twisting around, Judy raised her face from the earth. Two men stood in front of abrown delivery truck
lessthan ahundred feet away. Motionless, they stared at the burning house. They were talking, but the
roaring fire blotted out al sounds of their conversation.

Judy moaned. Though they were dressed in brown uniforms, she recognized both men. Tony Tuska:
muscular stud body, black beard, dark sunglasses, hiswrist wrapped in gauze, a strip of white tape
cover-

ing thetop of hisnose. Paul Smith, tall and thin, sallow face, foul ex-, pression, hishand in alightweight
cast, where shed hammered her computer case againgt hisfingers.

Judy squeezed her eyes shut, trying to lock out the memory, the

look on Trev'sface. These men werekillers. First Trev, now Jeremy. She could fed ascream welling up
deep insde her, a scream she couldn't control.

Cold hands gripped her shoulders, fingersthat fdt likeicicleson her skin. "Don't panic,” Dan whispered.
Fear glazed his eyes. His face was dead white. " Stay down."

"Dan," shesad, bardly moving her lips, "those arethe guyswho killed Trev."
He nodded, but said nothing.

Smith waslooking at the red Porsche. Smiling, he said something to Tuska. Both men laughed. Evidently,
they thought the car had belonged to Jeremy. Old house, new car, the Cdiforniaway of life.

Stll smiling, they climbed back into the big ddlivery truck. The motor coughed, then roared to life.
Seconds | ater, they were gone.

A wave of relief rolled over Judy. She sagged against Dan, grateful now for the presence of hissolid
body beside her. His one arm was still wrapped around her shoulders. For aminute, neither of them said
aword. Sowly, thetenson drained away.

"We gottaget out of here," Dan said. "Fadt."
Fear made her twist away. "Not yet. They might not be gone. They could be waiting up theroad.”

"l doubt it," Dan said, rising to hisfeet. He half pulled, haf dragged Judy up beside him. " Sooner or later,
the fire department will arrive. And with them, the police. We can't stick around this place very long."

"We can go back to Bren and Carl's house," she said. Jeremy was dead. Poor, sweet Jeremy, aman



with afamily, aman who got off on creating warm and cuddly creatures like Dozong, just to amuse
peoplelike Judy. "It's safe there."

"Don't you understand? No placeis safe. Once they find Jeremy's body, the copswill contact Natdie."
Where was Natalie? Where were the children?
"Dan," Judy said, "how do we know that Jeremy's family, his children, are okay?"

He opened the passenger-side door and pushed her onto the seet of the Porsche. "Because the killers
showed up after the explosion, just to make sure it had happened. Natdie and the children are safe, off
vidting with Grandma somewhere. But," he added, diding into the car beside her, "nothing will befinethis
afternoon, The copswill locate Nataie. Shell tell them about our visit. Shell tell them about you. The
police aren't dumb. We're going to take the blame for Jeremy's murder. The two of us. Now, were both

fugitives”
Judy sat—stunned—as Dan turned the car around and headed for the highway. He wasright. Natdie

hadn't seen the delivery truck, hadn't seen Tuska and Smith. She had seen only Judy and Dan. Poor
innocent Jeremy, poor innocent Trev, Linked only by Judy. It wasn't fair. It just wasn't fair.

Fear was becoming like an old, familiar blanket. She had to resist. "This car's too easy to spot,” she said
as Dan steered the car back onto the throughway. "Even if | screw around with the computer registration,
there can't be that many red Porschesin San Jose. We have to make a switch."

"Hell," Dan said. His hands tightened on the steering whedl. "1 know you'reright, but | hate abandoning
this baby on the Street for the copsto find. | bet they tear it gpart looking for clues.”

"No choice," Judy said. She remembered her problems from the other night. "Park it closeto acash
gation. Y ou need to make awithdrawal. Y our accounts aren't frozen like mine. Grab as much cash as
possible. We won't have the opportunity later.”

"Policewill discover that quick enough,” Dan said,

"Who cares?' Judy said. "Four people are dead and we till don't know why. More important, if we
don't find Ca soon, it'sgoing to befive."

Dan scowled. "How do we even know that? Maybe Cd's dead aready. Maybe these two lunatics killed
himfirg."

"He'sdive" Judy said. "l know. Last night, on-line, | found Cal's password, hidden in afile. Posted there
recently. No message, but definitely from him."

"Why the hell didn't you tell me?' Dan said. Angrily, hejammed hisfoot hard on the gas pedd. For an
instant, Judy was sure they'd crash into the van directly in front of them. Then, Dan pumped the brakes,
dowing them down. "'l deserved to know."

"Sorry," Judy said. She had no excuse, so she didn't try inventing one. "l sent him a short message.
Asked him where hewas. Hopefully, hell reply.”

"Yeah," Dan said. "Do me afavor, though, Don't wait al day before letting me know."

Twenty minutes later, Dan's pockets filled with twenty-dollar bills, they were on abus heading north.
They needed another car, but Judy knew better than to stedl it near the abandoned Porsche. A smart cop
would link the two events. And she was taking no chances.
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Cal sat on the polished wood floor of his bedroom, histoes curled be-neath the throw rug, his head by
the air-conditioning vent. He tan hisfingersaong the grill, savoring the chill that crept up hisarms, only to
dissolveinto heet at his shoulders. His hair was damp with sweat and sticking to his back. He ducked his
head and | et the vent blast cold air through the tangled blond mess.

Luckily, Greg and Harry weren't around. An hour ago, amessenger had summoned them to ameeting at
the main house. Cal hoped the NSA boss had a ot to say to them. Thiswasthefirst timein awhile Ca
had been |eft entirely alone. He meant to take full advantage of the Situation. He would goof off, lisen to
hisnew DVDs, and chill out—so to spesk As heran hisfingers dong the grooves, felt hishair whip
around hisface, he reflected with an ironic chuckle that he'd never thought thisway in San Jose.

Used to be, he stayed up al day and night, coding just to code, hacking just to hack. To be the best, the
smartest, the one nobody e se could outclass. Now, he wanted nothing more than to stop coding, get
himsalf out of this bungaow, this desert, and back to blesk old redlity.

Thanksto the new drive Mr. Ingersoll had purchased, Ca's dl-time favorite music cranked. It wasthe
DVD held dways listened to back in his gpartment whenever he logged onto the nets as Griswald. All
digital, agreat beat, post-techno stuff. Redly driven. Songslike"Crackerjack Jve' and "Cursaing
Fibonacci: My Recursive Love.™

On one of thelower grooves of the AC vent, hisfingers touched something flat and round. Sweeping hair
from hiseyes, he peered into the vent. There was something round in there. He pushed it. Then,
discovering thet thething moved, he pried it off theinside of the grill.

Tiny, it resembled abug, an old-style microphone, atransmitter. And it was cold, like maybe it wasn't
working right. How weird.

He'd dways figured the room was bugged, but not with an old-fashioned gizmo like this. The best way to
record his words would be through software on his computer. These NSA guyswere lame, If they redly
wanted to monitor what he was doing, they could even watch him through his computer screen. Though
Mr, Ingersoll and his employees probably figured —and correctly —that Cal would notice anything
unusud on his computer.

Cal pulled apiece of the cleanser wad from his pocket and wrapped it around the transmitter. Then he
cracked the transmitter againsgt the floor. Good. A nice dent, candy-wafer split down the middle. He
pushed the unit back into the air-conditioning vent, then pulled himself to hisfeet. The ammonia cleanser,
coupled with the dent, would silence whatever remained of the bug. Cal didn't like people snooping on
him. And things were bad enough in this desert dump, what with Greg and Harry breathing down his
neck dl thetime,

He was wasting precioustime. Not that he wanted to do anything right now, but if he had any hope of
figuring out thisNSA setup, held better get busy. He wanted answers for some questions that kept
nagging him. For instance, why was the government running this whole operation from the desert instead
of somewhere in San Jose? Mr. Ingersoll was nutsif he was concerned about Internet Security. The ISD
could search dl they wanted. When Cal used his code to surf the Net, hewasinvishble. It was
impossibleto trace him.

There had to be some other reason for being stuck out here. Dan had told him al about Watergate and
Filegate and Chinagate. Thiswhole operation probably violated a bunch of government regulations. Asif
he could care. HeEd done worse jobs for Dan without even getting paid.



When this NSA project wasfinished, hed be rolling in dough. That's what realy mattered.

Still, he had no desire to go to prison for his country-. He was no vid-screen patriot, just ahacker. If Mr.
Ingersoll wasn't playing it straight with him, Ca wanted to know. Which was why he planned to search
the bedroom that Greg and Harry shared.

Hewound arubber band around his hair, forming his usua pony-tail, turned the music off. then dipped
from his bedroom door into the short halway that led to the rear of the bungalow. The sweat till dripped
from hishair, down his neck and to his shirt. He was much too nervous to be avery good spy.

The guest house decor was smple, though posh. Even so, it was antiseptic, furnished with the kind of
suff rich ladies put in their living rooms, even in the twenty-first century. On the wals were framed
western prints of cowboys riding the pony express. A tiny bureau of some kind stood at the end of the
hall. It was arich mahogany, al black with vibrant red glimmers, polished to a sheen.

He pulled open the drawers. Empty. On top of the bureau sat avase of fake but very real-looking roses.
They even had fake dewdrops on them. Very degant, and ridiculous,

If Mr. Ingersoll wastrying to make this dump fed like home, he wasfailing miserably. Hometo Cad was
aone-room dive on amain drag in downtown San Jose. A one-room dive stuffed with computer
equipment and software journals and cables. Now, that was homey.

On the right was the door to the cottage's kitchen. To the left another door opened into Greg and Harry's
bedroom. He pushed it gingerly. HEd never been in their room before. It was gtrictly off-limits. If they
caught him here...

Bedt not to think about it.

He left the door wide open. Beyond his room, the house was silent. If he heard anything, the dightest
noise, he could dip out of the room, null the door closed, and enter the kitchen. In this hest, a can of
soda served as the perfect dlibi.

Inside the room, he moved quickly to the dresser the two men shared, pulled open the top drawer.
Underwear, socks, stedl darts, black pellets of some kind. He dug through the second drawer, Tan
Levi's, two piles of shirts, nothing much here. Then, inthefinal drawer, a photo of awoman wearing
bikini lace underwear. A thin body, small chest, long brown hair. One of Greg's babes? On the back
therewas an inscription: To Greg, thanks for the dirty work. 1t wassigned G.

In the air-conditioning vent was another microphone. Warm. Whoever had bugged the cottage, it
definitely wasn't Greg and Harry.

Frustration burning through him, heleft the room and shut the door behind him. He went into the kitchen,
grabbed acan of cola. Popping the tab, he walked to the living room, durping down the cold drink ashe
went.

He dropped onto the sofa and contemplated his next move. So far, al hed found out was that Greg and
Harry were obsessively negt- And the whole cottage was wired for sound.

Maybe he should snesk up to the main house, peek in the windows. The ultimate would be snooping
around Mr. Ingersoll's bedroom. If only he could ...

His mind whirled with wild plans, crazy schemes. But, before he could settle on any of them, Ca heard
male voices. Two men, laughing. Coming closer. Greg and Harry were returning to the bungal ow.



With afind durp of cola, Cal zipped back to his bedroom and switched on the computer. He parted the
curtains, peeked outside. Y eah, Greg and Harry were about thirty feet from the bungalow. In the hedt,
neither of them wore jackets. Their guns gleamed in their shoulder holsters.

Cd'sfingers wrapped around the ammonia cleaner/screen enhancer in his pocket. He squeezed. It didn't
help ease the tension much, but it was better than nothing.

Turning back to the screen, he touched the icon that executed the bank-heist code in debugger mode.
Mindlessly he watched it run againgt afake database on his machine. It was an exercise in nonsense.
Only one bug remained in his code before he would be able to stedl the money.

The code quickly determined al the best Net banks and Net corporations that were ripe for thefts, and it
just as quickly executed withdrawa transactions, shifting the funds through dozens of computer nodesto
secret |ocations that would be designated by Mr. Ingersoll. One problem had yet to be resolved.

The child chromosomes weren't killing their parents. At least, not rapidly enough to completely conceal
the labyrinthine route the code would take to each bank and corporation.

Greg pushed open the door and walked into the room, Harry right behind. Cal turned, desperately trying
to remain cam. Still, hisfingerstrembled on the keyboard.

"So how'sit going, Ca?' Greg asked. Hisface was flushed, asif held just had a good time with some
babe. "Closeto that big breakthrough?'

"Everything'sfine, red fing" Ga sammered. "Just one more bug, then I'm done." He paused. "How was
your meeting? What's going on? More pressure from Washington?"

Greg laughed. He shook his head dowly. ™Y ou get rattled too easy, Ca. Only thing you should worry
about isfinishing the code on schedule. Mr. Ingersoll'stired of waiting. We dl are. He wants results,
Tonight'sthe night.”

Harry twiddled with the curled ends of his handlebar mustache. For some reason, helooked alot taler, a
lot more muscular, alot meaner than Cal remembered, "Listen to what he's savin', Nikonchik," Harry
said, durring hiswords with that Southern drawl. " The bossis abad man to cross. He's been pretty easy
with you. Itstimefor you to earn your keep."

Greg ettled into the black leather chair opposite Gal's, rested his elbows on hislap, propped hischinin
his hands. "He asked meif you might be staling, looking for more money, Cal. 1 assured him that wasn t
the case. Y ou're not that stupid, are you? Bad business, trying to sucker the U.S. government Too many
wayswe can make your lifedifficult.”

"No, no, no." Ca'sfingers dug into the blob hidden in his pocket. His right arm began to ache, He hated
pressure like this—reminded him of Dan, dways bossing him around, trying to run hislife, His brother
meant well, but Cal needed freedom. He wasn't akid anymore.

Greg continued. ™Y ou know, any work you do for the NSA is classified as top secret. Thisproject is
serious business, Cd. It's no game. And remember, the boss knows al about that stuff you did for your
brother. That's why we recruited you, instead of some other hacker. Y ou've got the goods, Ca. We're
counting on you tonight."

"Yeah," Harry added. "Ingersoll runsatight ship. Don't think just because he likes you, he won't press
charges. One word to the FBI about the restaurant, and you and your brother arein deep shit. Stay
focused, kid. No screwing around,”



"I've been swesting my brains out trying to finish this code on time,”" Cd said. " Stop pushing me around.
I'mworking asfast as| can,"

Old Mrs. Morgan at Bonita High was a charmer compared to Harry and Greg. All he had to do for her
was keep his mouth shut, do essays, and show up for tests. Then he could let his mind wander,
unscramble code, cook up new cracks.

Cal missed Jeremy, hisbest friend, and Jeremy'sthree kids. They were great. He was away's happy
when he waswith Jeremy.

Not like with Dan, who was aways bugging him, checking to seeif thingswere okay, if hewas egting
right, if hed met any girls. Dan was hisonly relative, and he tried too hard. He couldn't stop treating Cal
likethelittle kid he'd rescued from thefire,

"Look," Greg said, "get back to that code. Finishit, Mr. Ingersoll's stopping by later. If you're smart,
you'll have the job done before he arrives.”

Cal didn't like the way Greg was talking. It made him even more nervous than he already was.

Thistime, the two men didn't ask Cd if he wanted a sandwich and cola. With acurt "well be back,” they
left him aloneto dave away at histask. He heard them in their bedroom, chuckling over something. Beds
creaked, Harry and Greg w'eretaking it easy.

Wéll, pretty soon, Ca would be able to take it easy, too. Hed have the dough from thisjob; held be on
the beach; he'd be a hero.

He swiveled the leather chair, turned back to his computer. The genetics code could wait alittle bit
longer. 1t would take only a second to snoop into the compound'sfiles again, search for some clue asto
who wasinvolved with this project. Ca had adways been fascinated by spies, by the CIA. HEd spent
many nights as Griswald, cracking into agency files, just to snoop around. And this operation had him
curiousashdll.

Thirty secondslater, Ca waslogged into Mr. Ingersoll's computer in the main house. Usngasmple
utility, he ran a search that found and retrieved files that had been deleted from Mr. Ingersoll's disk drive.
Any jerk could run a search and find deleted files. A long stream of file names appeared on the screen,
and Ca mused once again how these NSA agents were smpletons when it came to technology. They
used code, but they had no real ideahow it functioned,

Sdecting arecently deleted E-mail named ernigjudy, Cal restored thefile and shipped it back to hisown
computer. He removed any trace of his entry onto Mr. Ingersoll's machine, wiping out the log filesin his
usud way.

The ernigjudy file was encrypted. When Cd tried to view it with an ordinary text editor, the file scrolled
down his screen as gibberish.

No big dedl.

Cal had plenty of decryption routines. He'd been in grade school when he cracked hisfirst government
code, not long after the fire on the commune.

And years ago, whilein junior high school, Ca had cracked the code that Mr. Ingersoll was still usng. It
was awfully strange for the Nationa Security' Agency to use such an outdated method of encryption.
Certainly, Mr. Ingersoll would have more modern versons of cryptography available a hisfingertips.



After al, the NSA wasthe premier practitioner of cryptography in the United States. Its main functions
wereto decipher dl foreign network communications that might impact U.S. security, and to stop the
gpread of cryptographic use. Everything the NSA did was top secret.

Ca remembered the outcry raised by al the net privacy honchos-

back when The New York Times leaked the news that the NSA had purposely placed |oopholesin the
Data Encryption Standard language. The loopholes had let NSA spooks break anyone's DES-encrypted
code.

Of course, DES had becomeirrelevant. Peter Krupland had cracked it in aday. Kind of interesting,
though, that most mgjor banks—like Laguna Savings—till used DES, abeit amore sophisticated
verson.

All things considered, Mr. Ingersoll's choice of encryption redlly puzzled Cal.

It was Skipjack-Plus, anewer version of the algorithm that had been used on the old Clipper chip.
Terrified that foreign powers would use crypto againgt the United States, the NSA had spent yearstrying
to get everyoneto ingtall aClipper chip and hand over their cryptocodes to the government. It had taken
yearsfor the computer industry to beat down any notions of using Clipper and Skipjack-Plus.

Tak about paranoid spooks.
So why on earth would Mr. Ingersoll use a crypto that had been passe for nearly ayear?

For the moment, Cdl decided it redly didn't matter. All that mattered wasthat he could easily read Mr.
Ingersoll's encrypted ernigiudy filein plain English. And hereit was.

To: ErnieKaye

From: |

Status: EYESONLY

Subject: Judith Carmody aka TerMight

Thefollowing material isclassified TOP SECRET under the National Security Act of 2004.

Target: Judith Carmody aka TerMight; aleading hacker and independent computer contractor
livingin theLosAngdesarea. Well known in theindustry asa major player in the bank
security field- Has cracked into all major banksin southern California and recommended
cryptographic and Webmaster configur ations/firewalls; has

cracked DESIII, IDEA, OneTime Pad, PKP, Kerberos-A+,

RIPEMDQ-260. MD4- MD5, MD6, and many ather crypto algorithms-Home: 6905 L aguna
Crescent i Apartment 3-2, L sguna Beach Califor nia.

Known hangouts: VileSpawrn, hacking bulletin board and newsgroup service; Sanchez
Electronics-i 1400 Digiton Boulevard- Laguna Beach i California-

Physical stats. white Caucasian, five feet two inches

tall-i approximately 90 pounds, waist-length dark auburn hair, light brown eyes, no glasses.
Usually wear s shorts-, bikini topsor T-shirts. Often seen with Rollerbladesand L aptop.



Background: born and raised in rural Pennsylvania...
Ca gulped, stared at the screen. He couldn't believe what he was reading.

For onething, TerMight was a girl: Judy Carmody. But there was something frightening here. Mr.
Ingersoll wasinterested in Judy Carmody. He had a complete file on her. Somehow, shetied in with the
secret project Ca was developing.

But how?

The report was stexile, written in typical NSA profile style. It described Judy Carmody's parents, their
divorce, her known personality weaknesses, But it wasn't hard for Cd tofill in the blanks.

Lonely. Isolated. Just text, but the words resonated in Ca's mind. He understood Judy's feelings, her
emotions. It didn't require any great ingght. In TerMight, he saw himsalf.

He skimmed severa paragraphs about Judy's daily habits—when she got out of bed, what she ate for
breakfast, the kind of music she listened to, her dlergies, physica proportions ... and on and on.

At the end of thefile he found severa encrypted binary files. Cal quickly decrypted them, asthey were
encoded using the same Skipjack-Plus dgorithm. Thefirst was a set of TerMight's fingerprints.

The second, acomplete DNA profile. Thethird, and most interesting to Cal, was an actua photo of
Judy Carmody. Of TerMight.

Shewastiny, dl right, and very skinny. Her eyeswere huge and very innocent looking for someone
named TerMight. She had awild expression, like an animd caught in the glare of headlights. Her hair was
thick and tangled, and indeed, hung to her waist. She was on Rollerblades, standing on aboardwalk,
staring at the sand and ocean. A laptop case was looped over her shoulders. She didn't seem aware that
she was being photographed. Rather, she seemed logt, drifting, probably daydreaming about a hack. Or
perhaps, daydreaming about what she'd write to Griswad that night.

Ha, that was a stupid thought. She was almost Dan's age.

Cd'strance was broken by the beep of the front door's video ID system. Muffled footsteps hurried
down the hal. Greg and Harry, heading for the living room. Someone opened and shut the door. It could
only be Mr. Ingersoll. He had arrived earlier than Cal expected.

Cd'sfingers hovered over the keyboard, his mind racing. Mr. Ingersoll was coming to see him. He'd
better hide the TerMight file and bring up his genetics code on the screen, pretend to be working.

But therewas atiny blotch in Judy Carmody's photograph. A file hidden within the encrypted
photograph. Cal had to find out what that hidden file contained.

Cd heard voicesin the front room. More footsteps, thistimein the hall.
Again, Skipjack-Plus decoding did the trick. Another memo appeared.

There was a polite knock on the door, and then, while Ca was il stuttering areply, it opened. Bob
Ingersoll stood in the doorway. He couldn't yet see the screen.

With theflick of afinger, Ca plunged the secret file into aholein the deepest directory of hishard drive.
But the contents of the hidden message, glimpsed only briefly, continued to burn likefirein hismind.

Carmody represents a seriousthreat to project. Make



sure shedoes not interfere. Use any means necessary.
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At exactly 3 p.m. Ingersoll arrived on the front step of the guest cottage. He could hear thevideo ID
system beep ingde. Harry opened the door immediately. Ingersoll smiled. His associates knew he was
never lae.

"Harry. Greg." He greeted the two agents as he stepped into the living room. "Did you speak with our
friend, Cavin?"

"Yes, dr, Mr, Ingersoll." Harry stroked his handlebar mustache and grinned. "We put the fear of God in
Nikonchik. Y ou won't have any more trouble with that toothpick.”

"Glad to hear it." Harry's Southern drawl irritated the hell out of Ingersoll; it seemed incongruousthat a
rough-and-tumble guy like Harry Barton would spesk in such dow, curling sentences. Thebigman s
flippant attitude grated on his nerves, too, and Ingersoll was sick of looking at those stupid turquoise
cowboy didesand gtring ties.

Harry Barton was a bruta, unsophisticated thug, but he provided m" necessary for the operation. Once
Tony and Paul had finished the terminationsin San Jose, Harry was scheduled to meet them at their hotel
to deliver cash payments for services rendered. It was standard operating procedure for projects
involving independent contractors. However, Ingersoll had rewritten the book on this assgnment. Instead
of greenbacks, Harry would be carrying agun. Asthe saying went, dead men told no tales,

Ernie Kaye would suffer asmilar fate. Harry had been promised hisvictims share of theloot. Ingersol
had no plansto honor that agreement, either. Hiring Harry Barton had been a chalenge. Firing him would
bealot easier. Rid of three operatives, he saw no reason to pay their killer.

Tough as hewas, Harry Barton was no match for abullet to the back of the head,

Y ears a the NSA had taught Ingersoll dl the rules of dl the games. Ollie North was hishero. But Ollie
had remained a golden boy to the end. Ollie had suffered the fool's fate. Ingersoll knew that only hard
men who played very hard hal ever redlly won.

Keep the gold and ruby rings. Keep the pathetic retirement fund. A life of devotion to the government.
An entire goddamn life of it!

Married to two women who had craved nothing but cash. Married redlly to hisjob, to his government, to
the cause.

Ingersoll had the contacts and expertise to do as he wanted. Cool. Always cool. Cam. In control.

And soon, very wedthy. Women like hisex-wiveswould be al over him. And he wouldn't have to marry
them thistime. Ingersoll would be Ollie North's hero.

"Y ou fed the same, Greg, that Cavin'sready to do the job, and tonight?' Though too much aladies man
for hisown good, Greg Lar-son was sharp. Ingersoll vaued his opinion. "He's not suspicious?’

"Pretty much, sir," Greg replied. "Don't underestimate Cal, though. He's not very good with people, but
that program he wrote for his brother wasn't used by a church socia club. I'm willing to bet Ca knows
more than wethink."

Vho cares?' Harry sneered. "Greg overestimates the little shit. Nikonchik's scared of his own shadow.



Sap him around and helll finish the code quick enough.”

"Much too dangerous,” Ingersoll said. "Weveinvested alot of time and effort, not to mention money, in
this operation. Everything depends on Calvin running the program exactly as designed. HeEsthe one
person we can't replace. Without his skills, we're nowhere. That means no violence." He paused,
emphasizing his point. "Understand, Harry?* ™Y ou make the decisions,” the thug replied. He shrugged, "I
follow orders”

Ingersoll nodded. He was the boss. Everyhody elsewas just hired help. The entire plan belonged to him.
And s0 did the payoff.

"I think | need to talk with young Mr. Nikonchik." He straightened histie and brushed back his hair.

He tapped on the door to Cal's bedroom, then, not waiting for an answer, turned the knob and walked
in. Asusud, Ca sat hunched in front of the computer, his eyesfixed on the monitor. Startled, he looked
up, then pressed the key that cleared his screen. Probably staring at those stupid publicity photos of that
bimbo Net star he worshiped. Ca might be brilliant, but he was till astupid kid.

Earlier in the week, the practice run at Laguna Savings had gone down perfectly. Tonight, the last hacker
who might interfere with the heist would be dead. It wastime to act, before anyone at the 1SO Started
investigating the killings. The old man had cleared the way, had cut loose the millionsthat had been used
to open accounts throughout the world. It wastime to ddliver.

Ca needed onefina push.
"Cood to seeyou, Cavin," Ingersoll said, settling in the black leather chair. "Ready for the big night?*

"Almogt," Ca answered. Hisfingers drummed nervoudy on the edge of the keyboard. Tm making
progress. Taking longer than | thought. But I'm nearly done.”

"Y ou havethefina code? Were scheduled to run the heist at midnight.”

"Almost done" Cd said, douching clownin hischair. "Thereés one smal section sill giving me problems.
Nothing to worry about."

Ingersoll frowned. Timeto crack thewhip. "1 don't like what I'm hearing, Cavin." He leaned forward,
resting his hands on hisknees. "Harry and Greg assured me you were dl ready, Y ou knew the deadline.
For days, it's been creeping closer. Tonight, were scheduled to pull off thefirst run. And now you're
telling rnethat it's not going to happen?"

Ingersoll rose abruptly to hisfeet. He paced, for effect. "Damn, damn, damn. | should've known better.
Everybody in the agency told me | was crazy expecting akid—a punk without any real programming
credentials—to do aman'sjob;’

He put his hands on the makeshift desk and stared a Cal. "It's over. The whole damned project's over.
Y ou blew it, Calvin. Spent too much time screwing around on the Net when you should've been working.
My fault, too, for believing you'd come through when times got tough.”

"l—I — " Cd began, but Ingersoll wouldn't let him get aword in edgewise.

"Too latefor excuses." Ingersoll wastaking fast now, keeping Cd off baance. "I've been under constant
pressure to put up or shut up. The Internet Security Department has been trying to shut this project down
ever Snceit cleared committee. Those sanctimonious sons of bitches refuse to accept the fact that their
Internet safety measures aren't worth jack. Thanksto your goofing off, they win. And sooner or later,



when the Urban Front or Chinese Triads or some lunétic fringe group with agrudge rips our banking
system to shreds, the American public loses.™

"But—" Cd was near tears. Ingersoll refused to let him interrupt.

"For years, I've fought for this project, demongtrating beyond the shadow of adoubt how vulnerable we
were—are—to terrorist attack. It never got past the planning stages. Nobody would believe the threat
was real. They accused rne of seeing ghosts. Sure, there had been afew eectronic bank heists, but
nothing maor. And the hackers were caught pretty fast. | had no proof, nothing concrete.”

Ingersol! jabbed afinger at Cal. "Then, while doing routine checks on money laundering in San Jose, one
of my sourcesran across your code. The program you wrote for your brother'sfood joint. An
unde-tectable method of filtering huge amounts of money, anonymoudy, to banks across the country. |
could have arrested you and Dan for racketeering. Locked the pair of you injail and thrown away the
key. But | didn'.

"Instead, | offered you ajob. A onee-in-alifetime opportunity-Pushed a project through committee, put
you on the NSA payrall at top wages. All | required was for you to modify your genetic code enough to
help me prove my point, Show the world that Bob Ingersoll wasn't tilting at windmills. That my concerns
about Internet security were legitimate. And now you tell methat, with our midnight deadline, the work's
not finished!"

Ingersoll shook his head dowly. "What hurtsthe most." he declared, "isthat | had complete faith in you.
No other hacker could do the job. Not TerMight, not Larabee, not even Mercy. They lacked the proper
vision, the necessary tools. Y oirr genetic code wasthe key. But it's unfinished, and we're out of time.”

"We're not out of time," Cd sad, hisvoicewavering but still surprisngly strong. He pulled hislittle
cleanser blob from his pocket and kneaded it beneath hisfingers, asif drawing strength from the gummy
materid. "Theres ill hoursto go before the deadline- The code's nearly finished. I'll get it donelong
before midnight. Don't forget, I'm Griswald. Mercy and Larabce and all the rest cameto me for tips, not
the other way around. Maybe | get nervous easy, but I'm the best. | know it, Dan knowsit, you know it.
After tonight, the whole world will"

Cal wiped the blob across his computer screen, "1 couldn't care less about the 1SD and the NSA. None
of you care about the American public. That's not what thisheist'sal about. My brother taught methe
truth about covert operations. This operation's just a power trip, a struggle between two departments.
Therest of your patrictictalk isjust bull.”

"Yourenot asnaive as| thought, Calvin," Ingersoll said. Silently, he was thankful for the lunatic fringe
neo-hippies and their paranoid fears. "1 should have redlized you'd figure out the real motive behind my
project. Budget cutsarein the air this year. One or the other, either the NSA or the I1SD, isgoing to fed!
the ax. Y our code will determine the winner."

"Sure," Cal said, sounding bitter. "Griswald ridesto the rescue. | save Dan's restaurant business. | protect
your retirement fund. But, when do | get my share?'

"Six hundred dollars an hour isn't abad start, Calvin,” Ingersoll replied, chuckling. "And once the project
makes the newspapersand TV, you'll be famous. Companieswill fight for your time. Cable Sations will
probably want to make amovie about you. This operation isthe opportunity of alifetime.”

"It1l bedone," Cd said. "l guaranteeit.”

"Y ou'll have the code ready to run at midnight?" Ingersoll asked. "Y ou're positive?’



"Yes, gr. A billion dollars, clean, just like the Laguna Savings run, deposited where you want it. Money
gone, impossibleto trace. Just like | promised.”

"Good," Ingersoll said. "Very very good.”

He stepped to the door. Reaching for the knob, he remembered Greg's warning. "Ever wonder what the
real reasonisfor ushiding out in the middle of nowhere?' He grinned at the hacker's surprised
expression. Bingo. "Because in the desert, nobody can catch you by-surprise.

"It'swar, Cavin, plain and smple. Between the NSA and Internet Security. Thejerks at the ISD are
scared to degth of this operation. Y ou can toss out the rules. They'll do anything to stop us—including
sabotaging our lines, destroying our equipment, even commandeering our base of operations. They're
mean SOBs. That'swhy Greg and Harry are here. To even the odds.”

"Oh, sure" Ca sad. "'l figured it was something like that.”

"Back to work, Calvin. Finish that last bit of code. I'll tell Greg to make you somedinner. And I'll stop
back tonight to check out the results.”
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Opening the door, he stepped into the hall. Harry and Greg sat on the sofa, waiting. Raising ahand to his
lips, Ingersoll motioned them to open the front door and accompany him outside,

"I've been thinking about our patron,” he said softly, standing in front of the cottage. "The old man'sa
suspicious bastard. Wouldn't surprises me at dl if the placeis bugged, that cameras arefocused on Cdl in
the bedroom. When you get achance, see what you can find. Rip the stuff out. We're closeto finishing
up. I don't want anyone to know too much. Doubt if they could do anything with the information, but who
knows. It never hurtsto be extra careful.” "What about Nikonchik?' Harry growled.

"Cdvin'sgoingtodo just fine" Ingersall said. "Greg, bring him asandwich and adrink alittle later. Let
our young friend work. No interruptions, Definitely no threats. I'll be back.”

Helooked a hiswatch. "Timefor meto check inwith Tony and Paul. I'll see you gentlemen later.”
A short time later, there was a knock on the door.

Ingersoll frowned. It was afew minutes past four o'clock. He wasn't expecting anyone, had no
appointments scheduled except areturn to the guest house.

Barrington was getting restless. He was pushing, wanted to see some return on hisinvestment. It was
time tonight for some concrete results. A billion dollars should satisfy the old man.

"Enter," he cdled. Probably the maid. Or one of the old man'sflunkies, bringing news of achangein
dinner plans. The old man lived like aking, and it was alifestyle Bob Ingersoll could appreciate.

"Hello, Mr. Ingersoll,” GloriaSimmons said, opening tbe door hafway and diding through. Sheworea
maroon skirt, abeige cotton shirt, and navy pumps. She looked like she was draped in an American flag.
All-American Gloria, the girl next door: the thought made Ingersoll chuckle.

Her dark eyes glowed with cold intdligence. "What are you laugh ing at?'

He scanned her body, |etting his eyes pause at the correct places She responded with an appropriate
shiver.



He amost laughed again, but held himself in check. Instead he said, "No reason in particular. Just pleased
with the company. Y ou look quite attractive in something other than a business suit.”

Gloriasmiled. "Why, thank you. How nice to be gppreciated.” She settled into the plush burgundy chair
across from his desk and crossed her legs. Her skirt rose to her knees. She made no effort to smooth it
down.

Gloria Simmons was coming on to him.

Her legswere firm, tanned, and muscular. She noticed him looking a them. She bobbed anavy shoe,
reached down and massaged her ankle.

No doubt about it, Gloria Simmons was a masterpiece of caculated manipulation. Ingersoll wasnt
fooled. She could run through his office nude and it wouldn't mean athing. Sex was abargaining chip
with Gloria, nothing more. From everything he had seen or heard, the only thing thet excited her was
money. Barrington must have talked, told her something about the operation. She wanted in. What did
she haveto offer?

"So what brings you to my humble office, Gloria? A message from your boss?'

Gloriauncrossed her legs, rose, and walked to the large window across the office. She walked dowly,
stopped, then —her back till turned to him— ran her hands down the green satin curtains.

"The glare bothersme. | prefer it darker, moreintimate:' She pulled the curtains haf shut, looked at him
over her shoulder, smiled, then closed them dl the way. Without being obvious, she glanced severd times
at aspot directly over one of the Remington prints. "We never went for that walk yesterday. Get outside,
enjoy the beauty of nature.

Ingersoll nodded. The office was bugged. Evidently under video surveillance, aswell, No surprise.
"Sorry," hereplied. "I was so busy therest of the day, it dipped my mind."

He doubted that, under ordinary circumstances, Gloria could be bought. Barrington paid her plenty. That
she was here meant she must have someidea of just how much money wasinvolved in this project.

Annoying that the old man had talked. But not likely to be terribly important.
Stll, shewas no foal. Gloriaknew something she felt was worth big bucks. Ingersoll had to know what.

"| thought we could take anice gtroll,” she said. "It's my afternoon bresk. Exercise kegpsthe body in
shape, you know?" Ignoring the burgundy chair, she perched on his desk, crossing her legs, then dangling
them over the sde. Thistime, her skirt did up high on her bronzed thighs. A thin bead of swest trickled
down Inger-

0l1's back.

Nicely done. Better than some of the field agents he employed, But he wasn't tempted. Nobody in the
world was worth risking these stakes.

Nonetheless, he decided to play dong for awhile. He pushed back his chair and stood up. He stretched,
rased hisarmsover his head,

then hitched up his dacks, smoothed the white shirt benesth the belt.
Straightened histie. Decades of lifting weights and jogging had kept him in top physica condition.



"l could use abreak, too," he said, "though taking agtroll isn't exactly my ideaof exercise.”
"Mine, either,” she said, "but what e seisthereto do?" The answer wasimplied.

"| stay in shape with long workouts," he said. "WEIl have to exer-cise together,” he added, "when we
have moretime." "Soundslike agrest idea," she said. "Soon." 'Ready for that walk?' he asked. Hirting
with Gloriawasfinefor the microphones, but in truth, he'd be safer deeping with arattlesnake. "I'm
ready," she said.

| can't be gone for more than half an hour," he said as he pulled open the door to his office. They stepped
out into the hall. "'l haveto finish these reports before supper.”

The gazebo's nice during the afternoon,” Gloriareplied, hooking |.

her arm under his, drawing him close, so that her breast pressed against his biceps. "It's close by, and
quiet. Okay with you?'

"Perfect,” he answered. The old wood building was located on the north side of the compound, far from
the guest house. There, Cal wouldn't get o much asaglimpse of Gloria, which was definitely wise,
"Lead on. I'm in your hands."

She chuckled —adeep, throaty laugh—but didn't reply, Asthey exited the house viathe rear door, the
heat wrapped itsalf around them. The gazebo was located approximately five hundred feet away from the
building, in the center of astunning flower garden. Inlaid gray stones marked the path, On either side of
the rock, the desert brush grew wild and thick: flowering succulents, prickled cacti in al shapes, thorny
weeds.

He donned sunglassesto fend off the glare of the sun. Ingersoll, who normaly waked with aquick,
determined step, let his companion set the pace. She meandered, not in arush, maintaining afirm grip on
hisarm. From timeto time, her hip brushed againg his.

About ahundred feet from the house, she leaned her head againgt his upper arm. Y our office is bugged,”
she said softly. "The old man records every word you say,"

"Tel me something | don't know," hereplied. "Video monitor above the Remington print. That the only
one?'

Glorialaughed. She peered up at him with wide brown eyes. "My, aren't we the paranoid one,"

"Isthere another?' he said, his voice steady despite her closeness. "No," she said. "Too much trouble for
the effort. The only room in the mansion where he wanted to post more than one camerawas my
bedroom.” She grinned. "I told him he wasn't paying me enough for the privilege.”

"Thetape would mdt,” Ingersoll replied, only haf in jest. "The old man doesn't usetape,” Gloriasaid.
She had shed the sex-kitten persona. Shewas dl business- "He prefers digital images. They dlow himto
play with the pictures, zoom in for close-ups.”

"Amazing. | thought your boss hated modern technology. Or don't video cameras count?”
"When you'rein hispogtion,” Gloriasaid, "you don't have to be consstent.”

He pulled away from her. Taking about videos made him nervous. For al he knew, Gloriawas carrying
adigita microbug on her now. She could be recording their entire conversation, videotaping hisevery
expression for Barrington. Thiswhole episode could be atrap, set by the old man, to check if Ingersoll



was planning adouble cross.

Gloriaseemed to catch wind of his doubts. She took one of his hands, and heat shot up hisarm.
"I'm not wired in any way, if that'swhat you think," shesaid. "Y ou can search meif you like."
"Tempting," Ingersall replied. "But you're the one who wanted to talk to me. So talk.”

"You don't trust me," she said, pressing both her hands on top of his.

Ingersoll laughed and pulled hishand free. "'l don't trust anyone. Not even mysdif.”

"l could earn your trust.” Gloriastarted walking again, periodicaly searching him with her eyes. Watching
hisreactions. "The old man likesto brag. Tellsmethings. | know his secrets.”

"Sounds very interesting,” Ingersoll said. "Keep taking. I'm listening."
"Information costs money,” Gloriasaid. "And | have expensve tastes.”

She turned onto the path that circled the gazebo, waked past the flowering cacti that huddlied in the dry
brush that edged the gray stones. Ingersoll followed. A homed lizard, sunning itself on arock, stared at
themwith aninsolent glare.

"| think we could come to a settlement you'd find acceptable,” he declared, mgersoll was enjoying their
conversation. Gloriawas wonderfully direct.

"The more money | earn, the more | seem to spend. | never have enough.”
"A common allment,” Ingersoll said. "B, thereisavaccine.”

"Thereis?' Gloriasettled on abench on the perimeter of the flower garden, still far from the gazebo.
Ingersoll sat next to her. Rose bushes blossomed and dripped dew, watered by sprinklersthat had been
buried in the soil. Jasmine sweetened the air; pink and orange azaeas were ablaze. Sprays of white and
purple flowers dangled on vines that flowed over arched trellises. A gopher snake peeked at them from
beneath a clump of prickly pears, then disappeared. "What medication do you recommend, Mr.

Ingersoll?"

The late afternoon sun sizzled. Even the wood bench was hot. En-gersoll loosened histie. Hewiped a
thin layer of perspiration off hisforehead.

"A mgor financid transfusion,” he answered. ""Enough money to make you rich beyond your wildest
dreams.”

"That'simpossible. | have very vivid dreams”
"I'm not surprised,” Ingersoll said. "But I'm not exaggerating.”

"The gazebo'swired for sound,” Gloriasaid. "So isthe guest house. Every time you go there, your
conversation ismonitored from the office.”

"No surprise,” Ingersoll said. "Good to know, though. Are there any video cameras planted in the guest
house? Truthfully?*

Gloriapulled her hair onto the top of her head, wound it around her fingers, arched her back, released
the hair. Crossed her legs, rubbed them with long fingers. She stared at the horizon, where the foothills



rose out of the sheet of endless sand and marched to the sky.
"How much money?" she asked, smiling.

"Information like that isn't worth anything,” Ingersoll said. "1 can have Greg and Harry search the place. If
that'sal you haveto offer, we can head back now."

"Why are you so worried about video cameras? Nothing digital isadmissiblein court. Too easly dtered.
Same as audio. Nothingsred anymore.”

"I don'l give adamn about trials" Ingersoll said. "'If anyone'slooking over my shoulder in the cottage, I'd
liketo know. Today."

"Afraid someone might sted your secret techniques?’ she asked.

"You'requick," hereplied. "This project has certain well-defined goals and objectives. The government
can't risk having someone trying to duplicate the results afew months from now. That could lead to
disster.”

"Wheat if | told you Barrington's planning exactly that? He's setting you up for adouble cross.”
"Hewouldn't dare," Ingersoll said. "Nobody screwsthe NSA. Not even your boss.”
"Y ou underestimate the old man. He hates the Internet. Would do anything to bring it down. Anything.”

"My superiorsfed the sameway," Ingersoll said. "With good rea-. son. The Net, with dl its dangling,
wide-open security holes, spellsruin for our country. At the NSA, we have dl the facts and figures. For
years now, haf the attacks on U.S. defense computers have come from supposedly friendly foreign
governments. They're trying to break our codes, learn our security keys. We're faced with total
economic, financia, and socid warfare, fought entirely by computer. If the Net's not brought under
government control, our country is heading straight to hell. Nothing will be secret—not military
communications, not orders from the president, nothing."

"I've heard the lecture," Gloriasaid. "Many times actudly. Bar-ringlon's obsesson. That'swhy he's
paying one of your operatives big money to leak your secrets.”

Damn, he couldn't trust anyone, not even his own staff, men he paid well in return for loydty. Hiswives
had screwed him for money; the NSA had jerked him around for years. All the NSA had given him was
hard work and double-talk ... and agold ring with aruby. Not much for alifetime of devoted service.

"Yourelying," Ingersoll said.

"Am|?" Gloriasad. "You know what Barrington'slike. That's why you came with me on thislittle stroll.
With ahbillion dollars a stake, anybody can be bought.”

"A hillion," Ingersoll repeeted. Thiswas worse than hed imagined. "How much do you know?"

"Inthewords of Bradley Barrington,” Gloriasaid, " "tonight the American public are going to be taught a
lesson they won't forget.

They'll discover the dangers of an unregulated Internet. And that's just the beginning.' "
"Who'sthetraitor?' Ingersoll asked. "Greg? Harry? That crazy bastard, Paul 7'

"Y ou mentioned enough money to make merich," Glorias eyes glittered. She cared nothing about



security, nothing about the Net. "How rich?”
"Ten percent? A hundred million, tax free. Should do wondersfor your dreams.”

For amoment, she stopped breathing. "Harry—Harry Barton. He's been the one making plans with the
oldman."

"That dirty son of abitch," Ingersoll said. "Him and his stupid string ties. No surprise. He's agreedy
bastard. What's the plan? When's this going to happen?

"I don't know," Gloriasaid. "Barrington hasn't said, and | can't be too curious. Don't want him
suspicious”

"Well, if you want your money," Ingersoll said, "you damn well better find out. | need to know before
tonight. Understand?’

"Y ou'll know. For ahundred million dollars, I'll find out. Barring-ton'll tell me." She grimaced. "If I'm
sweet enough to him, the old man will tel me anything.”

"Harry," Ingersoll muttered. The arrogant SOB. Secretly working for Barrington. Not redlly asurprise.
Likedl the ops, Barton wasin it for the money.

Things could be worse. Hed away's planned on offing Harry anyway. All this meant was adight change
inhistimetable. A smart agent took advantage of shifting circumstances. And he was the smartest agent
around.

"Do whatever s necessary,” Ingersoll said. "But find out by tonight."
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Firg, the stolen Velux Plus. Then Grouch's beat-up junker. Then the red Porsche. Asif that werentt
enough, now Judy was in abuswith Dan, heading out of San Jose toward the northern suburbs.

It was Thursday afternoon. She'd been on the road for days and was sick of it. Constantly on the run,
scared for her life, and trying to save somebody sheld never even met. Working for Steve Sanchez would
be like avacation, once this nightmare ended. If it ended.

The buswasn't too crowded. A haf dozen exhausted men, clad in filthy jeans, heading home after odd
work shifts somewhere. The driver looked bored and rarely even glanced in the rearview mirror.

The seat vinyl was ripped, the walls stresked with garish graffiti. the floor littered with dirty tissues and
assorted garbage. Beyond grimy windows that were scarred with gang marks, evergreens poked up like
fluffy coneslooming over shacklike houses.

And the bus was old and bel ched gas, A battered blue wreck, salvaged from some corporation, like
every busthese days.

Thiskind of bustook only paper cash, nodigicards, Judy and Dan scruffy, exhausted, and smdlling like
sour milk, fitin just fine with the other passengers.

Sitting in the back, trying to stay unobtrusive, Judy used the netpad to scan incoming police reports.
Small asit was, the lgptop might be noticed,

"Firesout," she reported. "The cops found Natalie and she told them about our visit. They're searching
for the Porsche. No word about Jeremy's death. Cops are keeping atight lid on the story. No talk about



the murder in any newsgroup, either, and nothing on VileSpawn,"

"Great," Dan sad. "Well, at least weve logt the cregps who were following me. Soon asthe police find
my abandoned car, they'll runaDNA andysisonit, figure out that you werein it. Then, dong with
wanting mefor Jeremy's murder, they'll be after mefor aiding afugitive. In alittle while, they'll be a my
restaurant, hunting for clues. Won't that be gresat for business? Buy your chili dogs from Dan Nikonchik,
arsonig”

"Your restaurant,” Judy said, "Why didn't | think of that? Dan, Gal's codeis still there, right? It runsthe
restaurant. I've got to seeit.”

Why?

"Tuskaand Smith ate in San Jose. Hackers are dying. Ca's gone. The code's gone, too—wiped off his
computer. I'm convinced that's no coincidence. Not much of aclue, but it's better than nothing.
Somehow that codestied in with thekillings. I'm sure of it."

Dan shook his head. "Forget it. I've been using Cal's program for years. Why would it suddenly become
S0 important?'

"Youtdl me" Judy said.
"'l don't know what you're talking about,” Dan replied.

"Therehasto beatie-in,” Judy said, packing up her equipment "I'm sure of it. That'swhy Gal
disappeared, why he crashed his system before he left. If it wasn't him, then who? The codeisthe
answer, I've got to examine it. We have to go to your restaurant.”

"Toolatefor avist,” Dan sad. "Like | said, the cops are probably on the way there dready. I'm sure
they'd bethrilled if we dropped in-

"No reason for usto make a personal appearance,” Judy said. "Y our place is hooked up to the Internet.
I'll use the netpad to break in and swipe the code.”

"You can do that?' Dan said.

"Thereésnot much | can't do, using acomputer,” Judy said. "Let's get off the bus at the next stop, | need
some privacy."

welcome TO sunshine ESTATES. Thesign sat in front of atract that was covered with tiny one- and
two-story prefab houses, al crammed together. A few blocks distant, dark smoke billowed from brown
towersthat poked skyward.

"Perfect spot,” Dan said, rising from the bus seat and signding for astop. "Blue-collar area. They collect
garbage in San Jose and the surrounding communities and recycleit in that factory. Work around the
clock, It'saperfect place to find us some whedls again. Ready for awak?'

She wobbled to her feet, followed him down the aide, and lurched as the bus ground to a hdt with a
smoky belch,

Three men rose and followed them. Dan glanced nervoudy over his shoulder. "Come on; hurry it up,
Judy," he murmured under his breath. "One of those guyslooksalittle funny to me."

She didn't bother to turn and look. It was just Dan, being paranoid.



On the sdewalk, she paused in a daze and tried to focus. Before her stood a boarded-up building made
from wooden dats, surrounded by garbage. A coin-operated phone booth huddled by the ruins. Judy
could imagine awhore douched against the booth, or awino. But nobody was there.

Next to the boarded-up building stood another shut-down dump, this one with asign nailed to the door:
FISH. Fish to eat? Fish for bait? Who knew,

The sky was hazy with gray smog that burned her eyes and nodtrils. The air smelled vaguedly like an
outhouse, reminding her of the brick factory back in Pennsylvania. The sun sizzled through the haze,
breaking it into shimmering clouds of color.

Two men shuffled off the bus, passed them, headed for Sylvie's Bar on the corner, afew dumps down
theroad.

A third man clamhered from the bus. Thisonewastall and beefy,

with clean brown hair, dark eyes empty, like bullet holesin alesthery, creased Face. As he came close,
his hand moved quickly into ajacket pocket

"Dan," shewhispered.

He swiveed, but too late. The man whipped his hand from the jacket, thrust a hard brown-wrapped
package at Judy, and swung hisfist a Dan.

The punch hit him solidly on hisleft cheek. Eyeswide with shock, Dan fell to the pavement.

"A gift for your boyfriend," the man said calmly to Judy. "Tell himto take care of the money by Friday.
No morewarnings. If he can't manage his brother, someone sewill." Then he turned and kicked Dan in
theribs.

Dan grunted loudly and rolled to hisside, clutching his stomach. Hisface was aready bleeding.

A van, green and battered but no old V olkswagen, pulled around the corner where the drunks were
entering Sylvi€'s. It screeched to ahalt at the bus stop. The man gave Dan another kick, then said to
Judy, "Tell him we expect things to be back to normal by tomorrow.” Then he climbed into the van.

The van. The one Dan had worried about on the highway. But thistime, it wasred.
Judy dropped the package. It fell to the pavement, hit with the sound of breaking glass.

Dan had curled up into aball, and was moaning in pain. Judy crouched next to him. Hisleft eye was
swelling and starting to turn purple. Blood dribbled from the top of his cheek to hisjaw, splattering red
drops on the pavement.

She helped him st up, then propped him against the bus stop pole. It was rusty, bus spray-painted
orange to read busted.

"No broken bones." Dan managed awesk smile. Shook hisbead asif to clear it, grimaced again, and
held his stomach. "Guy kicked me hard, but the swipe to the face was awarning, not meant to do any
permanent damage.”

"Just awarning? Look at you! What's going on, Dan? Don't tell me that was your bookie. Who are these
quys?”

"It wasthevan, waan't it?"



"Thevan," shesad. "Yeah."

"God, that hurts. | need something to stop the swelling, maybe someice," Hetottered to hisfest, clinging
to her for support. She dmost fell backward. She wasn't exactly built for this sort of thing.

"Dan. Tdl me about the package. About these guys.”
"Not now. I'll tell you later. Nothing to do with your problems. | swear. Later.” Then, "What package?'

She picked it up from the pavement, held it out to him. "Thisone. Guy said it was a preview, areminder
that you'd better get thingsfixed, or else- Something about taking care of the money by Friday. And if
you can't manage your brother, then someone dse will."

"Oh, shit..." He douched againgt the fish building, sank againgt it. The boards strained and splintered
under theweight of hisback.

She sat down beside him. Made sure her legs were up, off the trash and grime. "I want the truth, Dan.
No morelies"

"How the hell did they find me?' he muttered, ignoring Judy. He pulled gpart the brown paper, which was
held together by afew pieces of tape. A smashed disk platter fell in shards onto hislap. He wiped them
from hislegs, and they joined the rest of the trash piled up by thewall. Rotting orange juice containers,
beer bottles, cigarette packages, rags.

"From your place, right?" Judy asked,

"Yeah," Dan said. He laughed abruptly. "Subtle, huh?Very subtle.”
"Stay here. I'll get someice. Then, weregoing to talk.”

He nodded, laughed softly again. Washelosing it?

Sheleft him with the laptop and headed for Sylvie's. She was no longer Judy, no longer TerMight. She
had to take care of Dan, had to find Cal, had to survive. Nothing &l se mattered.

Already, shédd dyed her long auburn hair a glittergoo green, something sheld never considered doing in
the past, not for any reason. She'd escaped from Tony Tuska and Paul Smith, two killers. She'd been
handling Dan Nikonchik for what seemed like centuries. She could do anything. Scared as she was, she
would manage,

Insde the bar, it was dl gloom and cigarette smoke. The two men from the bus sat, one, on stools at
thefar end of abar. The bar itself snaked in asemicircle over adark-tiled floor, and a bartender dumped
on astool behind it. Shewasin her forties, brittle blond hair, amped into coils, held in place by two pink
barrettes. She spped from asmall glass, laughed at something one of the men said.

They dl looked up as Judy entered. Judging by their reactions, they weren't used to Strangers here. And
Judy was nothing liketheir usual crowd.

The men eyed her. Raw meat, she guessed. Pigs.
Judy fixed her gaze on the blonde.
"What'll it be?' Her tone madeit clear that the bartender knew Judy wasn't there for adrink.

"lce" Judy sad. "Inaclean cloth, if you have one.”



"Ligten to her." The blonde shot a sarcagtic glance at the two patrons. " She wantsice and a clean cloth.”
Il pay."

"Y eah, youll pay with what?" the woman challenged.

The men answered with leers and snorts.

The cash was with Dan. Best not to go back and ask him for some. They'd both be mugged. Judy pulled
out ahemorrhoid digicard. "Ten-buck digicard.”

The woman took the card. Her fingernails were long, squared at the tips, bright pink. Fake. Sheread the
ad printed on the card.

"Hemorrhoids? Y eah, right, you little punk.” She snickered, but relaxed. Judy had stolen the digicard; that
made her okay. "Y eah, I'll get your ice, honey, but no cloth. No clean cloths around here." She stepped
back from the bar and lifted her miniskirt. Tucked the digicard into a pouch on her underpants. Tiny
thing, black, aready containing afew digicards for the day's hard labor.

Happensto me every day, All cool. No problem, Judy thought to herself.

"Got another card?I'll give you abar rag.”

"How about half acard?" Judy asked, trying to stay in character. "All | got left.”
"Give methewhole card, get therag. Thet'sit."

"But | gottaeat,” Judy whined. "Half acard for therag. Comeon.’

The men were enjoying the free show. "Come on over here," one said. "Do me alittle something. Earn
therag, what say?'

"Knock it off, Crank," the blonde said. "The kid's young; give her abreak. And you—" She pointed at
Judy, "—give methedigicard, get your rag, and get out of here. I'm not sure how long | can hold old
Crank back. When he's horny, he's really horny, catch my drift?"

Judy handed over the digicard, and the woman rummaged behind the bar. A moment later, ice and
greasy rag in hand, Judy made for the door.

She found Dan, bruised, right where sheld left him, propped among the debris. The blood was drying on
hisface. Theice was melting in the sun, and as the rag soaked through with water, Dan would be able to
wash the blood from his cbeek and jaw.

"Now," shesad, "give. What'sdl this about?'

"Later," Danreplied. "1 swear, I'll tdl you, but not now. When we're safe, The cops are hunting us both.
No timeto stand here and chat.

"How'd they find me?" he continued. "How the hell did they track me even on the damned bus?’
"Good question,” Judy said. "Needs agood answer. When dl esefalils, try the obvious.”

She reached out and pulled his sunglasses out of his shirt pocket. "Hey," he cried, as she snapped the
framesin half.



"Hey yoursdlf," Judy said. She pointed at the black microchip nestled in the hollow plastic noseguard.
"I'm in security, remember? Y our friends must not trust you, Dan. They've probably been keeping track
of you for along time. Probably bugged your Porsche aswell."

"Shit,"” Dan said. "Those bastards.”
"Still sure these goons aren't mixed up in Gal's disappearance?’

"Pogtive" Dan said. "They want him back. They want Ca dive. They're holding off killing me because
I'm the only one who might know where my little brother is. I'll tell you the whole ory, | swear. When
we're someplace safe”

Finding such a spot, Judy mused asthey started walking, might not be so easy.
20

Therecycling plant, afew blocks from Sylvie's, resembled a blue e ephant with multiple smokestack
trunks. The place was huge, covered four square city blocks. Every few minutes, agarbage truck drove
into the huge, dark maw of the beast, ddlivering its sacrifice of paper, glass, and plasticsto feed the ever
hungry mongter.

The people who worked in the blue e ephant had probably absorbed enough toxinsto kill them. One day
inthat place was probably equal to smoking four packs of hard-core PDA-approved cigarettes each day
for amonth.

The parking lot held few cars, There were no guards, no gates. Thiswasn't exactly aprimetarget for
thieves, snce the cars were mainly junkers. They were interspersed with pickup trucks on large whedls,
and even those tended to be faling apart.

Dan motioned them over to acar that wasin relatively good shape. "Take thisone. It looksin better
condiition.”

Right. Break into the car. Judy sighed, turned on the netpad, brought up her secret crack page. She
touched the unlock icon. A flash of ping radius=I dimension—m, and the screen displayed the car's
code. The unlock icon disappeared, and the locks popped. At least thistime no one was shooting &t her.

Theinterior smelled like stale booze. The front seat was littered with newspapers, many folded back at
the horse race pages.

Judy dropped onto the passenger seat. A tap on her keyboard brought the car to life. Theradio blared a
Top 40 tune. Judy dapped at the radio dids and the music died. She smiled at Dan. He stepped on the
gas, and smiled back.

It felt good to smile a someone and not be insulted for it. Just asit had felt good, back in the woods by
Jeremy's house, when Dan had propped her up with hisbody. He was congtantly touching her—in little
ways—holding her elbow, steering her thisway and that.

It was too bad Dan Nikonchik was so bad tempered, so hooked on bimbos, and so physicaly ...
repugnant. Oddly enough, she was growing comfortable withhim.

She put ahand on his shoulder. Thistime, he didn't glare at her. "Comeon,” she said, "let's get thisthing
ontheroad. I'll change the car's registration numbers and program the ignition to start on your touch.”

"Next stop, food," he said, asthey sped away from the recycling plant, awvay from the toxic air.



Judy opened the netpad, executed the wireless comm program. High speed and top of theline: acdlular
digita packet datalink that would sniff for voice frequencies and dip data packets into empty channels.
Encrypted—Dbig deal—and supposedly secure, it was the same method the cops had used to track her
Avisrenta car, the one she took from Tony Tuskaand Paul Smith.

"Done," Judy said. "The car's safe. Now I'll tap into your Dan's DiskWorld computer and get Cal'sfiles.”

The car grunted up adirt road on afoothill, the larger mountainslooming in the distance. Scrub brush
drifted in balls over rocks and weeds. The smog had lifted up here; the air was fresh again. Judy manualy
cranked the windows down, and felt much better. Awake again.

They rounded a curve, dust flying behind them. Dan flipped hishair off hisface and jerked the whed.
Below them, the hillsde dipped a a sharp angle, fel to adry rocky ravine far below.

The car swung back down the hill, following the twisting road. Wooden cabins appeared, then a paved
main road. They drove past dilgpidated white buildings, store signs announcing fresh milk and vegetables.
Afew menintight jeansloitered outside San Pueblo's Eats, some wearing cowboy hats. None afforded
Judy and Dan more than acasua glance; they were probably used to seeing junk cars here.

On the edge of town, Dan parked in the ot of achain grocery store. Anywherein Cadifornia, you could
always count on finding aVen's. Here, nobody would notice them, even parked for half an hour or more.

Therewas asign in the store window; we ACCEPT CASH.
"Y ou gill have money, right?' Judy asked.

"Y eah, enough for somefood, ice, antiseptic, But I'm not going to spend too much. Thereé's no more
whenwerunout.”

There was a huge cardboard stand-up in the window, too. Judy recognized the bimbo from the poster in
Cd's gpartment. Migtie Lane. Dressed in an orange string bikini, she held agun in each hand. Printed
across her ample chest in bold red | etters were the words beach babe,

PRIVATE EYE. THURSDAY NIGHT AT 8 P.M., CHANNEL 36.

Noticing Judy's stare, Dan grimaced. He looked tired. Hisleft eye wasawhitejot in puffed purplelids.
He wiped the sweat off hisforehead with the back of hishand. "Ga and | dwayswatched that dumb vid,
every week. It was one of the few thingswe did together. Didn't mean anything, redlly. Just something to
do. Last Thursday, when he didn't show up a my place, | knew something had happened to him. Hard
to believe it was only eight days ago. Seemslike forever.”

Dan's pants were rumpled, hisyelow shirt brown with grime, stained with blood. Two twentiesfrom his
pocket went into hiswallet; he deposited the rest of the cash from the money machine under the front
sedl.

Therewas no need to discuss Mistie Lane. Judy concentrated on the netpad screen.
Welcome todan.land-com Log-in:

Shelogged in as Griswald, using his secret password. Without looking up, she said, "Plain food for me,
Dan. Bread's fine. None of those chip thingies. And some bottled water. No hubbies.”

"Sure," hesaid.



Shefound Griswad's directory, noted somefiles that were stuffed with genetic code. Each filewas
prefixed by the acronym DNS—asin Domain Name Server? That had to do with how companies
registered for Web ste addresses. What did it have to do with genetic programming?

Whatever. She downloaded the whole messto her netpad.
The download box appeared on her screen:
Downloading DNS1015 ... 1'/. ... 5 %....

"It'1l befive minutes," she said, pressing the palms of her handsto her eyes. She needed abreak. Timeto
relax. But, there was no time for rest, not with Tuska and Smith on the loose.

"I'll be back in lessthan that," Dan said. He did out the door, and she watched him skirt around the car
and walk acrossthe parking lot. He moved asif he had dl thetimein theworld. Dan might not know
anything about computers, but he understood soinething about human nature. Everyone noticed aman
whowasinahurry.

Downloading DNS1015...25% ... 27/. ..

With the netpad on the seat beside her, Judy |eaned against the ripped cushions. Something Dan had said
bothered her, but she wasn't sure what. It couldn't have been anything about Mistie Lane.....

By the time Dan returned with abag of food, the download was done: severa header files, containing
definitions and code that Ca would use repeatedly, plus awhole truckload of source files. Judy, though
her eyes were open, didn't respond when Dan pushed the groceries onto the front seat then took his
place on the driver's Sde. Her thoughts were whirling, going nowhere.

"Chow time," he said, pulling abag of chipsfrom the brown paper sack. Fire-spiced Mexican potato
curls. Heripped open the top, stuffed ahandful of chipsinto his mouth. Flakes of red powder,
presumably pepper and chili powder, ingtantly ringed hislips,

He gave her aloaf of bread. She balled up apiece, chewed on it dowly. "Thanks. Anything to drink?’
"Pure spring water for you," Dan said, handing her acold bottle. "Colafor me."
Judy glugged down half the bottle. She fdlt as dry as the desert. Another piece of bread followed.

"Feding alittle better?' Dan asked as he munched on a piece of beef jerky. The man had the wordt taste
infood. "Got dl the code?"

"Yesto both," Judy said. Dan wasadob and ajerk, but he wasn't that terrible. "Much better, thanks.
How about that story now?"

"Not here," he answered. "Too long to tell now. Later." She gave him adisgusted ook, but didn't pushiit.

Pushing the last diver of dried beef into his mouth, Dan reached into the bag and pulled out atin of
something caled Dr. Reynold's Cure-All. Most likely, Dr. Reynold was the same guy as Dr. Frond:
didn't exist. Dan twisted off thelid, dipped hisfingers, and smeared yellow goo on his cheek.

"Got abag of ice, too. Just in case." Heturned on the ignition, let the car idle as he finished chewing.

Judy stared at the cardboard stand-up again, desperately searching for some hidden truth. Not that much
could be hidden in atiny swim-suit. Only afew lines of advertising fit acrossthe bikini top.



THURSDAY NIGHT.
"Dan, when did you first ask Bren to post the message on Vile-Spawn, asking about Grisvad?”

"Friday morning, After Cal didn't show up the night before to play with Migtie. But Bren'sfriend didn't
post it until Monday."

"So he's been gone more than aweek," Judy said. "Hailstorm died Sunday, four days after Ca vanished.
Y our brother |eft before the murders Sarted.”

"Maybe somebody threatened him. Tuskaand Smith?"

"Why only Cal? No one else received awarning. At least, | didn't. Jeremy never mentioned a threat.
Besides, the killerstried to make the deaths look like suicides. Pretty clear they didn't want to attract
undue attention.”

Judy was grasping for the answer. She knew it was very close. "Maybe Cd's disappearanceisn't tied in
with thekillings. Maybe Bren'sright, and Cal just left town on hisown.”

"A coincidence?' Dan said. "Remember what you said about that? My brother takes off without an
explanation, wipes his computer clean, drops out of sight. Doesn't say aword to me, though he knows I'll
worry myself sck. A few dayslater, two maniacs start killing the other top hackers on the coast. Sure as
hell makes me suspicious.”

"Paul Smith told Trev that | wastoo smart for my own good,” Judy said. She Sarted to tremble. "That's
the reason he and Tuska cameto kill me. I'm ahacker, Dan. | handle Net security. I'm no threat to
anyone. Not unless they're planning some operation so big, so spectacular that theré's no way I'd missit.
And maybe, because I'm not a crook, they're worried I'd try to stop them,”

"Whét do you mean?' Dan said.

"Tuskaand Smith are killing top hackers as a precaution, Dan,” Judy said, knowing as she spoke that she
had hit upon the truth. "That's why Hailstorm and Larabee and Jeremy died. The murders are insurance,
guarantees that nobody will stop their big plans.”

"But what about Cd? He disappeared before the killings started.”

"I know," Judy said. "Don't you see? Ga's the key, the catalyst. Once he vanished, the murders began.
Not until then. There's only one explanation. Whoever's employing Tuskaand Smith has Ca—and his
code. Cd's not atarget for the killings. HE'sthe cause of them!”
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Dan broke the silence. "CaJsno crimina, Judy. Hed never do anything to hurt anyone. Especialy
Jeremy.”

"Cal probably doesn't know athing about the killings," Judy said. "Mogt likely, someone has your brother
stashed somewhere. Maybe it's even the CIA or the NSA, feeding him aline about nationa security and
al that crap. Keegping him on ice until the gig goes down."

"Judy, are there other big-time hackersin San Jose? What about Bren and Carl? Tony Tuskaand Paul
Smith might not befinished.”

A chill hit her. She hadn't thought of that. Who was |eft? \Who might be the next victims?



"Mercy," she whispered,
"Yeah, right. Not likely," Dan muttered.

"No, no. Mercy. That's her name. Shelives herein San Jose. Mercysatop gun, Dan. | worked with her
on a Sanchez project about ayear ago, amajor bank security setup. Bren and Carl are good, but they're
not into redl hacking, cutting into accounts, Stuff like that, Mercy's the only one left around here—other
than me. | haveto cdl her, warn her about Tuskaand Smith."

Judy pulled the blue box from her |gptop case. Much like the box she had used to change traffic lights,
this one was a kludged bit of circuitry that would hide her diding location. It used alooped pair of phone
numberstypically employed by phone companiesfor testing. They were also used by hackerswho
wanted to talk in guaranteed privacy.

Anyone could build one of these boxes. There were circuitry blueprintsfor hundreds of box types, all
over the Net, al free for the download.

A touch of the phoneicon on her netpad, and Judy diaed one of Mercy's numbers.

Judy wondered what to say to her. It had been months since they last talked. Anything she might say
would sound crazy. Nobody killed over code. But somehow, Judy had to convince Mercy that she was
teling thetruth.

The phone rang once, then buzzed off to avoice-mail pickup. Next they heard Mercy's voice, barely
audible. The girl wasn't much of aconversationdist. "Y eah, it's me. Drop me amessage. I'll bein touch.”

Bad enough trying to think of what to say had Mercy actudly answered the phone. But what the hell
could Judy say into the voice-mail void that wouldn't sound completely insane? The machine begped, and
she ssumbled for words.

"Uh, yeah, hiya, Mercy. Thisis Judy Carmody. TerMight. Maybe you've seen me on the news. | know
this sounds fresked, but you gotta believe it. Somebody's killing hackers and trying to pin the blame on
me. Y ou may be the next target I'll be there as soon as possible. Stay cool and watch out for a couple of
thugs. They'rered killers. No matter what excuse they give, no matter what credentials they flash.
Bedlieve me. Please, Mercy. I'll call again later. Leave amessage on your machineif you can.”

Well, that had sounded stupid. But, Mercy wasn't some naive teenager. Working in computer security,
she'd dedlt with plenty of crooks.

Stll, she might find it hard to believe anyone would go around killing programmers. The best thing would
be to get to her as soon as possible.

"Get onto the 5, Dan. Head northwest, toward San Fran. Mercy's got a place on the edge of town.
Meanwhile, I'm caling Bren, just in case. Maybe she can help,”

A moment |ater, the phone rang, and afamiliar voice answered. "Hedlo, thisis Bren."

"Bren! It's Judy, Y ou have a chrome box hooked up?' A chrome box disabled al FBI and cop tapson
any phone/modem line,

"Judy, Sure, | have the box on. What, you think I'm crazy? Where are you? At Dan's place?”"

"No. We never madeit." Judy paused, wondering how much she should tell Bren. "Ligten, | can't say a
lot. Things have gotten way out of hand. Ca's friend Jeremy isdead. The policethink Danand | are



involved. There's no way we can come back there. Y ou need to watch out avoid strangers. Two
guys—they're the ones who killed Trev and Jeremy. We think they're after Mercy. Can you warn her?1
need to know for sure she's safe. Then Dan and | gottafind aplaceto hide."

Judy spelled out what had happened, briefly outlined the possible explanation. She described Tuskaand
Smithin derall.

Bren said sheld try to contact Mercy, then send scrambled E-mail to Judy.
It arrived afew minutes later, amix of good and bad news. Judy read it doud.

" "Tried contacting Mercy. No luck. She must be out of the house. Will keep trying. Checked the news,
You and Dan are all over the place, wanted for questioning. But CBSin LA reports a possible witnessin
Trev LeFontaing's murder. So now you're just a possible suspect, instead of an escaped killer. Frame
might be faling apart. Suggest you stay out of sight for afew days- Hide. "

"Gregt advice," Dan said. "Hide. She suggest where?' "Yes, Dan,” Judy said, "She does. Let mefinish.
‘There's ashack southwest of San Jose, near the big Redwoods park. On the western dope. Abandoned
by itsowners. Carl and | go thereto chill after along job — our own hideaway. Off the beaten track.
Copswill never find you there. ™

Therest of the E-mail contained detailed directionsto the cabin.
Dan actualy sounded pleased. "A placeto rest and figure out Cal's code.”
"Firgt, we have to hightail it to Mercy's place," Judy replied.

Wherewas Mercy? Working done, in acubiclein somedimly lit officein Slicon Vdley? Alone where
Tuskaand Smith could bresk in and murder her?

Still onthe Net, Judy went to the MapWizard site and typed Mercy's address. In seconds, the computer
displayed the quickest route to her house. Estimated travel time was forty-five minutes. Not alowing for
rush-hour traffic.

Would Mercy die because of rush-hour traffic?

No. Because Tony Tuskaand Paul Smith were probably stuck in the same mess. Whiletraffic crawled,
Judy returned to the problem of Cd's code.

"Y ou making any progress?' Dan asked.

She stared at her screen. Gibberish, The restaurant code was a more complex version of the program
she'd downloaded from VileSpawn. Weird stuff—genetics programming of somekind, writtenina
language she didn't understand. How could she make sense from clutter?

"It'slike trying to understand double-talk. None of the words make sense.”
White letters on blue: Cal's code. Just words, something to decipher, Nothing more than that.
Words.

A dynamically alocated structure of nodes, defined to supply as many links as the program needed,
Linksto what, though? Credit records? Stock transfers? Bank routes.

Laguna Savings. Someone had broken into their Web site. On Monday. Days after Cal disappeared.



Maybeit had beenred. A test. A good programmer aways tested code before putting it into operation.

Each structure of bank route nodes was created within function-driven objects. Each object was doing
something. But what?

Judy peered a the code again.

Each object analyzed patterns, trends. Each object included acomplex array of bits, encoded dmost like
animage file. Each object deleted—that is, killed—yprevioudy created objects.

Judy's frustration boiled over. "What was your brother doing?”
"Don't know, but whatever hewasinto, it kills people.”

"Code can't kill."

"This code does."

They were diding through the clean, quiet, suburban sprawl of Mercy's neighborhood with agonizing
downess, past the cement dump bungal ows, lights mellow in their windows. People probably watching
televison, oblivious.

It was already drifting into night, the evening coming down like amurky hood. For Judy, fear was
everywhere. In the dark green bushes, lurking behind pink and purple flowers, cowering in every
shadow.

Theair wasturning cool, the chill coming down inamist. Judy pulled on Bren'sflannd shirt, but shivered
nonetheless.

"Hereweare," Dan announced, pulling into ashort gray driveway. Directly in front of them stood a
standard north Californiagarage: brown door, tan concrete walls, shingled roof. A sdewak wound along
the side of the garage, beneath hanging cypress leaves, to the front door. Behind the cypresstreewas a
tiny window. Dark. Mercy wasn't home yet. Or she was dead. Dan helped Judy from the car, then
looped an arm around hers, moving them quickly toward the front door. "Two friends," he whispered.
"Herefor avist. Just in case the neighbors are watching."

He knocked on the brown-painted wood. No answer. He tugged on the handle. Locked. Leaving Judy
standing in front of the door, he ducked behind the cypresstree, peered in the window. "Nothing," he
muttered, "L ooks like we got here before she did. Don't want anybody to see us. Come on."

Dan pulled Judy to the side of the house, unlatched the fence gate, and they dipped into the dark
backyard. The trees were heavy with fruit. Fallen branches crunched benesth their feet. Together, they
scooted past arow of perfumed cherry trees. Judy reached for ared berry. Dan caught her hand. "Don't
edt that," he said. "The cherriesare bitter. You'll get Sck.”

Judy dropped her hand, nodded. ™Y ou got that from the commune, right?" "Y up,” he said.

A solid wood fencefivefeet tall hid Mercy'syard from her neighbors. The hacker vaued her privacy.
From somewhere on the other side of the planks, a dog barked,

Dan tugged on Judy's e bow, pulled her over the patio. She amost tripped over ahose. Thelatch to the
patio doors didn't budge. He jiggled them in frustration; the glass rattled, but awooden pole stuck in the
bottom groove kept them from opening.



A lizard, late to bed, blinked up a her from the patio cement. A cat's eyes were yellow on the far fence,
The dog was howling. The evening moaned.

Dan muttered a curse and steered her farther down the patio to asmall window.

Judy looked back over her shoulder, stared at the cat eyes, expecting to hear Dan swear again because
yet another entrance was barred. But thistime, he didn't curse. Rather, he hissed, and she felt his body
freeze.

She whirled, Saw what he saw, and gasped.

The glass of the tiny window was shattered, Shards glistened on the cement, lit by the moon.
"They've been here, dready," he whispered.

No. They had to save Mercy. They had to save someone.

Blood rushed to her head.

That vibrant gold hair, the warm blue eyes, the laugh. Thetiny body, lithe and dways darting about All
that energy. Mercy?

"Stay here. I'm checking the other side of the house." He ducked away from her, disappeared behind a
pink azalea bxish. She stared &t the cat again. Had it seen anything? Did the cat know?

Then Dan was back. "Another door, come on,” and he pulled her again, thistime around the side of the
cement structure, along a narrow wakway, where awooden door stood gar by mereinches.

More cautious now, Dan took off his shirt, wrapped one deeve around his hand. He pushed open the
door, far enough so they could enter without their bodies so much as grazing the wood. "Don't touch
anything," he cautioned. "We don't want to leave fingerprints. Or DNA traces.”

Shaking, Judy followed Dan into Mercy's bedroom. Computers, three of them, none of them on, The
intruders weren't after Mercy's equipment. The bed was unmade, arobe draped across the bottom,
computer journals open and draped over the pillow. On the nightstand there was avoice-mail box, with a
light flashing, Mercy had messages waiting. It had to be Judy's call and Bren'sfollow-ups. None of them
received. Perhaps Mercy till hadn't returned home.

Dan, hisfingers ill swathed in the shirt deeve, switched on the bedside lamp. He stepped into the
adjacent bathroom, pushed the shower curtain asde. "Nothing," he said.

No sound in the house, except a clock ticking somewhere. They inched down the dark halway. The
living room held a best-up sofa, afew end tables with lamps, posters on the walls. An assortment of
hardware was scattered across the tabletop. Judy hardly noticed it. Maybe Tuska and Smith had come
and gone, hadn't found Mercy. Beneath ahigh arch, green vines dripped from a shelf. Closer to the
ticking clock.

They moved into the kitchen. Dan nipped the light switch. Dazzling white countertops, stedl stove, and
there, on thefloor, there ...

Judy collapsed againgt the archway, her fingers brushing the dangling vines. There ...

Mercy. Gold hail matted, wet with blood. Blue eyes glazed. Lying on her side, arms sprawled in asticky
red pool on the kitchen floor. Sticking out from Mercy's back, a knife.



Dan was on the kitchen floor, down on his knees, tears dripping between hisfingers. "Too much, too
much," hewas gasping,

Theknife. Judy didn't move from the archway, stood there asif turned to stone, her heart ringing in her
ears. The knife in Mercy's back came from Judy's kitchen.

"We gottaget out of here,” Dan said, wobbling to hisfeet. "The cops could arrive anytime. If they find us,
werefinished."

"Theknife" Judy said, having adifficult time forming the words. "It'sfrom my house. They used one of
my knives"

He wiped histears off the floor using his shirt deeve, then bent and wiped the handle of the blade. His
voice quavered. "Get rid of your fingerprints. Best we can do. We can't remove the knife."

"Why, why?" She couldn't think.

Dan roseto hisfeet. Hisface was gaunt, haggard. "If the cops find the knife on us, Judy, the game's over.
We switch back from wanted for questioning to suspected of murder.”

Outside, the dog howled again. A man's voice called; a screen door banged. Dan's head jerked around.
"Timeto move. Nothing we can do for Mercy."

Holding each other up, they dipped down the dark hallway to the open door—on the run again. The dog
howled asif lamenting Mercy's degth, or to warn them that they would be next.
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Dinner usually was served at 7 p.m. in the main dining room. Tonight, with only five hourstill the project,
Ingersoll preferred to eat done. He gpologized to Barrington by phone, citing last-minute detail s that
required his attention. The old man didn't sound upset. All he worried about was the money. And
destroying the Net.

Sitting in hisofficein his stocking feet. Ingersoll nibbled on aroast beef sandwich and reviewed foreign
bank account numbers. During the past week, he had set up more than five hundred new accounts,
aready prepped with millions. All were located in credit exchanges that asked no questions. According
to NSA files, most served as repositories for drug money and syndicate profits. He didn't care.

Once deposited, the money from tonight's operation could be withdrawn only viaadigital key. And he
was the only one who held that code.

Turning on the scrambler and avoice modifier, he touched his phoneicon and dided the San Jose hotel
where histhree operatives were staying. With the heist scheduled for midnight, he wanted assurances that
there would be no outside interference. Threerings. "Roy Reed.”

"Hello, Roy," Ingersoll said. "How goesthe job?" "Exactly as promised, Sr,” Tuskasaid. "Paul and |
completed the last assgnment on schedule, late this afternoon. We used the proper tools, asinstructed.”

"I'm pleased to hear that," Ingersoll said. Though there was no reason to suspect a police tap on the
phoneline, it was best to remain discreet. " Anything to muddy the waters. The more confusion the better
inthisgtuation.”

"No moative, though,” Tony said. "That'sthe missing ingredient.” "A good point,” Ingersoll said. Til take
care of that this evening. Meanwhile, any word on our femal e friend? The one who broke your nose?!



"'We've not seen her,” Tony said, "though | gather from certain reports that we were closer to her than
we realized, earlier today. Paul's damned annoyed that we didn't stay and check the surroundings. |
reminded him we were on atight schedule, and had no reason to suspect she wasin the neighborhood.
He understands, but is till anxiousto find the young lady."

"He sounds obsessed,” Ingersoll said.

"The cast on his hand serves as a constant reminder,” Tuska hoted. "Paul's aprofessiond, sir, but he's il
looking to even the score,”

"Well, I'm not thrilled with his attitude," Ingersoll said, "but I'm not opposed to hisobjective. I'd be willing
to up your fee twenty percent if you could diminate the problem by tomorrow morning,” " Twenty
percent?' Tony said. "That'sa substantid amount, Sr." Ingersoll had promised Tony and Paul two million
dollarseach for killing five hackerswithout raising suspicions. Twenty percent was another four hundred
thousand, just for terminating one security speciaist—who so far had euded their best efforts.

"I'minagenerous mood, Tony," Ingersoll said. "But | require results”

"You'l get them,” Tuskasaid. "As per your orders, Ernie drove up with us yesterday. He's been pulling a
few strings, knocking on afew doors. Only amatter of time before hefindsalead.”

"Cdl mewhenit'sdone," Ingersoll said. "No matter the hour. I'll be avake."
"Will do," Tony said.

A soft beep let Ingen>oll know someone was approaching his door. He felt sure he knew who it was.
"Harry will meet you tomorrow," In-gersoll said. "Asarranged.”

"l look forward to seeing him."
"Good night, Tony," Ingersoll said. "And good luck.”

He switched off the phone and rose to hisfeet. Harry Barton was scheduled to meet Tony, Paul, and
Ernie tomorrow afternoon in the airport parking lot, But instead of millionsin cash, he was bringing them
adifferent sort of payoff. So much for generosity.

As he had expected, it was Gloria Simmons at the door. Not saying aword, he motioned her to wait in
thehdll.

"Just aminute" hesad loudly. "I'll get thetray.”

Hewalked back to his desk and lifted the wicker serving tray that held the remains of hisdinner. Odd to
see aroast beef sandwich and sweet potato chips on hand-painted china. As out of place as the gold-leaf
slverware he used for mustard and ketchup, and the cut-crystal glass goblet for his cola. Barrington had
money to burn. Ingersoll wanted to know that fegling.

Platter in hand, he turned and bumped into his chair. He ssumbled, fell to one knee, asthe contents of the
tray dropped to thefloor. "Oh, hell," he said for the microphones, as he grabbed the table knife and used
the rubber hed of hisshoeto shoveit into the dectric outlet on thewall behind his desk. With aloud
pop, the room went black.

"Enter," he said to Gloria, ushering her into the dark office. He closed and |ocked the door behind her.
Curtains wide open, there was ill plenty of light thisearly in the evening.



"Y our boss needs to upgrade his circuit breskers,” he said, dropping back into his black leather chair.
"Microphones and cameraare off. We should have five or ten minutes before anyone comesto see
what'swrong. Y ou get Barrington to tell you his plans?*

Gloria settled into the chair facing him. She gtill wore the skirt and blouse from the afternoon. They
looked wrinkled. Ingersoll didn't ask. She didn't offer. No attempt at seduction thistime. No big smiles,
no playing with her hair. Shewas dl busness.

"Y ou promised outside to tell me dl the details about the operation tonight.”

"Likehdl I did," Ingersoll said. "Y ou find out about Harry?' "Sure," Gloriasaid, 'l said | would, and |
did. Disgusting old bastard. Harry's supposed to cut adisk of Ca's code, but not tonight. Barrington's
worried there sill might be bugsin the program. Heswaiting for the fina code, the second run.”

No problem. There would never be adisk cut of Ga's software. All so stupid—Ingersoll had al of Gal's
code on backup, on the server right here in his office. Why would Barrington require adisk?

Stll, Barrington could cause problemsif he wasn'twatched. Better to string Gloriaaong until after the big
heist. The more she knew about the project, the closer she/d watch the old man, make sure he did
nothing to jeopardize the outcome. Gloriawanted that cash.

"Most people at the agency think I'm paranoid,” Ingersoll said. He had to be brief. " Too suspicious of
new technology. Fortunately, my superior knows different. He redizes the Net's an atomic bomb waiting
to explode. When 1 came to him with Nikonchik's code, he authorized this covert operation. Timeto
wake up the president and Congress beforeit'stoo late.”

"By steding abillion dollars” Gloriasad.

"For darters,” Ingersoll said. "Tonight's just the dress rehearsal. Using Nikonchik's genetic code, I'm
plundering one billion dollars from banks al over the country. The money will be transferred over intricate
computer network routes, passing through hundreds, maybe a thousand computer nodes each, into

secret accountsin Net banks, trading houses, and investment firms. That's mine, as repayment for years
of faithful serviceto our great country. Ten percent was going to Barrington, for alowing usto use his
edtate, his cash. No more. Double cross gets reversed. Y ou collect his share.”

She stared a him asif hypnotized. "1 didn't know the government was so generous. Even with covert
operations.”

"What my boss doesn't know won't hurt him," Ingersoll said. "The next step takes place over the
weekend, once I'm convinced the code performsto expectations. Like any plan, you proceed carefully
from one step to the next.”

"Thefind amount?' Gloriaasked. "How much?'

"Fifty billion dollars™

Gloriasank deep into the plush chair, her eyeswide.

"Fifty billion dollars,” sherepeated, asif reciting aprayer. "That'sahdl of alot of money."

"Just a couple of new Stedth bombersfor theair force," Ingersoll said. "Or anew battleship for the navy.
Not redly that much in the generd scheme of things. The public doesn't notice when abillion'swasted on
anew wegpons system that doesn't work. Or asatellite system that goes afew hundred million over
budget. It doesn't make an impression. But I'm going to change dl that I'm going to make it personal.



"What makes my plan so effectiveisthat I'm taking the money from the United States banking system.
One morning, afew days from now, thousands of ordinary people acrossthe country are going to wake
up and find their savings accounts empty, stripped bare. Businesses everywhere are going to find
themsdavesin acash crunch, their digital cash reserves gone. Overnight, billions of dollarsare going to
disappear without atrace. It's going to send amgjor shock through the entire system.

"Blind panic's going to ripple across this nation like atida wave. Imagine the 1929 stock market crash,
magnified twenty times over, fueled by today's headline-dominated media Talk about acircus.
News-link banners, TV specia reports, thousands of rumors on the nets. Mass hysteria, maybe even
runs on banks as people redlize that their life savings are vulnerable. If it happened once, it could happen

again.
"The old man's talked about this stuff for years," Gloriasaid. "But everyone thinks he's nuts.”

Ingersoll smiled. "Barrington wantsto dert the nation to the dangers of technology. After thisweekend,
hisclamswill be taken as gospd. Thisisgoing to convert alot of people. Congress, the president, the
news mediaare dl going to demand answers. Immediate answers from the ISD, NSA, FBI, GIA. Were
going to witness the biggest, most intense manhunt in U.S. history. The witch-hunt to end dl witch-hunts.”
Gloriafrowned. "What's going to happen when the paliticos discover that the NSA, agovernment
agency, isbehind the mess? They'll crucify you.”

She dmost sounded asiif she cared. But Gloriawasn't that good of an actress. Ingersoll knew she
worried only about herself. Arid the money.

"That," he answered, "isthe beauty of the whole operation. There won't be any evidence linking me, your
boss, or the NSA to thistheft. Not asingle clue. At worst, the Internet Security Department, working
day and night, using their top programmers, will trace fragments of code back to apair of hackers. Two
rogue programmers, nowhereto be found. They'll take thefdl, not us."

"Two?' Gloriasad. "That kid, Nikonchik, for one. Who's the other?"

"A young lady named Judy Carmody. Nicknamed TerMight. She'sthe perfect mark. A flaky, offbest,
brilliant computer backer, with the reputation for being arebel. All points on the 1SD security risk profile.
We get the money; she getsthe blame.”

"But, if sheé'staken into custody, clams she'sinnocent,” Gloriasaid, dways practica. "What then?

"After thisheig," Ingersoll said, "Judy Carmody and Calvin Nikon-chik will vanish off the face of the
earth. Disgppear. Nether of them will ever be heard from again, Except for sightings reported in the
scandal sheets.”

CHAPTER 23

Cal glanced at the clock in the corner of his computer screen. Nine o'clock. Finished. The code was
done, with three hoursto spare. He'd told Mr. INgersoll there would be no problem. And there wasn't.

Tonigh, a midnight, the heist went down. A billion dollars, routed to bank accounts all over the world.
Untracesble.

With asigh of relief, he settled back in his chair and watched his code traverse the Net:
Cosworth's Tradex

/USauto/accounts/1487a9b042 ...




Amount withdrawn: $14,683.43
Bank of New Zedand
[Tradex/debits/acct0143019 e « «

Amount transferred across node: $14,683.43

The program was working wdll. Pirating millions of dollars from accounts dl over the world—from
people's persona accounts, from large corporate accounts, from trading companies, from stock holdings,
even from the federd treasury.

It was pretty nifty. Hed worked out this scheme to handle his brother Dan's shady restaurant dealings.
Of course, Dan never dedlt with amountslikethis, but till, the method was much the same.

Start at amain computer node, Cal's computer here at the compound. Execute the code that createsthe
first two objects, the parent chromosomes. Then sit back and |et them do their thing.

Each digital chromosome would incorporate both code and data. The code would force the
chromosomes to combine, Swapping genetic subtrees for amore optimal route—in thiscase, a
well-hidden Net path. Then, after the parent chromosomes created child chromosomes, the children's
code executed, and the first thing it did was del ete the parent chromosomes—Kkill them off completely.
No trace remained that the parent chromosomes had ever existed.

Asthe chromosome objects executed, they legpt from one computer node on the Net to the next,
following increasingly ided routesto take when stedling dectronic funds and hiding them.

Artificd life.
This made old-time cops and robbers ook like kids playing with toy guns. Thiswas felony done with
dyle.

Cal reached down and pulled the two-liter bottle of ginger de off the floor. He swigged adrink. No more
worries. The code was finished.

Satisfied there were no glitches in the program, he touched the reset icon.
The screen displayed:
Bank of New Zealand

[Tradex/debits/acct0143019 . . .

Amount transferred back across node: $14.683.43

Cosworth's Tradex /USauto/accountsacct1487a9b042 « « « Amount added: $14,683.43

Within moments, al the accounts were restored to their origina baances; dl traces that anything had
happened were removed. The chromosomes had killed each other off, al theway to thetop leve, the
parent chromosomes who had spawned the rest.

The hard work was over. All that remained was for him to run the heist tonight, check out the results,
then once Mr. Ingersoll was satisfied it worked as expected, set it up for a second pass on Saturday
night. That was the demonstration that counted, the greatest robbery ever committed. All thetop NSA
and 1SD honchoswould he present. Where Cd finally got his chance to show off. Rip fifty billion out of



accounts al over the international banking system, spin them into secured stashes oversess, then reroute
the money back to where it belonged. After seeing that show, nobody would doubt the power of his
code. Ingersoll would prove his point, alerting everyone to the lack of security on the Internet. And Cal
would be able to return home in style. Home. Good old San Jose, where it wasn't dways a hundred
degreesin the shade, And he could munch tacos and hamburgersto his heart's content,

Greasy food. By now, Dan was probably worried out of his skull, wondering what had happened to him.
Cd fet atwinge of guilt for keeping Dan in the dark. But there hadn't been much choice. Mr. Ingersoll
had made it clear—no contact with the outside world—and the NSA agent's word was law.

Besdes, it wouldn't hurt if Dan started redlizing Ca wasn't akid anymore. Dan needed to understand that
he couldn't keep watch over Cd for therest of hislife. Ca wanted hisfreedom, and thisjob offered a
real chanceto stand on his own two fest.

Someday, Dan would understand. Hopefully, it wouldn't be too painful.

The code, fast aslightning, impossible to stop, was amasterpiece, born of Cd'singenuity and interest in
genetic engineering. He hadn't lied when held told Mr. Ingersoll that no other hacker could have designed
the program. Not Hailstorm, not TerMight...

TerMight. Judy Carmody. fn the rush to get the code finished, Cal had almost forgotten the mysterious
message from Mr. Ingersoll to someone named Ernie, about making sure Judy Carmody didn't interfere
tonight. Wiping the monitor screen with his green blob cleaner, Ca wondered about TerMight's
connection.

Could she beworking for the ISD, trying to track down Ca? The more he considered the idea, the more
plausible it seemed. Thinking back, he remembered an E-mail from TerMight, describing some of the
security work she had done for Laguna Savings —the same bank held used for the preliminary test of the
genetic program, just afew days ago. If bank security had spotted bisincursions, they might have called
TerMight to investigate.

Cal shook his head. What a bizarre coincidence. Hard to bdlieve that hisfirst mgor job would lead him
into battle with one of his best friendsfrom VileSpawn. He hoped TerMight wouldn't be too upset when
she discovered he had beaten her a her own game.

Stll, who wasthis Ernie guy? And why had Mr. Ingersoll sent him TerMight'sNSA profile? That
transmission made no sense. There was only one sure way to find out. Cal would do alittle snooping.

Greg and Harry werein theliving room, playing cards, laughing over something. Sooner or later, Mr.
Ingersoll was due, coming to make hislast check, to see that the code was done, Cal had some free
time, private time, to surf the Net, read the news, relax, and play detective.

Helogged on to VileSpawn as Calvin, and was greeted by a black rose. Another dead hacker.
Larabee, aguy Cal had never met but had heard lots about, It was a bad week for computer gurus. Two
primetaentsin thefield gone. If he were superdtitious, he'd be worried about the heist. But, he didn't
believe in omens, and the code was going to work fine.

He moved to his private Griswald directory. Someone had downloaded his prototype genetics code.
One hit, one read, by one person. And rather than by Fire, al the code was owned by Water. The
intruder had found his private password and used it. Someone had been on VileSpawn as Griswald.

Maybe Jeremy. Ca smiled. If Jeremy knew he was okay, then word would get to Dan. No reason to
fed guilty about making hisbrother suffer, after dl,



He read the smple text message. It wasn't from Jeremy.
ThisisTerMight- Tell mewhereyou are, why you dis-
appeared. Tell me what's happening.

Cal laughed. So much for the mystery of TerMight's connection. She was obviously working for the
ISD. Exactly what Mr. Ingersoll had warned him about, over and over. The Internet Security Department
wanted to stop this heist, wanted to maintain the illuson that Net banking was safe.

Unableto track down Mr. Ingersoll, knowing Ca was involved, they were grasping at straws. Sending
him messages, asking for information, thinking he was o stupid, so incredibly naive, that hed answer
without hesitation. Damn, they must redly think he was ageekoid.

Hedidn't blame TerMight for trying. She probably was getting paid good money by the 1SD. She had
managed to download his prototype genetic code and send him amessage. Proof that she had tried her
best, earned her sdlary. Buit, it meant nothing. In afew hours, the NSA operation would go off as
scheduled. And there was nothing anybody could do to stopit.

Stll grinning, hetyped areply to TerMight's message:

09/14, 24:00, DNS, Bank of Maine, fire. Therewas no way she could thwart the heist. Why not let
her watch, invite her to the show, dazzle her with his brilliance? No harm.

Fun actualy, knowing one of hisVileSpawn friendswaswatching his entry into the hacker Hall of Fame.

Logging off VileSpawn, he entered Judy Carmody's name into his search engine. In lessthan a second,
hisfilter registered 417 entries. An awful ot of mentions for someone who kept her identity private,
Maybe there was another Judy Carmody on the Net, someone more famous than TerMight. A quick
scan of thefirgt few hitswould show him what they were about.

Ten minuteslater, he emerged from aboiling sea of facts, rumors, and speculations, and one thing was
crystd clear.

Bob Ingersoll was amean son of abitch,

He'd do anything to insure the success of this project Even go asfar asframe the |SD agent who was
trying to track him down.

It wasdl there on Cd's monitor. Judy Carmody, bank security specialist, wanted for questioning in the
murder of her landlord. Fleeing to the San Jose area, hiding among the hacker community. Still searching
for him? Ca wondered. The ISD must have paid Judy afortune to stop thisheist. She deserved every
penny, considering how dirty Mr. Ingersoll had fought back.

Cd assumed without hesitation that TerMight was innocent. Though he had only chatted with her on the
Net, Cd knew she hated violence. It wasimpossible to imagine that she would murder anyone. Absolute
nonsense. The only thing Judy had done wrong wasto join with the losing Sdein awar between riva
government security agencies.

He had no doubts, none at dl, that once the big heist went down on Saturday night, once the ISD brass
had admitted Mr. Ingersoll was right, the charges against Judy would be dropped. By the time Cd
returned to San Jose, Judy would have been cleared, a sincere apology issued by the police. Just a case
of mistaken identity caused by an error in the police computer system. Everything explained neetly by the
officer in charge of the investigation, Captain Ernie Kaye.



It was dl rotten, vicious, underhanded, and unethical. Cal felt redly bad for Judy, but there was nothing
he could do to help her. Mr. Ingersoll paid the bills, and Cal wanted the money. TerMight was on the run
because of the work he was doing, but he wasjust acog in an important NSA project.

Besdes, it wasn't asif Judy wasin any real danger. At worst, she might spend afew daysin fail. With her
ISD connections, probably not even that. In any case, it would al be over soon.

The laughter from the living room died down. Ca heard the door of the cottage open, then athird man's
voice. Mr. Ingersoll. He had come to seeif the code was ready. Footsteps clunked down the hall.

Greg. Harry. Mr. Ingersoll.
No more time to worry about Judy.

The floor outside the bedroom squeaked. He doubted Mr. Ingersoll would appreciate his surfing the Net.
He couldn't log off, no time, so hejust crashed the comm program down to its guts. It winked off the
screen.

Hedfix it later.

Judy and Dan zoomed southward on Saratoga Way toward Bren and Carl's abandoned cabin in the
mountains. Far past San Jose and back within the coastd range, they exited off the highway onto a
narrow service road that swung upward into the forest coating the eastern dope. Findly, they cameto a
dirt road, barely noticeable among the undergrowth, and turned onto it.

Tdl trees merged together far over their heads, shrouding their path in total blackness now. Using only
the parking lights, Dan steered the car around several corkscrew turves as the road rose toward the
mountain's summit. Finaly, it cameto an end. Nestled in the heart of the forest, they found themsalvesin
aclearing withasmall cabinin the center.

Dan parked the junker thirty feet from the house. Judy followed him, ducking benesth low-hanging
branchesthat scraped her face with pine needles. The scent flooded her with memories of Jeremy and his
family, where they had lived, what had happened to them.

By now, Nataie knew she was awidow, and probably, the kids knew they were fatherless. And asfor
the grandmother, Jeremy’'s mother...

Shehad lost ason.

If Judy didn't hustle and track down Cal Nikonchik, Dan might lose a brother.
Everyone waslosing too much.

All because of code.

The cabin had two steps leading to atiny front porch and the door. On elther side of the porch, yewsand
junipers snarled together, asif wrestling for the better position. The cedar planks and chinked logs were
moldy and splintered; the roof shingles covered maybe haf the top of the cabin. Thetiny window setin
the front wall was covered by-something dark and dirty.

Dan rattled the doorknob, but it didn't budge- "Did Bren say it would be locked?!
Judy shrugged. "She didn't say oneway or the other.”
"Y eah, well, it'slocked. Gottafind the key or knock down the damned door.” Dan stooped and wedged



himsalf between the shrubs and the front of the house, inched to the window, groped on the sill.
"Nothing," he said, returning to the porch.

Judy got down on her hands and kneesin front of the door and stretched her fingers benegth the rotting
wood panels. She felt something cold and hard, attached to aloop of some kind.

The key. She scrambled up, holding along leather loop with a stedd key on one end. She smiled, dangled
the key in front of Dan. "Just like my mother used to do back home."

Hetook the key, twisted it in the lock, then pushed the door open. It swung back with aloud thump —
evidently hitting something insde.

"Millionairesin the valey build these placesfor retreats,” Dan said. "Use them to get away from the city
life. After afew years, they get bored and abandon them. Squatters, like Bren and Carl, movein. Police
usualy ignore them unlessthe origind owners return and make afuss. This place looks safe enough.”

Judy chuckled grimly. When wasthe |ast time she had felt safe? Not since the afternoon meeting with
Steve Sanchez and Hector Rod-riguez. When had that been? Months, years, decades ago. It felt like she
had lived an entire life over the past few days. Never safe.

Would she ever fed safe again? Judy doubted it. Safe wasaword that no longer had any meaning. Even
under norma circumstances, it had been replaced by dozens of rules, practica guidesfor avoiding
trouble,

Lock your cars; keep your doors bolted. Don't leave anything valuable on the beach. Scratch
identification numbersinto every possession, though that did nothing to stop determined thieves. Beware
of angry people at fast-food joints. Never argue while driving. Stay out of neighborhoods you don't
know. Don't download files from anonymous sites. Alwaystravel in groups at night. Never give your regl
name. Encrypt afew times before using adigicard on the Net.

Safe was athing of the pagt, right up there with disco, a chicken in every pot, Pentium chips, and
Sainfeld.

Unfortunately, few people paid attention to any of the warnings. It waslike listening to the Pope, Y eah,
we hear, we obey; but hardly anyone redly follows the rules. Besides, who wanted to spend their entire
exisence in fear? Even-thing always happened to the other guy.

She stepped into the cabin, following Dan, and they fumbled, looking for alight. Findly a string brushed
Judy's forehead. She pulled it, and an overhead bulb blinked on. It was dim in here, and stuffy. Wood
floor, bare wood walls, no decoration of any sort. The one window on the front wall was covered with
tar paper. Dust everywhere: on the oak end table, the pole lamp, the floor.

"Nobody's been here for months." Dan looked like azombie: eyes bloated and red, skin sagging, hair
grimy and stuck to his forehead, pants rumpled, shirt untucked. He sniffed. "Smells like mold. Brings
back dl the bad memories of my teenage years on the commune.”

The front door had cracked against a heavy pine dresser. Over the door there was the battery-equipped
emergency light. The only other furniture was a battered old sofa, the end table, and the pole lamp. There
wasn't even acot, just acouple of badly worn deeping bags.

"How can they have eectricity in here?' Judy asked, pointing at thelamp. "No power linesin theforest.”

She did onto the dresser, her legs dangling over the front, where the handles were cold against her
caves. The skin on her face hurt, stung from the scratches inflicted by the dangling tree limbs and pine



needles. A couple of old scratches had opened again. She wiped off some blood with her hand and
rubbed her wet fingers on her boxer shorts.

"We need someair," shesad. "Think it's safe to open the window?"

"Sure" Dan said, hardly listening. There was aflashlight on the end table. He picked it up and headed for
adoor just beyond the sofa. "Nobody knows were here. Open the window. Be back in aminute.”

He disappeared into darkness. A few seconds later, something clicked. A loud chugging noisefilled the
cabin. The pole lamp glowed with light, A mixture of dust and gas fumesfilled the tiny room. Judy
sneezed. She had to get somefresh air.

She jumped off the dresser, crossed the room, and tugged on the window. It refused to budge, frozenin
place. So she opened the door acrack, just enough to stick her head into the night air.

Then she heard Dan's footsteps, his breathing, behind her. She turned and flashed him awesk amile.

"Yeah, it'spretty nasty in here, dl right,” he said. "Look what | found, though." Along with the flashlight,
he held a portable radio. "There's akitchen back there, if you can cadl it that. A bathroom, too. Well, sort
of. Itsmorelike afilthy toilet set into the floor, outhouse style. Through the rear door there's a portable
generator. Nothing mgor, but some electricity's better than none. We can turn off the emergency light.
The sorage shed isfilled with ahell of alot of filled gasoline cans. | have afeding thisplace servesasa
fuel drop for the underground railroad.”

"Underground railroad?"

He laughed. "Guess you had to grow up around here to know about this stuff. [llegal workers, coming up
from Mexico. There'sabig demand for cheap labor in San Francisco and San Jose. They drive up the
coast by car. Don't like using gas stations, being noticed. So they set up fud stopsin the mountains,
hiding placesfor their caravans. Likethisplace. It's an ultra-easy way for Bren and Carl to earn some
extradough. Nothing to worry about. Thisisn't the safest setup in the world, but there shouldn't be any
problem aslong aswe don't sart lighting matches.”

Underground railroad. Interesting stuff. Judy'd been on her own underground railroad circuit Snce leaving
Sanchez Electronics. The hackers underground railroad. Grouch and Tarantulas house, where she
picked up hardware that enabled her to change traffic sgnals and jam phone taps. Bren and Carl's place,
where she'd picked up the kludged Net browser and teamed up with Dan Nikonchik. And now this, an
underground railroad cabin for fugitive workers, or for fugitive computer programmers wanted for
murder.

What could come next?

Dan turned on the radio. Scratchy rock music issued from the speaker. Reception wasterrible.
Grimacing, Dan shut it off, " So much for entertainment.”

"That generator stinks." Judy turned again to the front door, grabbed asmall chunk of wood from the
ground, and wedged it between the door and frame. A cool breeze whistled through the opening, sending
dus flying everywhere.

She did back onto the dresser. ™Y ou seem to know your way around this place, Dan. Funny, | never
figured you for the Boy Scout type."

"Who'saBoy Scout anymore? Sure as hell not me. My parents were back-to-nature freaks. They redly
believed dl that junk—hel ped build their own home, raised their own food. Firgt twenty years of my life



were spent in aplace pretty much likethis. | hated every minute of it, but | learned the basic survival
skills. Had to."

Dropping the radio and flashlight on the end table, Dan flopped onto the sofa, ignoring the cloud of dust
heraised. "Man, what aday. I'm zoned. | need somefood. And deep.”

"Here, eat dl you want,” Judy said. Along with her lgptop and the netpad, she had brought the grocery
bag from the car. Shetossed it to him. Though dl she had eaten was bread and water, Judy had no
desrefor anything more. Tension had destroyed what little appetite she normally possessed.

"All the comforts of home," he noted. Reaching insde the bag, Dan pulled out the loaf of bread and a
package of bologna. He stuffed severd dices of bolognainto his mouth and chewed hard. He sighed with
contentment. "\Want some?'

Judy shook her head, wondering how Dan could eat so much cheap junk. The bologna probably
reminded him of chili dogs. "Why do you make chili dogs?' she asked. "I mean, of dl things, why
batter-dipped fried chili dogs?'

She kicked her feet against the dresser. The oak was smooth and cool, felt good on her hedls. The
sensation kept her awake.

One of Dan's legs was crooked over the side of the sofa, and he was stretched acrossitslength, with his
head on an armrest. Bread crumbs littered his shirt and pants. Still eating, he eyed her, asif deciding what
to say. But he didn't answer.

Why were the chih dogs such abig deal?

Obvioudy avoiding her question, Dan swallowed again, wadded four pieces of bread together, and took
ahuge bite. She turned away; watching him cram food into his mouth, watching the crumbsfly, seeing the
grease on hischin, was practicaly making her sick.

She scanned the walls. Only one outlet, and the floor lamp was plugged into it. Not that she cared. No
way was she going to rely on some ramshackle old generator for power. Therewas il plenty of charge
in the laptop and netpad batteries. All she needed was room to stretch out and get comfortable,

Pedling hersdf off the dresser, she ambled past Dan, and grabbed one of the deeping bags. Unzipping it,
she stretched the bag across the floor near the sofa, next to the floor lamp. Nothing specid, but it wasa
lot better than sitting on the bare floor. Settling into alotus position, Judy flipped open her laptop, starting
it up. Timeto work.

Here, in the middle of nowhere, it seemed so peaceful, so calm. She could finally stop thinking about
murder and robbery. How could anything horrible happen way out here, where nobody lived?

A pleasant thought, but not very redistic. And, in the past few days,
Judy reminded herself, she had been forced to face redlity and dedl withiit.

The laptop beeped. 1t was awake, ready for her to tell it what to do. From where she sat, only the back
of Dan'shead was visible, that greasy mop of black-rooted blond hair. Asif reading her mind he turned,
stared at her with dark eyes.

She looked down, typed her password, brought Cal's genetic code upon the screen. A file named
DNS0923. Chromosome objects, Each object was made up of variable-length character strings. Each
character string was made up of four components: route, loot, source, dest.



"What'sdl this DNS stuff that your brother's doing?!

Heblinked. "DNS?1 don't know. All I know iswhat Cdl told me, That | should never, under any
circumstances, screw around with those files. He said they had something to do with the restaurant
accounts he set up for me."

Judy shook her head. Likeit or not, it wastime for Dan Nikonchik tofill in the blanks. Later was now.

"Okay, Dan," shesad, "thisisit. We're safe here. Time for the whole story. Enough stdling. Y ou'rethe
only one who can save your brother. Not me, not Bren, nobody but you. By tomorrow, it may be too
late. Y ou sworeyou'd tak. I'mwaiting,”

"How much do you need to know?"

"Everything. All about this DNS stuff. What kind of restaurant requires complex genetic programming for
the accounts? What's the real purpose of the code? Who are these mysterious weirdos chasing you
around in green vans, atacking you, threatening you? Y our life makes no sense.”

Shelooked him straight in the eyes. "The DNS stuff is the reason the government recruited Cal. That
much I'vefigured out. I'll bet someone working for one of the nationa security agencies saw the program,
redlized its potentia. That's how thiswhole mess started. And if you want it stopped, | have to know the
truth. All of it."

Hisvoicetrembled. "Ten years I've spent raising Ca. Wasn't easy. | never wanted to be a parent. But |
didn't have any choice. Cd'sthe only relative | got. HEs my responsbility.”

He paused, making afutile effort to compose himsdlf.

Judy crawled over to the sofa, though the dust from the cushions made her cough. "Just tell me what you
know, eveniif it seemsirrdevant.”

"Yeah...Cd and| ... well, when our parentsdied in that fire, 1 was just—I don't know, | wasjust so
furious- That they would leave me, without much going my way, to fend for myself—and for Cd. He
was such agoofy little guy: awkward, asocid screwball, so quiet | wanted to scream at times™

She nodded, urging him on.

"Judy, 1 didn't know what to do. Cd and | were |eft with nothing. We bummed around the state for a
few years, meworking any job | could find, Cal getting hooked on computers. While | wasworking asa
waiter, | heard some programmers talking about how much they loved pizzas, hamburgers, cola, chips.
Lots of greasy stuff. | did some checking. Silicon Vadley had lots of junk-food places and trendy
hedlth-food restaurants. But | wanted to try something new. | figured that, if I came up with some sort of
fast food that was different, well ... then, computer jockeys would flock to my place. So | opened Dan's
DiskWorld."

He smiled wryly. "Besdes, it was sort of sick revenge, sen-ing fried junk after growing up on acommune
filled with hedlth nuts. Only problem was, Sarting arestaurant costs money. And paying our living
expenses ate up what little money | was earning.

"| tried the banks. No luck. They only loan money to people who don't really need to borrow it. So |
went to one of the more shady outfits. They loaned me the money- When the restaurant got successful,
they came to me with the catch.

"Nothing dangerous, they said. Just filter their cash through the restaurant. | had no choice. It was



cooperate— or else.”

"Okay, s0 you use your businessto launder money for punks," Judy said. "But how does Ca's codefit
intothis?'

"It wasn't too difficult at first," Dan said, "because the amounts weren't huge. But, they kept demanding |
funnel more money through the accounts. All the transactions had to be kept hidden. No taxes, no traces,
definitely no names. And since most people use digicardsto pay their bills, it was getting harder and
harder to understate my receipts. If | kept double books, sooner or later the IRS would catch on, and
arrest me for incometax evasion. Findly, | told Ca what was happening. | wanted him to know thetruth,
in case anything happened to me. He told me not to worry, that he'd find an answer."

"Cal concocted the code, this DNS stuff, to concedl illegitimate profits?'

"Right," Dan said. "The program routed the income that came from my silent partners—and alot of my
income, too —into accounts al over the country. The money vanished, disappeared completely from the
restaurant recel pts, then regppeared in out-of-state banks, without any links connecting it to my business
or the loan sharks. Every few weeks, Ca updated their files. That's why they've been putting the squeeze
on me. They know he's disappeared. Without him to manage the program, the money just sitsthere. Last
few days, they've grown impatient."

Dan'sloan sharks clearly weren't professiona mobsters; they were just lowlifes who had found agood
thing in ayoung and desperate Dan Nikonchik. Certainly nothing compared to Tuskaand Smith and the
people who had Cal.

Suddenly, her mind clicked into gear; route, loot, scarce, dest, asin destination.

Ca had invented a program that rerouted money to banks al across the Net without atrace. Someone
had broken into Laguna Savings accounts on Monday night. Judy's mind flashed to the German poster in
Cal's gpartment.

"That'sit: DNS."
"| don't understand.”

"It's Cd'slittlejoke. DNS standsfor the Internet Domain Name System. But it's aso German for
DNA—someredly long German word. | can't remember it off the top of ray head. Cd must have
learned it from the genetic chart in his gpartment.”

"Yeah, 07"

She explained. "Cd's been usng DNA code—genetic programming—to route this dirty- money you've
been receiving, sending it to bank accounts al over the world in untraceablc ways. HE's using these
chromosome objects, whatever they are, to route the loot from one computer node, one DNS location,
to another. | suspect the chromosomes replicate at each computer location, Dan. They know how much

money to transfer—the loot. They know only the last computer on the Net that sent it to them—the
source. They know where to send the loot next—the destination.

"l suspect Cd's codeisartificidly intelligent, some fancy new kind of independent agent that finds the
optimal overdl route for the deazy money."

He nodded wearily, didn't seem to get it. Judging by his expression, she could imagine what he was
thinking: Y eah, whatever you say. | don't care how code works. | want out. And | want my brother



back.
He might be clueless, but it was becoming very clear to her.

With minor modifications, dight changesin the code's basic ingtructions, Cal's program could be used to
take money from any e ectronic account on the Net, send it across an untraceable maze of paths, and
deposit it in anew location known only to the user. It was the most sophisticated robbery scenario ever
invented. And unless Judy unraveled the genetic code and figured out exactly how it worked, there was
no way to stop it.

Til explain more later," she said. "Right now, | haveto concentrate.”

"What | can't understand,” Dan said, as Judy rose from the sofa, "iswhy Cal's cooperating with these
government guys. Doesnt heredize they're killers?!

She shook her head. "' Of course not. Why would he? I'm sure Cal thinks he's performing avitd service
for hisgovernment, and he's probably getting paid very well. No reason held suspect the agents he's
working for are murdering people.”

"Cd'snot completely naive," Dan said. " Our parents taught usthat politicians can't be trusted.”

"Lots of people don't trust government officials" Judy said, "but most don't assumethey'rekillers. Cdl
isnt naive. Just normd."

She left Dan on the sofa and returned to the floor and her lgptop. After afew minutes, he wandered back
into the kitchenette. She heard him rummaging through the cabinets, just as he had in Jeremy's house.

The guy was always hungry.

Dan returned after afew minutes, resettled onto the sofa. He handed her aglass of water, and durped
from aglassof hisown. "Bottled stuff,” he said. "Nice and pure, no mineras.”

She drank the water, thankful for anything that would wash the dust from her throat, Then sheretirrned to
thejob at hand.

All the scares about the Net were true. Judy had known it for years. Apparently, so had Cal. Not that
they, or any of their friends, would do anything illega. But if they could figure out how to rip people off,
s0 could someone with alot less scruples. Lowlifeswho wanted to sted, screw up the government, kill
people. There was no such thing as privacy. Every bit of data was stored somewhere on acomputer.
And, nowadays, every computer was hooked to the Net.

The key was getting to datain away nobody could detect Cal had found that key. She understood his
approach. But, beyond theory, she had no idea how he was doing it.

Shelogged onto VileSpawn using Griswald's secret password. Perhaps he'd left amessage for her. It
was worth a check.

She dug into the Water director)’ sheld set up, found anew file, It was smple, just oneline.
09/14, 24:00, DNS, Bank of Maine, Fire.
What did it mean? A date, aplace, atime—midnight tonight?

Something was going to happen to the Bank of Maine ste at midnight. Something to do with Cal's
genetic code, his DNSfiles. Her head snapped up. "What timeisit, Dan?"



"Huh?' Hewas dozing. He glanced at hiswatch. "Around deven-thirty."
Shed been drifting, her mind wandering, for what... fifteen minutes? More?
Timewas running out. She had only haf an hour Ieft to unravel thismess.
25

The door to Cd's room opened. Mr. Ingersoll, jacket and tie neat as ever, waked in, followed by Harry
and Greg.

All three men looked grim. Worried.
"Wel, Cavin," Mr. Ingersoll said. "Tell me some good news.”

"The codesfinished,” Cal said. "I plugged thefina holesan hour ago. It'sdl set. Got the Internet
locations—for the banks we're testing-all loaded. Same with the accounts where you want to deposit the

"Y ou're sure the program works perfectly?* Mr. Ingersoll asked.

"I ran aquick check afew minutes ago. Runslike adream. We're ready. The transfer should work nice
and smooth.”

"Excdlent,” Mr. Ingersoll said. "1 knew you could do it. Well keep to our origind schedule. Midnight
tonight for the first run. Bank activity should be a a minimum then. Be prepared for company, though.
The compound manager wants to watch. Since we've used this place for the past week, | couldn't say
no. Nothing to be concerned about.

The old man won't say aword. And he has the highest-level security clearance.”
"Whatever you say," Cd said.

"I haveto return to the mansion,” Mr. Ingersoll said. "1'm expecting an important phone call. From
Washington, of course. They want confirmation that the heist ison for tonight.”

That waswhy Ca hadn't found any record of phone callsto the capital. 1t made perfect sense. Incoming
cdlsweren't listed in the compound phonelog, only in records at the telephone company. NSA
headquarters called here, probably routing the messages through severd other cities, making the source
impossibleto trace. Thus, no hard evidence existed linking the facility with the government, Mr. Inger-soll
was sharp.

"Shortly before midnight,” the NSA agent continued, Til return to watch you make history."
"Il be here," Cd said.

Mr. Ingersoll turned to the door, then heditated. "' Oh, onelast thing, Calvin. | know your program leaves
absolutely no trace asto the identity” of the user. Well, I'd like you to modify that abit. | want you to
plant afew footprints during the heist. Not yours, of course. WEII pin the blamefor this operation on
another hacker. I'll supply you with al the necessary information when | return.”

"Who?' Cal asked.

"A young lady who's given me a headache the past few days,” Mr,



Ingersoll said.

"T-T-TerMight," Ca duttered, catching himself justin time. Hedmost said Judy Carmody. "Because of
thework shé'sdoing for the ISD?"

Mr. Ingersoll appeared startled. He stared at Ca with narrowed eyes. "Yes, TerMight." He spoke
dowly, asif weighing each word carefully. "How did you know she was helping Internet Security?”

"She—she doesjobsfor them dl thetime," Cd said. Mind racing, he covered histracks as best as
possible. "Plenty of instances. She's posted on VileSpawn some details of her work."

"Wadl," Mr. Ingersoll said. "TerMight's the one they hired to track you down. Fortunately, she's been
unableto find us. But, I'd like to make her life miserable in return. Nothing serious. Just make her
squirm.”

"TerMight'smy friend,"” Cd said, "I don't want her introuble.”

"l understand. Don't let it upset you. Shelll be fine once the details of this operation are released to the
public, No arguments, Calvin. | want this done. Under stand?"

"Yes, gr," Cd sad. "l understand.”
"Good," Mr, Ingersoli said. "I'll seeyou at midnight.”

Heturned and | eft, Harry and Greg following in hiswake. The two men hadn't said aword the entire
time. They were hired muscle. Mr. Ingersoli was the boss.

Ca grimaced. Mr. Ingersoll was avindictive son of abitch. Using that cop, Ernie Kaye, held framed
Judy Carmody for murder. Now, he was going to pin the electronic bank heist on her, aswell. Sure,
sheld be proven innocent within afew days, but it still was damned mean.

For dl of hiscoal, caculating ways, Mr. Ingersoll had avicious stresk amile wide. Tins project was his
baby, his reason for living. But, once the heist took place, asinventor of the code, Ca might be the one
who received dl the atention. The NSA agent might hnd that upsetting. Which could be dangerous.

Mr. Ingersoll was the one man who knew al about Cal and Dan'sinvolvement with theloan sharks, as
far as Cd could tell. Me had promised never to reveal their secret, aslong as Cal cooperated. But Cal
was relying entirely on the agent'sword.

Now that worried him.

What he needed was a written guarantee from the NSA that he and Dan would never be prosecuted. Cal
felt certain Mr. Ingersoll could provide the document, if pushed. But, what could Cd use asabargaining
chip?

Foeed.
The NSA agent was obsessed with speed. Heinssted that the main heigt, for fifty billion dollars, occur

within split seconds. He wanted the code to run so fast that the withdrawal s could never be detected.
Speed was essentid to hisargument proving the evils of the Net.

The sample heist would operate with blinding quickness. Perhaps, if Ca dowed it down, he could strike
abargain with the NSA agent. Mr. Ingersoll wouldn't know why the heist took five minutesinstead of
one. All hed know wasthat it wasn't fast enough.



Then Cal could promise to find some method to increase the speed. His price would be the written
guarantee of immunity.

Cal inserted asmple loop in his code, one that used the system timer to dow the code for afew minutes.

What if Mr. Ingersoll didn't care that the program ran dowly? Cal needed afallback option, another card
to play if hisfirst gamble didn't pay off. Wasthere any other glitch in the program that he might exploit?

He reviewed the entire operation. Following thefirst heist, they'd inform the ISD of their success. Then
demondtrate the code in an even bigger heist in front of various government officias. But the second time
around, they'd reroute the money immediately after stedling it, put the dough back in the origina
accounts. Then, there would be nothing left to do but return the cash from the first theft.

That would be the most difficult task. By itsvery nature, his code wouldn't list the accounts from which
money was taken. That information would have to be determined via a search program that would review
the withdrawal records of every bank they had hit. Very tricky. Once the looted accounts were
identified, the correct funds would be returned.

It shouldn't take more than afew days, assuming it ran exactly as planned. Cd grinned. What if there was
aminor problem with the syssem? A lot of people, waiting for their money to be returned, would he
pissed off at the person in charge of the operation. No doubt Mr. Ingersoll would do anything to fix the
mistake. Sign anything.

It was anasty backup plan. But, considering Mr, Ingersoll's own dirty tricks, Ca felt no pangs of
remorse. Typing quickly, he added one final ingtruction to his code.

Satisfied he had found the key to success, Cal leaned hack and closed his eyes. For years, Dan had been
protecting him, keeping him safe, making sure he stayed out of trouble. Now, the roles were reversed.
Cd wasthe one saving Dan—from prison. Life was crazy sometimes.

There was a soft tap on the window. Startled, Cal |ooked around, saw aface outlined in the moonlight.
A femdeface. Onefinger pressed to her lips, sgnaing for silence.

A girl? Here, on the compound? Who?

Cd legpt from the chair, knocking it over, and grabbed it right before it crashed to the floor. Barefoot, he
padded to the window. Stood behind the curtain, looked at the face.

Not agirl but awoman. Good looking, with light brown hair flowing down to her shoulders. Hed never
seen her before. Of course not. He'd had no idea there were any women at the compound. She had to
be from the big house up theroad. An NSA agent? Or Mr. Ingersolls girlfriend? He wasn't sure. Didn't
know what to think.

She gestured for him to open the window, a the same time glancing over her shoulder, asif ready to run.
She was watching for someone, Who?

He consdered, hesitated, then turned the lever that opened the window acrack.
The woman leaned close, whispered, " The screen, kid. Pop the screen.”
Why not? What harm could there be? Besides, it was exciting. Like spy stuff.

Heturned the lever more, till the window swung asfar out asit would go. The woman stepped back as
the panes swung toward her.



Then; he could see her clearly. She was the woman in the photo in Greg's dresser. The one who had
written, To Greg, thanks for the dirty work. Shewas G.

"Hurry up," shewhigpered, glancing over her shoulder again. "'l only have asecond. Someone might hear
us. The old man'11 noticeI'm gone.”

What was she talking about? Who was the old man? Mr. Ingersoll?

He unlatched the prongsthat held the screen in place, Twelve damned prongs. His fingers were sweeting
and shaking so much he had ahard time.

"Hurry it up," she hissed.
He hurried, fumbled some more.

"Y ou're Calvin Nikonchik, right? The genius?' The genius. Sure, And supreme jerk, who turned into a
geek when he saw a chick. She caled him Calvin. Mr. Ingersoll must have told her about him. The NSA
agent was the only one who used hisfull name. He nodded, unable to say aword. His nerves were
popping. Any second he expected abig hand on his shoulder, Harry screaming at him.

"Ligten," thewoman said, "l want you to do me abig favor. Don't ask why. No timeto explain. Just doit.
Whatever Ingersoll's promised you for pulling thishelg, it's not enough. He's out for himsdlf, nobody else.
Help me and you won't be sorry. Together, we can berich. Incredibly rich.”

What was she babbling about?

He unchinked the last prong, carefully and quietly did the screen from place and set it on the floor. From
the adjacent bedroom, Harry grunted again, Greg laughed. They were chattering about something, but he
couldn't make out the subject.

The desert air was cool at night. The air conditioner thrummed benegth the sill, whining to keep pace with
the onrush of desert breeze.

The woman's brown hair lifted on the breeze, fluffed around her face. Her skin was pricked with goose
bumps. She shivered, moved closer to the window, held out her hand, uncurled her fingers.

"Takethis, Cavin," She held out something smal and dark. "Useit to record everything. Make sure you
get everyone in the picture. Especidly Ingersoll. Well make him swest.”

He reached, took the object from her pam.

Her voiceturned low and sultry. "Remember, Cavin. Tape everything. Do it for me. | promise, you won't
be sorry.” He nodded, awesk little motion,

Then she turned and dipped away, gone in the black silent desert.

Cal eased the screen back into place, relatched it, cranked the window shut. He did back into the black
leather chair. He looked at the object the mysterious woman had given to him. It gleamed on the
plywood desk.

It was aDC109: amicrocamerawith built-in audio chip. The latest in vidcam equipment. Ca used one
when he worked with Jeremy.

Together, they'd recorded people in the city, then uploaded the movie images to Jeremy's computer,
tinkered with faces, bodies, and scenes. Had created whole new worlds. Using acamerajust likethis



one, they'd crested Dozong and given him life.

Why had the woman given him aDC 109? Why did she want him to tape the robbery? Something about
alot of money. It made no sense. But, what harm could there he recording the helst?

Cd gulped some more ginger ae.

Then he dipped off hiswatch, removed the back, and snapped the DC 109 into place. The front of the
microcameralooked like an ordinary digita watch. He wrapped the leather strap back around hiswrigt,
secured it. Assoon as Mr. Ingersoll walked into the room, Ca would pressthetiny button on the Side,
and would start recording.

Cd looked at thetiny clock on the bottom of his screen. It was now 11:40 P.M. Twenty minutestill
show time,

He touched the icon that brought up the launch program on his screen. One more touch, thistime of the
executeicon, and he'd stedl abillion dollars.

The door opened, and Cal jumped.
It was Harry. With the sneer, the rough Southern drawl, the ugly face.

"Get your stuff ready, Nikonchik. Mr. Ingersoll and the old man will be here in five minutesfor the big
show. Makeit good, kid. I'm tired of living in this dump, baby-gitting you. Timefor the big payoff.”

"I'mall s#t," Cd said.
It was time to show the world what Griswald could do.
26

Sweat dripped from Judy's forehead and burned in the partly clotted scrapes from the pinetree
branches. She mopped her face with Bren'sflannd shirt.

Fifteen minutes, no, twelve, and Ca would enter the Net to execute his code. Perform thefirst mgor,
untraceable Internet bank robbery. She had no idea how much, but five people had died to insurethe
operation's success. It had to be millions. Hundreds of millions.

With those stakes, the killerswould never give up. They were out there, in the night, hunting Judy, murder
on their minds.

"Dan. Dan. Wake up." She reached and shook his shoulder.
He stirred, mumbled. "Wha-what—"
"Get up. | need you to keep alookout.”

He pulled himself lo sitting position. His shoulders drooped. His head drooped. His eyes were unfocused
and bleary. "L ookout? Wha—"

"Get to the door, Dan. If you see anything, even one smal light, we gotta get out of here, fast.”

Sherose from the floor, grabbed bis shoulders, and shook. His head jerked up; he pushed her away.
"What are you talking about? Nobody can find us here. It's safe.”



Judy had no time for chatter. She grabbed her laptop and started for the tiny kitchenette out back.
"Nowhere's safe," she said. "Y ou know that. Stand watch at the doorway, now."

"Doorway ... doorway - . - the doorway. , ." He climbed to his feet, wobbled, then staggered to the front
door. Holding onto the frame, he peered out the narrow opening into the night. "Nothing, Don't seea

goddamn thing.”
"Good. If you do, haller, then hightail it into the kitchen. Understand?"

Hewas clutching the oak dresser to maintain hisbaance. "Don't worry about me," hesaid. "I'll befine.
Just need to wake up. Didn't redlize | was dozing off."

The kitchenette was practicaly the size of acloset, with one smal counter, some pots and pans, and a
broken stool. She moved the stoal to the counter, set up her laptop. The gasoline fumes were alot worse
here. So was the noise from the generator. The rear door stood open a notch, so Judy pulled it
completely closed, muting the noise and cutting off the fumes. She was tempted to shut off the generator,
but she needed the kitchen lights. The air quickly grew stde, but sheld survive.

Judy glanced a her lgptop. Two minutes until midnight.
Two minutes...

Maybe, just maybe, Cd had sent her amessage. No time for her to check on the laptop. Didn't want to
run the risk of missing the heist. No need, she had the netpad. Dan was usdeless with computers, but lie
had eyes.

Grabbing the netpad, she raced to theliving room, Dan stood dumped againgt the front wall, blinking
hard as be tried to keep his eyes open.

"Dan? Anything?"

His head turned dowly. He was soaked in grime, and hisshirt clung to his chest. Hishair looked likea
mop that had washed one too many filthy floors. "No, nothing," he mumbled. "I told you, We're safe
here." "Good." She turned on the netpad, then thrust it into hishands. "In afew seconds, any mail sent to
mewill turn up on the screen. Check it out. All you gottado isread what's on the screen. | doubt if
anything'sthere, but can't hurt to look. There might be something from Cdl."

She hurried back to the kitchenette, to her perch on the broken stool, which wobbled beneath her
weight, then placed her fingers on the keyboard.

Any time now, Cal. Go, baby, go.

AsTerMight, shelogged onto the public Internet, switched on vi-suasfor full graphics. Shewaited inthe
Trancor/holdings/89443010 directory of the Bank of Maine, an anonymous watcher. She waited.

Thirty secondsto go. Thirty seconds until midnight. And when he arrived, when Ca arrived, she was
shaking so hard the stool wobbled violently on its chopped-off legs. Lurching to theleft, she grabbed at
the counter, kicked the stool back, and stood.

Watched, Frozen in place, there in the back closet of a hidden cabin in God knew where, frozen, with
the night buzzing around her, the white letters merging into blue, into black ...

She watched in terror as Griswald arose and took over the world.



Bank of Maine

[Trancor /holdings/89443010 ... Current status. read/write

Owner ship: water

Federal Reserve

ftreasury/notes/|6a87b00I99 ... Current status: read/write Owner ship: TerMight

Hal'sHotspot of Girls

loallery ...

Hal'sHotspot of Girls/gallery « o

Current status: read/write Ownership: water
Cosworth' s Tradex /USauto/accounts/1487a9b042 .- . .
Ownership: TerMight

Bank of New Zealand /Tradex/debits/acct0143019 ... Current status. read/write Owner ship:
water

Hewas playing God of the Net. These weren't Web pages he was hitting. They were protected
directories, secured files, Stting on computer serversdl over the world. Though abank or trading house
might set up one server to hang off the Net, al their other computerswere linked to that server. If
someone like Cal broke into the server itsdf, from thatserver he could go anywhere, accessdl of the
computers that were linked to the server.

And al computers were automaticaly linked to servers. Had been for five years or more.

He erased nothing. Instead, he added ownership to every freaking score, every freaking movement of
money across the Net. Ownership that indicated that she, Judy Carmody, TerMight, wasthe one pulling
down the big heist. The hacker who was accumulating some immense sum, preparing it to be sent...
elsawhere,

And she couldn't do anything abot it.
She had to focus, remain calm, unravel this damned code, stop it.

She opened her favorites page, dammed from the public Internet past severa security firewalls, and
crashed into the superuser account of amajor Net bank, Internationa Bank of Lincoln/Manhattan.

Here, she lurked in the bank's classified intranet, where only top bank officias could go. She'd coded the
security setup hersdf, last year, with Mercy.

Mercy. Poor, dead Mercy ...

Judy knew dl the passwords; she knew al the algorithms used to change those passwords. Shed
congtructed them herself.

Theintranet was heavily protected from outside access. But it didn't matter. Nothing could redlly be
protected these days.



Had she wanted to, Judy could have been avery rich woman anytime she chose. She could have used
the bank'’s projections of future earnings to make afortune in the stock market, then raced off to the
Bahamas or Switzerland, anywhere, the French Riviera...

But Judy Carmody was no thief. Shewas just apaid hacker, adrone for the computer firmsthat littered
the southern California beach like garbage dropped by tourists.

And Ca—Griswa d—he was one of her kind, A dave to people like Dan Nikonchik, Steve Sanchez,
and al the others. A workdrone, A guy who'd never pull ascore likethis, much less pin it on one of his
fellow hackers, on Judy, on TerMight.

The thought infuriated her. This could not be. She wouldn't allow thisto happen. No.
The bank's wel come message appeared, red letters on a black backdrop:
International Bank of Lincoln/Manhattan

Welcome. Your password iscorrect.

In the top left corner of the screen, the bank'slogo appeared, atiny red L/M throbbing and growing
larger, then fading back to pinpoint size. She'd coded it hersdlf, thought it very cool at thetime.

She pressed afunction key to capture everything she saw on the screen.
"Tel himwere here”
She whirled. He was behind her; Dan was staring over her shoulder.

"l don't have timeto argue with you, Dan. I'm not typing athing. Y ou want them—you want the people
who've been killing hackers— to know were watching their big score? What are you, crazy?'

"Look!" He pointed at the screen.
Thered LIM splintered into stardust.

A tiny flash of fire, like amatch lit by an inept Boy Scout, or perhaps the spark of afirefly: it flickered,
then died by the throbbing LIM.

Cdl. It was Cd. He was here. He and Judy—aone—in the black silken corridor of the bank's innermost
Web.

"Quiet," she ordered. "l haveto concentrate. Quiet.”

Dan cowered. His eyes dimmed momentarily, then flashed again, "Just help him, Judy. Do whatever you

A labyrinth of virtud redlity mazes, woven in strands of two-pixel blue, appeared on the screen. Thetiny
red LIM throbbed. Judy touched it. Her laptop was rigged to instantly trandate her screen touchesinto
fingerprints for the user identity under which she had logged in. The bank's software, assuming she was
the head honcho, the bank president himself, flashed the message:

Access Granted

The mazes split into thinner strands.



Dan squinted, rubbed his eyes. It was hard to look at one-pixdl strands of color. But Judy was used to it.
She zoomed in for alarger shot of the images. The screen refocused, displayed the strandsin close-up.

She continued to press the throbbing L/M—once, twice, three more times—to give hersdf full accessto
even-thing that was happening on the bank's computer server. Everything: system resources, access
times, withdrawal amounts, Numbersrolled on the bottom right corner of her screen. Right next to the
clock: two minutes past midnight.

The blue strands coalesced and re-formed into three-dimensiond helixes. Slow, very dow, asif Ca had
dowed down al his code, just so she could seeit.

Hélixes. The old Watson-Crick formations of chromosomes, genes, DNA. Judy's heart beat with the
pulse of the throbbing L/M.

The programmed chromosomes unfurled, then recombined. Their strands crossed between
chromosomes.

Cd's code was mutating. It was reproducing.
Before her eyes, Cal was creating digital life.

Surely, he was the computer underground's equivalent of God. And if indeed this was the underground,
were the right-wing, anti-Net morons correct in their fears? Was ahacker of Griswald's caliber redlly the
Devil?

She watched, unable for the moment to do anything to stop him. Her only hope was to capture
everything asit went down, so she could study the captured data later.

Within minutes, the amplitudes of the humps that formed the helixes shifted. The frequencies of the curves
stretched. The cycles of current shortened; the phase differences tightened.

Judy had never seen code like this before, never in al the years she'd been hacking.

"Like watching the birth of ababy, from the moment the first cell splitsright up to the fetus” she said
softly, mesmerized by what she saw.

From behind her, Dan said, "Artificid intelligence, isn't it? Cd was dwaysinto that."

Artificid intelligence combined with genetic software—wherein an energy dip or adight changein phase,
even if it occurred randomly, could serve as an attractor, pulling bitsin aseemingly chaotic direction. In
gandard artificid life programming, patternswould arise from the chaotic flow over time. The digita
creatureswould evolve, become moreintelligent, adapt to their surroundings. The Al would andyze the
patterns and set anew course: different frequency, different amplitude, different genetic
recombinations that altered the meaning and direction of data.

The direction of data. The routes that would be taken by the accumulated stolen cash, on theway to its
ultimate degtinations.

The chromosomes crossing, transferring route, loot, source, and destination information, finding better
waysto sted and hide e ectronic funds.

On her screen, the DNA strands looked like sine waves—voltage patterns—twisted into chromosomal
formations. Where there should have been pyrimidines— thymine and cytosine— and where there
should have been purines—adenine and guanine — instead, there were hexadecimal codes. Four of



them. Y eah: route, loot, source, and destination.

The strands were splitting so much that they were beginning to ook like upside-down treeswith massive
subgrowths and dense branches. The subtrees moved from one part of the screen to another, quickly, so
fast that Judy couldn't see them —they weretotaly blurred—and then when the screen was blanketed
with them, they faded.

The subtreeslost their branches, filtered into pixel dust, and vanished.

Theoriginad chromosomes were gone. New ones had cannibalized them in order to survive and grow.
And now, only afew remained on the screen, the final ones, the most intelligent ones, the ones that knew
whereto direct the stolen cash across the network.

The accumulated amount flashed in red benesth the L/M:
699,238,491.32

Filtered, absorbed from hundreds, maybe thousands of customer accounts. Lumped into one grand sum,
ready to move elsewhere. A tiny fire gppeared in the upper left corner, then flickered off. Having stolen
the money, Ca's chromosomes were most likely shifting the funds into secret accounts throughout the
world.

In seconds, Ca was gone.
Judy gasped, sank back against Dan. He clutched her around the waist.

It had al happened within minutes. The clock on the screen displayed the time: five minutes after
midnight.

And nobody knew where $999,238,491.32 had gone. The very code that had taken the money and
rerouted it had killed itself off, leaving no trace of entry, no trace of destination.

The only trace that did remain—on the computer server of the International Bank of
Lincoln/M anhattan—was that someone named Water, someone named TerMight, had entered that night
and committed the biggest theft in higtory.

"Nearly abillion dallars”" Judy said findly. "A billion. Now at least we know why they were willing to kill
S0 many people.”

They sat on the beat-up old sofa, both of them exhausted, shocked by what they had witnessed.

"What do we do now?' Dan asked. "Now that the theft's taken place, will they kill Cal?Isit al over?
Havewelog?'

"Cd'snot dead,” Judy said. "It'satypica programming Stuation. Preliminary test first. Then, oncethe
code's proven to work, push it to the max. There's till a chance to stop them. And save Ca."

"A hilliondallars, and that'sonly a test? How much are they after?!

"l don't know, Dan. With Cd's program, these guys can sted as much asthey want, Ten, twenty billion
... who knows?"

"But if they're planning another heid, like you say, there's fill achanceto save Cal."

"A smdl chance," Judy said. "I don't know how to cope with amesslikethis. Y our brother just stole



closeto ahillion dollars, and | have no idea how he did it, where he hid the money. | suspect nobody
does."

"Why did you ask meto check for E-mail?"

"Long shot. Just in case Cd got in touch.”

Hefrowned. "Sorry. Hedidn't."

"Yeah, | figured. Wouldn't be stupid enough to send me freaking E-mail. Anybody can crack that rot."
"Yesh"

Damn. It was s0 bleak, the two of them gitting there, dead tired and at a dead end. After afew minutes,
Judy broke tbe silence.

"Well, thisisawaste of time. It's back to the programming. | have to figure out where Cal transferred all
that money. | refuse to giveup.”

She returned to her position on the floor by the pole lamp. He returned to his position on the sofaand
closed hiseyes.

Judy had faced nightmare deadlines before, customers wanting software in aweek that should have taken
sx monthsto code, others wanting magjor changes overnight, but sheld never faced adeadline like this
one. Thiswasflat-out aDead Line. Ef shedidn't think fast enough and code fast enough, she was dead.

She opened the captured graphics transcript from Cal's weird genetic bank heist code. Scrolled through
it, noticed how the child chromosomes were formed, how they killed the parent chromosomes. Each
chromosome represented an ideal destination for the transfer of digital cash. The destination was coded
into elaborate binary trees, hence the dense jumble of tree limlbs she'd seen on her laptop screen during
the heist The chromosomes reproduced by crossing subtrees—parts of the elaborate binary trees.

During this crossing of digital subtrees, the chromosomes swapped genes—the encoded route, source,
dedtination, and transfer amount— until, many chromosome generations later, afina and perfect route
existed. The entire process repested at each computer node aong the Net route that led to banks where
money was stolen, then to where money was deposited.

Moreinteresting, the child chromosomes acted as parasites on the older generation. They replicated,
swapping subtree genes, but only &f-

ter stealing gene subtrees from their parents, Without a complete genome of data, the parents died,
leaving no trace of where the money had come from. As soon as the path went from one computer on
the Net to the next, the path disappeared: it died.

Cd had created digital paragtes. Intdlligent. AlImost like cannibals.

Unfortunately, Judy's transcript had captured only the code asit executed on one computer node. There
was no way she could trace the ultimate destinations of al that money.

But if shewas dedling with parasites, perhaps a counterattack could be devised that would include digital
creaturesthat killed parasites. Or maybe, there was some way to force the parent generation to become
immune to their parasitic children.

Judy stretched out on the deeping bag. Put her hands beneath her head. The chugging of the generator,



coupled with the gas fumes, was making her drowsy.

She shut her eyes. It dmost sounded like atechnobest: the churning of the generator chugs. A tiny digita
voice played in her mind: | amyour computer. | calculate. | calculate. Anancient technotune she used
to listen to as ateenager while coding late into the night. Beep beep beep. Chug chug chug. | calculate.
1 calculate. Animage of digital sumsflashed acrossthe back of her eydids. Actua amounts from that
security-job she'd done with Mercy, She remembered it well. Oncethetdly hit $999,999.99, the
addition of any further amount caused the whole sum to hit Sraight zeroes: $000,000.00. She saw the
numbersrolling in her mind, asif they were sored in little digital boxes on the bank's computer:

$999,999.99 + 0.1
1,000,000.00

Eight storage dots, add a penny; and the amount suddenly needed nine dots; but only eight storage spots
had been alocated, so the one was dropped and the sum was stored as straight zeroes. Some stupid
bank programmer had been jacking amillion bucks out of the bank's main accounts until Judy and Mercy
learned his secret.

If only Gal's code were so smpleto unravel. Funny how Cal dways flashed that Ere on the screen when
he entered and exited. Funny how she and Ca seemed to think alike.

Even closed, her eyes were stinging from the fumes. She rubbed them, then sat up again and stared, haf
awake, at her laptop. Fire. Maybe Cal had |eft another Fire message for her on VileSpawn.

She logged on as Griswald, figuring it was awasted effort—how could Cal leave her messageson
VileSpawn while pulling an Internet bank helst>—but till, what the heck, anything was worth a shot.

And her hunch paid off. Down deep in the Griswad directory, where she and Cal had lft their earlier
messages, Judy found anew message, one much longer than the previous ones. Not wanting to loiter and
take a chance she might be spotted, she captured the file to her laptop disk, then Ieft VileSpawn. The
message had been created an hour ago, atext file. She browsed it. Then;

"Dan, Dan!" She legpt up, shook him awake, stuffed her laptop into the case.

Herose from the sofa, eyes bleary, hisvoicethick asif drug-hazed from psychopsilo-D: "Unh ... uh,
what? What isit?"

Judy turned off the pole lamp, motioned him toward the kitchen. " Come on. Hurry. We have to get out of
here. They're coming!”

He staggered after her. "Who's coming? Judy! Who? Hey, wait up!” "No timeto explain.” Sheraced into
the kitchen and toward the back door. "We gottarun. Tony Tuskaand Paul Smith, thekillers. Bren told
them wherewe are.”

"Bren? What are you. crazy? Why the hell would Breu send those lunatics after us?' Dan scrabbled after
her, then grabbed her shoulders. He held her tight, not letting her move. "Cam down. Don't get
hysterica. No timeto panic. Tell me quick. Where did you get this?' Judy shook Dan off. "We haveto
move, Dan, now." Heleaned on the countertop. "Sorry. You tell me, or I'm not going anywhere. Tell me
quickly, if you haveto. | need to know what's going on.”

Judy grabbed his elbow, urged him toward the open back door, spoke as quickly as she could. "Bren left
meamessagein Cd'sVile-



Spawn account. A police detective came to see her tonight, about ahalf hour ago. Barged into a party,
shook everyone up. Flashed his badge. He was from Laguna Beach, up here on my trail. One of
Grouch's flunkies had dropped Bren's name. That's how the cop found her. Threatened to throw Carl in
jail. Lock him up with the druggies and gangbangers. Scared the hell out of Bren. Guy really meant it.
Had cuffson Carl. So shetold him about the cabin.”

Dan started moving toward the door after her. "Hell! What about the killers? How do they fit in?'

"Bren knew the cop was crooked. Said he had witnesseswho saw mekill Trev. Heleft in arental, with
two other guysinit. One of them with a beard.

"Cop knew there's no phones up here. Shel's afraid he's monitoring my E-mail. Bozo figured there was no
way For Bren to warn me. HEd never ook for amessage posted in Grisvvad's VileSpawn account.”

"Damnit. Judy, don't panic. Even driving fast as possble, the trip from Bren's place to here would take
more than an hour. Weve got alittle time. Not much, but enough. Come on; we gotta get busy.”

She dragged him toward the door again. " Get busy? What are you talking about, Dan? We have to get
out of here. And | mean now."

Dan shook hishead. His expression was grim, determined.

"We can't keep running, Judy. These guysll never give up. They want you dead. Don't you see? The
killerswant to pin the murders on you. To blame the bank heist on you, too. No way they can let you
live. These guysare pros. Sooner or later, we won't run fast or far enough and they'll finish us. Only thing
to doisfight back."

"Fight back? Y ou said it yoursdlf. These guys arekillers. They're not punkslike the ones who've been
hounding you. These guyswill swat uslikeflies. They have guns and know how to use them. Dan, we
can't stand here arguing crazy stuff likethis. Please, please, can't we leave beforeit'stoo late?"

"Judy, listen to me." Dan no longer looked so goofy and disheveled. Not comical or weird, Just angry.
"These government guys just stole a billion dollars from abunch of clueless people. They're the oneswho
killed your friend Trev, killed Jeremy, killed Mercy. I'm not leaving.

You go if you want. | won't stop you. But, I'm staying. There's nowhere el se we can run.”

She released hisarm, dumped onto tlie wobbly kitchen stool. She was dead tired. Her ssomach wastied
inknots, and her head hurt. But, she knew Dan was right, Tuska and Smith would never stop chasing
her. With them on her trail, sheld never be free, never be safe. There really wasn't any choice. She had to

fight.

"Okay," shesaid. "What do you want me to do?' He moved toward the back door, without her. "Y ou
keep watch. Outside, by the car. Stay low; keep out of sight. They won't drive right up to the cabin,
don't want to scare us off into the woods. They'll come on foot. Three of them, right?”

"Right," Judy said. "Dan, thisis crazy- How can we fight three killerswho have guns?'

"We have a couple of advantages. First, and most important, we know they're coming. Gives usthe
element of surprise” "What e'se?"

"Gasoline, and lots of it. Now go keep watch. I'll join you in afew minutes, hopefully long before they
arrive. But, if you hear them before | get there, cometell me. We can hide in the back just as easy. Now,
move."



Carrying her computer gear, she headed for the front room again. But Dan's voice stopped her. "Wait,"
he sad, "theré's one morething." "What?"

"Your har." He rummaged through the kitchen drawers. Found a serrated knife. "1 need to cut off your
har." "Huh? Areyou nuts?" "Trust me," hereplied. "Please,” "Go ahead,” Judy said. "Cut it,"

He lopped off large sections of her hair, cutting it so short that it barely touched her shoulders. Shed
adwayshad long hair; it hurt to think of it gone. But Dan must've had his reasons, and there was no time
to swest over ahunk of hair.

Thirty seconds later, she was crouched behind the car, watching the road. She had absolutely no idea
what Dan was doing inside the cabin. Though the door was closed, she could hear the faint sounds of the
radio straining over the chugging of the gas generator.

It felt good to be outside. The air on the mountain was crigp and clean, with none of the city pollution.
Judy had spent too many hours the past few days cooped up in cars, unable to breathe, choking on
fumes. The night breeze caressed her cheeks, made her shiver. Her somach was strangely calm.

And she no longer felt deepy or ready to collapse, The fact she might diein the next hour had her
adrendine pumping. Shewas actualy wired.

High clouds drifted across the night sky, making it difficult to see very far down the twisting road. Still,
the moon was full and bright, periodicdly bathing the clearing in asoft whitelight. Judy tried listening for
the noise of an automobile engine, but the clattering of the generator drowned out al but the loudest
noises, Mentally, she counted thousands, trying to keep track of how many minutes were passing.

Dan opened the front door about five minutes after she began counting. Turning, he backed out of the
entrance. In each hand, he held afive-galon gasoline can. Carefully, he poured gas onto the base of the
door. Then dowly he spilled the gas across the porch, the yews, the junipers, and the ground in front of
the entrance, until one can was completely empty. Still walking with his back to Judy, he made hisway to
the parked car, leaving atrail of gasolinein hiswake. Judy gagged from the fumes as he drew close.

He crouched beside her. "Don't worry," he said. "The breeze will take care of the smdll quick enough.
Inside the cabin, it's pretty strong. But they won't have timeto notice.”

"What's going on, Dan?" She continued staring down the road. Nothing moved.

"Trap'sal sat. | suffed the two deeping bags with sofacushions. Y our hair is sticking out of one of them.
Looksamost real. Then | soaked them with gasoline. Covered the floor with the stuff, aswell. Even left
afew open containers behind the sofaand on the dresser. Place is a pyromaniac's wet dream. | barred
the back door. Lights are off except in the kitchen. Just enough glow to makeit look like were degping.
L eft the radio going as adistraction. Not very elaorate, but remember, they think we fed safe and
secure, think the element of surpriseison their side. No reason for them to suspect atrick.”

Dan pulled abox of old-fashioned kitchen matches from his pocket. He test-lit one, then blew it out.
"Found these in one of the drawers. Final ingredient to our trgp. Only thing, once they enter the cabin, 1
gotta set the fuse ingtantly. Gasignitesfast, but it'll take afew secondsfor the place to blow. When it
goes, they're history. Boom!™

Judy gasped, theimage of Jeretny's house etched in her mind. Asif reading her thoughts, Dan nodded.
"Seems only fair, consdering what they did to Jeremy. Mercy, too. These guys arc scum.”

Judy nodded, unable to speak. She wasn't akiller. Violence made her sick. Despite everything Tuska



and Smith had done, she knew there was no way she could condemn them to desth. Dan would haveto
light the match.

They waited, each deep in thought, wondering when the killerswould arrive. Dan muttered softly to
himsdf, reviewing dl the pitfalls. The three might split up, leaving one with the car. Or they might wait till
morning, figuring it would be safer to attack at daylight.

Judy kept her mouth shut. Dan had been right Running would have done no good. Unless they changed
their circumstances, they were screwed.

"Ligten,” Dan whispered. ™Y ou hear that?'

Judy nodded, her stomach musclestightening. Far down the road, the sound of acar. Aningtant later, it
stopped.

"They're here. Stay aslow asyou can. Under the car if possible. Gasfires are explosive. Thereésadight
dipintheland afew feet away. I'm gonnathrow some dirt and leaves on me, like | did when | was akid.
Nobody'll notice. Don't talk; don't say aword. Just watch and wait."

Judy hugged the ground. It was coarse. Gritty, tiny stones bruised her flesh. There were pine needles
everywhere;, again reminding her of Jeremy. And flames, and degth. Pulling her computer with her, she
crawled beneeth the stedl frame of the junk Ford. For oncein her life, being skinny paid off.

Once settled, she turned her head and looked for Dan. He was nowhere to be seen. Therewas adight
mound of leaves and dirt afew-yards away: had to be Dan, covered in forest debris. The chili dog king,
the loudmouthed, short-tempered jerkoid, redly knew his stuff.

They came quickly, slently, outlined in the moon glow. Three men dressed in dark clothing, earning guns,
Immediately, Judy recognized two of them. Tony Tuska, muscles and abushy beard, shirt haf open, but
not wearing dark sunglasses. Paul Smith, the nerdy-looking baldo idiot. He held his gun with hisleft
hand. His right fingers were gtill wrapped in aplastic cadt.

The third man she had never seen before, A beefy guy, with abig nose, asif from too much drinking, and
with dark hair. He had to be the cop Bren had mentioned. Mogt likely, this guy was the one responsible
for framing Judy for Trev's murder, He was as guilty as Tuskaand Smith for the wave of violence that
had washed across her life,

They waked without talking, usng hand signds. Judy's muscles stiffened as she saw Tuska wave the cop
over to the parked car. She shuddered, held her breath. As he approached, his body disappeared so al
she could see were legs and feet, then just feet. The killers were only being careful, she knew, but that
didn't stop her from wanting to scream.

Death stood lessthan six feet away. The cop was so close Judy could almost reach out and touch his
brightly polished shoes. One noise—a sneeze, a cough—and she wasfinished. Her somach twisted with
fear. Sinking her teeth into her lip, Judy stifled amoan. An eternity passed in the course of ten seconds.

With asoft grunt of dismissa, the cop walked back to his companions. Feet turned into legs, and then
legsturned into hiswhole body. All three men were very close to the cabin now. Tuska pointed at the
window, covered with tar paper. Even from this distance, Judy could see he was grinning.

Tuska stopped ten feet from the front door, then turned his head, asif listening. Theradio till played
indgde, bardy audible over the

chunk-chunk of the generator. The bearded man motioned to Smith, who disappeared around the side



of the cabin. No doubt checking the back door. He returned in less than aminute, shaking his head.
Tuskanodded. The only way in or out of the cabin was the front door,

Raising his gun, Tuskabeckoned his buddies Forward. He wasin the middle, Smith on hisright, the cop
on hisleft. Ten stepsto the front door, seven, five, then they were on the porch. None of them seemed to
amell the gasoline on the ground. They were fixated on their prey within.

As soon asthe killers entered the cabin, Dan had to set the place ablaze. She wondered if al of the
matches still worked, weren't useless from years of damp storage. Too late now to worn'. If the matches
were dead, so werethey.

Gun held closeto hisbody, Tuskaraised aleg and dammed it into the wood door. With athump, it
crashed open. Ingantly, Smith flung himself into the dark cabin. The cop followed, with Tuskabarreling
in behind them.

Dan was on his knees, matchbox in hishand. Judy could see the wood match in hisfingers. Hisface was
fixed on the cabin, but his hand wasn't moving. He seemed frozen, unable to act. Desperately, Judy
garted wiggling from benegth the car.

"Goddamn it, Dan, doit!" Her voice cracked like agun.

She saw hisface in the glow of the match —afacelit by terror, by anguish, by the memories of parents
who had died in such flames...

He tossed the match. The flames caught... raced ...
And then, the world exploded.

The blast threw Dan backward to the ground, Above Judy, the old junker shuddered, and suddenly she
redlized she was hiding underneath acar filled with fud. Fire spewed from the cabin, spurting from the
walls, the open roof, the solitary window. A huge blossom of red fire engulfed the entire structure, roaring
with eementa fury. Even thirty feet avay, the hest wasintense,

A thin finger of flame stretched from the raging inferno, coming closeto their hiding place. Judy
scrambled from benegath the car.

A few feet distant, Dan wasrising to hisfeet. There was ahorrified ook on hisface. "My folks... thefire

"No need to expl—" Judy began, then stopped in midsentence. Out the front door of the cabin, through a
curtain of flame, staggered aman. His clothes and hair on fire, he screamed in terrible agony. He crashed
to the earth twenty feet from the holocaust, rolled on the ground, trying to extinguish the flamesthat held
him in adeadly embrace. Muscular, gold chainslooped around his neck, burning into hisflesh: it was
Tony Tuska, the last man into the cabin.

Dan was on hisfeet, running forward, even before Tuskafdl. Judy followed. Though horrified by the
blaze, she was surprised to find that she felt no pity for the burning man. What pity had there been for
Trev?Or for Mercy?

Therewas no sgn of the other two killers. Judy refused to think about them. Their own viciousness had
brought about their deaths. Justice had been crud but effective.

"Can'tlet him die" Dan was muttering. "Can't let him die.”



Judy stared at Tuska, who rolled his head back and forth, moaning in pain. His clothes, what remained of
them, clung to his body, charred bits of blackened ash. His skin was bloody, much of it seared right
down to the bone. One eye was completely gone. His cheeks were charred like burned paper. A large
plastic bandage on his nose had melted in place. His chest, under the fragments of shirt, looked like a
piece of cooked mest, ill broiling. His flesh was sngpping and crackling from thefire.

Dan, on hisknees beside him, looked up at Judy. "Can't we do something? Can't we do anything?"

Judy didn't redly want to save Tony Tuska. She hated him. Still... | can try reaching aburn unit on the
Net. But by thetimethey get here— "

"Paul, Paul." It was Tuska, hisvoice barely audible, his one eye fixed on Judy. "Damned temper. Went
berserk. Wanted to get you, Ter-Might." He coughed, blood frothing hislips, seeping out from the plastic
over hisnodtrils. "Help me. The pain, please, the pain.”

Judy dropped to her knees, the netpad in her hands. "1 can call for help. They might get hereintimeto
saveyou. But, only if you talk. Tel mewhao's behind these killings. Wheré's Ca Nikonchik?'

Tuskadidn't move, didn't say anything. Judy wondered if his hearing had been destroyed in the blast.
"Help him, Judy,” Dan said. "We can't just let him die. Do something,”
She stared &t the dying man. Help him?Why? He had killed her friends.

"Lyl

Judy switched on the netpad. She executed a search for the nearest burn unit in the vicinity. The closest
one was more than thirty miles away. Tuska coughed again, hiswhole body shaking. "Any second now,"
she said, touching theicon for emergency service.

"Don't bother,” Dan said, with adeep sigh.

Judy stared at Tuska. His unblinking eye glared at her. His mouth gaped open; his chest didn't move.
There was no question he was dead.

Something moved in the woods. Judy's head jerked up, and she saw asmadl bird fly overhead, clearly
visible thanks to the flames. It was black, with awhite head topped by afire-red crest. Would Judy
aways seefire, everywhere she went, for the rest of her life? Isthiswhat Dan saw in everything, every
day of hislife?

"A pileated woodpecker." Dan broke into a hysterica giggle. "Yeah, | sure know my way around these
forests. | know which berriesto eat in peopl€'s backyards. | know which snakeskill, which are harmless.
And more than anything, boy, do | ever know how to blow up cabins and burn people to death, Have
themdie, just like my parents.”

Judy skirted around Tony Tuska, forcing herself not to look at the dead man, and she crouched beside
Dan. The poor guy, forever blaming himself. No escape from the memories. She wrapped her ams
around him. The coarse whiskers on his cheek grazed her neck. "Oh, Dan, I'm sorry." Sherocked himin
her arms. He was shaking, muttering gibberish about birds.

"Ever see ared-naped sgpsucker? It sounds like acat. Livesin placeslikethis. | should have saved this
guy, Judy, never should havekilled him—"

"No, Dan," Judy said. "He had to die so we could live. So we can save Cal, Y our brother, the one you



did savefrom thefire. Y ou did what was necessary, Dan. Stop blaming yoursdlf for not being ableto do
theimpossble”

His body sagged in her arms. Then he nodded, and lifted his head. He pulled back from her. "I don't
want any morefires, Judy. | don't want any more death. | just want Cd back, dive."

"WElIl doit, Dan." She smiled, remembering their first conversation. It seemed like it had been years ago.
"Well do it together.”

Dan laughed. Not very deep, but alaugh. "Y eah. Partners.”

They both rose dowly to their feet. Dan stared at the roaring fire. "L ook at those flames. There's no way
| could have goneinto that, to save anybody."

Judy wondered if Dan was talking about the other killers. Or his parents. In either case, it would take him
along time to cometo grips with the truth. But, at least he was on theright track,

And sheld hugged someone for the first time since that last hug from Dad. She'd hugged someone she
hardly even liked, smply because he needed human compassion, the redl thing from area person.

Heturned. "Wed better get out of here. Forest rangerswill spot the fire quick enough, Or the highway
patrol. We don't want to be around when they arrive.”

Judy swayed, groggy now — her energy nearly gone. The trgp was sprung, their enemies dead, the rush
over. Shefelt ready to collapse.

Dan swung an arm around her. " Sorry, but into the car, Judy. Don't worry. Things are gonnawork out
fine"

Shewas aware of Dan starting the car, driving down the road. She must have dozed, for it seemed only a
few minutes later when he was shaking her by the shoulder, urging her to get up.

Groaning, she opened her eyes. They were till in the forest. Only afew hundred feet from the cabin.
Behind her, she could see thefire fill burning. They had driven only ashort distance from where Tony lay
dead on the ground.

"Their rental car,” Dan said. He dready had his car door open. "Left it unlocked. Just need you to change
the records so we can't be traced. And find the ignition code,”

Judy's head hurt. Her eyes hurt. She wasin no mood to sted another car.
"Here," Dan said, pushing something in her hand. Judy looked down. It was aturkey sandwich.

"They got al sorts of snacks and junk in the backseat/' Dan said. "Bottled water. Even cash. One of them
left his coat. Thousand bucksin small billsinside his pocket. Come on, Judy. Get this baby started. Once
we're out of the area, we can stop somewhere. A motel, even. Seepin ared bed. Take abath.”

A bath. Judy swallowed a chunk of sandwich. A bed. Wearily, she opened the netpad and went through
the necessary ritud.

Dan switched on theignition. The car roared to life.

"Did you say something about a coat?' she asked. She was dead tired, needed deep, but couldn't rest
ye.



"You cold?' Dan asked, "It'sin the backseat."

Judy pulled it forward as Dan steered the car dong the service road, heading for the highway. Anxioudy,
she searched the pockets. Smiled when she found what she was searching for. Held it up for Dan to see.

"Hotd key," she announced. "Room 208, Airport Ramada,San Jose."

"Sowhat?' Dan said. They were on the highway now, heading south. Away from thefire, away from the
city. But they till had no ideawhere Cal was.

"Small operation, Dan," Judy said. "Couple of hired guns, a crooked cop. Not exactly the full resources
of the government behind it. Supervisor in charge, skeleton crew.”

"Okay," Dansaid. "l get the drift. What's your point?'

"Bosswantsto frame mefor the billion-dollar heist,” Judy said. Though exhausted, her mind was clicking
aslogicaly as ever, maybe more so. "Can't do that unless he knows I'm dead, that 1 won't be around to
prove I'm innocent.”

"| gill don't seewhat you'redriving at."

"Tony Tuskamust havetold him they were on my trail. Gonnafinish the job they botched in Laguna
Beach. Bossisgoing to be waiting for confirmation.”

"He'sgoing to wait forever for that message,” Dan commented wryly.

"Right," Judy said. " Sooner or later, helll sart worrying. Wontt like caling, but he hasto. He needsto find
out what's wrong. That's when welll locate the bastard.”

"Locae him? How?'

Judy shook the key. "Using my lgptop, I'll hack into the hotel switchboard. Reroute adl cals coining into
room 208, to me—right here. Remember, | did consulting work for Internet Security. Got thelr trace
code on my laptop. It's used to locate kidnappers. Damned program eets telephone scramblers for lunch.
It'll grab the big cheese's phone number as soon as| answer."

"Likemagic," Dan sad.
"Hackersrule" Judy said.

The cal came an hour later, while they were parked at ares) stop overlooking the ocean. Judy let the
phonering severd times, then pushed the key that completed the connection.

Silence on the other end. Not aword spoken. A few seconds passed, then the line went dead.

"Hewaswaiting for avoice" Judy said. "Wouldn't identify himsalf without Tuskaor Smith speaking fird.
Smat."

Shelooked &t the display on her Igptop. "But not smart enough. The call camefrom aplacelisted as
Barrington Industries, in the desert east of LA."

Barrington. The nutcase who hated hackers, who hosted The Barrington Fireside Chat. Her mother's
hero. Weird for an antitech lunatic to be mixed up in acomputer heist.

Sheindexed the map of Cdiforniaon her lgptop. "Not far from Lake Brigtol. That'swhere Cdl is"



"And that'swhereweregoing,” Dan said.

Judy crawled onto the wide backseet. "Wake me when we get close,” she said, nestling her head in her
hands. "'I'm going to deep.”

"Seep," Dan sad, turning the car around and starting it down the road to the highway. "Y ou've earned
it

"Dan," Judy murmured, as she drifted, her eyes closed. "This government guy's no fool. After that call, he
knows Tuska and Smith are either dead or in custody. Histime's running out. HE's gonna pressure Cd to
pull the big heist right away. We need to stop him before that happens. Or Ca sdead.”

28

Bob Ingersoll stared at the clock. Eight am. Hours since he had called Tony Tuska's room and had the
phone answered by... whom? He didn't know. But he wasn't fooling himself. The newswasn't good.

Impossible for the policeto trace his cal, not in that amount of time. Not with the caller-ID scrambler in
use. Still, he had noillusions. If that had been TerMight, she knew where he was.

It had been nine hours since he had last spoken with Tony. Together, Tony and Paul and Ernie Kaye
were heading off to finish Car-mody. They'd been instructed to report back as soon as the job was done.
Their failure to do so, the open line a their hotel room, indicated to Ingersoll that his agents hed
somehow been neutralized. Perhapskilled. And chances were good that TerMight was il dive.

Sitting motionlessin his chair, he evaluated the Stuation. There was no reason to panic, but a the same
time, he recogni zed the need to act fast. Events were beginning to spira out of control. There wasno
room for any more delays. Or mistakes.

Carmody was till afugitive. She couldn't contact the police without being arrested, questioned. That
would take hours. The whedls of justice moved extremely dow. Assuming the worgt, that she went to the
cops, he had aday. But no more.

He accessed a cable news station, watched the headlines for afew minutes. Not aword so far about
bank problems. Ingersoll wasn't surprised. Banks were notorioudy secretive about reporting shortages or
data management problems. Under normal conditions, it would be several days before any of the original
targets would make it known that arobbery had taken place.

After the heist tonight, that scenario would change drastically. Too many people, too many corporations
would suddenly find themselves without funds. Their banks wouldn't be able to concedl the problem.
Hysteriawould rage across the country. The greatest crime in history would be front-page news across
the globe. All the while, Bob Ingersoll would rest in aquiet resort village on the coast of the
Mediterranean, and plan what to do with hisfortune.

Theintercom on his desk buzzed, shaking him out of his daydreams. It was Barrington'sline. "Yes, sr?!

"Therestroublein Laguna Beach and the old man'sfreaking out.” It was GloriaSmmons. "Word |lesked
out to the media. An old woman across the street from Carmody's gpartment saw aman firing a her.
The cops kept her under wraps until now.

"Evidently, Ernie Kaye was aready under investigation by Internd Affairs. Authorities claim they were
just giving Kaye enough rope to hang himsdf. Newspeoplein LA areup in arms, claiming apolice
cover-up. Already Carmody's bossis back to saying shesasaint.”



"Tdl Barrington there's nothing to worry about,” Ingersoll replied. Til give Kayeaquick cal and tell him
to disappear. Without him on stage, the story will Smmer, but the smoking gun will be missing.”

"Y ou're sure you can trust this cop to keep quiet?' Gloriaasked.

"Hewon't say aword,” Ingersoll said confidently. "He's been doing dirty jobsfor the NSA for years.
Erniewont talk."

"I hopeyou'reright. My dreams don't include prison,” Gloriasaid.
He broke the connection. Time for him to pay Ca asurprisevisit.

When he stepped outside, the desert heat hit him in the face like a dedgehammer. It was blistering hot, a
furnace of amorning. Normally, the temperature didn't bother him. However, after an entire day and
night without deep, Ingersoll could fed the first stirrings of atension headache. He needed some rest.
Even hewasn't invincible. But first there were afew loose ends that needed his persond attention. He
headed to the cottage.

Greg answered, though after ahalf dozen impatient knocks. Harry was nowherein sight.

"Sorry, boss," Greg said, saring at Ingersoll with bloodshot eyes, "Little too much celebrating last night
after the heist. Harry and me hit the bottle pretty good. He's still deeping it off. Didn't think you'd be up
and around this early. Figured Barrington would babble on most of the night.”

Ingersoll nodded. "I've yet to make it to bed. The old man spent hours on the same litany, raving about
the dangers of technology. | refrained from mentioning that these horrible machines—the onesthat are
destroying modern civilization—had just netted us a billion dollars. Thought that might dampen his spirit.

"IsCavin awake?'

"Y es, gr. Heard him in the kitchen awhile back, wolfing down afruit pie. Y ou want to talk to him?"
"Definitely. Wake Harry. | may require your services."

"Will do, sir. just shout and well be there”

Ingersoll knocked on Calvin's door, then entered. The young hacker sat dumped in front of his computer,
fiddling with hiswatch. He wore apair of shorts, no shirt.

"There's been asudden changein plans, Calvin," Ingersoll said. His head throbbed with pain now. "The
second run, for fifty billion, happenstonight, not Saturday. Midnight. Make sure your code's ready.”

"Tonight?" Cavin said. He appeared stunned. "But—but, we can't do it tonight.”
"Why not?'
"The NSA bigwigs? The top gunsfrom the IDS? They won't be heretill the weekend."

"All lies, Cavin," Ingersoll said, "Forget them. Forget, too, the part of the code that reroutes the money
back into the origind accounts. That's not going to happen. Thefifty billion getstransferred to the same
locations aslast night's heist, and staysthere, No refunds, no returns.”

Cavin gtared at Ingersoll, his eyes wide with shock. " But—but— but—"

"You'reanicekid, Cavin.," Ingersoll said, "but naive. This project's ahoax. Were not testing bank



security-. Nobody cares about that. The truth isthe NSA is out to destroy the Internet. That'swhy I've
been working in secret with Bradley Barrington. No doubt you've heard of him. Deep cover, so none of
the other departments know what's happening. The old man's put up his own money to finance this
venture. In return, were making his dream cometrue. Turning hackersinto criminas, crashing the Net,
The robber,- last night wasred, Cavin. | have no intention of returning apenny. That money belongsto
me. The same goesfor tonight.”

Cavin'sface was bloodless. "But, what about the NSA?"

Ingersoll laughed. " Government pay islousy, Cavin. It would take me ten thousand yearsto earn the
money were stedling in two nights. Everybody gets something. The NSA and Barrington cripple the
Internet. | becomerich. Seemslike afair trade to me. I'm no Ollie North, going down for Uncle Sam.
I've paid my dues. Just like Ollie. But | intend to go out my way.

"And, Calvin, your code runs much too dow. Fix it, 1 want it to operate at amuch higher speed.
Otherwisg, it'll take maybe ten minutesto finish tonight'sjob, and that's too long.”

"l won't doit. You're crazy. Everything youre saying iscrazy."

Ingersoll looked Cal inthe eyes. "No, Calvin, I'm perfectly sane. 1 found an innocent young man with
incredible code, recognized the possibilities, and acted on them. That's not crazy, that's smart. And you
will do exactly as| tdll you."

"Notinyour lifetime," Cd sad.

"Greg wasright,” Ingersoll said. "Y ou're not acoward. | never redly thought you were. No matter.
Violenceisthe refuge of the incompetent, Calvin. But sometimesit hasits uses.”

Ingersoll reached into his coat pocket, pulled out awhite handkerchief. Carefully, he wiped the swest off
hisforehead. "I'm not stupid, Cavin. Y ou're my golden goose, the one with the power. Killing you would
beinsane, and | never act irrationaly. Put on your shirt It'stime for you to learn alesson about red life,"

Cd pulled on a T-shirt, black with ared design. Ingersoll smiled, recognizing the kanji symbol that stood
for the best.

"Greg, Harry, comein here" he called.

The two agents entered, Harry, his usua harsh features paunchy from deep and drink, appeared barely
awake, "Yes, dr," Greg said. "Y ou want us?'

Ingersoll nodded. His head burned with pain, needles of white agony cascading through his skull. He
didn't care. He pointed at Cd. "The schedule has undergone some revision. Second heist takes place
tonight, not Saturday. No time to wait and check for bugsin the system. | want results, not excuses. Mr,
Nikonchik feelsI'm being unreasonable, refuses to cooperate. He needs to be shown the error of his
ways."

Hisvoice turned harsh. "Bring him into the living room. We don't want to damage the compuiter.”

"What, what?" Ca cried asHarry and Greg grabbed him by the arms and dragged him through the
halway into the front room. Inger-soll followed, still dabbing hisforehead with his handkerchief. The pain
wasintense.

The two agents tossed Cd onto the high-backed lounger. ™Y ou can't do this. You're crazy. Stop it, stop
it," he screeched.



"Too laefor tak, Cavin," Ingersoll said. The throbbing in his skull added anote of savagery to hisvoice.
"Greg, hold hisarmstight. We don't want his precious fingers damaged. He needs to be able to use them
to modify hiscode. Harry, give me your gun.”

"My gun?' Harry'sfacetwisted in surprise, "Uh, I'm not packing it, Mr. Ingersoll. Didn't think there was
any need —"

"Getit," Ingersoll said sharply. "No excuses. | don't havedl day. Just get it."

Ingersoll's eyes hurt, as did histeeth, the back of his head, He continued to smile. There was no reason
to be upset. Sometimes even the most annoying setbacks worked for the best.

Ca was no longer shouting. Harry had been wrong, and Greg had been right. Nikonchik wasn't awimp.
Hewas naive and trusting, but he had guts. Still, he needed to understand exactly who wasin charge.
"What are you planning to do, boss?' Greg asked. The agent had his hands wrapped around the hacker's
wrists, which he held at the back of the chair. Cal's back was arched with pain, hisfacefrozenina
mixture of fear and defiance,

"Cdvin needsto understand | mean business," Ingersoll said. "One picture is worth athousand words."

Harry hurried into the room, the gun clutched in hishand. "Giveit tome," Ingersoll said, reaching for the
gun, hisown Land wrapped in his handkerchief. "I assumeit's|oaded? Safety's off? Fine. That's more
likeit. Now, grab the kid's ankles. Hold them tight, so he can't move."

"Whatever you say," Harry mumbled, dropping to his knees. He wrapped hisarms around Cal's fest.
"Gonnablow off one of hiskneecgps?’

"No," Ingersoll said. "Much too painful. Calvin wouldn't be able to work for weeks. Therésan easier
and much more effective way of making apoint. Likethis."

Ingersoll stepped closeto Cd, hisfinger on the gun'strigger. Hand moving in aswift, smooth arc, he
raised the muzzle of the gun to Harry'sleft ear and pulled the trigger.

The explosion rocked the room. Harry's head exploded like aripe piece of fruit, blood and brains
cascading over the floor, splashing onthefar wal. Ca shrieked. Face green, he gagged up his breskfast.
Even Greg, unflappable under most situations, squawked in surprise and released the hacker'swrists.

"Hiring that stupid son of abitch wasaterrible mistake," Ingersoll said, kicking the twitching body at his
feet. Blood pumped from the gaping hole in Harry's head, soaking into the wooden floor. Ingersoll turned
and waved thegun at Cal. "I kept him around to handle some unfinished business on the coast, When
circumstances changed, he became unnecessary. Killing him was apleasure.”

He pointed the gun at Cal's forehead, aiming it afew inches above the bridge of hisnose. Ca's body
went rigid. His heds dug into thefloor, his hands flat against the chair cushions. "No, please!™

"Nobody," Ingersoll said calmly, hishand steady and unwavering, "and | mean nobody, fucksaround
with Baob Ingersoll. Do you understand?!

Cal, hisface ash white, nodded his head. His eyes were squeezed sbut.

"Good," Ingersoll said. "Very very good. Now, be agood boy and have that code working at top speed
tonight, okay?'

He smiled a Greg. His head felt much better. Harry had been amajor annoyance. Theworld was a



much better place without him. "Take this garbage,” he said, dropping Harry's gun onto the dead man's
chest, "and dump it in the desert. Another unsolved mystery for the highway peatrol to investigate. Then
clean up the mess. We can't have Calvin working in ahouse covered with blood. Besides, Barrington
would complain that the red clasheswith the furniture.”

"Yes gr," Gregsad. "I'll get toitimmediately.”

"Fine" Ingersoll said. "No reason for you to be afraid, Cavin, aslong as you cooperate fully. | like you.
Killing you would serve no purpose. After tonight, I'll be gone and you'll be free. Y ou can head back to
San Jose, forget thiswhole adventure ever took place.”

He paused. "Remember, nothing in these heists links me to them. Or implicatesthe NSA. It'syour code,
used on Barrington's etate. The only trace left during the robbery leadsto TerMight. Y ou can tell the
cops anything you like, but | doubt they'll believe you. Especialy when they learn of your brother's
involvements. The NSA wouldn't be happy, ether, with you running off at the mouth about their covert
operations. It's not wise to make the government angry. My advice to you, son, isto keep quiet, stay out
of sght, and pretend none of this ever took place.”
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"What about the money?' Cd said, hisfeatures fill apae shade of green. "Billions of dollars gone,
peopl€e's savings wiped out, businesses destroyed, the whole Net ripped to shreds.”

"Barrington and his antitech lunatics areright, Calvin," Ingersoll said. "The Net isathrest to our country.
Unfortunately, making a point requires some sacrifice. That'slife. Mr, Barrington expects a cut from the
robbery, but I'm afraid he's going to he disappointed, Greg getsadigital key to one of the accounts. |
keep therest. I'm not abig fan of partners.”

Ingersoll yawned. "I'm going back to the mansion for anap. Don't do anything foolish—Iike sending
E-mailsto the palice or FBI or ISD, Try something like that, and you'll end up like Harry. | want that fifty
billion, Calvin, but if necessary I'll settlefor the billion we've aready taken. Now, get to work fixing that
code. | want it to hum. If there are any problems, let me know. Otherwise, I'll return tonight,”

Walking back to the main house in the sweltering heat, Ingersoll redlized his headache had disappeared.
Amazing how tension dissolved when treated correctly.

Lying on his bed, stunned by what he had just witnessed, Cal reached severa important: conclusions.

Dan had been right. The government was run by monsters who didn't give adamn about the American
public. The NSA, CIA, FBI, and 1SD were no better than the loan sharks who terrorized Dan's
restaurant business. They were worse, because they wrapped themselvesin the flag.

Danwas also ajerk. He meant well, but he was stupid. He should have let Cdl out, to experience the
treachery and double-dedling that existed everywhere. At least, then, he wouldn't have been so easily
deceived. Cal had willingly cooperated with Ingersoll and Barrington in their plot to destroy the Net,
never once suspecting he wasn't on the side of the angels. He'd been blinded by promises of fame and
fortune. No question about it. He was anidiot.

Bob Ingersoll was crazy, No doubt about that. The NSA agent had smiled after killing Harry. HEd been
lying to Cd ever sncether first meeting, never once telling the truth. Still, he expected Cd to believe him
when he said that he wasn't going to kill him after the second heist. Cal might be stupid, but he wasn't
that stupid,



At least now he had some ideawhat the woman had meant when she had whispered about huge sums of
money. She was no better than the others, anxious to make abig score, share in the billions.

Stll, she had supplied him with the microcam. That could prove to be useful.

Cal glanced at the clock on his computer screen. It was aready past 11 A.M. He'd spent hourslying
here, trying to sort out his course of action, someway of saving hislife, maybe even putting acrimpin
Ingersoll's plans. The stream of late-morning sun formed a haze of glittering dust in the room. Greg was
gtill out, burying Harry's body somewherein the desert. If Ca was going to act, held better do his stuff
before the agent returned.

Getting the code up to the speed Ingersoll wanted was easy. All Cal had to do was remove the loop, and
held sted fifty billion dollars within minutes. All to be deposited in accounts only Ingersoll could access,
using hisspecid digital keys. Speed was no longer an issue. But accesswas.

Griswald, hacker supreme, was dtill dive and kicking. Ca had been naive and trusting throughout the
entire project. However, so had Bob Ingersoll. No matter how good he claimed to be, he had no redl
grasp of the power of acomputer keyboard. Ingersoll was aruthless, cold-blooded killer. He wanted
billions. But getting them might not be as easy as he expected,

The biggest problem, Ca decided, wasimplicating Ingersoll and Barrington in the robbery without taking
afdl himsdlf. The NSA agent had been right about going to the police. Start explaining things, and quick
enough the truth about Dan's money-laundering operation would emerge. Ca wanted to be safe from
Ingersoll, and he didn't want to end up in prison.

And even though Dan had been the one who had origindly screwed up their lives, Cd didn't want to see
his brother arrested either. The cops and the feds were out. Any rescue operation was strictly Ca's
responghility.

Cd swung hislegs over the Sde of the bed, dowly sat. He was still wearing the jeans and the kanji shirt
from early that morning. The best. It wastimefor him to proveit.

Already the sun was besting through the window, soaking him in sweat. And the shirt was crusted with
spattered blood. Harry's blood. It smelledlike rust. Cd pulled it off. threw it to the other side of the room.

He reached for the watch on hiswrist, unbuckled the leather strap. Hidden beneath the did, there was
the microcam he had used to videotape last night's robbery.

Asahacker, Ca knew most everything there was to know about digital images. According to the law, as
long asthe video remained in the microcam, sedled and unopened, it waslega evidence. However, if Ca
uploaded any of it to his compuiter, the pictureswere no longer admissiblein court. It wastoo easy to
manipulate digital images. Inthe digital age, any picture, document, or file on acomputer could be dtered
with minima effort. There was no truth, once computers were involved, but sometimes truth wasn't as
important as appearance.

Cal didn't care. Having taken the video, hewasn't init. Only Ingersoll appeared, aong with the computer
screen that showed the entire heist taking place. Their voices were the only ones heard speaking. Cal
hadn't said aword. He was aghost, asilent observer, safely hidden from view.

Cal logged onto VileSpawn. He shuddered as the opening message flashed onto his screen.

@>>>>---

Adead black rose. The symbal of desth.



VileSpawn report: JC dead, master image craftsman, killed yesterday by afirein hishomein
San Jose. Policeinvestigating.

Tearsfilled Cd's eyes. Jeremy dead? Jeremy couldn't be dead. His best buddy, the guy who had invited
Cd into hishomefor the holidays,

who had made him fed like one of the family. It couldn't betrue. It had to be alie!

F,yesaching, Ca stared at the unchanging screen. What the hell was going on? Hiswhole world was
collgpsing. The Internet under attack. Hailstorm and Jererny dead- 1t made no sense.

Cd legpt off VileSpavvn and did aquick Net search for information on Jeremy Crane. In seconds, he
had a dozen articles, dl with the same information. Random facts that jumped from the screen and
assaulted hisaready numbed mind.

Incendiary devicein Crane house- Dan Nikonchik wanted-Accompanied by Judy Car mody-
Unexplained tiretracks-Policerefuseto discuss.

His brother, Dan, with Judy Carmody? Together, visiting Jeremy's home? Had they been searching for
cd?

Cal concentrated, trying to connect the datain somelogica fashion. TerMight, hunting Cd for the 1SD,
cameto San Jose, found Dan. Together, they went to visit Jeremy, hoping to find information. But,
Jeremy didn't know where Ca was, couldn't tell them anything. They left. Right after, Jeremy died.

Under ordinary circumstances, based on the police reports, Ca might have wondered if Judy Carmody
hed flipped out, gone bonkers. Unlikely, since he knew TerMight from the Net and trusted her. Hard to
believe, but he might have been swayed by the evidence.

But hisbig brother, Dan, involved with Jeremy's death? Never. Unthinkable. Dan knew of the bond that
existed between Ca and Jeremy. He was aware of their work on Dozong, their dreams of striking it rich.
Dan murder Jeremy? Impossible.

Who, then? Mogt likdly, the guy who had framed Judy Carmody for the death of her landlord. The
person who probably had arranged that murder. A man without scruples, totally without moras, willing to
do anything to accomplish hisgoas. Robert Ingersoll.

Not himin person, of course. The NSA agent worked through hired thugs like Greg and Harry, that
policeman Ernie Kaye. They did the dirty work, while he sat back and tricked Cd into stealing billions.
And made him pin the blame on TerMight.

Were Judy and Dan till dive? Ca hadn't heard anything from TerMight since the brief message,
yesterday afternoon, asking where he was. It seemed unlikely that a hacker and a chili dog maker could
dtay clear of Ingersoll's paid killers and the police. Y et, something had spooked Ingersoll into moving up
thefinal run to tonight. Could it be that TerMight was more trouble than Bob Ingersoll could handle?

Cal didn't know. He could only hope. In the meantime, hed do some hacking on hisown, try to save
himsdlf.

Firgt, he'd upload the entire video of last night, spray it al over the Net, and at least get people thinking.



It wouldn't throw Ingersoll or Barringtoninjail, but it would help,

He moved into his programming directories on VileSpawn. Perhaps his work on Dozong would comein
handy. Jererny had been usng UCLA computersto test alot of the mgjor functions of ther artificidly
intelligent creation, The department chairman and severa professors knew Cal, were people he trusted,
who trusted him. Their first ingtinct most likely would be to assume Cd hadn't been responsible for the
bank heist,

He took the watch, set the infrared sensor next to the matching sensor on his computer, and uploaded the
digita video. Then he sent a quick message to the professors, along with the microcam documentary,
asking that they spread theimages dl over the Net, where everyone could see them.

They'd know what to do. Within hours, the video would be amgor headline on al Net news services,
would display as soon as people accessed Web pagesfor al the mgor magazines. Bradley Barring-ton
would find himsalf famous on the Net he so despised.

Next, Ca went to hisfile containing al of the digital keysto the NSA bank accounts Ingersoll had
established. Did what was necessary. Findly, dmost as an afterthought, Cal left TerMight one more
message in hisdirectory. Ingersoll's name, Barrington's name, NSA, and the time of the next heist. He
added ablack roseto the end of his message. In case Griswad never returned to VileSpawn again.
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CHAPTER

A gurgling, then the buzzing of a saw. People chartering somewhere, cars gunning, trucks thundering past.
Judy opened her eyes, blinked.

Where was she?

Something warm moved by her back. She turned in the ... bed? Oh, man, it was a bed, and beside her
lay Dan Nikonchik, snoring loudly.

She bolted upright. "Dan!™
He gurgled again, sputtered, blinked &t her. " Judy.”
"Where are we? What are we doing here?"

He pulled the ratty blanket off hisbody, swiveled to sit. Rubbed hisface, smoothed back hishair: it was
damp, it was clean.

Dan groaned. He clicked on alight, then reached for asack of chips on the metal nightstand. Washed
down his breakfast with adug of colafrom agiant bottle. "Hotel 86," he said, "on the outskirts of town,
half an hour outsi de the compound where Cd's being held.”

Hotel 867 Just what kind of dump was this? She looked around the room, pulling the blanket securdly
over her body. The blanket smelled vaguely of cat urine and cigarettes. It had burn holesin it. They
looked like bullet holes.

The room was sparsdly furnished and filthy. A metal washstand stood in one corner, dripping water. The
wall paper was tattered and stained, a geometric blitz of brown and gray parallelograms. The black desk
lamp on the nightstand shed adim light, maybe forty watte, illuminating dusty brown carpet.



"It'schegp,” Dan sad, risng and stretching.

He was wearing white underpants, and nothing ese. She felt her face burning. He made hisway to the
washstand and turned the water on full blast. It trickled in aydlow stream from the rusty faucet.

"| figured," he continued, "that nobody would recognize us here. They're used to transents, truckers,
one-night stands. Y ou dept al the way from San Jose. | didn't want to wake you. The directions on the
car computer were clear enough. So herewe are. | paid cash for the room, then carried you inside. Don't
worry. Seeing the cash, the rental car, they think you're aone-night stand.”

So the owners of this dump figured she was shacking up with the likes of Dan Nikonchik, for what?
Twenty bucks?

She groaned. What anightmare.

"It'sno big dedl," Dan was sogping hisface. He dried off with the white towd that hung from the meta

bar over the washstand. The towel was aso stained yellow and had burn holesin it. It probably hadn't
been laundered in weeks, Dan didn't seem to care. He tossed the towel onto the bed, did on his pants,
zipped them, and pulled on hisdirty shirt.

"Maybe you should wash up, too, and get to work," he said. "Want something to eat first?"
"How can you be so casua about all this?' she asked.

"What's the alternative, Judy?' He crunched on some chips, settled back down on the bed. "We had to
get somerest. | was ready to collapse.”

Her head fdt light. Physicaly light. Cool, actudly. She touched her neck, remembered suddenly the
events of the previous night. Cutting her hair to fool their pursuers. Shefelt ready to cry. Sheld had long
hair ever snce shewasalittle girl. Hadn't done anything more than trimi it for at least ten years. How
could shelivewithit short?

"Sorry," Dan said, following her thoughts. "Y ou had beautiful hair, Judy. Prettiest hair I've ever seen. But,
it had to be done. No choice."

She jumped up. There was no mirror in the dump, no way to see what shelooked like. Shefingered it
mournfully. Three men dead because of her beautiful hair. It was ahorrible thought.

A truck roared. Judy went to the window, and with two fingers barely touching the brown-stained filthy
curtain, she peered outside. Nothing but desert A few trees standing alone, afierce sun, and along
gretch of highway. A woman waked past the window, She was staggering, wearing three-inch spiked
red hedls, avinyl miniskirt, and ablue lace bra. Her breasts were huge and saggy. So were her thighs.
Her face was lined with wrinkles, her lips hard with bright red lipstick. A progtitute. Geesh.

For amoment, the two women looked at each other. The prostitute's eyes dropped to Judy's chest, and
she snickered. Probably thought Judy was awhore, too. Judy looked down. Her own bikini top had
dipped while she was adeep, and now nearly exposed an entire breast. Shejerked it back into place.
Then she noticed a potbellied old guy with atrucker cap leering at her, and she yanked the curtains
closed.

"Thisplaceisadisgugting dive," she said, turning to look a Dan. He laughed. "Like | said, it'sthe perfect
placeto hide. Nobody will ever think that achick like you is here to unscramble Al genetic code that
sedshillions of dollars off the Net. So let's get to it. Food first?' He offered her a sandwich from a sack
on the nightstand. "After | clean up,” she said. ™Y ou have any peanut butter and jelly?!



When he nodded yes, she smiled, Dan was crude and loud, but sometimes he managed to do things right.

Shetook aquick shower inthetiny stdl, aholein thewal that splashed yellow water onto the grimy tiles
below. When she emerged, Dan was pacing across the littered carpet, bored and restless. Judy was
amost glad to have the programming to do. Otherwise; she'd be as pent up as he was, unable to help,
unable to save them, trapped like a caged animd, awaiting almost certain death.

Chewing on her sandwich, sipping a bottle of natural spring water, she flipped open the laptop and
netpad again. Cal's code appeared on her screen.

Dan dropped next to her, settled cross-legged on the bed. He kept silent, apparently afraid to disturb her
concentration.

With agood night's deep behind her, Judy felt much camer, and very focused. Like her old sdf again.
No more tears and worry.

If anything, she was steaming mad. She would outthink her enemies, outmancuver them. They'd killed her
friends. They'd framed her for murder. She had run long enough, Now, it wastimeto get even.

"No way they're getting away with thiscrap,” she said. "Noway. You just sit tight, Dan, and let me do
my thing."

"What if Cd's program can't be stopped?’ Dan asked. "What then?"

Judy stared at him. "Do you know how long, how many years, 1've spent screwing around with code,
Dan?Y our brother may be agenius, but he's met his match. Just watch. I'm telling you, if these guys push

me just one step further, if they try to kill one more person, make me run just one town farther, so help
me, I'll show them what aredly pissed-off hacker can do.”

Hesmiled. "Y ou told me aready, remember?*

"That," Judy said, "wasthe smple tuff. Tricks any decent hacker can pull off. If 1 haveto. I'll shut down
the whole West Coast. I'll kill @l the power in southern California, so Ca's computer won't even run.”

"Y ou can do that?"

Judy nodded. Hopefully, she wouldn't have to resort to such radical tactics. If the power blew at
Barrington's estate, Cal's captors would panic for sure. Who knew what they might do.

Though she talked tough, she had one huge concern. Could her skills outmatch Grisvad's? In ahead-on
combat, which one of them would win?

Had to be TerMight. Had to.

She logged onto VileSpawn, The welcome message popped into view, and atremor hit her. Jeremy's
death. Too many innocentskilled in this deadly billion-dollar dud. Judy felt her anger growing again,
hotter by the second. If it wasthe last thing she ever did, she would get these guys.

They weren't after just her, or Grisvad. No, they were framing everyone, hackers everywhere. They
were screwing with the professions, the lives, the integrity, the endless hours of work, that millions of
programmers had put into the Net. They were destroying peopl€sfaith in banking systems, financia
indtitutions, the government.

These were Luddites at their worst, people who hated technology and progress of any kind, people



rnired in apast of cops and robbers and lawless greed. They would stop at nothing.
But they hadn't faced Judy Carmody yet. Not the real thing. No, just et them wait.

She had to get off VileSpawn. No doubt, the cops aready had atrace that proved she'd been there. She
checked quickly for another message from Griswald, found one.

"Another heigt," she murmured, "tonight, midnight again, thisonefor fifty billion dollars. Ingersoll'sthe
name of the bastard behind it al. NSA. In cahoots with Bradley Barrington.”

"Fifty billion!" Dan exclamed. "My parentswere right. The biggest crooks of dl arein the government.
They make the mob ook like angels.”

"Cd'slifeisinterrible danger. We're fugitives from justice and Barrington's abig cheese. IngersollI'swith
agovernment agency. Nobody will believe usif wetdll them what's happening. And if the cops start
investigating, Ingersoll will kill Cd to sever hisonly link with the origind hei.”

"Evenif he pulls off the second robbery/' Dan said, "what makes you think this guy Ingersoll will ever let
himlive?'

Judy said, "Ingersoll wantsthat fifty billion. At midnight, hell have Ca run the code. Somehow, I'll stop it.
Ingersoll won't give up, not with fifty billion at stake.

"Meanwhile, I'll create some sort of mgjor disturbance at the compound. Something to pull Ingersall
away from Cal, keep him occupied. In the confusion, you and | can sneak in and rescue Cal. Not bad,
huh?'

"Why won't Ingersoll kill Cal the moment this disturbance of yours begins?!

"Because Cd'sthe only one who can snag that fifty billion,” Judy-said. "He'sthe last person Ingersoll
would jeopardize. And this emergency will occur while the robbery's taking place. With so many copson
the grounds, we have to hope Ingersoll won't dare harm Cal."

"Emergency?' Dan said. "Cops? Judy, what are you planning?'

"A surprisefor Mr. Barrington and Mr. Ingersoll,” Judy said. "I'll explain later. Now, listen. Tins scheme
only worksif 1 discover amethod to stop Ca's code. Without that, the heist runs smoothly and dl of my
great ideas are just smoke."

"Stop the code?' Dan said. "Y esterday you said it made no sense. How are you going to stop it?"
"Great question. Wish 1 had an answer, | have afew idess. Listen, and tel meif they make sense.”
He gtared at her like shewas crazy. "I don't know anything about computers. Nothing."

"But you're smart, Dan."

"No, I'm not."

"Trust me, you are. Andif | just talk it through, maybe that'll be enough.”

"Whatever you say."

"Firgt," Judy said, "let me spell out the data structure used to store each chromosome. Listen carefully,
and try to follow aong.



"The chromosomes seem to have receptors, Dan, which tell them what's happening in their environmen.
In this case, the environment reflects al possible Net paths to the computer nodes where the money

can betransferred. And in addition, pathsto all the best computer nodes—those with weak security,
those in places where taxes are low or nonexistent—for stealing money.”

"Well, okay. Go on."

"There's executable code here, near the receptor bytes—that is, near the bytes storing the information
about the environment, the computer nodes, the routes. That code alows the chromosomesto
manipulate the environment.”

"Manipulate the environment?' Dan said. "How?"

"Not sure. It isn't explicit, Dan. My guessisthat the chromosomes get into the syssem memory of the
computer nodesthat they infect. They're kind of like larvae, which settleinto alife-giving substance— in
our case, maybe CPU time and system memory—then use that substance to reproduce. Once the larvae
grow strong, breeding new rulesfor their children, the children take over and kill off the origind ... shall
we say, digitd creatures. The children erase any system registers that could possibly show traces that the
parentsever lived."

Dan shook his head. "Thisis much too heavy for me. But go on; I'm listening.”

Judy was thinking aloud, hardly paying attention to Dan. " Computer researchers back in the 1990s
created digital organisms by using CPU time and system memory. The organisms then competed for
those substances. The oneswho won, lived. The oneswho logt, died.”

Outside, atruck roared, and men started shouting. Dan zipped over to the window, peeked between the
curtains. "Truckers ydling at each other about dinner plans," he said. "Nothing to worry about.”

"Y ou need to learn how to work under pressure, Dan.” She smiled wryly to let him know shewas
teasing. "Nobody will find usin this garden spot.”

"Maybe I'll have something to eat,” Dan said. He dug in the bags on the nightstand, pulled out a
sandwich, grabbed the bottle of cola, and returned to the bed.

Sheignored the chewing sounds, the durping of the cola. Sheld worked under worse conditions. People
shouting at her to hurry it up, people screaming at her about bugsin her code. Even peopletrying to
outsmart her, to make her work less hard, to dow her down, to beat her down. Let Dan chew and
durp. Let the crumbsfall. Judy no longer cared.

"The child chromosomes are like parasites,” she continued, remembering her thoughts from the night
before. "They sted genome information from parent chromosomesin order to replicate. Become
cannibdas. It's my thought to somehow make the parent chromosomes immune to the parasitic attacks of
their children. In other words, enable the parentsto essentidly starve their offspring.”

Dan shook his head, his mouth full of sandwich. His eyes|ooked glazed; he wastotdly lost.

"Here, I'll draw it for you." She launched a vector-based drawing program on her laptop, hastily dapped
together somelinesand circles.

‘Thisisthebest | can do,” she said. "Take alook. Hereshow | figureit. Let's say we're at bank node B,



hanging off the Internet. At B, the X chromosome is deemed the sirongest. Why? Because it's taken the
shortest path so far from bank node A, the starting point, to bank node B. Both chromosomesY and Z
have taken longer pathsto get to node B. So, as| seeit, the X chromosome is more fit. Remember,
evolution means surviva of thefittest. So X is best suited to take thetrip to bank node C. Thus, in Cd's
code, chromosome X beatsboth Y and Z for system memory and CPU time. X isalowed to reproduce
morethan Y. And, asasdenote, Y isalowed to reproduce more than Z.

"Therée's probably even moreinvolved. | assumethat Z has taken not only the longest path to bank node
B, but that Z hasyielded the smallest amount of stolen cash so far and has hit bank nodes with the tightest
Security.”

Dan nodded. "I'm following, but who knows how many rules Ca coded into thisthing to figure which
chromosomes reproduce and which ones get killed off:’

"Exactly,” Judy said. Tm just guessing. But it makes sense. And remember, thisis artificid life, not mere
atificid intelligence. Artificid life tendsto evolve onitsown, and thus cregte its own rulesfor surviva.
Probably even Cal doesn't know exactly what's happening from one node to the next. All lieknowsis
that he's created adigita speciesthat setsitsown rules, al triggered from hisorigind parameters.
Anyway, as| figurein our smple case here, Z isterminated at bank node B and doesn't even reproduce.
In the meantime, X isallowed to reproduce. Its children—for smplicity, well namejust one, cal it X1
— steal the X chromosome's genome information. And having been cannibaized, literally eaten dive by
its own children, poor old X dies, too."

"And the children, X1, X2, and so forth, continue to bank node C," Dan finished. His face was glowing.
"My kid brother'sagenius.”

"Hesureis," Judy said. "This stuff is absolutely avesome. However, | think | know how to stop this
mess. The genome materia iswhat feeds the offpring, right? So if the children can't stedl genome
information from their parents, they can't grow from larvae into full-fledged chromosome-based digita
organisms. Obvioudy, they'll die. And the bank heist will terminate.”

"Damn. Wdll, good luck-" Dan chewed on his sandwich, hisface screwed into apuzzled grin.

Judy turned away from him. It wastimeto test her theory. She dapped together some code, smple stuff.
All she did was comment out the part of Ca's program that |et the parents give genome information to
their children. She touched the compileicon, then after a clean result—no bugs, she'dd only commented
some stuff out—she touched the run icon. Of course, it worked as suspected. The children formed, but
then didn't grow, and so they died. Simple.

But what could she do with this knowledge? There was no way to alter Ca's source code asit ran from
Barrington's estate, especidly with the code zipping over the Net so fast. She drummed her fingers on the
edge of the laptop.

Timewas running out.

Some crumbsfell from Dan's mouth onto the smelly blanket.

Crumbs. Tiny fragments of something.

Crumbs.

She needed something smadl, atiny fragment. Maybe something at the one-geneleve.

Coupled with amassive counterattack, the flooding of the Net with her own army of digital



chromosomes.
A crumb. Just one.
It hither like aflash of fire. She knew exactly what to do.

Judy pulled up Bren'sindependent search engine, the one she had copied onto her computer at Bren's
home Wednesday night. Remembered how it had found atext file, something about personnel records
for the Nationa Security Agency, inthe CIA's private network.

"Barrington and/or Ingersoll and/or Fire," she said, supplying al keywords she could think of that might
lead her to Cat's hiding place on the Net. Dan squinted at her, baffled by her actions.

The screen displayed: Sear ching
Then, afew seconds | ater:
Sear ch Done

There were thousands of matches for Barrington, nearly a hundred for Ingersoll, in pite of security. Judy

skimmed the first few for each man. Lots on Barrington, the right-wing crackpot who secluded himsdf in

adesert compound that was minutes from the Hotel 86. And she learned that Ingersoll was an encryption
expert employed by the NSA, amgjor fighter for U.S. government control of the Internet.

But there were too many matches for her to wade through. Time was precious.

"Barrington and Ingersoll and Fire," she said. The independent agents would scour the Net, seeking any
location that had traces of ail three words: Barrington, Ingersoll, and Fire,

Thistime there was only one hit:

Bradley Barrington Estate | P Address: 32.555.11.9 | P Address Ghost 82.555.26.9 | P Address
Ghost 35.555.17.1

|P Address Ghost 44.555.81.6 | P Address Ghost 99.555.42.3 | P Address Ghost 64.555.33.8 | P
Address Ghost 22.555.12.9

Sheld dept al theway to the Hotel 86. No time earlier to hunt for ahit using Barrington's name. But now
that she knew that Ca was a Barrington's estate, finding Cd's network node was easy. Clearly, hewas
on the Net, using aseries of ghost addresses, randomly generated to hide histrue location. But Bren's
search engine was too sophisticated not to pick up on multiple IP ghogting. Without the ghost clue, it
would have taken Judy perhaps only afew minutes extrato hit each ghost and learn it wasfake.

Knowing Cal'sreal Net node, Judy cracked into his computer—it took only afew seconds—and stole
his password, then dipped back out without atrace.

"Perfect,” Judy said. She smiled a Dan, who obvioudy still had no ideawhat she was doing.
"What's perfect? Y ou found away to stop Cal's code?"

"That'sold news," Judy said. She pointed to the screen. | found the Net node for Barrington's
compound. Got the password, too. And | know exactly how I'm going to use them.”



It was midnight. Ca's code was set. He could only hope his one specia modification would save hislife.

Ingersoll and Greg stood behind him. Bradley Barrington hadn't come. Again. Ca suspected that
Ingersoll hadn't told Barrington about the sudden change of plans.

Cd flexed hisfingers. The AC unit thrummed. He was swesting anyway. Hair pulled into the rubber band
on the back of hisneck, ginger ae bottle on the floor by hisfeet, he wasready for action, ready to be
Griswald. Perhapsfor thelast time.

"Let'sgo; execute the code," IngersolJ said.

Cd could sense the two men behind him, watching the screen over his shoulders, Greg, smelling swesety
from aday that had started by burying Harry. Ingersoll, calm and cool as ever, showing not the least
trace of anxiety. Fifty billion on the line and the NSA agent didn't blink.

"Back off. Please. | can't work with you two standing over me," Cal said.
The tvwo men moved afew steps back. Cd pictured them behind him, their eyes glittering with greed.
He rubbed his hands together, then settled hisfingers on the keyboard,

It had been along, frustrating afternoon. Setting his code back to its usua speed had taken only aminute.
Then had come the waiting.

Though he kept zipping on and off the Net, he'd found no trace of his microcam video. Nowhere. Not
even amention.

Finally, hours gone, he had received natification of bounced-back E-mails. Histransmissonsto the
UCLA professors hadn't reached their destinations. Hed re-sent the vidcam materia nearly five hours
ago, but there waslittle chance anyone would seeit until morning.

"Comeon, Cavin, doit," Ingersoll said.

Yeah, héd doit dl right, hed stedl thefifty billion, but, man, was Ingersoll in for a.shock when the code
finished executing. And then Ca would tell him the redlly bad news.

That's when the bargaining would begin. With the priy.e, Cd'slife.

He touched the execute icon. The chromosomes sprang to life— two parents— and quickly, they
began to swap genes and reproduce.

Bank of Spain

Comm_gat/holdings/47396583 ... Current status: read/write

Federal Reserve

ftreasur y /notes /46€91f44129 ...

Current status; read/write

Billington Securities /Stocks/accounts/32f1c061 ...

Current status, read/write



International Bank of New York

faccounts/acct12432329 ...

Current status; read/write

Cd could fed the excitement radiating from Ingersoll and Greg. They were bresthing morerapidly,
watching the heist progress. He hardly noticed them. He was too focused on the stream of accounts
continuoudy scrolling down his screen in the left Execute window.

Y ears ago, dl those hotshot politicians and corporate bozos had claimed that digital money wasto bethe
wave of thefuture. They hadn't redized that digital money meant sandard transaction units; no more
rubles, no more yen, no more U.S. dollars. Everything would convert instandy to the correct
denominations, as determined by the various countries and economic boundaries. It made international
businessalot smpler. And it made crime much essier.

Cd'slittle babies were multiplying at lightning speed. Blue strands, three-dimensiond helixes: plitting,
recombining, strands from adjacent chromosomes crossing and swapping, the chromosomes killing of f
any tracesthat they had ever existed. Artificid life, evolving naturally, based on intelligence and the fitness
to do aparticular job: to stedl and hide electronic cash. Cdl fet aglow of inner pride. Thiswas
Griswad's big show. Today Griswad was God—though nobody would ever know.

The transfers shifted from one computer node to the next, so quickly that the screen was ablur of blue
chromosomal patterns.

"How much money have you taken? How much longer before were finished?' Ingersoll asked. Hed
moved closer again; his breath was hot on Cal's neck.

"Maybe twenty-five billion accumulated so far, maybe two minutes | eft before the code starts depositing
the cash into the destination accounts," Cd said.

First International Bank of Switzerland cor porate/holdings/87825473 - - -Current satus:.
read/iwrite

Therewas no way to sop it. In five minutes, fifty billion dollars would be stolen. By morning thefinancia
world would be in flames. Chaos would reign. People would wake up, find their mortgagesin ruins, their
savings gone. Forget work; forget play. Bankswould be flooded with mobs of angry patrons. Corporate
leaders would be screaming, wondering how they were going to pay their debts, bankroll their expenses,
figure out how much their customers owed. The U.S. government, and governments al over the world,
would beredling in shock.

Judy and Dan sat in the rental car on asmall bill overlooking the Bar-rington estate, not far from the dirt
road |leading to the estate but not close enough to be noticed. The sun had set, and here, in the middie of
the desert, the compound was abrightly lit oasisin aseaof darkness.

Displayed prominently in the right-hand corner of their windshield was an Internet Security'- Department
sgnwith the officia logo. Both of them now carried |SD identification cards. Having done plenty of work
for the government agency in the past, Judy still had dl their graphics stored on her lgptop. Latein the
afternoon, the hvo of them had made anervoustrip to the local computer workshop, where, for two
dallars, they had run off hard copies- The IDsweren't perfect, but they would pass casual inspection.
And Judy didn't expect anything more.

Judy had a cheap blanket wrapped around her legs, taken from the hotel. On her knees rested the



netpad, connected by sensor to her |aptop. She was aready on the Net. It was ten minutes to twelve,
and Ter-Might was busy.

Using cdl's password taken directly from Bradley Barrington's 32.555.11.9 computer, sheset up a
1,000-pass loop for transmitting emergency signas. Instantly, a thousand messages flew acrossthe Net,
asif coming directly from Barrington and Ingersoll. Within seconds, dl thousand would land in the police,
fire, FBI, and Internet Security Department computersin the Los Angeles and adjacent areas. The
messages screamed of amagjor explosion at the private compound of millionaire Bradley Barrington. The
message would repeat several times before stopping. It was adistress signd that conld not be ignored.

"Ten, fifteen minutes a the most before the cavary arrives,” Judy said. "Let's hope Ingersoll isagtickler
for promptness. The heist should gart Infive.”

Dan sat quietly, hishands gripping the steering whed in adesth lock. Judy suspected he wasimagining
hisfingersaround Ingersoll s neck.

"How could my brother do this?" he muttered, thinking aloud. "How could he?"
They both knew the answer, or hoped they did: because Ca had no choice.
"He's 4l dive Kegp that in mind."

Midnight. No timefor digtractions. "Quiet now," she said.

The previous night's bank heist had swept across the computer node occupied by the First International
Bank of Switzerland. The bank had vast holdings and meager security. The perfect target for ahit. That
node was somewherein the middle of the helst route. It seemed very likely that Cd'sintelligent
chromosomes would cross that destination again tonight. If not. they were truly screwed.

Onthe Net, as Alfred Kosstater, president of the Bank of Switzerland, she had accessto al information
that hit the bank's computer server. Cd would be arriving very soon, his code running at incredible

Speed.

She touched the window that displayed the captured images of last night's chromosomes. She played
through the genetic swapping, in dow motion, watched the unfurling of the chromosomes and their
recombination over and over, mentally checking her theory for onelast time.

Bren and Carl's debugger was ready. Judy had programmed the incredibly fast system in the motel room,
using her captured sample of Ca's code as her test subject. The debugger was now loaded into the Bank
of Switzerland's server, waiting to act. As soon as Cal's chromosomes appeared, Judy would strike
back.

In the bank window, the blue strands appeared, Sarted unfurling. Amplitudes shifted. Curve frequencies
stretched.

The automatic debugging code went into action.

It would capture the executable code running on the server. It would run that code in full dehugger mode.
Judy would catch adatavariable, at hexadecimd leve, and changeit.

She waited, excitement pounding in her chest. Then, bam. The debugger captured afragment of genome
information from a parent chromosome, and on the bank server itself, flipped the small series of gene bits.
Those that had been a 1 hit now flipped to a0, and those that had been a0 bit now flippedto a 1.



It took only an instant, and it was done.

The strands split. In ablur of blue, the subtrees moved from one part of the screen to another. The
subtrees shed their branches, filtered into pixel dust, and faded into nothingness.

"l didit, Dan. | changed Cal's chromosomes. Look at the playback. Look!"
Dan stared at her screen, dazed, confused by Judy's sudden outburst. "What? What have you done?!

She showed him the captured playback of what had just happened at the First International Bank of
Switzerland.

"I knew your brother would hit here. So | waited for him. | took his parent chromosomes, Dan, and |
changed them. | flipped the gene bits. | made digita aleles: other forms of the same genes.™

"So—so what doesthis mean?"
"Look."

Together, they watched the playback again in dow motion. As Cd's chromosomes entered the bank
sarver, the gene bitsflipped, creating new patterns that defined the source, destination, amount of cash
transferred, and the optimal route.

"What doesthismean?' Dan repeated. "1 don't understand. Have you stopped him?”
"Yeah, | sopped him dl right,” Judy said.
Cal couldn't believe what held just seen.

"Whet the hell happened?' Ingersoll screamed. The usudly stone-rigid face wastwisted in anger. His
cheekswerered. Helooked like he was having a heart attack. Cal only hoped it wastrue.

"Goddamn!" Greg grabbed Cal by the shoulders.
"Cam down. Let him go," Ingersoll said. His voice was steady once more. "He's not responsible.”

Greg released hisgrip. Cal stretched his back muscles, rotated his shouldersto easethe pain. "I don't
know what happened f redlly don't know," he said.

The heist had been stopped, literdly dead initstracks. Right there, at the First Internationa Bank of
Switzerland.

He scrolled through his captured trace of the heist. And thereit was. unbelievable,
Someone had gotten to the bank ahead of him. Someone had flipped his gene bits,

The parent chromosomes had started reproducing and creating the children who would provide better
routes for the transfer of cash. That had worked just fine.

But then, the children had inherited unsuitable gene bits from their parents. The children hadn't been
strong enough to survive. They had been weeker than die parents. In analyzing their environment, the
children had determined that the parents offered stronger pathsfor the heist. The children had redlized
that the parents stored the correct amounts for the eectronic transfers, whereas they, ihe children, now
stored incorrect amounts.



The children had killed themsdlves.
The parentsremained dive.

But the parents only knew that they wereto go to the First International Bank of Switzerland. They had
no other destination. So they fizzled out and died, too.

It was amajor programming bug. Onethat Ca had never considered. Chromosomes without a
degtination. Thedigital cash accumulated so far had no place to go, no route on which to continue.
Stopped in midstream, the chain collapsed. The whole thing ground to a halt.

Ingersoll moved hisface closeto Cd's. "Whatever iswrong, fix it." No threats, no mention of Harry's
fate. He merdly stared Cd in the eyes and issued his ultimatum. "Fix it now."

" | need timeto think," Ca said. "Timeto figure out what to do."
32
"Therésno time, Calvin/' Ingersoll said. "It'syour code. Makeit work."

Not knowing what to do, Ca aborted the program. He dapped in a couple of hasty lines of software. He
made the parent chromosomes into read-only snippets of code. Thisway, nobody could write to them;
nobody could change them or flip their bits,

He recompiled the code, tested it once—not a very thorough way of debugging—then touched the
execute icon.

Therewas only one person who could have screwed with Cal's code.

TerMight.

She was out there, working againgt him. Shewas il alive. And maybe so was Dan.

"That probably got their attention,” Judy said. It was five minutes past twelve. "Now, for the clincher.”

Knowing Cal would be forced to try to modify his code, Judy got back to work. She knew some of
Cd's prime hit spots: mgjor banks and Top 50 X XX-rated porno sites, So she copied the debugger
program into al of those Net sites. No matter what Ca did to his program, the debugger would flip the
gene bits as soon as the code reached any of those nodes. There was no way the chromosomes could
avoid the automatic debugging system.

Evenif Ca made his code read-only, it wouldn't matter. The debugger could access any bit of data, and
dramaticaly dter it. Rather than move to the next destination, the dtered chain would break, dissolveinto
nothingness.

She had found thefatal flaw in Cal's bank heist code. Each robbed bank became the termination node.
"When do you think the copswill arrive?' Dan asked.

"Any minute," Judy said. "Cops, firenghters, and every other authority figure within driving distance.
Maybe even afew by air. Should be quite a procession.”

"Onething | don't understand,” Dan said, " Satellite scanswill show that Barrington's etate isn't damaged.
The copsin town won't be fooled. What makes you think al those big guns are actually going to show up
because of afake disaster message?”’



She grinned. "Because | sent those transmissions asif | was Bradley Barrington. It's a county, state, and
federd crimeto hack into police bands. Reporting afase disaster over the Net is extremely serious
business. The ISD treatsit the same asyelling firein acrowded movie theater. Can't imaginethe
authorities are going to bein aforgiving mood with that size computer fraud, especidly after that
billion-dollar heist over the Internet last night.”

Dan smiled, shifted forward in his seet. "Man, you are ahotshot. Y ou and Ca have alot in common.
Y ou'd make some team.”

"Well, don't get any funny ideas. Let'sjust get your brother out of there dive, then worry about teaming
up and that sort of thing later, okay?'

"Well, sure. Didn't mean anything."
She kept silent. Why try to explain? Hed never understand anyway.

Even in the darkness, they could tell the view wasflat. Foothills were dark shapes poking up in the
distance. Here and there, scruffy growths clawed the desert sand. It was bleak, dead.

"What about the murders?' Dan asked. "Rescuing Cd's hot going to wipe out the charges againgt us.”

"It'sdl still amess, Dan; | can't deny that But right now, my main worry isfreeing Cal. Once he's safe,
therest of thisjunk will fdl into place.”

"l hope s0," Dan said. "'I'd hate to spend the rest of my life stedling rentd cars.”

Judy closed the netpad. She pointed to the glow of headlights not far distant. " Jackpot time. Must bea
dozen cars and trucks. Everybody wants a piece of the action. Anybody asks, remember were with
Internet Security. Flash that phony badge. But | don't think we have to worry. It's going to be mass
confuson.”

Srens blaring, fights flashing, the long caravan of police and file vehicles blasted past them, heading for
the Barrington compound. Asthe last car zipped by, Dan shifted their car into gear and eased onto the
road. No one in the procession seemed to notice they had gained another member.

"They probably figurethat, if we're here, we belong,” Dan said. He eased on the brake as the lead car
cameto astop at the estate's front gate. Impatiently, he tapped his fingers on the top of the steering
whed. "Think Ca will bein the manson?'

"Doubt it," Judy said. "I don't think Cal is Barrington'sidea of good company. The old man hates
hackers. Ingersoll probably kept your brother isolated in a cabin or some place like that away from the
main building. Maybe there's aguest house. Once we're on the compound, well find it quick enough.”

"Well, start looking," Dan said, "because herewe go."

Evidently, the two men guarding die entrance had objected to admitting the caravan. Judy bad been right
about the police wanting to dap down Barrington and his flunkies. The guards stood at the Side of the
open gate, their handsraised highintheair. A pair of rugged cops Stood nearby. One casualy held agun
pointed at the guards, while the other was busy reading them their rights. No one gave Judy and Dan a
second glance. The1SD sign did the trick.

Almost immediately, Judy spotted a cottage fifty yards off to the left of the mansion. "That'sit, that's got
tobeit."



"I don't think anybody's going to worn," why we're sopping,” Dan said. Horns were honking, sirens
wailing, men were ydling, red and yellow lightsflashing. Judy could even hear dogs barking. "Placeisa
medhouse.”

Dan jerked the steering whedl and swung the car onto adirt path. "No cover hereat all. Leaving this
place might be aproblem,”

"Stop worrying so much," Judy said, as Dan pulled the car alongside the cottage. " Those jerkoids at the
gate aren't going to be on duty for the rest of the night. They picked the wrong peopleto start an
argument with. Copsin the Mojave don't take any back talk, especialy from these right-wing lunatics.
No one will notice us when we drive off. Come on. Let'sjust find Ca and make tracks."

They hurried out of the car and up to the front door of the cottage. The door wasn't locked. They
entered the front room. No one was there. The place appeared deserted. "Hell," Dan said, "he's got to
be here. Cal! Cd! Where areyou?"

No answer. The cottage was Silent.

"Don't give up. Let's search the place." Judy headed down the hall, noticed two doors on the | eft, one on
theright. Thewallsheld framed prints of the Old West. The pony express or something similar that she
vaguely remembered from her childhood.

She pushed open thefirst door on the l€ft. It didn't hold much-two black leather chairs, ahed, asofa,
and amakeshift desk with acomputer on it. Machine off. No Cal.

"Thismust be where Gal's been working, and living," Dan said. "Maybe Barrington and Ingersoll took
him up to the mansion when the cops arrived.”

Something hard thumped against the door of what looked like the lone closet. Judy wrenched open the
door. Lying on thefloor, arms and legstightly bound by loops of gray duct tape, was amuch thinner,
younger version of Dan. A large piece of tape covered his mouth. Hed been using his head to beat on
the door.

"Ca!" Dan was on hisknees, ripping the tape off his brother's hands and feet, anxioudly at first, then a
little more gingerly. "Thank God you're dive. Thank God. thank God."

With Dan's help, Cal wobbled to hisfeet. He pulled the tape off hislips, yelped as the last inch ripped off
agmall patch of skin. Helooked just like his photo.

"TerMight, right?' Cd said, hisvoice shaky, face turning red. "Judy Carmody?"

"Would you ever have believed this—meeting in person, and al? That was a maximum meltdown tonight,
don't you think?" She was chattering like crazy. Here she was, talking to Griswald. Part of her wanted to
say, I've studied your code, you're ahacker legend, and dl the stuff that Tarantulaand Grouch had said
to her. But he probably wouldn't like it any more than she ever did. Hed probably be uncomfortable
with guys like Hector Rodriguez and Steve Sancbez, probably fed like afoal taking five hundred bucks
an hour, probably fed Ieft out, though he was aguy himsdlf, when the businessmen shook hands and
twittered about sports and cars and beer and their wives.

He grinned, and some of the nervous flush drained from his cheeks. Hisribs stuck out over aconcave
stomach. His shorts were baggy and bung on his hips. Had they been starving him, forcing him to dave
away without giving him food?

"You found afatd flaw in my code." Cd's voice was soft, low. He wasn't used to speaking much to



strangers, any more than Judy was.
She said, "Y ou fought back, but not alot. | thought you'd put up more of astruggle.”

"Notime" Cd said, shaking hishead. "They didn't give me any time. And you know what you've done,
don't you?'

Y eah, Judy knew, dl right. "I don't know how to fix the mess, Cd," shesaid. "All | knew” wasthat | had
to stop the theft, buy you time, get you out of here, and save your neck.”

"Speaking of," Dan said, "this Ingersoll, the NSA honcho, did hetossyou in the closet?

"It was Greg," Cd said, rubbing bisface, "Ingersoll sflunky, You'd just screwed up my chromosomes,
Judy, wrecking the heist. Ingersoll was furious. He really wanted thét fifty billion. | wastrying to rewrite
the program, find amethod of avoiding the flip-flop, when we heard the sirens. He told Greg to keep
watch while he went to investigate. Two minutes after Ingersoll left, Creg taped me up and threw mein
the closet, Guess he figured it was time for aquick exit. Didn't want to kill mefor fear of what Ingersoll
would do, or that somebody would catch him.”

Hiseyes grew wide. "Hey, we gotta get out of here. Before Ingersoll gets back. Hell kill you."
"Grab whatever you need," Dan said, "and let's move."

"One second,” Cal said. Stepping over to the makeshift desk, he booted up his computer. Using one
finger, he typed in asingleword. Atomic. A small mushroom cloud appeared on the screen. Then, the
monitor went blank.

Judy recognized the same technique Cal must have used to destroy his computer in San Jose: f parm,
with 0:0 fff 0. Infect the machine with an atomic bomb, ingtantly destroy dl files, then blitz the operating
sysem.

"That endsthat,” Cd said, "Hate to do it No trace of where that money was stolen from. But I'll be
damned if I'm letting this code get into anybody's hands, It's bad enough what 1've already done.”

"Cdl, if youand | can do what we've done, to that many innocent people—"

"Yeah, | know," besaid. "If you and | can do it, somebody else out there will figure out how to do it,
too."

"Maybe someone like that Jose character,” Dan added.

Y eah, aguy who didn't even know how to destroy things—not on purpose, anyway. An innocent
mistake, that'sal it would take, a the hands of any programmer.

Theworld would fal to its knees.
Cat grabbed alarge green glob of what looked like kid's putty. It smelled like ammonia.
"Lucky charm,” he muttered. "I'm ready.”

They rumbled out of the room and into the narrow halway. Five stepstook them back to the smdl living
room—where they came to a sudden halt, confronted by alean, middle-aged man with dicked-down
black hair. Dressed in a suit and tie, looking as fresh as a cologne ad. He stood beside the door that led
outsde. Thegunin hisright hand was pointed directly a them.



Ashe stared at them, adow smiled formed on hislips. "TcrMight, | believe. Hisvoice was smooth,
relaxed. "And | suppose that you must be Cavin's brother. Daniel Nikonchik. The chili dog king."

"You'reIngersoll," Dan said, grabbing alamp off the table by the sofa. " The son of abitch who
kidnapped my brother. And sent those killers to murder me and Judy.”

Still smiling, Ingersoll nodded. The gunin his hand didn't waver. "Guilty as charged. Robert Ingersoll,
Nationa Security Agency, a your service. | had afeding—when thisamazing convoy
arrived—that'let-Might had to be behind it. | left poor old Bradley Barrington up a the mansion and
hurried down here as quickly as| could. Madeit in the nick of time, it seems.”

He gestured with the gun. "Calvin, get over here. Now."
"Noway," Cd sad. "I'm not moving. Y ou're crazy, Ingersall, just plain crazy.”

"Five seconds, Cavin," Ingersoll said. "Start waking. Or | blow ahole in your brother's ssomach and you
can watch hisguts spill onthefloor. Y ou know I'm not bluffing. Remember Harry. Five, four .. ."

"I'mcoining,” Cd said, hisvoiceturning ghill. "I'm coming.”
Judy couldn't believe what she was hearing, what she was seeing.

After al that sheld been through, everything sheldd done, this couldn't be happening. She couldn't fail now.
Shewouldn't let it happen.

"It'sover, Ingersoll,” Dan said. "Y ou're finished. Judy stopped the heist. Nothing you can do now. Why
the hell don't you just let it go?"

Ingersoll'slaugh was short and bitter. He hardly seemed to notice Cal, standing at his Sde, nervoudly
kneading the green glob in hisright hand. "' Give up fifty billion, chili man? That wouldn't be very smart,
would it? Not with Cavin till dive. And two murder suspects dead. Once TerMight isout of the picture,
Ca can run his code again. And fatten my anonymous bank accounts.”

"That'swhat you think!" Ca screamed, and he dammed the green glob into Ingersoll's eyes. Caught
completely off guard, the NSA agent howled in pain. With hisleft hand, he desperately tried to ped the
ammoniaglob from hiseyes. Hisright hand jerked, squeezing the gun'strigger. A bullet whizzed across
the living room, through the window, and shattered the glass. An ingtant later, Dan dammed the lamp
againgt Ingersoll's right hand. The gun dropped to the floor.

The two men grappled, crashed into the back wall of the room with athud, then tumbled to the floor,
amsflalingwildly.

Dgavu, Judy thought, as she scrambled forward. One of Dan's hands was flattened across Ingersoll's
face, keeping the green blob over his eyes. His other hand had the lamp cord. Hewastrying frantically to
wrap the cord around the NSA man's neck.

Cal hopped back and forth, screaming incoherently. Judy, laptop held with both hands, searched for an
opening.

Ingersoli's palms whipped to Dan's chest, shoved him back. He grabbed Dan's shirt and shoved again.
Dan fell back onto the sofa.

Green glop clinging to hisface and dripping, the NSA agent roseto hisfeet. Asdid Dan.



"I'm going to rip out—" Ingersoll began. Fury was replaced by surprise when Dan punched him solidly in
the stomach, then followed with abrutdl |eft and right to the head.

The NSA agent struck wildly at Dan, who stepped aside and smashed Ingersol! in the face with asavage
uppercut. Face bloody, the agent tried grabbing Dan by the shoulders, only to be met by akneeto the
groin. With ascreech of pain, Ingersoll dropped to his knees, closeto Judy. She didn't hesitate. Ingersoll
was the man responsible for murdering Trev, Jeremy, Larabee, Mercy, and Haillstorm.

Raising her [aptop as high as she could, with both hands, she smashed it into the back of Ingersoll's head.
With agrunt, his features went dack and he collgpsed facefirg to the floor.

"Grab hisgun, Cd," she commanded. There would be no murder tonight.

"Y our—your lgptop,” Ca said, grabbing the gun off the floor. He held it gingerly by the barrdl, asif it
weredive and might bite him. "Y ou hit him with your Igptop!”

"Jugt alittle blood on the carrying case,” Judy said. "It'll wash off. Anyway, al my stuff isbacked up on
the nerpad and at Bren and Carl's place.”

"Nicely done," Dan said, grinning. "Y ou redlly know how to use that computer, TerMight."
"|—I hateviolence," Cd mumbled.
"Timeto go," Dan sad, grabbing Cd'sarm.

"One second.”" Judy pulled the nylon cable ties from her laptop case. She stooped to wind the cable
around lugersoll's ankJes.

"Sorry to interrupt, folks," avoice said from the cottage door, "but I'm afraid that won't be possible.”

Three gate troopers stood in the opening. Big, powerfully built men, they dl carried guns. They were
looking at Cal. "Son," the lead man said, the one doing al the talking, " please put that wegpon on the
floor. Right now."

"Sure" Cd said. Knedling, he gently put the gun on thefloor. "I hate guns.”

One of the troopers cautioudy moved forward, plucked the gun off the floor, and dropped it into a
plastic bag. The trooper wore tissue-thin gloves. To prevent fingerprints.

Judy rose from tying Ingersoll's ankles, dropped the cable.

"Seems like you folks had some sort of disagreement here." The lead trooper— Sergeant Evans,
according to his name tag —glanced at the bloody computer case, then at Ingersoll. " Argument over a

computer game?"'

"Officer, arrest these people,” Ingersoll whispered, hisvoice durred. He dowly shifted into asitting
position, pried the remnants of the ammoniablob from hiseyes. "They're fugitives, wanted in Los Angeles
and San Jose for murder. They just tried to kill me."

Evans nodded, hisface expressionless. "Murder, huh? Los Angeles and San )ose. Now the Mojave?
Sure cover the miles.” He made no effort to assist Ingersoll in any way. "And who areyou, Sr?”

"Robert Ingersoll." He couldn't open his eyes. Tears coursed down his cheeks, spurred by the ammonia,
"Damn, that hurts."



"Robert Ingersoll?" the cop said.
"Yes, gr. Nationd Security Agency, United States government.”

"Yeah, NSA," Cd said. "He'sthe maniac behind abillion-dollar heist off the Internet. And hetried to
ged another fifty billion tonight.”

"Not to mention,” Judy added, "that he's the man behind al the false disaster reports submitted tonight
over the illegally tapped police communicationslines.”

"Ridiculous,” Ingersoll said, struggling to hisfeet. "Thiswoman is—"

"Enough jawing," Evanssaid. "I've heard enough. Y ou'll have your chanceto talk up at the big house.
That'swherewere going.”

He turned to one of the other troopers. ""Calhoun, you and Ames check the cabin for any more surprise
guests. Then sedl the place. We don't want to be accused of OJing the evidence. I'm heading up the hill
with these three. I'm sure Captain Sawyer's going to be thrilled to make their acquaintance.”

Judy fdt aflush riseto her cheeks. Despite having rescued Cdl, they were till in deep trouble. She stood
accused of murder, without any evidence to offer in her defense. She was trapped, and there was no
placeleft to run.

Her spirits hit rock bottom; then she looked at Cal. He lifted his eyebrows, gave her aquick grim amile.
Ca had atrick up hisdeeve.

Though TerMight had played dl her cards, maybe Grisvad held afind ace.
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Sergeant Evans marched them up astone path to the house on the hill. It was ahuge white building, a
mansion in the yle of the plantations of the Old South. Even in the dark, Judy could see that the gardens
were opulent. Flowering succulents, rose bushes: the air was fragrant with perfume. It was agarden of
Eden, aplace that should have satisfied anyone, but this place held greedy men who aways needed
more.

No guns showed; there was no need. The sergeant hadn't said she couldn't talk, so Judy asked the
obvious question. "Dan, where did you learn to fight like that?"

"My parents were weirdo neohippies, Judy,” Dan said, chuckling, but | never said they were pacifists.
Growing up in acommune, but attending a public high schoal, | had to learn how to defend mysdlf. My
dad was a pro boxer before he went back to nature. He taught me how to use my fists."

Dan looked down at his bloody knuckles and smiled. "Guess he wasn't that bad afather."

Inside the mansion, they were steered down carpeted hallways, past mahogany bookcases and more
paintings of the greet frontier. They filed into alarge office, aready filled with people.

Judy stood closeto Cal and Dan, and the three of them huddled by a glass case that held crystal goblets
and vases. On the walls were framed portraits of an old guy standing with past presidents and other
famous people.

Ingersoll, accompanied by Sergeant Evans and another state trooper, was ushered to the center of the
room. He stopped before an immense desk. Sitting behind the desk was the old guy from the photos.



Except he was even older in person, and it seemed to Judy his eyes were those of a deranged man:
baffled, and burning with a passion that made no sense.

Nothing about this man made senseto her.
He was Bradley Barrington.

Judy'sfather probably hated him. Judy's mother would have fallen to the floor and kissed Barrington's
fedt,

Judy glanced at the other people in the room. A woman in askirt suit sat in an antique chair dongside
Barrington's desk. Her brown hair wastied into abun on top of her head. This woman wastrying to look
asif shewasal business: her clothing and demeanor practicaly screamed, treast me like aman. But there
was an undercurrent, perhaps the way she glanced at Cal and Ingersoll, that betrayed her facade. Judy
figured her for aman-eater in businessvomen's garb.

On the other side of the desk stood a short, muscular man. A long scar stretched down his neck. Hewas
trying to appear totaly disinterested in what was happening. The skirt-suited bimbo was glancing at him,
too, trying to catch hiseye.

A haf dozen additional men and women, several in uniform, stood by the closed door. None of them
looked happy.

Onewasatdl, lanky state trooper, clean shaven, with sandy hair and blue eyes. Captain Sawyer,
according to the name badge on his shirt, walked across the office and confronted Barrington. "Okay,
here's your man. Ingersoll. My men found him at the guest house. Now, we're ready for some answers.”

Sawyer turned to one of the men by the door. "Everything's being taped. Right?"

The man nodded, "No swesat. Got our unit running. Plus, Barring-ton's got the whole place tapped and
running on continuous video. Everything in thisroom isaways taped.”

Barrington's eydids fluttered. His voice was surprisingly loud and clear for aman in such frail condition. "l
liketo keep informed. Nothing illega about that.”

Ingersoll, hisface bruised, with atinge of green acrossthe bridge of his nose, was cool and calm, "Can
we get on with things, Captain? Theresasmple reason for thisentire incident, if you'l just let me
explan.”

"Bob," Barrington said, "where have you been? Please, explain to these ... these bureaucrats that we had
nothing to do with their supid emergency transmission. They refuseto believe me.”

"Please be quiet, Mr. Barrington," Captain Sawyer said. He stared at Judy and the others. "Okay, now
who are these people?’

"Found these falksin the guest house, Captain,” Sergeant Evans said. "They were engaged in afairly
violent argument with Mr. Inger-soll. A wegpon had been discharged. No injuries other than diose
resulting from the tusde. Mr. Ingersoll claimsto be working for the National Security Agency. Saysthe
others are fugitives, wanted for murder. They say hel'sthe man who sent theillegal Sgnd. And stolea
billion dollars."" "NSA?" the captain said, staring at Ingersoll. "I didn't redize there were any
unaccounted-for government agentsin the area.”

"Captain,” Ingersoll said, hisvoice cam and leve. "Captain, 1 demand you arrest these people—"



"Robert Ingersoll?* amiddle-aged woman interrupted and stepped next to Captain Sawyer, Dressed
conservatively in navy skirt and matching jacket, she stared closdy at Ingersoll, asif trying to place him.
"MIT graduate, class of 19787 Encryption specidist, recently retired from NSA after thirty years
service? That'swhat the gold ring on your finger means, correct?”

"Bob," Barrington said, hisbooming voice beginning to shake, "you told me you came from the
government. Y -you're not amember of the National Security Agency?'

Ingersoll drew in a deep breath, appeared momentarily uncertain. Then he addressed the woman. "Y es.
I'm that Robert Ingersoll. Didn't mean to imply I'm gtill with the agency. Just afigure of speech. Old
habits die hard. Doesn't change the facts. Thiswoman is Judy Car-mody, aso known as TerMight. She's
wanted in both Laguna Beach and San Jose for murder.”

"It'salie" Judy sad, "1 didn't kill anyone."

"Of course not,” Ingersoll said, with a contemptuous laugh. "The man next to her is Dan Nikonchik, her
accomplice. Hisbrother is—"

"Calvin Nikonchik, also known as Griswald," the woman said. She pulled a badge out of her purse. "'l
know al about TerMight and Griswald. I'm Susan Dexter, Internet Security Department.”

She pointed to a short, stocky man, who was talking softly into anetpad. "Riley Marx, my partner. He's
keeping our office informed of developments here. We're well aware of the crimesMs. Carmody is
accused of committing. Lately it ssemsthat theré's some question asto their vdidity. That's something to
be settled in court, not here.

"We were on the road, on our way to the compound from the Los Angeles office, when Riley picked up
the emergency brush firereport. | arranged to rendezvous with Captain Sawyer at the estate. What a
pleasant surprise. It seemslike everyone we wanted to interview is present.”

"Internet Security?' Ingersoll said. Suddenly, his calm voice betrayed anote of uncertainty. Los Angeles
was three hours to the west. "On your way here befor e the emergency bulletin?'

"Have you been on the Net anytime in the last few hours, Mr. Ingersoll?* Susan Dexter asked.

"No," Ingersoll said. "I've been busy with Mr. Barrington, discussing business plans. Nothing to do with
the NSA.. I'm here advising him on future investments.”

'l bet," Dexter said wryly. She smiled at Cd, "And | can guess where the money comes from. For the
past three hours, Mr. Ingersoll,

on hundreds of Web sites across the country, a quite spectacular video has been, running. Shot with a
microcam that uses the latest digital technology. The picture and sound are nice and clear. | received a
copy early, from aprofessor friend at UC Berkeley. That video clearly showsyou, Mr. Ingersoll,
ordering an unseen hacker—" Susan Dexter smiled pleasantly at Cd. "—to stedl abillion dollars off the
Internet. While such information is not admissible as evidencein acourt of law, Mr, Ingersall, I'd say you
and your rich friend have agreat ded to explain.”

"Yes!" Cd cried. "All right! It'sabout time!"

"My God," Barrington said. The big man dumped back in hisarmchair, his expresson numb. "Oh my
God."

"Internet video," Ingersoll said, "That—that'simpossible. It'safraud. Completdy fake. Y ou—you can do



anything with digital photography. Nikonchik doesn't even own avideo camera”

"Yes, | do," Cd sad, "and the officers here can find it hidden under my mattressin that prison hole you
cdled abedroom. It'sawrigt cam. The latest modd. The original videoistill onit.”

"Wherethe hell did you get that?' Ingersoll said, Silent for amoment, the ex-NSA agent turned dowly
and stared at the skirl-suited brunette with the prim bun on the top of her head.

"Gloria? You bitch," he said, hisvoicerisngin anger. "Y ou decaitful, lying bitch!"
"Hey," Captain Sawyer said, "watch that."

The brunette—Gloria—rose from her chair. "Don't talk to me about lying," she said, sneering at Ingersoll.
"I'm not stupid. Greg told me how you were planning to double-cross me. Nobody plays me for a
sucker.”

"Glorig," Barrington wheezed. "How could you? I've dways treated you like one of the family.”

"Sure" shesad, "indalling acamerain my room so you could watch me undress, taping my phone calls.
Just like one of the family, you old bastard.”

"Gregtold you?' Ingersoll said. Hishands clenched in figts. "Greg?
The two of you, screwing around, scheming behind my back? Y ou told her about my plans?’

The man with the scar shrugged. "Don't give me any holier-than-thou crap, boss. Didn't take arocket
scientist to redlize you weren't planning to split the cash with anybody. I'm not stupid. I'm not Harry."

"Shut up, you idiot," Ingersoll sad. "Don't say another word." Then to Dexter, "Weve done nothing
wrong. Theré's no evidence, nothing that will hold up in court, We need alawyer. Now."

"Your privilege" Captain Sawyer said. " Sergeant Evans, read al of mem their rights. Lookslike were
taking the entire crew into custody.”

"I refuseto say another word without recelving counsdl from my attorney,” Ingersoll said. Helooked at
Barrington, then Gloria, then Greg. "l adviseyou al to do the same.”

Judy looked at Dan. He appeared as stunned and baffled as she was. She couldn't resst asking. "Who's
Harry?'

Cat laughed- "Captain, I'll tell you why Ingersoll wants Gloriaand Greg to shut up. Because they know
that Mr. Ingersoll shot and killed his other assistant, Harry, yesterday. Shot him point-blank in the head. |
saw the whole thing mysdlf. Greg dumped the body in the desert. He probably— "

"You little son of abitch!" Ingersoll roared, leaping forward suddenly. He grabbed for Cal's neck.

His hands never connected. Sergeant Evans stepped forward, caught Ingersoll by the shirt collar, swung
him around, and threw him into achair hard enough to make the wood frame shudder. "NSA, huh?' the
state trooper said contemptuoudly. "Big ded ."

"Thank you, Sergeant," Captain Sawyer said. "What a can of wotms. | suspect we're better off at police
headquarters. Ms. Dexter, do you agree?”’

"Definitely,” the 1SD agent said, "though | suspect thismesswill wind up in federal court. Ingersoll and his
rich buddy may have violated just about every Internet security law on the books. Should makefor an



extremely interesting trid. And theré's murder to consider.”

"You'l never pin thistheft on me" Ingersoll said. He pointed afinger a Cd. "Hesthe one. Cavin
Nikonchik, the hacker. He wrote the code, executed the operation. Not me,"

"What do you say to that, Grisvad?' Ms. Dexter asked. "Seems like tonight you're the one with dl the
ansvers.”

"l say, send your assistant down to the guest house to check my computer. See what hefinds," Ca
responded,

"Riley," Susan Dexter said. "Go ahead. The main office can survive for afew minutes without your
bulletins. Look for the watch with the minicam, too.”

Riley Marx, accompanied by one of Captain Sawyer's men, hurried from the room. Hewas back in less
than ten minutes. In one hand, he held awristwatch.

"Computer's wiped clean. Absolutely blank." The ISD agent shrugged his shoulders, grinned. "Almogt as
if someone nuked the whole machine. Not to mention a! backups stashed on the server.”

Dan laughed. "Damn! | always thought you needed meto protect you, Cd. Looks likeit's the other way
around.” "No code?" Ingersoll shrieked. "But, but..." If there was no trace of the genetic code on Gal's
machine, then there was no proof to link him with the bank heist. All Judy's computers contained wasthe
origind code done for Dan's restaurant, and fragments of the heist. Nothing that could be used as
evidence. Her name, inserted in the looted bank files, wasn't proof that she had committed the crime,
either. Without the actual code, there was no hard evidence that arobber)' had even taken place.

"Enough fooling around,” Captain Sawyer said. "Time we got these people out of here. It'sgoingto bea
long night, so we better start working."

The state trooper looked at Ingersoll, then Greg. "Well come back in the morning, with bloodhounds. To
seeif they canfind abody.” "Lies” Ingersoll said. "All lies,”

"Sure," Captain Sawyer said. "That'swhat they al say, Sergeant Evans, you take these three—" He
pointed to Judy, Ca, and Dan. "—in your car. I'll take Mr. Ingersoll and Mr. Barrington with me
Stransky can have the pleasure of the two lovebirds. Agreed?!

"Soundsfine, Captain,” Evans said. "Everybody up. Timeto go bye-bye."

Wearily, Judy let the troopers take her arm. It had been an incredible evening. One she would never
forget It wasn't quite over, but findly she fdt asthough things might work out,

She hoped they'd |et her shower at the station. She'd be happy even to wear some clean prison clothes.
And maybe they'd finally give her adecent bite to edt, too.

Ca waved ahand at Captain Sawyer, likealittle kid in school, anxiousto speak. "Mind if | say
something to Mr. Barrington before you take him away? Won't take long, nothing secret.”

"Free country, kid," Sawyer said. "But, no profanity, okay?'
"Never," Cd sad,

Hewalked up to Barriugton, who was being helped out of his chair by one of the policemen. "Mr.
Barrington, | just want to say that you're dead-on right.”



"Right?' the old man said, .scowling a Cd. "What do you mean?”'

"Computers have changed the world, and thereis no truth in the digital age. Facts and figures can be
altered, changed by one touch of anicon. Nothing's safe; nothing's sacred. Records, files, data. Not even
the digital keys of secret bank accounts.”

Barrington'sjaw dropped. His ruddy festures turned bleach white. Ingersoll, afew stepsto one side,
groaned and covered hisface with hishands.

Judy laughed. Despite having stolen abillion dallars, Barrington and Ingersoll weren't adimericher. The
money had disappeared into anonymous bank accounts across the world. Digital cash, it could only be
accessed dectronicaly over die Net. And Cd had changed the digital keys.

The robbers had been robbed.
Unfortunately, there was il that mess back at Laguna Savingsto clean up.

Worse, astream of eectronic cash, billions of dollars—hijacked from corporations and Joe homeowners
al over theworld —had been stopped dead cold in transit by the termination node. The money had
dissolved into nothingness, disappeared without atrace.

How would they ever get Ihe billions back to their origind bank accounts? Who even knew where the
origina accounts were, where the money had been stolen from?

Ca had spoken the truth. Barrington, the right-wing radical, was right. Though he hadn't gotten any
richer, hed proven the inevitable point: in the digital world, nobody was safe. Even Judy's money was
gone, possibly forever. The Net was one hell of a dangerous place.

A frightening thought, but it wastrue. And what Judy had told Dan back in San Jose was equally
true-Hackersrule.

EPILOGUE
Judy stooped by the ocean and lifted awashed-up sand dollar.

"I used to collect those asakid,” Cd sad. "Kept them in jars next to my bed. They dways crumbled,
though; took only afew weeks."

Cal pushed his sunglasses higher on his nose and hopped back as ocean froth curled up to hisankles. A
saty spray whipped the hair around hisface.

Helooked pretty slly in tiger-print bathing trunks and azoid T-shirt. His nose was dathered in cold
cream.

"Everything crumbles, Cd. Sand dollars—" She amiled. "—even digitd dollars. It'sthe pattern of life.
Likethewaves." She pointed, and he nodded, as the waves rose and peaked, then collapsed and died.

"I know," he said, "but | wanted my sand dollarsto last. | thought they were pirate treasure.”

"Maybe you think too much. Or maybe you think too little." She rose and took his elbow, gently steered
him down the beach. The sand was coarse and cold beneath her feet. "For example,” she said, "if you got
rid of the cold cream, maybe your glasses would stop diding down your nose.”

Helaughed. It wasn't aghrill and hysterica laugh. Not the laugh of aman fleeing in terror, not the laugh of
someone trying to convince murderers that the building superintendent was just there to do repairs. It was



acam and mellow laugh, as gently rounded as waves far out to sea, where they just brushed the horizon.

Ca stopped walking. He stared at a couple of girls sprawled on ablanket near apam tree. "Wow," he
sad, "would you look a them."

Even thislate in the season, the hard-core sunbathers were out in full force. Skin glistened in ail.
Microbikinis barely covered their bodies.

"Thosetwo look fried, Cd," Judy said reproachfully. Y eah, they sure did, lying motionless on their
stomachs, baking under the December sun, their limbs perfect, their brains probably containing about as
much asthe dead sand dollars.

"Think they might want to meet acelebrity?' Ca asked.

Judy laughed, It felt good to laugh. It felt good to be alive, not on the run. It felt good to have afriend,
evenif it wasagirl-crazy geek like Cd.

"Only oneway totell," she answered. "Why not go over aud introduce yoursdlf. They've probably seen
you on V. Maybe they have athing for hackers."

"Well, | don't know," Cd said, sounding dightly nervous. "Y oure right. They're probably vacuum heads.
| want agirl with brains. Someone perfect, like you."

"That's swest, Cd," Judy said, She reached out and squeezed his shoulder. Sowly but surely shewas
learning to interact with people, to ded with them on apersona basis. It was adifficult but steady
process.

Cal was her friend, akid. But afriend, like Dan Nikonchik and Steve Sanchez. Men sheliked, whose
company she enjoyed, but they didn't interest her romantically. Sooner or later, she'd meet the right guy,
but shewasin no rush. Life was much more interesting taken one day at atime.

Ca shifted his gaze back to the ocean. Midnight blue water laced with pink and yellow threads from the
sun. Gulls cawed overheed, diving for fish. It was beautiful, tranquil, but though shewas clad in jeans and
aT-shirt, Judy wanted to keep moving. The spray was giving her achill.

"Comeon, Cd," shesad, "let'sfinish our walk, and then I'm teaching you how to Rollerblade, like you
promised.”

"Me, Rollerblading. I'll probably fal down and kill mysdlf."
"No, you won't, because you'll analyze it to deeth before you even take your first step.”

Helaughed again. "That'swhy | like you, Judy, Y ou push meto do things I've never done before. Y ou've
opened up awhole new life for me. Like that Sanchez contract, It's fun sniffing out those security leaks.
Easy way to make good money. And Steve reminds me of Dan. Same high-pressure sales pitch. Makes
mefed right at home."

"I'm just glad it'sworking out so well for you," Judy said. At the moment, she considered herself retired.
No computer work, no security-jobs, nothing of any significance. It was nice just being Judy Carmody
for achange, not TerMight. Someday, she hoped to work with Cal on finishing his Dozong project. But,
that wasin the future,

"I likeyour earrings” Cd said, "Bren give them to you?"



"Suredid,” Judy said, fingering the NORs dangling from her ears. "Sheinssted | take them when | visited
her and Carl last week."

It had been nice seeing Bren under norma conditions, not worry-ing that the police might break down the
door any minute. They had talked for hours, about code, about people they knew in common, about life
ingenerd. A good vigt Afterward, though, Judy redlized that as much as sheliked Bren, and in many
ways, admired her, she had no desire to be like Bren. She wanted alife that wasn't hooked into a
computer day and night, There was moreto living than work, and Judy meant to find it. No matter how
long it took.

The cold cream was melting on Ca's nose. Hewiped it on hisdeeve. "There. Better?”
"Much," Judy sad.

"And when are you going to take my advice, and get into one of those microbikinis? Something tellsme
you'd attract alot more attention.”

"Not thekind of attention | want, Cal."

They sauntered farther down the beach toward the edge of the boardwalk, then climbed the stone stairs
that led to the wooden walkway, where Cal would get hisfirst Rollerblade lesson. His pace was dowing.
"l can seeit'sgonnatake along timeto change you,” he said.

No. Some things would never change. Judy would never strut her stuff in amicrobikini, hoping to attract
studboys with her suntanned thighs. She'd never be able to expose that much of hersdlf to anyone.

Cd panted from the upward climb. He wasn't used to exercise. He kept pausing to examine the flowering
succulents and palms, pretending to be fascinated by the plant life. "By theway,” he said, "Dan sends his
regards. Told meto tell you the next time you cometo town, hell take you for aridein his new Porsche.
A glver one”

"Notinamillion years" Judy said. The thought of another car ride with Dan made her shudder. "How's
he managing? Any problemswith those friends of his?"

"Nope," Cd sad. "Loan sharks don't like dedling with people in the limelight. And once he sold the
restaurant to one of their stooges, they lost al interest in Dan. Believeiit or not, he's talking about
investing the money from the sdle, putting it into asummer camp.”

"A camp? Y ourekidding."

Cal shook his head. "Don't laugh. Dan knows hisway around the woods. Never liked to admit it, but he
learned alot growing up on the commune. When | talked to him on the phone, he actually sounded pretty
excited about the idea.”

"Probably serve sausages and potato chipsfor lunch," Judy said. It was good news. Dan had finally
begun to make peace with his past.

"Y ou see Gloriaon the Net today?' Ca asked. "Man, did shelook hot. | thought the news guy was
gonnaattack her, right there during the interview."

"Ever figure out why she gave you that microcam?" Judy asked. "Never made much senseto me."

Cal shrugged. "Don't know for sure. But, | suspect she guessed that Ingersoll planned to double-cross
her and she wanted die tape for blackmail. Figured she could twist me around her littlefinger." He



grinned, looking goofy. "Greg must havetold her | had awesknessfor girls”

"Y ou have aweaknessfor bimbos," Judy said, laughing again. "Isthetrid ever going to sart? Seemslike
al they doisinterview juror after juror. Amazing how many people they've dismissed.”

"Newsgroups on the Net are dready cdling it thetria of the new century,” Cd sad, "Even beforeit
darts. It'sgot everything: rogue government agent, crazy millionaire, antitechnology, hot-looking babe,
and her jealous boyfriend. Throw in abillion-dollar robbery, abunch of murders, and it makes great
entertainment”

"Not so entertaining,” Judy said. "The economy's still afreaking mess. It's hard enough just buying food
these days. Thousands of people still can't accesstheir digicards, their credit accounts, their savings.
Even corporations. No way to do payroll. No clue who owes what on mortgages. | hate what we've
done, C4l."

Heglowered. "I didn't do it on purpose.”
"We were both forced into it. It was that, or be murdered. Not much choice."

"Thefreak thing isthat they've shut down VileSpawn,” Ca said. "Closed most everything interesting on
the Net Just smple entertainment stuff running, like news showsand Migtie Lane."

"WEél, I'm not looking forward to testifying," Judy said. "1'd be happy if | never saw Ingersoll or
Barrington again. They made their point good and hard. They nearly destroyed the Internet and everyone
connected to it."

"L ook at the bright sde. Lawyers might not even cdl you. Hard to pin the murders on Ingersoll,
especidly with Tony Tuska, Paul Smith, and Ernie Kaye al dead. Ms. Dexter saysthat she thinksthe
prosecutors will probably concentrate on Harry's death and the billion-dollar heist. The other stuff will
comelater. Onetrid after another. It'll take years.”

"Been seeing alot of Ms. Dexter, huh?' Judy asked.

"Plenty,” Cd said. "She's pretty sharp for ISD. We're dmost done transferring the stolen billion back into
the right accounts. Taking longer than | thought, but it'sworking out okay."

"She'slucky you're honest,” Judy said. "Not many people would re-ham abillion dollars.™

"A billion is nothing compared to what the second heist blew away, Judy. The 1SD can't trace those
thefts. | doubt welll ever recover dl that money. Maybe some of it, thanks to daily bank backups, but
how do you unravel the millions, maybe billions, of bank transactionsthat | pulled within afew minutes?
Banks are pulling out of eectronic cash. People everywhere are scared to death. | don't know. | fed like
Saan.”

"Well, Satan has decades of computer security contracts ahead of him. Y ou'll berich, Anyonein our
business, Cd, will bein busnessfor along time. Faceit. Next time some lunatic triesto loot the Net, it'll
be much worse than what we did.”

They reached the top of the stairs and sat on awooden bench while Judy strapped on her Rollerblades.
Cd'spair had training whedls.

"l don't know about this, Judy."

"Oh, come on. It'snot going to kill you."



He dipped onefoot into a skate. Tentatively tightened the Velcro straps. "Well, | supposeit'll build up
rny leg muscles. And it might attract the chicks."

"Cd, what it'll do isgive you asense of freedom from al the computer work. Trust me onthis. | know."

Shewas dready on her feet, skating in tight circles, feding the old rush. She was anxiousto get moving,
fed thewindin her ears.

"Why isfreedom so important?* he called, struggling to stand, then wobbling and clutching the bench.

Shelooked over her shoulder a him, gave amighty push with her right hand, and sent hersdlf soaring
down the boardwa k past a young mother with ababy. The baby looked up, startled. The mother smiled.

"Because freedomisdl we have, Cal."
He grimaced, then rolled forward on both skates. His back arched. Hisarms waved wildly. "Wait up!”

She stresked over the boards. They clattered beneath her skates. She crouched, crossed her legs, aiming
for maximum speed as she zoomed around the volleyball nets.

Freedom. It was worth anything. She'd whed back and retrieve Cd. But not quite yet.
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