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"Reverend James Smithson," the Judge said, "you have pled guilty to all Federal charges brought against you. Do you have anything to say before I pass sentence upon you?"

"Yes, your honor," Smithson said. The slightly plump man in his early forties stood next to his lawyer. Wire-rimmed glasses framed his brown eyes. His neatly brushed dark hair was starting to recede. He clutched a hardcopy Bible to his chest. The contrast between the criminal and his tall rangy lawyer would have been amusing if not for the seriousness of the crime.

"Your honor, I admit that I did what I have been charged with, but I did it for the good of our society," Smithson said with raised head. "Our culture has become sick, we bombard our children with immoral, indecent and evil information then we are shocked when they grow up to be immoral, indecent and evil people. I've seen this at first-hand. I've counseled both the child abusers and the children they have left broken and traumatized. I know the results of pornography and other permissive literature."

He turned and spoke firmly to the assembled crowd. Let them understand all that he had done was for their benefit; theirs and their children's.

"I made a stand against that by making an effort to destroy the works that are turning our children into our worst nightmares. I realize my efforts are not complete, but I believe that others will take up the struggle and continue what I have begun. I am proud of my contribution to our civilization."

He basked in the glow of his wife's adoration. A few others of his congregation were seated around her. They all held their Bibles in their laps. He raised his eyes to the rest of the courtroom and was taken aback by some of the other faces he saw. The cold faces, the angry expressions. No matter. In time, they will come to see what he had done for them.

"Reverend Smithson," Judge Roberts said gravely, "please address your remarks to the bench."

Smithson turned back to the front of the room.

"Are you finished?" the judge asked.

"Yes, your honor."

"Reverend Smithson, that you admit your guilt is a point in your favor. However, that one point can not out-weigh other factors in the case. Experts have examined the worm you modified and released and, while they agree that you made an attempt to target only twenty-three specific works, your amateurish tampering with a highly sophisticated program, resulted in a dangerous piece of code that a second-year Data Major would never have conceived, much less unleashed. Your year of weekend study would not even qualify someone as an apprentice in such a highly technical field. You proceeded to use the little you had learned to modify something you did not fully understand and released that creation into the National Data Net. The end result is that the program you released is now attempting to delete, as of the last count this morning, approximately two thousand works of literature."

Smithson winced at the confirmation of the information his lawyer had given him before the hearing.

"In addition to literature, it is attempting to delete medical records, medical texts, and other quite legitimate uses of words you seem to object to. Words like 'penis' and 'vagina', for instance."

Smithson flinched.

Roberts paused for a sip of water.

"Our information infrastructure has enabled our civilization to become highly efficient as well as allowing us to enjoy the highest level of individual freedom possible. What you did, Mr. Smithson, was to start unraveling that structure; a structure that our civilization requires for its existence."

"Almost everything has off-line backups, of course, but until the worm is eradicated, restoring them will be an exercise in futility. At this time, it is believed that your worm will eventually be stopped, but at a cost that is estimated to run in excess of five hundred million dollars. That is just the direct cost. Indirect costs are predicted to range upward of a billion dollars."

"Because of the severe repercussions of your actions on society, and in accordance with the Data Protection Act of 2031, I sentence you to thirty years in the penitentiary for cyber terrorists at Fort Webster." A gasp came from behind Smithson, but he resisted the impulse to look around at his wife and supporters. "Understand that once you are delivered to Fort Webster, you will be under military jurisdiction."

The judge rapped his gavel, and the sharp report echoed through Smithson's mind. "This case is closed. Bailiff, remove the prisoner and arrange transportation." 

Smithson sank into his seat, barely hearing the wailing of his wife and supporters behind him.

"Jim," his lawyer said sharply. "Pay attention. I warned you that this judge, with his information technology degree, will pass a harsh sentence, but you insisted on pleading guilty. That's done. We'll appeal immediately, but you will likely be transported before the appeal can be heard. I think we have a good case on appeal. Thirty years as much too harsh a sentence for a first offender with your background. Don't lose heart."

"All right," Smithson said with a shaky smile. "Do what you can." He stood up to have the handcuffs put back on by the bailiff and walked out of the courtroom.
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The half dozen newly processed prisoners shuffled into the auditorium. Smithson was surprised at the room itself. It looked like nothing so much as a small theater for movies or plays. There were seats for several dozen that, while not luxurious, were comfortable. The carpet showed a bit of wear from the passage of feet. The small stage was backed by a closed curtain of some dark and heavy material.

The prisoners warily took seats and waited for the opening act. Smithson took the time to look over the datapad he had been given at the door. Except for the bright orange and black stripes on the casing, it looked like a standard 'pad just like his back home.

Two men in uniforms entered from the left side of the stage accompanied by two guards. All four stopped at the center of the stage and waited for the quiet murmurs to cease.

One of the officers stepped forward and spoke. "I am Colonel Anders. I am in charge of this facility. This is Major Billings, my second in command. I make it a point to greet all new prisoners. Unless you screw up badly, this is the only time you will see me. If you do see me again after today, I guarantee that you won't enjoy the experience."

"This is a military facility, and you are under military jurisdiction. In accordance with the Data Protection Act, your civil rights were suspended when you entered this facility."

"We try to keep an eye on what the guards are doing, and to rein in the worst abuses. Make no mistake, this is not for your benefit, it is for the Army's. Extended prison duty ruins a good combat soldier. Routinely letting them get away with offenses prohibited in the Uniform Code of Military Justice ruins them faster. Nevertheless, if a guard strikes you, don't even try to claim your civil rights, because you have none. If you keep your noses clean, you will be able to reclaim your civil rights when you leave here and once again become civilians."

Smithson listened closely as Anders continued. "You have all been found guilty under various Federal anti-cracking laws. As such your access to data will be severely restricted and closely monitored. Since you have all decided that the data on which our society depends can be changed by you, society has decided that that same data may be denied to you. Consequently, any and all data you request may be recorded, censored, edited or denied." Anders looked at each prisoner in turn. Smithson shivered when the cold gaze passed over him.

"The datapads you have been issued are highly modified to support prison functions. If your datapad malfunctions, you may turn it in for repair. Do not lose your datapad or allow it to be stolen. You will not be issued a replacement. Your datapad will only work for you. Also, you will find that they will only allow network access during certain times of the day"

"The rest of your day you may fill with whatever you can find to do. There is a limited selection of video programs, accessible in two TV rooms or streamed to your pad. We also have a large selection of board games available such as checkers, chess, shogi, and others."

Smithson looked around at the other inmates in the room, wondering if any of them played chess, and how long it would take to train one to give him a good game.

Anders continued after a short pause. "That is all at this time. Dismissed."
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Smithson was surprised at his room. He dumped the arm-load of clothes and bedding on the one unmade bed and looked around. 

Two built-in, single beds stood against opposite walls of the six by six-foot room. Four drawers under each bed indicated storage space. The wall opposite the bars contained a toilet and sink. There was no enclosure around the facilities.

A slim young man slipped in the door and threw himself on the other bed.

Smithson studied the man. He had light brown hair and brown eyes that stared back in challenge.

Smithson held out his hand and stepped toward the other bunk. "Hello, son, my—"

"Not your son."

Smithson stopped. He revised his age estimate downward. From his voice, he sounded like he couldn't be more than seventeen or eighteen.

"Yes, sorry. It was just a figure of speech. My name is—"

"I know who you are, Bookburner."

Smithson blinked and outrage swelled in his breast. "I've never burned a book in my life! You've got no—" 

The boy interrupted him again. "Seven thousand eight hundred and twenty-nine," he said in a scathing tone. "We do get the news in here, you know."

"Seven thousand what?" Smithson said.

"Man, you are dense. That's how many books you're trying to burn. That's the latest number as of lunch today."

Shock paralyzed his voice. Nearly eight thousand?!

"But...how? That's not what I was trying to do!" He felt shame at the panic and pleading he heard in his own voice.

The boy's lip curled in a sneer. "You start a bonfire in a library to burn a few books and when the fire spreads, it isn't your fault? Wake up and smell the coffee. In here, you're Bookburner, and that's all you'll ever be."

Smithson backed up slowly until his legs hit his bunk and he collapsed. He put his head in his hands and tried to understand what had happened.

Vaguely he heard the boy say something and leave the cell.
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James Smithson plopped into the thinly padded chair in the lounge and closed his eyes. The rest of his afternoon and evening had not improved. He had avoided his room and saw his roommate only once across the dining hall. 

Others had commented on his cracking attempt. One young man, hardly more than a boy really, had called him a fool of an amateur, with disgust plain to see on his face. Didn't any of them realize that what he did was for the good of the country? Maybe if someone had done it twenty years ago, these people wouldn't be wasting away their lives in prison now. He made a tremendous effort and let go of the anger. They are just misguided, he thought. I will let my example bring them back to morality, the way it will bring the entire country back to morality.

He opened his eyes at the chime that indicated data access was available. 

He turned on his datapad with anticipated pleasure. What to read first? He thought about his day and decided on the Bible. He suspected he would need all the help he could get over the next thirty years. Quickly he entered the request.

File Not Found. blinked on the screen.

He frowned, and keyed in the request again, more slowly.

File Not Found.

Must be a network problem, he thought. He shrugged and tried one of his favorite Shakespeare plays.

File Not Found.

A chill swept down his spine. With shaking fingers, he tried Plutarch's Lives.

File Not Found.

File Not Found.

File Not Found.

Trembling, he tried one of the books he had attempted to delete from the network. The display blinked and text filled the screen.

Savagely he cleared it and tried another. More text flowed onto the screen.

He cleared the screen and hesitantly accessed the contents menu. No one ever used it except in special cases because the Net contained too many individual works to list.

The screen cleared and he studied it. Only twenty-three familiar entries were listed.

He choked off a sob and closed his eyes tightly. Tears leaked down his cheeks. He stayed motionless until the lights-out warning signal, then climbed to his feet and shuffled, hunch-shouldered to his cell. 
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Paul Johnson–except after five years he only thought of himself as Henry Lambert–strode through the castle halls looking for his newest charges. The king had issued commands and Henry had picked these men to go. It would be a short mission, well within the time constraints, and while important, not too challenging for them. And they would have more than the usual stories to tell when they got back home.

Henry paused, wondering where the two men had gotten to. He stopped a passing servant with a firm grasp on her elbow.

"Have you seen Sir Gilbert and Sir Winston?"

The woman gave a quick curtsey without raising her eyes or letting go of her slopping bucket of dirty water and scrub brush.

"I saw them in the dining hall, but a few minutes ago, my lord."

"Thank you," Henry said absently, and continued on his way. 

A few minutes later he stepped into the large room where the entire castle usually took their meals. He looked around and spotted the two men in a far corner, chatting up one of the kitchen wenches. He frowned and headed in their direction. The wench spotted him coming and escaped back to her duties.

He stepped up behind and between the two men posing as locals.

"Greetings Sir Gilbert, Sir Winston. Might I have a word with you?" He caught the eyes of the two men's squires and jerked his head. The two lads hastily gathered up the remains of their meal and left to find seats at another table.

Henry stepped around the table and seated himself facing the other two. Sir Gilbert was in his mid-thirties and already starting to go bald. Sir Winston was younger, perhaps twenty-one. If he remembered rightly, Jenkins was wearing Gilbert and his friend was wearing Winston. Now what was his name? Ah yes, Smythe, that was it.
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