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DISCLAIMER

This book isawork of fiction. The governmental agencies depicted in this novel are intended to represent no
agencies or offices now in existence or expected to exist in the foreseeable future. In particular, this novel
concerns the actions of the Federal Department of Investigation, which should not be construed as aliterary
stand-in for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Thereal agency isthe FBI: thisbook concernsthe FDI. The
charactersin thisbook are entirely fictitious and their words and actions should not be construed as areflection
on the behavior or character of the heroic men and women of American law enforcement. Above all, under no
circumstances should the inquisitive reader attempt to substitute the letters FBI for FDI in any Internet URL or

Web page address that may be depicted in this book.

Well, okay, if you really want to try it, it's your ass...
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CONFI DENTI AL E- MEMO

TO ALL FDI REG ONAL & FI ELD OFFI CES
FROM DI RECTOR, | NTERNET SECURI TY DI VI SI ON
DATE: 15 JUNE 2010

RE: UNSCLVED CASE REM NDER

PRI ORI TY: URGENT

Al'l officers and special agents are rem nded to be on
t he | ookout for JACK BURROUGHS (aka MAX KOOL), stil
wanted in connection with repeated serious violations
of the Corporate Data Privacy, Internet Non-Viol ence
and Decency, and Federal Enbarassing Data Secrecy acts
commtted during the period of May - June 2005. Subject
i s a Caucasi an- Anerican mal e, at present age 28, and an
acconpl i shed conputer expert with a long record of
antisocial attitudes and behaviors. H's |last known

| ocati on was Hawaii, although this intelligence is now
nore than three years old and is no | onger deened 100-
percent reliable.

Any suspected sighting of Burroughs should be reported
i mredi ately to the FDI National Conputer Crine Center
at http://ww. fdi.gov/conpcrimhtm

DO NOT, REPEAT, DO NOT forward |leads or information to
the National Infrastructure Protection Agency! Dammt
people, this is an FDI case, and we will crack it

w t hout any nore help fromthose snug bastards at N PA!
That's all we need is for Director Jackson to cone
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wal ki ng into the next Senate appropriations hearing
with... oh ny, this thing is transcribing everything I
say, isn't it? Um.. strike that. Begin new paragraph,
enphasi s on, all caps.

DO NOT, REPEAT, DO NOT ATTEMPT A SOLO ARREST!

Burroughs is a known associ ate of JOSEPH LEMAT (aka
Gunnar Savage) and | NGE ANDERSSON (aka Don Verm celli),
the notorious international arnms smugglers, con
artists, and Internet nmarketing consults. LeMat and
Andersson are al so wanted on outstandi ng state,
federal, and Interpol warrants too nunmerous to nention
here: for a conplete list updated weekly see http://
www. f di . gov/ nostwant/tenlist. htm Agents encountering
LeMat and Andersson are advised that these two are
consi dered heavily armed and extrenely dangerous, and
that no arrest should be attenpted w thout tank backup
and air support.

For what it’s worth, there are persistent runors on
alt.conspiracy. nutcase that Burroughs, LeMat, and
Ander sson have either joined or been executed by SCARW
the Secret Cabal that Actually Rules the Wrld. Cur
|iaison at OSS assures us no such organi zation actual ly
exists, for if it did, Secret Cabal that Actually Rul es
the Earth woul d make for a far better acronym

Finally, a special advisory to all FDI personnel wthin
driving distance of Quantico: c¢'non, people, we're a
multi-billion-dollar Federal agency. Let's coordinate
the departnent picnic this year, okay? Last year we
wound up with enough potato salad to feed Georget own
and not one bottle of ketchup. Surely thereis roomfor
i nprovenent, no?

Regar ds,

Gty

Dl R- 1 NTSEC



hc_2.0/brbethke/3

1

TABULA RASA

When | was about five years old and first learning to ride a
bi cycle, ny father gave ne sone advice. He said, "Son, never
worry about where you've been. It's where you're going that
knocks your front teeth out."

Wth that thought firmy fixed in mnd---it's either that or
Dad' s one ot her piece of worthwhil e advice, which was, "Never bet
on a horse nanmed Lucky"---we can discard all that has gone before,
and begin in one bright, shining, omiscient and retrospective

nmonent :

- June 23, 2010 -

The Earth hangs like a big blue aggie marble in the silent
vast ness of space, a fragile island of life and liquid water in
the cold, unforgiving, and for all practical purposes infinite
CcOoSnDS.

But that's not ny problem

In London it's already one o' clock in the norning of the next
day, and a pack of knuckl e-draggi ng Aryan ski nheads have j ust

finished kicking the tar out of an agi ng Paki stani shopkeeper in a
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deserted tube station. As he lies there on the cold concrete
pl atform coughi ng sticky bubbles of bright blood and drifting in

and out of consciousness, he wonders: Wat's wong with the

security caneras? Were are the Police? He doesn't know that two

vagrants have built a fire under a Thanmes R ver bridge, in the
process accidentally nelting through a main fibre-optic trunk
Iine and knocking out all police surveillance west of Bernondsey.

But again, that's not ny problem

In central Brazil it's 10 P.M, and the panic-stricken
Vooértanga' en colony in the Amazoni an rain forest has once again
turned its main bioreceptor towards Gamma Virginis. At last, from
the home world, conmes the nessage the col onists have waited nore
than a thousand years anxious to hear: the Colonial Ofice has
reviewed their report on the dangerous bipedal anthropoids
running riot on this world, and funding for a relief expedition
has been authori zed. As the signal fades into the background hiss
of interstellar hydrogen, the colonists spread their stillia and
exude a col lective aspiration of relief. (As if, being a |ungless
group-m nd, they could do anything else.) Nowit's just a matter
of hanging on for the five or six mllenniait wll take their war
fleet to arrive, then---payback!

But amazi ngly enough, this is also not ny problem

In Dallas it's 7 P.M, and the President of the United States
is sitting in a blast-shielded |avatory in the basenent of the
Texas White House, fondling the briefcase that contains his

m ssil e | aunch codes and wondering what's the point of having al
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t hese nucl ear weapons if he never gets to use them |In Pasadena
it'"'s 5 P.M, and the NASA Jet Propul sion Lab has once again
i ntercepted the Voortanga' en transm ssion and m sclassified it as
unintelligible randomnoise. In the GQulf of Alaska it's 4 P.M,
and a pod of bottlenose dol phins are urgently but unsuccessfully
trying to explain to the fisherhumans who' ve ki dnapped their
relatives that nmackerel are hard to find these days and t hey need
nore tinme to cone up with the ransom

But again, all of these things are not ny problem

Instead, let us focus in on a fewtiny bits of vol canic rock
jutting out of the blue Pacific, just east of the International
Date Line and a hair south of the Tropic of Skin Cancer. To be
specific, let's | ook down on Maui---on the south coast, at the end
of Hi ghway 31, where the Wailea Shores run into the Puu A ai |ava
fields. There---Ahihi Bay---that tiny brown speck, floating on a
red-and-white-striped surfboard, about two hundred yards
offshore: that's nme. And if you were to break open the glove
conpartment of my car on the beach, and dig through the aval anche
of fast-food napkins, m sfol ded roadmaps, and paper-w apped
beverage straws, you'd find a wallet full of carefully forged ID

cards that claimny nane is Bob Sanders.

But instead of pursuing this topic further at this tine,
pl ease allow ne to redirect your attention to anot her point about
a quarter-mle due south. There, that |ong, dark, om nous shape,
knifing slowy through the shallowwater. That is a fifteen-foot-

| ong tiger shark.



hc_2.0/brbethke/6

And it's about 3 P.M, local tinme, and in just slightly over
two mnutes, that shark is very definitely going to becone ny
probl em

Let the realtinme begin.

#

It was a beautiful day for daydream ng.

And a pi ss-poor one for surfing.

Not surprising, that. The two activities are pretty nuch
mutual |y exclusive. | nean, usually the business of surfing is
way intense. Like, totally Zen. | nmean |ike, you start with the
daydream ng thing while you' ve got your stick up there onthe lip
of a serious curl, and next thing you know you are pl ayi ng har bor
dredge and sucking up a major faceful of kelp and sand.

But not on this day.

No, this day coul d have been spec’ d out by the Touri smBoard.
An air tenp in the md 80's; a warmand gentle of fshore breeze
sifting slowy through the pal mtrees on the beach and whi spering
softly of hibiscus and pluneria; a |low and gentle swell rolling
into the bay fromthe northwest, with just enough energy to nake
the little breakers run in [aughing ripples and long, rolling
sweeps along the gently curving picture-postcard-perfect white
sand shorel i ne.

And not one dammed wave worth the effort of pretending to
ride.

| didn't mnd. Honest.

The Serious Surfer Dudes would have m nded. That, and they
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woul d have given nme an extra ration of crap for being out at all.
"A day like this,” one of themwould be sure to say, "is fit only
for kooks and haoles."” And then sone sun-bronzed dolt with the

body of a Greek god and the brains of a neatloaf would be al nost

sure to quote the | egendary Mark Foo at
Haole

e An old Hawaiian word which

t he originally meant simply foreigner, but
which now has a perjorative value
comparable to the Japanese gaijin or
Ebonic whitey.

"If you want to fee

ultimate thrill, you have

to be willing to pay the

ultimate price.”

But of course the Serious Surfers Dudes weren't there that
day, because they all thought Foo's "ultimate price" was a cryptic
reference to tickets on Air Aloha, and they'd all packed their
quivers and jetted off to Oahu, to chase nonster curls on the
North Shore. Wiereas the | egendary Mark Foo had actual ly neant

sonething quite different...

VWi ch is why the | egendary Mark Foo' s ashes are now scattered
on the waters of the equally | egendary Wai nea Bay, and why yours
truly, the totally non-|legendary Bob Sanders, is content to kook
around a nearly deserted Ahi hi Bay, just splashing his bare brown
toes in the sweet blue Pacific and soaking up that gorgeous
Hawai i an summer sun. For as Surfboy Sanders has been known to
say, at least three tinmes weekly:

"A bad day of surfing still beats Hell out of a

good day at work."
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Damm right. | |iked being Bob Sanders. And on this
particul ar | azy, sunny, summer afternoon, | was deeply into the
node of soaki ng up sun and thinking about why.

There was ny new job, for starters. It was a nice, m ndless,
undemanding gig at a totally uninportant third-rate touri st
hotel. Plenty of free tine to flirt with the | ocal wahines, or
nore inportantly, surf. Three or four decent sticks in nmy quiver
(dependi ng on whet her you counted ny Aipa Stinger as a functiona
surfboard or a novel wall decoration), including this really
really nice Merrick Thruster | happened to be sitting on at the
monment, which |I'd bought for a noldly old Don Ho song off sone
schnmuck mai nl ander who'd cone out here and suddenly realized he
want ed a brand-new Parnenter Keelfin. (And then he bought one, at
Kahul ui prices, yike! Not that it helped his surfing any: he'd
have done just as well with an old bal sa | ongboard, or for that
matter, wth a redwood picnic table with the | egs sawn off.)

But | digress.

It was a good day for digressing.

Ergo, | continued with the snug inventory of ny newlife.

Sickeningly positive attitude? Check. Gbnoxiously healthy diet?

Check. Zero consuner debt? Cash only, tee hee. The sort of

broad chest and deep-fried dark brown skin that'd get ne
suspi ci ous | ooks and poor service in any Denny’s restaurant back
home in---where was that mserable, frigid place I'd originally
conme fron? M nnesnowt a?

| dunno. It was all starting to | ook |like freeze-franmes from
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soneone else's life, now. For here, in this perfect nonent, this
boy Sanders is possessed of a deep, clear, nearly Zen happi ness.

VWien | amon ny board, on the water, | ambrother to the wind, the

waves, the sea--

And the sharks. Mistn't forget the sharks. The really big
ones churn the water when they pass. |If you spend a |ot of tine
in the ocean, and you're really tuned in to it, and you happen to
be sitting on a floating chip of urethane foamw th your bare feet
dangling in the water, you can actually feel the subtle change in
tenperature gradi ent when a big one swi ns by underneath you.

At alittle after 3 P.M, on the sunny afternoon of June 23,

2010, | felt it.
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STEP
1.

STEP

2.

STEP
3.

A ToW°

if You EBelieve You Are
Intruding on the Personal
Space of a Shark.

Don't panic! Sharks are naturally inquisitive, and
your newfound aguatic friend may simply be
curious. So don’'t shout or thrash the water.
Instead, slowly and calmly grasp your surfboard
with both hands, then tuck your feet up under
your butt, just as tight as they can possibly go.

Next, look down into the water around you, and
try to determine which species you are dealing
with. Great Whites have gotten a bad rap over the
years and are neither as numerous nor as vicious
as some uninformed people would have you
believe. Whitetips are amost close to completely
harmless. Reef Grays can be unpredictable, but
they are also territorial, and if you can locate their
“home turf” and vacate it, they generally won't
follow you.

Hint: Remember, most shallow-water sharks are
pretty well-camouflaged from the top. So if you
are having trouble spotting the shark proper, try
looking for its shadow on the sandy bottom.

We hope your shark encounter will be fun and
educational and leave you with alasting apprecia-
tion for these magnificent creatures. But if it does
go less than perfectly, remember: direct pressure
almost always stops arterial bleeding.

Published as a public service by:

PEOPLE FOR ETHICAL SHARK TREATMENT

WWW.CHOMPCHOMP.ORG
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PEOPLE FOR ETHICAL SHARK TREATMENT
CONFI DENTI AL MEMO
TO Don Beckham President, PEST

FROM Rob DuPre, Chair, Fund-Raising
DATE: 3/16/05

RE: Kaneohe Shark Petting Zoo

Don, | ook, | know we've been through this
amlliontinms, and | know |’ve been
voted down. And yes, | understand that the

tourists go gah-gah over |icensed Di sney
characters.

But seriously: Captain Hook as the nascot
for our shark petting zoo? | nean, call
it a hunch, but | think we're talking
maj or wrong nessage here.

Worri ed,
RD

The dorsal fin broke the surface about twenty yards away from
me. It was circling me slowy, propelling itself with | azy
strokes of its long, tapered tail. The shark didn't seemto be
notivated to eat nme i mMmedi ately, which was good, but it wasn't
going on its fishy way, either, which would have been better.
had plenty of tine to size it up.

Length? About fifteen feet, which nade it a nonster. Col or?
A nottled brownish-gray. Head shape? Wde, with a blunt snout...

Ch, sweet bungee-junping Jesus. It was a tiger shark.

Ti ger sharks suck

Ckay, if you want to get technical about it, renoras suck;
tigers bite. And what, the casually interested observer m ght

ask, do they bite?
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Name it. Fish, sea turtles, porpoises, aquatic birds;
basically anything smaller and sl ower-noving than the shark, and
sonetinmes anything larger, too. | once saw a fibreglas catamaran
hull a tiger had decided to try for taste. Left a big hole.

Ch yeah, | forgot to nmention

They're especially fond of surfer al fresco.

#

- INDEX, in the space of heartbeats -

Q Do you often see tiger sharks on the surface in the daytinme?

A No, they typically stay in deep water during daylight hours
and only cone into the shallows to feed at night. Wich
incidentally, is why you should never go for a m dni ght
ski nny-di p anywhere except Wi ki ki, where the washed- of f
tanning oil fromthe tourists fornms big chol esterol slicks
and puts M. Tiger there right off his diet.

Q If you do run into a tiger shark, how can you keep it from
at t acki ng?

A Frankly, the best defense is prevention. Don't thrash the
wat er; don't appear hel pl ess or unaware; don't wear fl ashy
jewel ry, expensive watches, or show | arge amounts of cash -
wait a mnute, that's how to avoid getting nugged. Then
again, all these rules do apply to tiger sharks. Except for
the bit about cash, of course.

Q If a tiger shark is exhibiting aggressive behavi or towards

you, what's the best way to discourage it?
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The U. S. Navy has had great success with proximty fuses and
one-kilo bricks of DuPont CA4.

What if you happen to be fresh out of high explosives?

In a pinch, | ow explosives will do.

Is it absolutely necessary to kill the shark?

No. In point of fact, many subspecies are now cl assed as
endangered and are protected by international treaty and

law, and it would be a serious crine to kill such a shark.

For, as a nunber of courts in California have rul ed, just
because an animal is trying to gnaw your |leg off, that is not
sufficient excuse to permt injuring a nenber of a protected
speci es.

Ch. So if you don't want to - or can't - kill the shark, what
t hen?

You could try talking calmy to it, reasoning with it, or
giving it a nice tumy-rub.

WIIl that work?

No.

Di ng!

(My imagination supplies this sound. It is the sound of an

oven tinmer going off, and signals the start of dinner. Al this

fl ashi ng back and i ndexi ng of advice and such rot had taken the

merest matter of seconds, as the shark conpleted one | ast |ong

circle around ne. Then...)

Di ng!
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And | was the target of a fifteen-foot-1ong organic torpedo.
Wth teeth.

They say your |ife flashes before your eyes in nonents |ike
this. Wiat | saw instead was an old rerun of Flipper, the one
where he saves Chip and Sandy by butting the shark in the gills. |
mean, hey, | had to see sonething, and as Jack Burroughs |I'd never
had a life. As Bob Sanders | did have a life, and a pretty darn
good one at that, but it hadn't been |ong enough to nmake even a
comng-attractions trailer, nmuch | ess a novie.

Somewhere in there, far too late, nmy forebrain finally got a
wake-up call through to ny voluntary nervous systemand | |unged
forward, to drive nmy arns deep into the water and start paddling
like a palnetto bug in a bucket of pool chlorine. A snmall wave
stole up behind nme, then, and added a touch of desperately needed
speed, but the shark saw ny novenent and readjusted its attack
vector. | suppose if 1'd been really thinking I could have tried
sonething tricksy, like slipping off ny ankle | eash, bailing off
t he board, and hoping that the shark was homng in on it, not ne.
But there wasn't even that nuch tinme to think

The onrushi ng nonster broached the surface about thirty feet
away, just exactly like a happy baby hunpback whale. | saw those
ancient, pitiless, ginmnet eyes staring at nme; watched in
si ckening horror as that gaping maw opened w de and the beast
cl osed those final, deadly, yards---

Hydropl aning on its pectoral fins? Wat the Hell?

| stopped paddling. Sat up straight on ny board, staring at
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that incredibly weird sight. The shark's nouth was continuing to
open wider, as its head rose higher out of the water, and it
dunped its forward velocity into a great, sloshing, bow wave..

Five feet away fromne the shark cane to a dead stop, nose
poi nted straight up at the sky, tail alnost touching the sandy
bott om bobbing gently on the swell. | sidled over the bow wave
as it surged past, then backpaddled to slow ny forward nonentum
and put ny feet down to kill my drift. Fromthe back edge of its
gills forward, the shark's head was conpletely out of the water

And still, the nouth continued to open wider. The upper jaw
began to bend, too, in blatant defiance of known anatony, until at
| ast the nouth was an inpossible, flat, perfectly circular
opening, lined wwth a fringe of jagged teeth.

The gills vented water, then snapped shut. There was a ki ss
of conpressed air, a high-pitched electrical whine, and the
sticky, sucky, whoopee-cushion sound of conplicated rubber
gaskets unsealing. A human head popped up in the shark's nouth.
It | ooked at ne.

It spoke.

"Hey, aren't you Max Kool, the guy who wote Silicon Jungle?"

Ch please, God. Not him Not here. Not now...
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2

HOTWIRE REDUX

The human head in the shark’s nouth cocked slightly to one
side: probably squinting at ne, although it was hard to tel
t hrough those mrrorshades. The sungl asses seened to be held in
pl ace by tiny silver bolts threaded through eyebrow and cheekbone
pi ercings, and the top of the head sported a nohawk’ s crest of
either hair or well-chewed saltwater taffy, in a shade of orange
not often found in nature. The nohawk was counterbal anced by a
thin wisp of greenish-purple billy goat's beard on the chin.

Ah. Male, then, unless female facial hair was back in
fashion on the mainland. The hair and beard were both sonewhat
matt ed down by the cranped and danp quarters inside the
m cr osub- di sgui sed- as-a-shark, and whatever stealth val ue the
ship may have once possessed was no doubt entirely negated by the
sheer mass of netal the guy had piercing his ears, |ips, eyebrows,
and nose. There were two parallel |ines of fake I C chi ps studded
al ong the sides of his head, halfway between ear and nohawk; the
chi psets were joined by a conplicated tracery of pale blue tattoos
that | abruptly realized were supposed to resenble printed

circuits, and which trailed off down the back of the guy's neck.
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kay, | could name the fashion nodality. Total Tekno i s what

the trendy magazines called it. M, | thought Frankenstein: The

Next Ceneration got the concept better.

W bobbed over another swell or two together, while | tried

to sort out what | was feeling. Relief? No. Apprehension? No.

It was nore of an itchy, enotional rash, which | vaguely
remenbered fromny previous |ife as a corporate drone..

Oh yes, that was it. Annoyance.

The head in the fish grew inpatient. "Cone on, don't play
coy wwth me. |'ve had people watching you for weeks. You are Max
Kool! O should | say---" He paused, for painfully obvious

dramatic effect.

"Jack Burroughs!™

| shook ny head. "So solly. No habla Inglis."

The face frowned. "Save it, chum |'ve found your little
aut obi ography out on the Net. Everyone has. Not nuch of a
di sappearance there, eh Jack? | mean, why not post your bl eedin’

pager nunber while you were at it?"

| shook ny head agai n, and cupped a hand around ny |l eft ear.
"Vas? |l ch kann nicht sie verstehen.™

“And that nanme, for chrissakes. A A Mlne, innit? 'Wnnie
t he Pooh lived in the Hundred Acre Wod, under the nane of
Sanders.' Was that your idea?"

| gave up trying to act ignorant, and resorted to the sort of
i gnorance that cones to ne naturally. "Hello, Hotwire." | blew

out a heavy, resigned sigh that lifted the danp hair off ny
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forehead. "That's the real you, isn't it?"

The face split into a broad grin, with just the faintest

tinny chiming of lip jewelry. "In the flesh and sand, Jack! But
hey, | go by the handle of Firnmware now"
| nodded. Firmnare. It figured. | sighed again. "How |l ong

has it been? Four years? And now you've cone all this way, and
spent all this tine," | paused, to bob over the crest of another
smal | wave, and cop another | ook at his shark-sub, "and all that
nmoney, just to track ne down again. \Why?"

Firmnare's grin subsided into a sly smle. "Wuld you
believe, I"'mhere to rescue you?"

| | eaned back, and spread ny arns in a gesture that took in
the sea, the surf, and sun and everything. "Do | look |ike | want
to be rescued?"

Firmvare kept smling. "Then how about I'm Silicon O pheus,
here to bring Max Kool back fromthe dead?"

| pursed ny lips, and shook ny head. "Don't bother. Wn't
happen. Max Kool is dead, and he plans to stay that way."

"Are you sure?"

| 1 ooked Firmnvare right square in the mrrorshades and
nodded with all the conviction | could nuster. "Yes, absolutely.
Max Kool was a nmjor pain in the ass, and being him mde a
shanbles of ny realtinme life. | don't mss himone bit."

"Not even a little?"

"Nope. "
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"But surely there are tines, late at night, when you lie
awake in the stale night heat and realize that it's m dni ght
sonewhere, and the Net is calling out to you in a seductive
whi sper as it speaks in dreans of |anbent fire---"

| splashed sone water in his face to snap himout of it. He
sputtered and shook his head. Wwen |I had his attention again,
asked, "You wite that |line yourself?"

He nodded quickly. "Yes!"

"Thought so. It sucked.™

Hs smle swtched off wwth an audible ping. "Wll,
actual ly---"
"Look," | said, interrupting. "Hotwre, or Firmare, or

VegeMatic, or whatever the hell you want to call yourself these

days; | didit, and it was fun, but nowit's over. |'ve been

offline for four years, and |I'mhappy. | don't even own a pocket

cal cul ator now. "

Firmvare | ooked crestfallen. Literally. "But Jack---"
"This," | grabbed the rails of ny Merrick Thruster, "this is
what |'m about, now | surf reality.”

Fi rmnar e shook his head. "But---"

"I mean, listen to ne. | can talk normal now. No nore of
t hose nested parentheticals inside parentheticals---"

"Those were cool ," Firmnare demurred. "It was like trying to
sol ve an al gebraic expression, to figure out what the Hell you
wer e saying."

| shook ny head. "I don't do that no nore."
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He | ooked at ne, raw shock playing on the portions of his

face that were visible. "What about your infonuggets?”
| shook ny head again. "Don't need InfoNuggets
"em dude." Okay, so | lied to Firmware. Sue me.

Firmnvare stared at nme, and his nouth
fell open in a pained gasp. "Aw, man, those were your trademark!"”
He | ooked at me a nonment | onger, then set his fuzzy little chinin
sone sort of resolve. "That settles it. | have got to bring the
ol d Jack Burroughs back! Man, the world needs you!"

| pulled together all the contenpt | had handy and dunped it
all into one devastatingly Stall onesque sneer. "Buddy, as far as
"’ mconcerned the world can go fuck itself, in al phabetical order,
starting wth---"

Actually, | didn't have all that nuch contenpt bottled up,
and it petered out hal fway through the idea.

"---the Amazon basin,"” | finished, rather |anely.

Firmvare | ooked up at ne. Fromthe rapid twtching of the
skin around his eyes, | guessed he was blinking. "That nmade
absol utely no sense,"” he observed.

| shrugged. "Yeah, well..."

"Look, Jack," he said, "as a friend, |'ve got to tell you,
this exile has not been kind to you. You' ve |ost your edge."

| shrugged again. "But |'m happy."

"A happy doormat it still a doormat. Look, what you need is
a chall enge."

"I mwell-adjusted,” | pointed out.
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"So's a hanster when he's in his exercise wheel. But you, ny
friend, are destined for sonething bigger."

"My diet is ninety-percent papaya and avocado," | protested.

Fi rmnvar e paused, and considered nme. "Jack?" he said, and
there was sonething in the way he smled at nme then that nmade ny
bl ood run cold and all the little vestigial hairs on the snmall of
my back stand at rigid attention. ©Ch no, he couldn't; he
woul dn' t---"

"What," he said, still smling |ike a real-estate agent, "if
| were to tell you that | really cane all this way for just one
reason: to make you an offer---"

"That | can't refuse?" | blurted out. "Been there, done
that, read ny lips: No! There, | just refused."”

Fi rmnar e cocked his head in the other direction, and fromthe
torsional stress around his cheekbone piercings | guessed he was
narrowi ng his eyes. "Don't be so hasty, Jack. There's sonething
el se you need to know. Cyberpunk is nainstream now. "

| shuddered. "Oh? And here | heard it was dead."

"Dead, mainstream what's the diff? | nmean, when Days of Qur

Lives can run a six-week subpl ot about Fernando using VR goggl es

to spy on Victoria while she's having an affair with Lance---"
"Ckay," | said, fighting down a series of dry heaves. "I get
the picture.”
"No, you don't," he said, still in that sliney voice. "Like
| said, cyberpunk is mainstream now--and Max Kool is fanopus!"

A cold chill shot through ne, which was pretty remarkabl e
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when you consider that it was 80-plus degrees and the ocean was
like salty bathwater. "Really?" | said nervously. "I thought he
was notorious."

"Fanous, notorious: again, what's the diff?" Firmware
smled, and shook his head. "Y' know, so many peopl e downl oaded
that little online autobio of yours that Darvon Schnitzel even
reviewed it for Kirkus."

That, | nust confess, got ne right square in the ego. "No
ki ddi ng? What did he say?"

"That it was either brilliantly post-deconstructionist or
just plain awful, he couldn't decide."

My ego experienced expl osive detunescence. | scratched ny
head. "Post-deconstructi onist?"

Firmnvare shrugged. "I think it's kind of |ike
post-literate, only different."

We bobbed over anot her swell together, while ny ego fell back
to regroup and Firmvare pondered semiotic literary theory.

"My point," he said at last, "is that Max Kool has becone the
qui ntessenti al post-nodern cybercounterculture antihero. There
are people out there who say that you are the guy who took down
BritTel for that week last January, and you did it with just two
trunk calls and an Gscar Mayer weiner whistle."

| finished sorting through his stack of verbal qualifiers
and started to laugh. "Ch, | get it now You wanted ne to admt
| was involved in that nmess. But, hey, even if | was---which |

was not---1"mnot nearly stupid enough to claimcredit for it."
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Firmvare chuckled with me. "O course not. The whole idea
is patently absurd. Anyone who's ever had to use BritTel knows
what a tottering weck the thing is; they probably just | ost
anot her backbone packet switcher and didn't want to have to admt
to how crappy their hardware infrastructure is, so they cooked up
that story about being attacked by 'a rogue gang of internationa
cyberterrorists.'"

Firmnvare' s expression took a sudden sharp turn towards the
deadly serious. "But, Jack: if those are the sorts of runors that
are bei ng nade up about you, don't you think it's tinme you go back

and tell the whole world the truth?"

| thought it over for---oh, two seconds, at least. "No.
Never. Bad idea."

"Not even if it means becom ng the King of Heaven?"

Vell, well, whadaya know. Firmnvare had succeeded in
surprising nme after all, and even in getting ne to smle for a
pi cosecond. "What, that place still exists? Ceez, | expected the

Net Cops to shut it down years ago."

Firmvare went back to his disturbing real-estate agent's
smle, as we bobbed over another small swell, and | took a quick
| ook out to sea. Hmm there, and maybe three hundred yards off...

"Oh, the NetCops found Heaven, all right," Firmnvare said
lightly. "But they're not quite as dimas you seemto think
| nstead of shutting the site down, they put a counter on the gate
and started keeping track of who was going in and out.

Eventual |y, they even planted informants in the joint."
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My general nuddl e of enotions took a sudden w enching tw st
towards the paranoiac. Heaven was the illegal online virtual
reality nightclub where 1'd first nmet Firmware, back when | was
Max_Kool and he was calling hinself Hotwire. D d what he was
telling nme now nean that back then...?

"At first," Firmnare prattled on, not noticing ny reaction,
"the Net Cops stuck to taking notes, and turning up the occasi ona
clod of interesting dirt. For exanple, did you know t hat
Rapnmastah MC Ruthless is actually the son of the founder of the
New Jersey Aryan Christian MIlitia?"

| didn't answer. M thoughts were whirling like a bullfrog
in a bl ender.

Firmnvare tinmed out on waiting for a response fromne, and
went on. "Well, that's not inportant now. The inportant thing
is, everything was rolling along just fine, nothing remarkable,
until the day your little autobiography file hit the Net. Then..."

Fi rmnar e paused, and grinned.

"Then, we're tal king batshit berserk! Forty thousand hits
the first hour! People waiting in the queue for two days just to

get in and be seen there! By the end of the week your favorite

pirate chat roomwas nunber one with a bullet on the Peter's
Picks, Flyman's Finds, VirWwrld TopTen, and Wbsi ght Hot Hundred
lists! The InfoMall sysops were going stark drooling bug-eyed

nuts!"

| finished nmy turnoil of thinking and reached sonet hi ng t hat

felt somewhat |ike a decision. Wth a quick splash or two |
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flipped the nose of ny board around and pointed it right down the
shark's throat. Seen fromthe front at eye level, a Merrick
Thruster can | ook pretty intimdating, provided you don't know it
wei ghs just six pounds and is nostly plastic foam

"Who are you?" | demanded, in ny best clench-jawed guttural
grow. "A Net Cop?"

Firmmare's smle faltered slightly, as he tried to shy away
fromthe point of the board. "No, Jack. Honest. |'mone of your
bi ggest fans."

| puffed up ny chest and brought ny hands forward, as if
ready to dig theminto the water and deliver a sudden, |ethal,

pelvic thrust. "Wo do you work for?

Lethal Thrust
The FDI? The Cl A?"
What, and risk dinging the nose of my

Fi rmnvar e gul ped, and what was |eft board? Are you nuts?

of his smle vanished. "Really?" he
asked. | nodded, with the fierce and deadly serious glare |
usual |y saved for tourist kids |I caught throwing ice in the
jacuzzi. Then | |eaned forward, glowering |like M chael Dorn, and
tensed ny pecs. Firmnvare's al ready-pale face finished bl anchi ng
the rest of the way to dead-fish-belly white, and he tried to lick
his |ips but got a tongue stud caught on a |lip |oop.

"Megasoft Edutainnent,” he said at |ast, when he finally got
his mouth hardware sorted out. "I'm Byron Cuivre-Boul é, the
Mar ket i ng Communi cati ons Manager."

My chest deflated |like a punctured whoopee cushi on and ny

hands dropped linply to ny sides. "Huh?"
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"The InfoMall didn't know how to handle all the Net traffic
Heaven was generating. So they sold it to us."”

| repeated ny earlier observation, this time with winkled
nose. "Huh? Sold? But---but that was a pirate room"

From wherever it'd gone, Firmnvare's horribly ingratiating
sm | e popped back with a vengeance. "YES! And do you know what

ki nd of denographic it drew?!"

| was still sputtering fragnments. "But--- how--"

Fi rmnare shook his head in a friendly, genial, paternal,
Bri an Dennehy sort of way. "Shouldn't go | eaving your VRWML source
code |lying around where just anyone can find it, Jack. It was a
pi ece of cake of us to reverse-engi neer Heaven and turn it into
sonet hi ng nmar ket abl e. ™

| downsi zed ny vocabulary to blubbering. "Bu---"

"Not to nention copyrightable, and licensable. And now,
t hanks to you, ny friend, Megasoft Edutai nment G oup has
exclusive rights to the famly recreational franchise for the
21st Century!™

Al the enmotion | had left went into one word. "WHAT?"

"VR HEAVEN DOT COMM " Firmvare crowed. "The ultimate

synt hesi s of prepackaged thene park reality and multinedi a
entertai nment! W are opening up VR Heaven Dot Com ni ghtclubs in
every major shopping mall on the planet! You can pop-in through
the Net; you can drop in for food and adult beverages and rent
your VR gear there. [It's a nightclub where the fun never stops,

because it's always m dni ght sonewhere, and you can forget cover
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charges, because we bill by the mnute just for soaking up the
anmbi ence! And Jack, we owe it all to you!"

He paused, grinning at ne expectantly.

| | ooked away, out to sea, as we rose and fell on another
swell. There, and barely a hundred yards off, now

| turned to | ook at Firmwvare again. He was still grinning at
me. Not a clue..

"So," | said, smling gently. "Then you're here to give ne
my royalty check?"

Firmmare's smle swtched off wwth an audible click. "Er,
not exactly. There were sone, uh, issues with the PO And the
sharehol ders, Jack, well---"

"Then tell you what: why don’t you just fuck off?"

| imagi ne stunned steers in slaughterhouses have about the
sanme facial expression as Firmmvare had in that nonent. | flipped
the nose of ny board around with a quick splash and ained for the
beach.

A second or five later, Firmnvare began to recover. "Hey,
it’s not |ike you and Bret and Captain Crash copyri ghted your code
or anything."

"It was an illegal room dipshit."

"And you didn’t exactly stick around to defend your
intellectual property rights.”

"W were on the run fromthe |aw, asshole.” | wasted a
glance on him H's face was showi ng the early warning signs of

pani c.
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"Now, just hold on a mnute, Jack. You haven’t heard ny
offer." He | ooked down; all sorts of mechani cal noises started to
come frominside the shark as he apparently tried to power it up
again. | took a |look out to sea, as we crested the next swell.
There, definitely, at fifty yards and cl osing.

Firmavare' s voi ce shot up an excited octave. "Al we want you
to do is lurk! | told you, cyberpunk is mainstream now, and Max
Kool is a legend! There are at |least fifteen half-assed copi es of
you running around the Net these days, but if we can get out word
that the original Max Kool hangs exclusively at VR Heaven™ - -

One | ast | ook behind nme; thirty yards. | levered forward and
stretched out prone on ny board.

“"It's a classic whi sper canpaign, Jack! First we spread nore
Wl d runors about you, to build your rep! Then in two nonths you
cone out of hiding to judge the Gunnar LeMat Look-Ali ke Contest
and Menorial Splatball Tournanment at VR Heaven™ San Franci sco!
We stage an arrest for the internati onal newsnedi a; you get sprung
on bail and skip the country. Then we set you up on a villa in
the south of France, just |ike Mchael Jackson!"

| cleared ny mnd, put my arns in the water, and focused on
what ny hands and inner ears were telling ne. No, not this
wave. . .

"Then, we're tal king product endorsenents! |nfommercials!
A made-for-cable novie of your life! There is a goddam fortune
out there, just waiting for the original Max Kool, and all you

have to do is step up to the plate!"
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Anot her sort of noise canme out of the shark then; a bubbling
hi ss | guessed as a venting ballast tank. For a nonent | wondered
if Firmwvare knew sonething so retro as howto swm

Then | caught the incom ng nessage fromny fingers and toes:
an upwel ling of cold water; a shift in balance. Ah yes, this was
the one good wave |'d been waiting for all day. | threw ny arns
and shoulders into a strong, deep, butterfly stroke.

"Jack!" Firmnare screaned, sonewhere rapidly recedi ng behind

me. "W can get you on talk shows! Wrld-w de chat sessions!
Why, the t-shirt rights alone could be worth mllions!"

Wth a deep, throaty, runble, the wave rolled up behind ne,
and | bounced up to kneeling position and kept stroking. | felt
the lift, the power, the increasing speed. |opened ny eyes and

got to ny feet.

"Jaaaaaaaaack!" Firmmare's voice was little nore than an
angui shed wail in the distance now. "You can neet beautiful
wonen! "

Si gh.

If | were an active duty Christian, | probably woul d have

| ooked over ny shoul der then and shouted out sonething really
pithy, |like, "Get thee behind nme!"™ But instead, |’'d becone a
devoted practitioner of Beachboy Zen.

Catch a wave, and you're sitting on top of the world.
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3

BETWEEN A ROCK AND A WORKPLACE

Life is full of difficult decisions. This wasn't one of
t hem | rode the wave until it broke, and then---well, | could

ei ther kick out, paddle back, and pick up where | left off with

Firmnare, or else | could bail for the beach and call it a day.
| bail ed.
VWhat the hell, | was supposed to be working the four-to-

m dni ght shift at the hotel this week, anyway. No harmin going
intowrk alittle---shudder!---early. And besides, that run-in
with Firmware had ne feeling just a touch uneasy.

Ckay, acid-di pped-raw nerve-endi ngs raw honesty tinme. It
had ny stomach doi ng doubl e-axels with a backflip.

| mean, yeah, sure, | could accept, in an intellectual sort
of way, that Max Kool's di sappearance wasn't totally untraceabl e,
and that sone day ny past m ght catch up with nme. You spend four
years goi ng around al ways wat chi ng over your shoul der, al ways
checking for cops in the rearview mrror and al ways breaking into
a cold sweat whenever sone penny-ante civil servant takes a few
seconds too long to scrutinize your driver's |license, and you do

tend to develop a certain |level of fatalism
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But on the other hand, 1'd also always had this vision of
nmyself as sort of being in Stealth Mdde, just sliding quietly
bel ow t he radar screen of life. Hand in hand with that, 1'd
devel oped this idea that the end, when it finally did cone, would
appear in the formof the FD agent knocking politely on ny front
door---or else, God forbid, in another of those patented m dni ght
abductions by SCAWR. To realize that |I’'d been tracked down by a
third-rate putz like Firmmare...

Well, | felt just about as stupid as that sysop at the CIA
who forgot to chnod -w their web page.

And of course, there was al so the other thing Firmvare had

brought up: the rhinocerous in the corner. The nanme |’'d been
bl ocking fromny mnd for nore than four years; the "best friend"
who' d |l eft nme holding the bag and wearing the handcuffs back in
M nnesot a.

GQunnar LeMat.

And that nane indexed into so many nore depressing

possibilities that | finally decided to deal with it in the sane
way | deal with al nost everything unpleasant: by focusing all ny
attention on the tedious mnutiae of getting through the nonent,
and retreating so deeply into denial that | needed heli ox
breat hi ng gear. Meani ng---

| hit the beach

Pi cked up ny surfboard and trudged barefoot across the
burning, gritty, coral sand.

Got to ny Bajaj, |eaned the board against the tail gate,
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pulled ny towel off the roll-cage, and started drying off.

Dug out the bottle of Kiwi Kwencher ™ |'d been saving for the
post-surfing thirsties, cracked it open, and downed it in three or
four | ong gul ps.

Bel ched fromthe very bottomof ny heart.

Brushed away the stray bits of sand and dried salt that had
adhered to ny skin, noved ny board up to on top of the roll cage
and made sure it was securely bungeed down, and donned ny baggy
shirt and sandal s.

Unl ocked t he gl ove conpartnent, dug through the aval anche of
paper crap to find ny (cheapo, non-designer) sungl asses, which
carefully unfol ded and applied to ny face..

For a noment | | ooked out to sea, and noticed that Firnmware
had di sappeared. For a very brief instant | wondered whet her he'd
managed to get the shark-sub’s nouth cl osed before it went under.
For an even briefer mcro-nano-instant, | wondered why | cared.

Then | clinbed into the driver's seat, stuck the key in the
ignition, and took a spin at Bajaj ignition roulette. There was a

Zen aphorisml'd picked up somewhere along the line, probably from

a fortune cookie: be here now. \Wenever | feel nyself teetering

on the brink of a panic attack I push all my worries outward and
concentrate on the business of being here, now

In that regard, a Bajaj is a wonderful Zen reinforcenent
tool. You drive a Bajaj, you can't help but focus all your
attention on your inmmedi ate environnent---especially that

di sturbing grinding noise in the right front end it's been naki ng
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for the | ast week or so, and the distinct zzzzing sound of a
starter clutch that's m ssed engagenent agai n.

On the third try the starter caught, the notor turned over,
and at least two cylinders farted to life. A third cylinder
joined thema few seconds | ater, but the fourth apparently felt it
needed a bit nore rest before going to work.

Fine. | decided three was good enough, crunched the tranny
into first gear, and headed out onto H ghway 31, chugging up the
coast towards Ki hei, and work. Along the way, the off-kilter
throb of the notor nmade for a sort of autonotive mantra:

Be here now.

Be here now.

Be here now.

#

My Bajaj deserves sone words of description, or perhaps
eulogy. It was another one of those oddball Pacific R minports
we got out in the islands that never made it to the mainland. A
sub-sub-m ni ature I ndi an bucket with no doors, canvas seats, and
aroll-cage in lieu of a proper roof: the salespeople calledit a
M croSUV, or Beach Fun Buggy, or sone such lie |like that, but the
truth was the engi ne woul d have been seriously underpowered on a
riding | awnnower, and as for the creature conforts---well, there
just weren't any. So don't think of a Bajaj as a tiny car: think
of it as a golf cart, wth delusions of adequacy. | nean, if
anyone were ever crazy enough to try driving a Bajaj in, say,

Chi cago, they'd be |like dead in five m nutes.
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But hey, this is Maui we're tal king about. The whole rock is
barely fifty mles Iong, from Honokawai to Kaui ki Head, and out
here, a Bajaj is dam near perfect. Cheap to buy; economcal to
drive---doesn't drink gasoline, nore like sniffs at it with upper
lip curled in disdain---and when it wears out you sinply drag it
up to the top of Hal eakala and sacrifice it to the Vol cano
CGoddess. . .

Just kidding on that |ast one. Everyone knows Pele |ives
i nside Kiluea, not Hal eakal a. No, when your Bajaj wears out you
do the right thing, the green thing, the ecologically correct
t hi ng. ..

You sell it to sone dunb surfer. Who then really does try to
drive it up Hal eakala, with three other people on board, and they
wi nd up having to get out and wal k the last half-mle because the
Bajaj's wheezing little rice-grinder of an engine pukes its |lung
out at ten-thousand feet above sea |evel.

It was not one of ny nore successful double-dates. But on
t he other hand, on the way back down the nmountain, | really did
coax the little bucket of bolts up to 50 MPH. And if there truly
is anerciful God, I wll never be in a Bajaj going that fast
agai n.

To which the engine replies:

Be here now.

Be here now.

Be here now.
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Hm Here | am in nmenory driving past bikini-covered Wil ea

Beach, and |I'mthinking about nmy car. How. ..M nnesotan. Just

goes to show you can get jaded by too nuch of anything, | guess.
So, let's see: insert sone scenic description here, maybe?

VWhat flavor? Maui is the Baskin-Robbins of mcroclinmates,
and all of it packed into just forty-eight by twenty-six mles.
You can go fromtropical rain forest, to verdant farnm and, to
dusty cattle country---

[ Seriously, you want a maj or knock in your cultural
assunptions sonetinme, cone out here in July and catch the Makawao

Rodeo. Yippee ti yi yay!]

---to parched vol cani c noonscapes that nmake the Sea of
Tranquility | ook downright hospitable by conparison---

And you can do it all in a drive of about ten mles. O
rather, you could, if there were any such thing as a strai ght road
here. And sorry, no snowcapped nountains, either: for those you
have to go over to Mauna Kea, on the Big Island.

O you can stick with me, the surfer fornmerly known as Jack
Burroughs, as | drive north along coastal H ghway 31 and descri be
the I ovely scenery fromAhihi to Kihei as | see it:

Beach
Hot el

ol f course

Beach
Hot el

ol f course
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Beach

Hot el

ol f course

Cccasionally there's alittle sign, stuck by the side of the
road in sonme place that threatens to ook slightly like a public

access point, and it says:

PRIVATE BEACH - FOR HOTEL GUESTS ONLY
SURFERS WILL BE SHOT ON SIGHT

So you keep puttering along, listening to the squeaks and
rattles of your old Bajaj, wondering if that fourth cylinder is
ever going to warm up enough to kick in, and after awhile you
start wishing for a bunch of tacky little shops selling puka
shells and shark's teeth, just to break the nonotony. Then you
begin to start thinking that maybe golf isn't that |anme a gane...

Barely in the nick of tinme---just as the nanmes Arnold Pal ner
and Ti ger Whods are swi mm ng up out of the nmurk of your collective
cul tural subconscious, and you're beginning to devel op an
overwhel m ng conpulsion to go out to a driving range and whack a
bucket of balls---with hardly a nonent to spare, you reach the
outskirts of Kihei, and heave a vast sigh of relief as you spot

the first true signs of nodern civilization:
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McDonal d' s

Bur ger King

Captain Calimari's

wendy' s

Taco John's

Kenosha Fri ed Goose Lard

Kodak
Pepsi
Manma Vitale's Original Od Wrld

Famly Style Hot Curry Sushi..

California uber alles.

Ki nda nakes you proud to be an Anerican, y’ know?

But there isn’'t tine to dwell on that, because about five
mnutes later, if you ve followed the little mnimalist map on the
back of the brochure correctly and your travel agent is a totally
unprinci pl ed scum sucki ng crook, you take right turn off
Keal ai kahi ki Drive and pull into the car park of the Royal

Princess Lili’ uokalani Hotel. VWich is where |, Jack Burroughs,

di sgui sed as m | d-mannered cabana boy Bob Sanders, sinmulate the
appear ance of working, for sonmetinmes as nuch as thirty hours in a

si ngl e week!
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The Royal Princess
Lili’uokalani Hotel

Welcome...

To the perfect retreat for those seeking a quiet,
inexpensive getaway well away from the beaten
path! 1 Featuring a spectacular and unique beach-
front setting,? loads of authentic Old Hawai'i
charm,® and a restaurant you'll be raving about
for years to come,* a stay at the Royal Princess
Lili'uokalani is truly an unforgettable experi-
encel® When you visit the “Princess L,”® our
cheerful staff will bend over backwards’ to make
certain your every need is met!

Conveniently located ice machines,® coffee, and
continental breakfast® with each room.

Especialy congressmen, senators, and businessmen traveling with
women other than their wives. Hourly room rates on request.

2 Just downshore from the new Kihei Municipal sewage plant.
3 Wehaven't painted or redecorated since 1970.

S

© 00 N o O

You'll be trying to warn people, especialy about Chef Francisco's
authentic Portugese delicacy, Arroz de Lampreia. (Lamprey over white
rice boiled in fish blood.)

Electroshock may help.

We suggest the Cockney pronunciation, e.g., “Princess ‘ell!”

In particular Melea, Daphne, or Biff. Ask for them in the Tiki bar.
Rooms not adjacent to ice machines available at substantial extra cost.

Note that we say absolutely nothing that sounds even remotely like
“complimentary airport shuttle.” If you aren’t part of atour group and
did not arrange to hire a car before you left the mainland, prepare to
receive a radical walletectomy at any one of Kahului Airport’'s many
fine cab stands or automobile rental agencies.
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O perhaps | should just refer you to our handsone col or
phot ogr aph, which you can find in all of the better budget-priced
tour guides. There, that little picture, the one about the size

of a commenorative postage stanp:

See the wi de sky, the gl eam ng turquoi se water, and all those
wavi ng palm--eh? What's that? Were’' s the hotel? WlIl, you see
that tiny bit of white peeking out from behind the | eftnost tree?

What, are you serious? You nean, you really can't tell a
thi ng about the hotel fromthe photo? At |east, not wthout a
j ewel er’s | oupe?

Good. We paid a professional photographer a | oad of serious
nmoney to achieve just that effect.

#

Me and the Bajaj canme chug-chug-chuggi ng up the road,
rolling along the | ast stretch. Keal ai kahi ki Lane ki nd of wends
and wi nds and di psy-doodl es all over the place, but none of the
pl aces it goes are particularly interesting, so the traffic as
usual consisted of ne, two Sewer Departnent trucks, and a carl oad
of desperately lost tourists, who no doubt thought they were on
Keal ai kahool awe Lane, en route to see the Wrld' s Largest

Pi neappl e.
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[ This Iinguistic confusion is sadly understandable. There
is alegend the natives tell, which speaks of how their ancestors
sail ed across the ocean to Hawaii in the Geat Canoe of the Gods,
only to be stricken in m d-voyage by a terrible stormthat washed
all their consonants overboard.

[ Thus, the secret to pronouncing Hawaiian nanes is to
enunci ate all the vowels. The real purists even insist on
peppering the witten | anguage with diacritical marks---e.g.,
Hawai i ---and, while this does produce a sonewhat nore accurate
renderi ng of how the kama ai na (i ndi genous people) actually speak
the | anguage, it also has the unintended side effect of naking
everything look like it's been translated into Ad H gh Vul can.

[Ergo, with your permssion, | will skip that crap, and use
t he conventional English spellings. | nean, if you want to get
really anal about it, any transliteration of spoken Hawaiian is a
botch fromthe start, as the only formof witing the old ali"
ever devel oped was a system of rudi nentary petrogl yphs.

[As for those twits who suggest that the culturally correct
thing for nodern Anericans to do is to |learn and becone fluent in
primtive glyphs, I can only answer: >:-b ]

The Sewer Departnent trucks turned off at the treatnent
plant. The tourists pulled over to the side of the road and began
westling wwth their road map. (The international sign for,
"We're strangers here! Mig us!") | left themto their fate, took
the |l ast bend and bob around Kukui Point, then hung a right into

the hotel parking | ot access drive.
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Now, to properly understand what happens next, you nust know

that the parking ot is on the north end of the hotel grounds, and

separated fromthe hotel proper by the orchid garden, the koi
pond, the banboo grove, the post-luau vomting area, and a whol e
| ot of other dense, green, things. Wich neans you can't actually
see the hotel fromdriveway, or vice versa.

Meaning, | pulled in. There was a | arge, dark bl ue panel
truck I didn't recognize parked sideways in the drive, blocking
it. | kicked in the clutch, tapped the brake, gave the engine a
shot of gas to keep it fromstalling, and neeped ny little cl own-
car horn. Sone asshole in or near the truck responded by flashing
a glaring red laser straight into ny eyes.

"HALT!" commanded the anplified voice of a mnor god.

| went on blind reflex. Slapped the gearshift into neutral,
st onped the brake pedal down as hard as | could, and yanked the
par ki ng brake handl e back for good neasure. The Bajaj cane to a
shudderi ng, squealing stop, with the usual dranmatic veer to the
right, and the notor farted once and went into its typical,
agoni zed, diesel-like death rattle.

The notor died like the star in a bad community theatre
production of Hamet. | let go of the steering wheel and tried to
blink the red spots out of ny eyes, but with no luck. There
seened to be dozens of brilliant red pol ka dots, everywhere |
| ooked. On ny shirt, ny arnms, ny |legs; nman, that was sone bad
retinal after-inmaging..

Whoops. Wait a mnute.
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Those weren't after-inmges.

"QUT OF THE CAR'" the Voice conmanded. | reached for the
seatbelt release. "KEEP YOUR HANDS WHERE | CAN SEE THEM "

| raised ny hands to face height, tried to block the glare of
the lasers, and struggled for a glinpse of The Voice. It was
slowy starting to seep into ny thick skull, what was happening
here. No, not the polite knock of the FDI after all, but...

"I SAID QUT OF THE CARI  NOW "

And then it hit nme. Firmmvare, you obnoxious jerk! You said_

you were going to set up a staged arrest!

| lowered ny hands. "I'mwearing ny seatbelt!" | shouted
back. "If you dolts will for Christ's sake give ne a---"
Sonet hi ng burst out of the ornamental shrubbery to ny left.
| caught a quick flash of black body arnor, black facemask, black
goggl es, and a bl ack coal -scuttle helnmet. God, | thought, he nust

be roasting in that costune. Rough, bl ack-gl oved hands sei zed ne,

as soneone el se charged in fromthe right and whacked nmy seatbelt
latch with the butt of his black submachi negun. Then Urban Ninja
#1 yanked me out of the driver's seat and threw ne face-first onto
the awn, where | fetched up agai nst one of the ugly fake carved
tiki's we put out for the guests to steal.

That pissed ne off. Wen this take was over | was definitely
going to have sone serious words with Firmnare. | nean, talk
about your amateur actors getting way too into the role..

"ON THE GROUND! " the Voice bell owed, apparently failing to
notice that | was already there. "HANDS I N FRONT! FEET APART!"
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He was a m ddl e school gymteacher in his day job, | decided.
Next we were going to do sonme pushups, then naybe junping jacks..

No, next soneone pinned me with a hard and sharp knee bet ween
t he shoul der bl ades, and another two or three soneones started
frisking me. GCee, considering their thoroughness, maybe they did
think I kept plastic explosives in ny skivvies. After the frisk
t hey dragged nmy arnms around behind ny back and cuffed nmy wists
tightly together, then flipped nme over |like a nice big nmahi-mah
steak on the grill. At last, | got ny first good | ook at ny
newf ound friends.

Ee-yuw. Definitely, these people needed nmajor help in the

war dr obe departnent. | nean, that bl ack jackboot and body arnor
| ook---especially with the big white word, POLICE, stencilled on
the front and back---was just so passé. Like, where did they find

this stuff? Sylvester Stallone’s Judge Dredd garage sal e?

And then it hit me. Again.
These were real cops.

Firmnvare, you bastard! | didn't say yes so you turned ne in!

Urban Ninja #1 grabbed ne by the hair, dragged ne up to a
sitting position, and shoved a | arge bl ack automatic pistol in ny

face. "WHO ARE YOQU?" he demanded, spittle spraying through his

bl ack face mask. "WHO DO YOU WORK FOR?" He shook ny head like a

bi g mar aca.
And then it hit me. For the third tinme. Frankly, by this
point I was starting to get a little punchy. But maybe, just

maybe- - -
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The cops were | ooking for soneone el se.

| thought it over a few blinks, decided what the hell, and
went for it. Before |l could get the words up to ny lips, though
anot her bl ack-gl oved hand fl ashed in and seized Ninja #1's wi st.
"Back off, corporal,"” a newvoice that | imedi ately recogni zed as
The Voice ordered. "I1'll take over here." Wth an al nost-hunman
grunt of protest and a | ast threatening wave of his gun in ny
face, Uban Ninja #1 abruptly let go of ne, bounced to his
j ackboot ed feet, and stonped off. | started to fall over sideways.

The Voice grabbed nme by the hair, dragged ne back up to
sitting position, and shoved another, even |arger, automatic
pistol in ny face. "WHO ARE YOU? WHO DO YOU WORK FOR?"

| gul ped, licked ny |ips, took a deep breath, and blurted it

out. "Bob Sanders. | work here." | briefly considered adding

the word ’'asshole,’ but decided not to push ny | uck.

"Oh yeah?" the Voice said, his words fairly dripping with a
rudi mentary formof sarcasm not to nention saliva. He |let go of
nmy hair, grabbed nme by the front of ny shirt, and haul ed ne one-
handed to ny feet. "Then in that case, what do you call---" He
spun around dramatically and laid his red | aser targeting dot on
the object in question, "---that?"

“I call it a surfboard," | said.

"I knowit's a surfboard!" the Voice shrieked, as three other

ni nj as descended on ny car and started tearing it apart. "What
want to knowis, what are you doing here with it?"

"It belongs to a hotel guest,"” | lied. "It's a very
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expensive Merrick Thruster, which |I'mbringing back froma repair
shop in Lahaina, and if one of your ham handed goons puts so nuch
as a scratch in the skin or the bottomrail you'll have to answer
to the Tourism Board!"

The Voice froze. There was a sharp intake of breath. You
could alnost see the rusty little gears turning 'round in his
tiny, vestigial brain. Hs grip on the front of nmy shirt rel axed
slightly, and his massive bl ack pistol seened to fall linp in his
hand.

This is Hawaii .

Nobody fucks with the Tourism Board

The Voice turned to the other ninjas, who were tearing ny car
apart. "Akagi? Kahuna? Back off. Wkabayashi, you find
anyt hing yet?"

The one who' d broken the I ock on ny gl ove conpartnent | ooked
up, then held up a fistul of paper napkins and ny wall et and hot el
enpl oyee |1 D badge. "Yeah, Sarge. His nane is Bob Sanders.

t hi nk he m ght work here.”

The Voi ce absorbed this bit of information, then apparently
deci ded he wasn't done threatening ne yet. The grip on the front
of ny shirt went tight. The pistol leapt into ny face, and the
glaring red | aser flared on again. "So, Bob." | blinked, w nced,
and tried to squirmaway fromthe | aser, but he tightened his
grip. "Is that your real nane, Bob?" |f he'd had sone kind of
Truth-O Meter on ne in that nonment, he'd have found out what the

Tilt setting |ooked Iike.
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But anot her nonent |ater, through the grace of whatever god
| ooks out for fools and surfers, a new player cane onstage and

bl ew the scene w de open.
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A

BOUILLABAISSE
(Or, A Fine Kettle of Fish, Brought to a Rolling Boil)

"Sergeant ?" the new voi ce asked gently. "What is the nane of
Jack Lord do you think you're doing?"

The | aser wi nked out instantly, and the Voice spun to face
t he new chal |l enge. "Lieutenant McCabe!" he said, in a |oud but
deferential tone |I'd not suspected himcapable of. "I was just
interrogating this suspect, sir!"

"Suspect ?" McCabe said, with an audi bl e winkling of nose. |
bl i nked the | aser dazzle out of ny eyes---again---and caught a
qui ck glinpse of the lieutenant. He was a tall guy, m d-30ish,
fromthe sl ender-but-nmuscular nold. Haole skin, blue suit with
white shirt and tie, and a thick shock of black hair that seened
to be generously ponmaded wi th Val voli ne.

"Sergeant Blinderman," MCabe said, "you knuckl e-draggi ng
cretin. Can't you see that this man works here?"

| nmust admt, based on just that one statenent, | devel oped
an instant and powerful affection for Lieutenant MCabe.

Sgt. Blinderman turned back to me. "Sir? He could be a
terrorist disguised as a hotel enployee! That |D badge coul d be

fake!™ For a mcro-nonent, all the little hairs on the back of ny
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neck went to red alert.

McCabe bl ew out a snort of frustration, then shook his head
sadly. "Just, release him okay?"

Bl i nderman' s gaze strobed back and forth between ne and
McCabe, perhaps evidence that his brain was attenpting to work.
"Sir? 1 think that woul d be inadvisable, given the present
situation."

McCabe caught the sergeant's eye and nmade his head stop
twtching, then returned his ook with the beginnings of a deep
and smoul dering glare. "Did | ask you to think? No. | told you
to release this man. Now. "

Bl i nder man wasted one nore blistering | ook on ne, then

hol stered his pistol and let go of ny shirt. "Don't think you're
getting off this easy," he growed at nme, sotto voce. "I'll be
wat chi ng you, punk." He took a step back.

"The handcuffs?" MCabe suggested. Blindernman snarled
sonething el se unintelligible, then stepped around behind ne and
unl ocked the manacles. | brought ny hands back to their norma
orientation and began massaging ny wists.

Thirty or so excruciatingly slow and tense seconds craw ed

by, like a line of differently abled snails. GCkay, so the hotel

grounds are crawing with cops. | can see that now And they

clearly are not hunting for a hotel enployee naned Bob Sanders.

So what gives?
| have this theory |I've devel oped, while trying to surf the

north shore of QGahu. Large, dangerous, and essentially m ndl ess
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nat ural phenonena---such as cops, 20-foot curls, and any touri st
froma state whose nane begins with New --should be treated with
deference, respect, and if at all possible, a certain blank and
innocent smle. So | decided to play this scene as if |I'd just
taken a bad, pile-driving w peout, or a 50-cent tip for noving a
boxcar full of luggage. | wlled ny nuscles to go |linp, focused
all ny attention on nmy calmcenter, and waited until the wave had
washed over and | could bob back to the surface again.

A certain blank and innocent smle crept onto ny face.

Sergeant Blinderman and the rest of his SWAT ninjas finished
vani shing noisily into the shrubbery. Lieutenant McCabe wat ched
t hem go, sighing and shaking his head the entire while. Wen the
| ast one had di sappeared, he turned to ne, took a step forward,
and offered nme a handshake.

"Li eutenant McCabe," he said, flashing a badge. "Hawaii

Six-0"

| arched an eyebr ow.

"We upgraded. "

| accepted the handshake. It rem nded ne of how much ny
wists still hurt. | went back to rubbing ny sore joints, while

McCabe snapped his badge hol der thingie shut and slipped it into
an inside breast pocket of his sportcoat.

Hi s hand canme back out with a opened pack of WMarl boros.
"Cigarette?"

| shook ny head. "Thanks, no. | don't snoke."

"Neither do I." The Marl boros went into his |ower right
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out si de pocket, and a nonent |ater his hand reappeared with a
crunpl ed brown paper bag. He offered it to ne. "Gunm Bears?"

| shook ny head again. "No thanks. | avoid refined sugar."”

"Me too." He chucked the bag over his right shoulder, then
fished into his lower left jacket pocket and cane up with sone
pl astic smartcards. "Free |ong-distance m nutes?"

After a long, long pause, | slowy shook ny head. MCabe
started patting down his other jacket pockets. "So, |ieutenant,"
| said, hoping to stop hi mbefore he'd driven the good cop/bad cop
shtick right into the ground. "Wat’s, uh, the deal ?"

McCabe had conme up with baseball cards, chewing gum and free
sanpl es of SkinBaste™ tanning oil. "M. Sanders?" he said,
| ooking up. "Can | call you Bob?" | nodded. "Well, Bob-O what
we' ve got here is what Sergeant Blinderman and t he SWAT boys cal
a situation. This afternoon, at approximately 3 P.M, our office
recei ved an anonynous tip---"

He corrected hinmself. "A reliable confidential |ead---"

He tried again. "A report from an uni npeachabl e undercover

intelligence asset---"

He stopped short, and | ooked at ne. "Say, Bobster, how | ong
have you been working at the Princess Lili--- Lilio---7?"
"Lili'uokalani,” |I said. "About two years. Wy?"

"So you're famliar with the grounds and buil di ngs?"
| nodded. "You could say that."
"W coul d even say you' re an expert on the physical plant and

architecture?"
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| thought it over. "No." Werever this conversation was
|l eading, it was starting to nmake ne nervous, so | decided to
revert to Surfboy Sanders. "I just |ike, clean the pool, dude.”

"Oh." The lieutenant's face sagged, and he | ooked away from
me. Then his face did a flat-out cliff-dive into a deep frown,
and his eyes | ocked on sonething incredibly horrible and hi deous
behind me. "Oh, shit," he said, as if he had a nmouthful of it.
"Not them Not here. Not now " | turned around.

There was a plain, white, donestic boat wallow ng up the
driveway: a Ford, | think, with no trimand blackwall tires. You
know, the kind of car that makes you sl ow down 10 MPH whenever you
see one inthe rearviewmrror, because it practically screans out
UNMARKED CAR!

The Ford bounced to a stop, m ssing ny Bajaj by nmere inches.
The notor died; the doors opened. Two nore haol es energed: the
driver was a short guy with a big nose and a serious conmmuni cati on
problemw th his hairstylist, while the passenger was a tall,
| eggy, red-haired babe with maj or gazongas. They both wore
mat ching gray pinstripe suits (his with trousers, hers with a
skirt), matchi ng dark Ray-Ban sungl asses, and matching | ong
trenchcoats.

Good airconditioner in that Ford, | guessed.

The two suits took a nonment to check each other out, then
advanced on us. The driver stopped in front of McCabe and fl ashed
a badge. "FDI," he said to McCabe, in a clipped nonotone. "W

came as soon as we heard. Thanks for securing the scene.
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"We'll take over, now. "

#

When two dogs neet for the first time they performa sort of
ol factory ballet, dancing about each other in ever tighter
circles, each trying to be the first to sniff the other's---

Cops, fortunately, just flash their badges.

"Special Agent Smth," the guy in the gray suit said, show ng
off his FDI credentials wth a casual, insouciant flair. "And
this is ny partner---"

"Speci al Agent Jones," the yumy redhead conpleted, in the
sanme nonotone, and with the sane practiced badge-flip. Mn, you

could tell, these people were professionals.

McCabe tried, but he clearly was not in the sane | eague.
"Li eutenant McCabe,"” he said, "Hawaii Six-O" Agent Smth took
of f his Ray-Bans and gave McCabe's badge a hard stare, then turned
to Jones and shot her a blue-eyed quiz-in-a-gl ance.

"They upgraded, " she sai d.

Agent Sm th nodded, then turned on ne. "And you are...?"

Luckily 1'd picked up ny wall et and stuff fromwhere t he SWAT
ninjas had thrown it, and I'd had two denonstrations of the proper
fl ash and nonotone technique. | flipped open ny hotel enployee ID
badge.

"Bob Sanders. Pool C eaner."

Smth's china blue eyes went a mcroscopic hair wder. He
blinked a few tines, turned to Jones, and shot her another

qui zzi cal gl ance. She shrugged.
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Smth started to turn back to ne wwth a question on his |ips,
then clearly thought better of it and went for MCabe instead.
"So, lieutenant. Wiat's the tactical situation?"

"Qur SWAT team has the hotel cordoned off," MCabe said. "No
one has gotten in or out since we established our perineter."”

Sm th nodded. "Good. Media containnent?"

"My departnent has just issued a statenent denying that
there's a race riot in progress at Cook's Landing. Air Traffic
Control reports every news helo in the islands is now airborne and
headi ng for the south coast of Kauai."

Sm th nodded again. "Excellent. That should buy us---oh,
two hours, at least.” He stroked his perfectly chiseled five-

o' cl ock shadow chin, glanced at Jones again, and apparently had
anot her tel epathic exchange wth her.

Jones took a step forward. "Have you been able to establish
contact with," she paused, and nmade a significant nod in the

general direction of the hotel, "thenf"

McCabe shook his head. "Not yet. M technicians are still
working on it."

"That's inportant,"” Jones said. "W’ve been through this
sort of thing before, lieutenant. Believe ne, it is critical to
t he success of this operation that we establish a dialogue with
them before..." Her voice tapered off.

McCabe junped into the gap. "Before they start kicking
corpses out the front door?"

That got ny attention. Corpses? As in dead corpses?
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Jones caught herself in a startle reaction, then | ooked to
Smth, and both of themstarted to crack up. "Christ, no!" she
said, fighting back a snicker. "Before the ATF shows up!"

My brain went into spin cycle, and McCabe's jaw dropped to
thunp on his sternum "ATF?" he said. "Wy on Earth would they
claimjurisdiction?"

Smth shrugged. "There's a bar in the hotel, isn't there?
And a snoki ng | ounge?"

“"Two out of three," Jones added.

McCabe tried to protest. "But---"

"Listen," Smth said, "you don't know what it's |like back in
Washi ngton. The budget wars are sheer hell! 1f the ATF gets w nd
of a made-to-order photo op like this, they' |l be out here with a
pack of major network reporters faster than you can say Princess
Lili ukelele!"

“"Lili"uokalani," |I corrected. Al three turned to stare at
me. "Sorry," | munbl ed.

The three of them | ooked at each other a | ong nonent, then
deci ded to go back to ignoring me. MCabe picked up the thread of
the conversation. "That’'s ludicrous. Do you really think the ATF
woul d- - -?"

"Yes," Smth said.

"Absol utely,"” Jones agreed.

"Or if not them the Secret Service," Smth continued.

Jones touched a bright red fingernail to her chin. "O the

DEA, the NSA, the CTA .."
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Smith: "The INS, since these are foreign nationals."

Jones: "The EPA, if they've got |lead bullets.”

Smth began counting on his fingertips wth the earpi ece of
hi s sunglasses. "The DIA the IRS, the FW5 GSA, GAO, OSHA, HHS
---am| forgetting anyone?"

Jones thought it over. "The CSS," she said at |ast.

Sm th shuddered, and | ooked at her. "Ch, God," he said. "Not
them Not here. Not now "

McCabe' s gaze flipped back and forth between Smth and Jones
a fewtines, until it becanme evident that their character-
revealing interplay was over and they'd fallen into a stunned
silence. "OSS?" MCabe asked.

"Classified," Smth said.

"Forget we nentioned it," Jones added.

"Now," Smth said, deftly changing the topic, "let's see
what we can do about opening a dial ogue with," he paused, and nade

a significant nod in the general direction of the hotel, "them

| s that your nobile command center?" He pointed at the bl ue panel
truck parked sideways in the drive.

McCabe nodded, and the three of themwheeled in formati on and
started wal king towards it. And | just stood there, with ny nouth
hangi ng open, feeling |ike---

A di scarded toy? A total dork? The kind of guy | always

felt Iike back in school, when a bunch of people | tangentially
knew wer e goi ng sonepl ace interesting, but didn’'t even think to

ask if 1 wanted to cone al ong?
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[ The fact that they were cops and | shoul d have been relieved
they were ignoring ne never even entered ny mnd.]
Instead: |ike |l said, |'ve got this rule |I've devel oped, for

dealing with unpl easant situations. Relax, go with the flow and

wait . But when all three of themturned the backs on me, |

suddenly renenbered ny rule had an i nportant corollary, which 1'd
i nadvertently discovered while attenpting to body-surf Makapuu:

Sonetines, all that relaxing and waiting gets you is a

faceful of clanshells and sand.

So when McCabe and the others started wal ki ng towards the
panel truck, | seenmed to hear the rising roar of a wall of water,
and the bitter taste of salt and rotting kel p grew very strong in
my nouth. ..

My bl ank and innocent smle inploded. | dashed ahead,
pl anted nyself in their path, put ny hands on ny hips and assuned
t he aspect of an i mmovabl e obstacl e.

"Now wait one God damm m nute! WII one of you please tel

nme just what the hell is going on here?"

Jones caught Smith by the sl eeve and hel ped himguide his
hal f-drawn pistol back into his wai stband hol ster. MCabe had
taken a junp off to the side---to get out of Smth's line of fire,
| realized bel atedly---and he just stood there, watching the FD
agents for his cue. Jones nade eye contact with the nen, got a
curt nod fromSmth and a shrug from McCabe, then turned and took
a step closer to ne.

"M . Sanders?" she said gently, in a voice so |larded with
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pr of essi onal conpassion | felt like | was being buttered. "Do you
have friends in the Princess Li--- the hotel?" She took her
sungl asses off then, and turned the full intensity of her doe-eyed

gaze on ne. M/ legs becane jelly and ny knees started to buckl e.
| fought it off and stood up. "Lady, | work there."

"Ch. So then you don't have any friends in there."

| tried again. "Wong. | nean, | have lots of friends in
there. And | demand to know--"

Jones pursed her full, red, lips, and turned up the heat
anot her notch. "No one close, | hope?”"

| paused; her question had triggered a sort of involuntary
inventory. Well, there were Dale and Tetsuo, but they were nore
i ke bar buddies than actual friends. And of course there was
Nal ani, the scuba instructor, but with her it was nore |ike
intermttent mutual glandul ar need than---

Smth stepped to the fore. "M. Sanders? Wat Agent Jones
istrying tosay is, at approximately 3:04 this afternoon, the FDI
received a reliable report that the notorious international
cyberterrori st Eduardo the Jackal had checked into this hotel.
Now, we don't know how he got into the country or what he's up to,
but it appears he is traveling in the conpany of an outl aw Russo-
Af ghani arns deal er naned Raisa al Haffez."

"Hey!" said McCabe, suddenly coming to life. "How did you
know that? Have you tapped ny phone, too?"

"The FDI has its sources,” Smth said, in a tone that

suggested there was a tax audit with McCabe's nanme on it if he
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asked too many questions. MCabe quickly shut up and backed off.

Jones picked up the ball. "The FDI has been tracking those
two for years," she said. "W’'re not sure what it neans to find
t hem here together, but we do know that both are stone-cold
killers, and neither travels without a small arny of heavily-
arnmed bodyguards. So we have to assune that if we can see them
their gunnen are also here, and in control of the hotel. They’l
al ready have hostages---that’s their MO ---and the m nute they
begin to suspect they're under surveillance..." Her voice
tapered off again.

| felt a bone-deep, gut-enpty, ice-cold, chill. Yeah.

Ki cki ng corpses out the front door. Charm ng inage, that.

Apparently it was McCabe's turn to step forward. He laid a
friendly hand on nmy shoul der and smled at ne in a sacchari ne way
that made ne just about want to punch his teeth in. "And now,
Bobster, you know the rest of the story. So trust us; we're
professionals. W'IlI|l do everything we can to get your friends out
of there safely, but right now the best thing you can do is run
al ong hone and---"

"Wong." Smth shook his head.

McCabe blinked at Smth. "Huh?"

"We can't et himgo now Sanders knows too nmuch. You're
going to have to put himin protective custody and keep himon ice
until---" Smth frowned, checked his watch, then | ooked at Jones.
"When does N ghtline go off the air?"

This time it was ny turn to start tw tching nervously.
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Sweating profusely, too. "Protective custody?" | managed to
squeak, with a weak smle.

McCabe cl apped ne on the shoul der again. "Aw, nothing toit,
Bob-O 1'Il just have one of ny boys take you up to Kahal ui, book
you and fingerprint you, and then it's all the doughnuts and
Cof fee C ear M you can stand until---"

McCabe finished the sentence. | know he did; | watched his
lips nove. And he said lots of other stuff after that, too, but
all 1 kept hearing was one word:

FINGERPRINT!

FINGERPRINT!
FINGERPRINT!

FINGERPRINT!

That, and the sound of a rising, roaring, bone-crushing
mount ai n of deep green cold water...

"Hey-y-y, lieutenant!" | said, thromng hima great big
perfectly fraudulent grin and a gentle little buddy-punch on the
upper arm "I just got an idea! You know what you said before,
about needi ng sonmeone who’s an expert on the hotel’s physical

pl ant and architecture?”
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From t he bug-eyed way Agent Jones was staring at ne, you'd
have thought |I'd just sprouted a coat of shaggy fur and a set of

dri pping four-inch fangs.
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S

IN THE VOICEMAIL OF THE DAMNED

Five mnutes later Smth, Jones, MCabe and | were packed
into the back of the blue police van, |like a bunch of well-oiled
anchovy fillets. (Jones’s perfune was delicious, by the way,
while Smith had definitely overdone the A d Spice, and McCabe was
| ying when he said he didn't snoke.)

Now | have to admt, on one level, | was pretty close to
flipping out on the total high weirdness of it all. | nean, here
|'"d spent the last few years hiding out fromthe | aw, SCARW and

the 21st Century in general, and now | was voluntarily clinbing

into that truck and standing cheek-to-jowl wth two Feds and a
state cop? So deep in the back of ny mnd, sone paranoid little

corner of ny personality kept screamng, "It's a trap! There

aren't really any terrorists! The instant they cl ose those doors

they're going to slap on the handcuffs and shout out, 'Ha hal!

Fool ed you, Jack Burroughs!'"

But on the other hand: you know the expression, "kid in a
candy store?
Right. Now imagine that Ridley Scott, Bill Gates, and Bruce

Wayne had gotten together one weekend, and over cigars and cognac
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they' d pulled out the Crutchfield Miultinedia catal og and set out

to create the definitive coolest set of electronics ever put on

wheels. And then, to cap off the joke, they'd decided to pack the
results in an unmarked bl ue GMC panel truck, such as m ght bel ong
to a bakery, or a second-rate catering firm

Yeah. Like, wow. Totally.

Jones was | ooking at ne strangely. | think she thought |I was
reacting to the way she'd hi ked her skirt up to md-thigh to clear
the step up into the van. Smth tried to help her find a place to
st and, and wound up bangi ng his head on a | ow hangi ng rack nount.
McCabe waited until we were all inside, then slid the door shut,
slicing off the daylight with a guillotine-like tshoook!

Jones gasped. | did too. | nean, talk about your maxi num
technogrotto effect! The inside of that van was dark, cluttered,
packed and cl austrophobic; lit only by the di mgreen gl ow of
di odes and fl at-panel readouts. Dead silent save for the soft
susurration of cooling fans, the faint and breathy nutter of open
comm channel s, and the weird, nearly organic creaking and
groani ng of ---

A swivel chair. There was an arm ess swivel chair in the
m dst of all that hardware, and as ny eyes adjusted to the
darkness, | realized there was a skinny, black-haired wonman
sitting on the chair. She m ght have been pretty; between the
baggy fl annel checkered shirt, the ragged jeans, the bul bous
earrings, the ridiculously oversized gl asses, and the | eaned-too-

far-over-the-garbage-di sposal haircut (real short on the top and
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sides; ragged shoulder-length in back), it was hard to tell.

McCabe reached out to her. "Nora? 1'd like you to neet---"

She cut himoff with a karate-like wave of her right hand.
"Not now, lieutenant!” She went back to the panel before her and
tapped a keypad furiously, her long black fingernails clicking
i ke canastas on the plastic keytops. Then she kicked off the
panel and rode her chair backwards to the other end of the van.
"I amjust fifteen seconds away fromsatellite acquisition, so if
you don't m nd---"

She spun around and attacked anot her panel, the fingers of
both hands flying dramatically |ike a concert pianist tackling a
Li szt concerto. At first, | was inpressed by her intensity.
Then, as | | ooked nore closely, | realized the equi pnent she was
beating on had absolutely nothing to do with satellite comm

Ah. Putting on a show for the boss. | could relate.

McCabe wat ched her in obvious admration for a bit |onger,

then turned to Smth and Jones. His voice, when he spoke, was a

reverent whisper. "Nora Kapoho is the best surveillance tech in
the entire HPD," he said. "If there is anything we can |learn from
renote sensing, Nora wll find it." MCabe turned back to watch

her again, with a confident nod and a snmug and---under the
circunstances, rather idiotic---smle on his face.

There was a faint chirp fromyet another piece of hardware.
The satellite downl oad, fromwherever Nora was really getting it,
was done cooking. She heard the chirp too, and rolled her chair

over to a central panel that featured a | arge video displ ay.
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"CGot it!" she announced. Smth, Jones, and MCabe tried to
cromd forward and wound up jamm ng shoul ders, so | hung back.
"This is a satellite thernographic scan of the hotel, updated
ni nety seconds ago." Sonething flashed up on her video display,
and as | expected, was echoed on two smaller screens.

| | ooked at the cops' backs again, then |l eaned in closer to
one of the small screens. The imge | ooked |ike your basic bad
tie-dye job overlaid with grape juice and ketchup stains, or el se
a Jackson Pol | ock painting.

A bul | seye cursor popped up on the screen; | guessed Nora had
activated a nouse. The cursor swept over to a fuzzy white bl ob on
the far |l eft edge of the screen.

"This hot spot,” Nora said, "is a nenber of our SWAT team"”
She traced an arc up and to the right, connecting a line of white
dots. "SWAT team SWAT team SWAT team--lieutenant, you really
need to rethink those all-black outfits. | nean, everybody has
infrared sensors these days, and those poor sl obs nust be roasting
out there." She went back to playing connect-the-dots, and
finished a rough semcircle around the central blue mass on the
screen.

"What's that?" Smth asked, apparently pointing sonething
out to Nora. The cursor junped to a nurky white blob in the
m ddl e of the blue area.

"Rooftop heat exchanger for the central air conditioning."

"And that?" Jones added.
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The cursor noved up to a fainter, yellow sh snear. "Exhaust
fan for the kitchen."

"What about those?" MCabe continued. The cursor neandered
down to a bunch of smaller white dots surroundi ng a ki dney-shaped
green blob that even | could recognize as the sw nm ng pool .

"Hot el guests pool side," Kapoho answered. "Il've had them
under direct surveillance for twenty mnutes.” A w ndow popped
open on the thernographic i mage, show ng what was clearly a live
tel ephoto video shot of the pool area. "Lieutenant, if it's
possi bl e to conceal a weapon under that bikini, | don't want to
know how it's done."” The video w ndow bl anked and shrank, and t he
di splay went back to the satellite inage.

"So, as you can see," Nora said, in what definitely had a
certain conclusion-like quality about it, "there are no snipers
on the roof, no | ookouts on the bal conies, and no one lurking in
t he bushes. Except for us, of course.”

After a pause, Smth said, "I'minpressed. | didn't know you
could get resolution like that off GOESS."

"I didn't,"” Nora said. "GOESS won't be in a good position
for another two hours. But thanks to that ness in Chad, there's a
perfectly good KEYHOLE-12 in a polar orbit."

"KEYHOLE?" Jones blurted out. "That's Defense Intelligence
Agency! Cassified up the yin-yang---how did you get perm ssion
to access it?"

| turned around in tinme to see Kapoho sl ap her own cheek,

l[ightly. "Oops. Silly me. | forgot to ask."
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For the next ten seconds you could have chipped the air
around Smth and Jones with an icepick. M, it was everything |
could do not to burst out |aughing. And McCabe? Well, he | ooked
i ke a candidate for a "before"” picture in the rectal foreign
bodi es online photo gallery.

The icejam broke. "Well," MCabe said, far too forcefully,
"I amsure we'll get this all sorted out later. But in the
meanti nme: what about the weapons scanner?”

Kapoho turned back to her console, slapped sone keys, and
pul l ed up a fal se-color ground-I|evel imge of the hotel |obby.

"No go," Nora said. "Every tinme | get the mllimetrix array
stabilized, one of Blinderman's clods steps in front of an antenna
and blows the calibration all to hell and gone again. | can't
honestly tell you whether the targets |I'mregistering are guns,
bonbs, or the teeth of Sergeant Blinderman's zipper."

"That's in passive node," Smith said, |eaning over the
consol e and apparently deciding to join the conversation again.
"Doesn't your mllinetrix have an active node?"

"Sure does," Nora said, drumm ng her fingers on the consol e.
"And | could start pinging the hotel wth m crowave radar pul ses.
That'd give us an exponential increase in differentiation."

Smth shrugged. "Well? Then---"

"Of course, if anyone in the hotel is wearing a cardiac
pacemaker, there's about a thirty-percent chance that the radar

pul se would shut their heart off."
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Smith drew a |long breath, and let it out slow. "O o-k-a-ay,
| see your point. Well, we'll just save that option for later,

won't we?" He |ooked at Jones and McCabe, gul ped audi bly, then

went back to Kapoho. "Wat el se have you got ?"
"That's it for renote sensing,” Nora said. "M next idea was
to tap into the hotel's closed-circuit security caneras." She

turned to her console, banged in a few conmands, and pulled up a
four-way splitscreen.

| recogni zed that screen. It was the main security
nmoni toring channel: four video w ndows, sw tching at random
every ten seconds between sixteen conceal ed i ndoor and out door
caneras. One by one, the famliar views ticked by: | obby,
cashier's office, west stairwell, exercise room nen's sauna..
(don't ask; don't tell). The famliarity of the views was of fset
by one di sturbing thought: the security canmeras were on a cl osed,
hardwi red, system | knew that. |'d hel ped run the cables
nyself. So how had she managed to tap into then?

Never mnd, | rem nded nyself. W're |ooking for

terrorists, renenber? | tried to get closer to the screen and

study it, for evidence of anything that | ooked out of place.
Sm th shoul dered nme aside and touched the nonitor screen.
"They're good," he said, nodding.
"Very good," Jones added.

"You can tell these people are pro's,” Smth continued.
"They've made all the caneras already and are staying out of the

scan areas. Everything |ooks so...normal."
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"Too normal ," Jones conpl et ed.

"Yeah," Nora said, |eaning back in her chair and chewing a
thunmbnail. "That's what | thought. So |I started chasi ng oblique
strategies, and here's what | found.” She shot out a hand and
froze the shot of the concierge's desk, then expanded it to full-
screen. Wien Smith and Jones were sl ow on the uptake, she | eaned
forward and clicked a black fingernail on the glass. "See?"

Uh oh...

Smth and Jones exchanged gl ances, and both shook their
heads. "No," Jones said.

Nora tapped the screen again. "That, is a CyberDyne Asuka M
1201. A nultinmedia personal conputer, set up for full broadband
network access."

Actually, it wasn't quite..

Sm th and Jones exchanged gl ances again, and this tinme it was

Smth's turn to speak. "So? So the staff plays Slaughter 11."

Nora puffed out a snort of frustration, then set her el bow on
the console put her forehead in her palm "No. Miltinedia. As

in teleconferencing." She tapped the screen with her free hand.

"As in, thereis a mcrophone and a mniature TV canera built-into

t hat workstation.'
McCabe, surprisingly, was the one who nade the connecti on.
"Nora? Can you hack into their network and access that canera?"
My nerves went taut, and | bit nmy tongue. No, she couldn't,
and | could tell her why---but what does Bob Sanders know about

conput ers?
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Nora was drumm ng her fingers on the console, and chew ng her
upper lip. "Yeah, | think so," she said at |ast, as she stopped
drunm ng. "But the Suprene Court hasn't been real clear on the
legality of this sort of thing, so without either a search warrant
or a direct order..."

McCabe | ooked to Smth and Jones, and received a pair of
nods. He turned back to Nora. "M Kapoho?" MCabe said clearly.
"I amordering you to hack into the hotel I|ocal-area netwrk and
access that TV canera."

"Thank you!" Nora said brightly. She punched a few nore
commands into her console, then | eaned back in her chair and
rai sed her hands as if about to worship an idol. The baggy
sl eeves of her flannel shirt fell back, exposing two thick, tight,
j ade bracelets. "I amgoing virtual....now" Her fingers began
waving slowy in the air, |ike seaweed on a lazy current. For a
moment | was puzzl ed, wondering how she was getting VR interaction
w t hout dat agl oves and vi deo goggles. Then..

Om god, on the screen display. | shuddered, with terror, and
delight, and a | ong, drawn-out, hungry yearning---

Cyber space.

Oh dear God, how |’'d mssed it!

| tore ny gaze off the screen and | ooked away, as tears
wel l ed up. The enotional effect was |ike that of seeing ny |ong
| ost puppy, and nmy first girl friend, and everythi ng beautiful and
wonderful that | could never have again all rolled into one.

| had to | ook again.
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Nora was cruising sonething that | vaguely recogni zed as an
updat ed | nfoBahn, plunging through the Net traffic |like a barely
in-control rocketship, swerving and diving and rolling through
coruscating whorls of violet fire, then plunging into a dank and
slinmey sewer hol e and energing---

High in the virtual sky over Busi nessWrl d.

"Don't drool on ny console," she said to ne.

| jerked back. "Huh?"

She smled at ne, her head still tilted back, her fingers
wavi ng gently in the air. "You' ve been in c-space before, haven't
you?"

My brain msfired. "l--- uh---"

She smled again. "Cool, innit?"

| nodded, then realized the effort that was wasted. "Yeah."

"Don't worry," she said. "I can see you." She brought her

| eft hand back and tapped her oversized glasses. Nowthat | had a
closer ook at them | realized they were tinted across the top,
just like the windshield of nmy dad's old Ponti ac.

"Heads-up display," she said. "Conposite overlay, VR on top
of the real world." She extended her |left arm again, and went
back to flying.

That's clearly what she was doing. Flying. Like a
super her o.

| watched her a bit, then went back to watching the nonitor,
whi ch was cl early echoing what she saw. Busi nessWrl d | ooked

i1 ke---well, Iike what it always | ooked |ike. A dark, tangled
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jungl e where comrerce was fought daily with bl oody tooth and cl aw,
a sprawing w |l derness broken only by the occasional patch of
l'ifel ess desol ation, evidence of sonme |uckless corporation that
had downsi zed to the point where it underwent gravitationa
col l apse and turned into a financial black hole.

| went back to watching Nora. "You' re wondering sonething,"”
she sai d.

| thought it over, and decided it was okay for Bob Sanders to
be curious. "Yeah. | always thought VRrequired, |ike, gloves or
sonething." That sounded |i ke an acceptably naive way to phrase
what was on ny m nd.

She smled again. | was definitely getting to |like her
smle. "dAd tech, chum" she said. "d oves are nechani cal
Complicated.” Nora extended her left hand, and gently tapped the
j ade bracelet on her wist with her right thunb.

"Neur al inductance technol ogy,"” she said. "Wy track the
physi cal novenment of your fingers when you can read the
m crocurrents in your carpal tunnel nerves?" She slowy brought
her right hand back, and touched her earring. "Piezo earpuffs.”
Her hand di pped down to the delicate hollow of her throat, and she
fished out a small crystal necklace. "Lavalier mcrophone. Al
connected by a wirel ess personal body network. That’'s not a pager
on ny belt, it’s a cellular network hub." She slowy extended her
ri ght hand again and formed her fingers into a spearpoint.

"And now, if you'll excuse ne: we're here."
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| resuned watching the nonitor. The aspect was changi ng; we
were now far over the Western Rim of BusinessWrld, and it was a
place 1'd never visited much. Mst of it was strange, unfamliar
---of course, given howlong it'd been since I'd |last been in VR
even ny own virtual backyard probably woul d have | ooked strange
and unfam i ar.

A cluster swaminto view. Just a tiny cluster; a little
processing power, a little storage, with a hal f-dozen or so taps
into various reservation networks. It |ooked, to be honest, |ike
one of those electron m croscope shots of a mnor viral infection.

So that was what the Princess Lili'uokal ani | ooked |ike from
the virtual side. Pathetic.

| |1 ooked back to Nora. Wth a suddeness that startled ne,

she shouted, "Here we go!" She flipped her hands down.

| 1 ooked at the nonitor. Then, | couldn't bear to watch.
Nora had thrown her virtual self into a scream ng, plumeting,
power dive straight at the very heart of the virtual Princess L

And i n about five seconds, she was going to bash her virtua
brains out on a brick wall with ny name all over it. Crack her
virtual skull open |like arotten waternel on; get her skinny little
butt kicked back out to reality so fast---

" Quch! "

| couldn't I|ook.

McCabe pushed forward. "Nora? Are you okay?"

"Yeah. | guess | am"
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Wel |, okay, maybe | could | ook. Nora was sitting up straight
in her chair, with a puzzled expression on her face, shaking her
head |i ke a cartoon rabbit who' d just taken a good solid bonk from
a | arge wooden null et.

The nonitor, though, | couldn't help but notice, was stil
show ng c-space. She hadn't crashed out after all. dd.

Jones checked Nora over as if she were a doctor or sonething,
then pointed at the screen. "Wat's that?"

"Ch, that? It’s just a firewall."” Nora finished recovering
her conposure. "The hotel nmust have hired sone consultant to nmake
t heir LAN hacker-proof."

| bit ny tongue and stifled a mani acal cackle. Hired?

Hired, you say?! Are you joking? And the beauty of it is, the

hotel doesn't even know | put the firewall there!

"Afirewall!" Jones repeated, with a breathy sort of awe.
"You nean, we're |ocked out!"

"Not necessarily,"” Nora said. She took a deep breath,
squared her shoul ders, then reached out again with her virtual
hands. "Very often there's a way to pick the..."

| snorted, and then tried to pretend it was a sneeze. Pick

my | ock? Fat chance, | ady!

Nora was still noving her hands |ike a Balinese dancer.
"...pick the..." she echoed softly. Then she stopped short, sat
up, and dropped her hands into her lap. "Omgod," she said, |oud
and clear. "It's an MDE Type 6 algorithmwth the Holland

variation!™ She spun around and | ooked straight at ne. "Tel
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your bosses they got ripped off, Bob! This is a copy of an old
Max Kool job!"

There was a sharp gasp---this tine fromSmth, | think
The | egendary Max Kool ?" he said. "You nean, it's that good?"
Nor a | aughed and shook her head. "No, | neanit's that | ane!
State of the art---three years ago! | know hi gh-school kids who race

each other to see who can crack these things the fastest!"

There was a | oud, rushing, hissing noise in the van, that no
one el se seened to notice. After a nonent, | realized it was the
sound of nmy ego defl ating.

"I mean," Nora went on, "it's like they | ocked their safe
with a wad of gum™

G0 ahead, lady. Kick ne, beat ne, humliate ne...

"So now, if you'll excuse ne..." Nora pushed her gl asses
back up her nose, cracked her knuckles, and went to it. "And a
one, and a two, and---bingo! W're in."

"Yeah!"™ Smth shouted, punctuating it with a handcl ap.

| went back to the nonitor. | couldn't bear to watch Nora
cover herself with glory, so | watched her turn the guts of the
Princess L hotel network inside out instead.

Then the icy panic struck. God, | sure hope | renenbered to

delete all the backups of ny autobi ography file..




