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    Preface to the 2015 Edition




     




    I wrote the opening chapters for Virtually Eliminated, the first book in the Ethan Hamilton series, in 1992. I know, right? Virtually Eliminated was published in 1996, but I wrote the bulk of it in 1995. For a point of reference, at that point I’d had my first modem for less than a year. And I was the first person on my block to get one.




    In case you’re under 30, please allow me to explain this odd term: A modem (short for modulator-demodulator) was a very loud and funky sounding circuit board you stuck in your computer and plugged your phone line into, thus allowing you to…connect to electronic bulletin boards! And something called e-mail. And newsgroups. There was even the beginning of a thing called the World Wide Web, which promised to make all our giant sets of encyclopedias obsolete, though not many of us could fathom how. All we knew for sure was that, when the modem was on, your phone callers got a busy signal.




    If this novel attempts to be a time machine that puts you in the future, the experience of writing this novel is like a time machine that puts you in the past.




    People were very excited about this WWW thing. You could click on an underlined word on the screen and it would launch a little video or an image or send you to yet another article. The ramifications seemed endless, and everyone was trying to figure out what it would be good for, beyond “enhanced” articles about Van Gogh or astronomy or whatever. Still, it seemed very cool, and I was so there.




    Simultaneously, there was this new science called virtual reality. It went along with advancements in computing power and graphics processors. When you put on the VR headset, it was as if you were there, in the simulated world, walking around. It’s old hat to us now, but back then it was about as wicked cool as it might be if I told you it was possible, today, to transfer your consciousness into a deep space probe and send you out on an eternity of discovery.




    But with all the possibilities promised by virtual reality (telepresence surgery, for example, or truly immersive alternate shared worlds) and the Internet, there were fears, as well. Could you get lost in a virtual world? Could your mind come to prefer the illusion to truth? Is it necessarily a good thing that all the knowledge of mankind—including knowledge of how to build bombs or dispose of dead bodies—is suddenly available to anyone? Who is monitoring all this information to be sure it’s all true (har har)?




    And in that space where promising new science and sobering new anxieties meet is where awesome science fiction stories are born.




    So I sat down to write what became Virtually Eliminated.




    I found it surprisingly difficult to extrapolate somewhat into the future but not so far that everything would seem different. The key came for me when I decided to set the books in 2005. Back in 1995, that sounded really advanced to me. I thought we’d be flying around in jet cars by then. But I also rationalized that, in 1995, there were still plenty of cars from 1985 on the road, so in 2005, there would still be cars from 1995 on the road. That provided the bridge I needed: “Okay, that Camero I see passing me in traffic could still be something my hero rides around in. Okay, I can do this.”




    As you will see as you read, though, 2005 was not nearly far enough in the future. I’m writing this preface in 2015, and we’re still nowhere near the tech level I proposed in the Ethan Hamilton novels.




    Oopth.




    So for this slightly updated edition, I have changed all the dates to 2035 and beyond. We probably still won’t be there by then, but I know for sure we weren’t there by 2005.




    Also, back in 1995, people weren’t concerned about China as a world power. That’s been a fairly recent development. Other countries were our concerns, like Russia and Iraq. And remember that this was written in a pre-9/11 era, as well.




    In my research, I recall being struck and alarmed by the rising level of defense spending being made by Japan. It was the day when Japanese tourists coming over and taking pictures of American stuff, including our business and industry models, was widespread and the Japanese way of doing things was influencing a lot of American thought. Japanese tech was the best on the market. And with their increased military spending, it seemed the Pacific island nation that had once terrorized half the world was on the rise again. So Japan’s resurgence became one of the themes of Virtually Eliminated.




    When I sat down to do this revised version, I thought about trying to change Japan to China to make it feel more modern. But in the end I decided to leave it. Who knows, now that the book is set in 2035, maybe by then Japan will be a threat again and China as a world power will be the anachronism.




    If you like the painting on the cover, it was done by me. If you don’t like it, some other person did it. [grin]




    Aside from the changed dates (sorry if I missed any), I’ve left everything pretty much as it was in the original release. I’ve touched up the opening chapters, and I’ve done a few other tweaks, but by and large it reflects a pre-Smartphone, pre-9/11, pre-Facebook era in which microwave ovens were new, fax machines were everywhere, and no one knew what evil or good might result when humans strapped on VR gear and stepped into the world wide web.




     




    —Jeff Gerke


  




  

    




    Prologue




     




    Once he decided to kill himself, the rest was easy.




    He took a last look at the candle burning on the bedside table, then willed the interface open.




    The world he saw through the goggles was dark, as it always was at the beginning. But with a nudge of thought, a portal of light opened and he flew through, leaving his body far behind.




    Back there, his name was Louis Parks. Here, he was Sentinel.




    In a few moments, he would be neither.




    Sentinel smiled as he soared into the familiar local hub. Below him was what looked like a tourist’s map, oversimplified to show special attractions. There was a quaint school, a library, a public square, a city hall, a gymnasium, and a number of other buildings, each of which represented a different area of interest offered by this hub.




    Sentinel reached the border of the local hub abruptly. The collision momentarily rendered his body visible to the eyes of other users. His stealth tools weren’t perfect yet. He toggled himself back off, cursing softly.




    This local net no longer satisfied him. He knew every node, every subdirectory—even every user—all too well.




    He hurried to the GlobeNet interface. There was the usual long queue. Sentinel wrinkled his forehead, and a collection of small three-dimensional objects appeared in the “air” before him. A computer-generated hand reached out from his invisible body to grasp something out of his inventory. It looked like a bullhorn. He activated it.




    Every network had a System Administrator. Every Admin had some kind of priority access code, which he or she used when there was a need for more system horsepower for such things as upgrades or overhauls. When the alarm went off, Netiquette dictated that every user not engaged in some kind of file transfer immediately log off the net.




    Sentinel’s bullhorn precisely matched this particular System Administrator’s alarm.




    Sheep, he thought, moving through the now-unpopulated net. He closed his bullhorn subroutine and sped invisibly through the interface.




    He had existed as Sentinel for two years, now: watching, listening, piecing things together. The inescapable conclusion grieved him, turned to stone what was left of his heart. It became clear that the time for sentinels—always so passive, quiet, and immobile—was past.




    The turning point had been Senator Griffith’s rebuttal. The lesser officials to whom Sentinel had divulged his findings had turned him away, but that had neither surprised nor discouraged him. But if a full Senator would turn a blind eye to the indisputable facts, however, America was in worse trouble than Sentinel had first imagined.




    That was when Sentinel had left the beaten path. If the United States government was not going to combat America’s invaders, then he was going to have to defend her himself.




    Sentinel breathed more easily once inside GlobeNet proper. He lived for the freedoms offered here. Freedom of expression, of presence, of information. Freedom from all restraint too: physical, monetary, legal, racial.




    Moral.




    GlobeNet was set up graphically, similar to the local hub but on a much larger scale. If the local hub was a village, GlobeNet was a metropolis. The whole planet summarized in one stylized city.




    Near the airport icon, he could see his young friend Freebooter harassing the InterAir Traffic Control computer. Beneath him, his trained eye spotted a group of cyberpunks trying to get into the back door of the World Bank. Much as he might like to, Sentinel had no time to play today. Perhaps never again.




    He bounced around the city, laying an elaborate system of alarms and relays. Someone more tied to spatial distances might have been impressed that, though it took less than two minutes to set these precautions, Sentinel’s presence had circled the earth six times. If he was going to commit ritual suicide, there could be no tolerance for interruptions by self-appointed net vigilantes or NSA security patrols.




    Hovering above the downtown sector of GlobeNet, Sentinel called up his inventory again and selected a metallic-looking gridwork. He pressed with his mind, and the grid expanded around him to form a protective cube of nothingness. A one-way mirror from which he could view his own demise.




    This was it—Sentinel’s coup de main.




    He reached into his inventory again and grasped a crystal dagger. He rotated the blade lovingly, admiring its edge, its sheen, its perfection. He lifted it above his head with both hands.




    “O happy dagger!” he quoted. “This is thy sheath; there rust, and let me die.”




    He shut his eyes. Savored the moment.




    And plunged the dagger through his grid.




    The blade sailed out from him for three seconds, then soundlessly exploded into hundreds of crystalline shards. The fragments dispersed, vanishing into the blackness of GlobeNet. Each particle was a modified archie data retrieval utility, altered to search thousands of databases for a very specific set of characters, and, upon encountering those characters, to delete them.




    In seconds, it was accomplished. He opened his eyes.




    And beheld a world suddenly fresh and sharp, full of promise.




    For officially—electronically—Louis Parks had ceased to exist.




    “Moksha, at last,” he said. “Release.” He laughed then; a robust, cleansing laughter. Not since the accident had he felt so free.




    “Henceforth,” he boomed to no one, “Sentinel shall no more haunt this Earth. May he rest in peace.




    “In his place am I—Patriot.”




    He was free now.




    Free to do what had to be done.


  




  

    




     




     




     




     




    Part I




     




     




    It is your concern when the wall next door is on fire.




     




    HORACE, Epistles


  




  

    




    Chapter 1




     




    Challenger Deep.




    Deepest point on the planet. In the Marianas Trench, 1,200 miles east of the Philippine Islands and 1,200 miles north of New Guinea. Almost seven miles beneath the surface of the Pacific Ocean.




    Julia Willis was studying for an exam.




    Physically, she was sitting in her dorm room at the University of Nebraska, hooked up to an Ono-Sendai VR-Sport Head Mounted Display (HMD). Her body looked comical, sitting there in her wicker chair. The light-blocking goggles covered her eyes like a blindfold, and her gloved hand reached out into the empty air in front of her. Her mouth gaped open. She looked like a blind woman pawing at passersby for alms.




    Her real presence, though, was on the ocean floor.




    “Where is it, where is it?” She swiveled her head in Lincoln, and in the Marianas Trench her view spun around. “Okay, there’s that offshoot canyon. I’m not deep enough.” She tilted her head forward and plunged into the abyss.




    Her Geophysical Phenomena mid-term was tomorrow, and she just knew Professor “Hang ’em” Hier was going to ask about the fabled Challenger Deep. She thought she’d better have one more look at it.




    When she arrived at the spot, all murky and dark, someone was already there. She didn’t see anyone, but that wasn’t odd. Not much light made it this far down. Further, in Virtual Reality every user had the option of choosing or refusing an on-screen persona. But Julia could sense another presence, all the same.




    “Is that you, Robert?”




    “No.”




    The voice came from her right. She spun around, but saw no one. Something about the voice seemed strange, but she couldn’t pinpoint it. “Well, who are you? You studying for Hier’s GP exam?”




    “No.”




    It sounded too close for a normal GlobeNet conversation, that’s what was strange. It seemed to come from inside her head or perhaps from all around her. “How did you get such a clear connection?” she asked. “You are going through the library computer, aren’t you?”




    “No.”




    “Look, Dr. No, either show yourself or amscray. I’m trying to study here.” Then Julia realized something else was strange. “Wait a minute. I shouldn’t be visible on your screen. I didn’t choose a persona-thingy. How do you even know I’m here?”




    “‘The best of seers,’ Euripedes wrote, ‘is he who guesses well.’”




    “Yeah? Well, I can’t just guess on this test tomorrow. So, if you don’t mind, I’m going to get back to my studying.”




    But all of a sudden Julia didn’t feel like studying at all. This guy gave her the creeps. Better to leave and come back when he wasn’t around. Back in her dorm room, she raised her hands to take off the headset.




    “Wait!” the voice said.




    Julia hesitated. “What?”




    “Oh, inconstant! Very well. I shall show myself.”




    Seven miles underwater, at the earth’s lowest point, Patriot emerged from perfect invisibility.




    He manifested himself as a tall man in a billowing black cloak, with a hood pulled over a shadowed face.




    He was upside down, above her, his feet pointing toward the surface. When he moved, it was with graceful inertia. It reminded Julia of the Zero-G plane she’d ridden in.




    “There,” he said. “You see.”




    “Well, what do you want?”




    Patriot did a leisurely somersault, his black robes rippling in an unseen wind. “Actually, I wanted to ask you about your friend Kenji.”




    Julia was instantly on guard. “Who?”




    “Of course you know him. Do not deny it.”




    “I don’t—“ She cut herself off.




    Patriot nodded. “Thank you. While we are on the subject of denials, do you wish to deny that this very semester you destroyed the symbol of the United States of America?”




    “The what?”




    “The flag, my dear. Do you deny burning the American flag at a recent demonstration?”




    Of course she wished to deny it. Unfortunately, she couldn’t. She was young and intelligent and in college. She wanted to feel a part of her world. Burning the flag was the most powerful thing she could think of to do. It had seemed like the right thing to do at the time. But now she wished she could take it back.




    She decided to stick with the safer topic. “Well, what about Kenji?”




    The intruder chuckled. “Very well. You gave Kenji access to your father’s home network, did you not?”




    Oh, Julia thought, so that’s what this is about. “Are you some kind of lunchroom monitor for passwords, or something?”




    “Or something.” He circled around her, descending. “Why was it again that Kenji needed the security password to your father’s computer?”




    “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask him?”




    Black arms crossed. “I have. Unfortunately, your friend Kenji proved most uncommunicative. I would ask you to reprimand him if I thought you would be seeing him soon.” The intruder chuckled—an unsettling sound. “Of course, depending on your belief structures, you may be seeing him very soon, indeed.”




    “Who are you? And what do you want?”




    “I want you to tell me why you gave—”




    “Kenji wanted to send my dad a message, okay? They’re buds,” she lied. “What of it?”




    “Yes, bosom buddies, no doubt. Your father was exceedingly foolish, you know, to maintain a link between his computers at the Airbase and at home.”




    Julia took umbrage to that. “What is your problem, buster? This is 2035. People work from home, or haven’t you heard? Besides, my dad gets sick and can’t go in sometimes.”




    “In that case, I have good news for you. Your father, Major General Willis, has been miraculously cured of whatever ailed him.”




    “What? How could you know?” In the cold roots of her belly, Julia felt something like a trap door opening beneath her. Julia gaped at the intruder, knowing she should jack out right away, but unable to move.




    “I do understand why your father wanted to see his force deployment database from home,” the black-robed figure said. “I even understand why your friend Kenji would want access to that database—research in Japanese surveillance technology would make such knowledge indispensable. What I do not understand, Julia, is why you would knowingly give out the passwords to your father’s computer. Were you truly so ignorant of Kenji’s motives?”




    Julia wanted to say she was. Kenji’s request had seemed benign enough—he’d said he just wanted to look for specs on the recently unclassified Stealth Matrix. In her heart, though, Julia had known there was something behind his innocent advances.




    It had made her feel powerful to have something an upperclassman wanted so much. She liked feeling powerful.




    But, like so many other things, it had ended up betraying her in the end, leaving her more wretched than before. Add this to the list of things she regretted. She was too young to be plagued by regrets.




    On the ocean floor, the black-hooded man raised something out of his robes. It looked like a golden box.




    “What’s that?”




    “You should like it,” Patriot said casually. “It will excuse you from your impending catechism.”




    “My—”




    “Julia?”




    “What?”




    “Don’t ever burn another American flag.”




    “I—”




    He pressed a button on top of the little box.




    An hour later, Julia’s roommate came in and found what was left of her charred body.




     




    • • •




     




    National Heating and Air held its meetings in Cyberspace.




    When the seven regional managers gathered for their quarterly business meetings, none of them had to get on an airplane to get there. In fact, they didn’t leave their own offices. Most of them had never met face to face. A few worked from their homes, and had never been seen in the flesh by a single employee.




    The conference room they met in didn’t really exist. The National H&A host computer generated the illusion for Virtual Teleconferences. This particular design featured a long table, windows overlooking a computer-generated forest, and a large display screen at the rear of the room.




    The room and its furnishings had substance only in that nonexistent site where fiber-optic phone cables allowed users to meet via Virtual Reality imaging devices. That out-there-somewhere-but-not-really locale known as Cyberspace.




    “Adjust your set, Northwest/Pacific,” the Vice President boomed. “Your signal’s a little weak.”




    At the far end of the imaginary conference table the improbably muscled figure of the Northwest/Pacific regional manager flickered once, then took solid shape. He looked like Conan in a business suit.




    “That’s better, Donny,” the Vice President said. The VP was also quite robust. “Now that we’re all here, we can begin. First, sales. Elaine.”




    One of the nice things about Virtual Teleconferences was the ability to see not only whoever was speaking at the moment—as was the case with the simple multi-camera teleconferences of the nineties—but also everyone else at the table. Conferees could watch the speaker, of course. But they might also sneak a peek at the reactions around the table, or even look out the window and daydream. All the conveniences of a real business meeting.




    On the other hand, one of the unfortunate things about industry-standard VTs was the lack of full-body personae. In other words, in the imaginary conference room, nobody had legs.




    The camera needed for such teleconferences was usually placed on top of the computer monitor, or built right into it. Thus, the image projected into the simulated conference room was only what could be seen by the camera—face, neck, shoulders.




    The same technology worked fine for vidphone calls. But in Virtual Reality, when the half-materialized images could travel around the room, the effect could be disorienting.




    The sales manager’s shapely upper torso rose from the table and floated—literally bottomless—to the presentation screen. “Thank you, Mr. Vice President.” She cleared her throat and touched the screen. A colorful 3D bar graph leapt out, seemingly projecting out over the conference table. Northwest/Pacific leaned back involuntarily.




    “As you can clearly see by this chart,” Elaine droned, “sales in almost every area are higher last quarter. Higher, that is, with the exception of the Atlantic region. Atlantic has shown a downward trend over the last two and a half quarters unlike any in the hist—”




    The other managers all began talking at once.




    This kind of interruption wasn’t rare. Elaine had been contemplating a harassment suit against this bunch for a long time. Their disrespect here might be the very thing that pushed her over the edge.




    “If you don’t mind, I’m not finished,” she said.




    “The screen!”




    “What about it? It’s just a bar graph. Haven’t you ever— Oh!”




    There wasn’t a bar graph on the screen, after all. Instead there was a man, hooded, clad all in black.




    “Greetings,” the stranger said cheerfully.




    “What are you doing here?” the Vice President demanded. “This is a private teleconference.”




    The intruder raised a black-gloved finger. “Tsk, tsk. Is that any way to treat a guest? Try, instead, the Bard of Avon’s salutation, ‘A hundred thousand welcomes. I could weep and I could laugh, I am light and heavy. Welcome.’”




    The Vice President was unintimidated. After all, he looked like he ate weightlifters for breakfast. “Get out of our conference at once.”




    But Patriot had not the slightest intention of leaving. Not yet.




    “Wait a minute,” Elaine cut in. “Nothing to worry about, Mr. Vice President. He’s not really here, right? He’s just in the viewscreen.” She laughed nervously. “I can just turn him off.” She reached over and shut off the screen. But Patriot’s image didn’t vanish.




    “Brilliant, Elaine,” said the manager from the Atlantic region. He was still stinging from Elaine’s statement about his region. His sales weren’t down that much.




    “You wound me,” Patriot said. Then, as Elaine backed away, the intruder’s black-clad body stepped out of the display and into the room. He had legs.




    “Ah, the proverbial conference room. You all know, of course, what F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote about such congresses. He was in favor of them, actually. He said, ‘No grand idea was ever born in a conference, but a lot of foolish ideas have died there.’ I quite agree.”




    The Vice President’s muscled torso floated, legless, over to the stranger. “Now look here, you hacker-sicko-Jap-sleazoid-cyberpunk, I demand that you—“




    Suddenly no one could hear him, though his lips were clearly moving.




    “Blessed is the man who, having nothing to say, abstains from giving us wordy evidence of the fact.” Patriot turned to the sales manager, who was backing away. “Do not move, Elaine.”




    He adjusted the black hood. “There I was, coming to pay one of you a special visit, when my attention was arrested. When I investigated, imagine my surprise when I detected, among other things, multiple axiotic frequencies augmenting every node of this call.”




    The National Heating and Air executives traded bewildered looks.




    “You are all falsifying your images to appear different from how you really look,” the intruder explained indulgently. “I decided right then to visit all of you together. So here I am.”




    “Wh- What do you want?”




    “A fair question, Elaine. Let us begin with you. You look so supple and winsome here. At least that portion we can see. Shall I show the gentlemen your true form?”




    “No, please...”




    The stranger gestured and Elaine’s torso ballooned hideously. “Voilá, Elaine.”




    Elaine looked down at herself and shrieked.




    The Director of Special Projects groaned. He had been having secret fantasies about Elaine.




    Elaine tried to hide her 300 pound figure behind the viewscreen. “I’m sorry, Roger. I was going to tell you, I swear.” Apparently, those fantasies had not been one-sided.




    “Button up, Elaine,” Patriot said. “The rest of you, as well. Our budding beauty here is by no means the only one misrepresenting her appearance. What about you, ‘Roger?’” At a gesture, the Director of Special Projects’ Caucasian features turned decidedly Oriental.




    Patriot tilted his head, and the Vice President’s sound was back on. “Roger, you, a Jap?”




    “Vietnamese, sir!”




    “Oh, do be quiet,” the stranger said, and the VP’s sound was off again. “Remember Horace’s axiom, my good Vice President, ‘Whatever advice you give, be brief.’”




    He stalked toward the muted executive. “What an impressive physique you have, Mr. Vice President. You maintain a Spartan regimen, no doubt.” The black robes rippled, and the Vice President’s image shifted. Instead of the strapping hero they had all come to admire, the National Heating and Air executives now beheld a pimply-faced teenager. “Behold, your true superior.”




    The executives gasped.




    “Now,” the stranger said, “the rest of you are all being just as deceitful. If there is one thing I detest in this world it is hypocrisy. ‘The true hypocrite,’ it is said, ‘is the one who ceases to perceive his deception, the one who lies with sincerity.’ You all fall into that category, I see.”




    Northwest/Pacific guffawed. “That means a lot coming from a man with a hood over his face! Why don’t you just butt out, buddy, and leave us alone?”




    Patriot dismissed the challenge with a wave of his hand. “In due time I will deal with you all, and your disgusting falsifications. First, however,” he said, floating closer to the Director of Special Projects, “I must attend to business.”




    “Well, I’ve had enough of this,” the manager from South said. “I’m jacking out.”




    The hooded man spun around. “Not just yet, Mister Fuentes.” He pointed, and suddenly the manager from South turned from a he to a she.




    There were a few gasps, but no one moved. What other juicy corporate gossip might this conference reap?




    Patriot turned to the teenaged VP. “For once, you were not entirely wrong, Mr. Vice President. ‘Roger,’ here, is a Jap, after all. Aren’t you, Roger?”




    “I don’t know what he’s talking about, Mr. Vice President. I told you, Vietnam!”




    “Hmm.” All at once, gravity seemed to lose its hold on the black-robed intruder. Gently he tumbled up to the synthetic ceiling, bounced off, and floated around the conference room. “Vietnam, you say? Then how, Roger, do you explain your nightly file transfer to Toshogu Corporation, located, I believe, in Osaka, Japan?”




    The cameras built into Roger’s monitor captured every shade of white his face attained. “What file transfer?”




    “And,” Patriot said, spinning around like a Zero-G figure skater, “you will all be interested to know just exactly what your Director of Special Projects has been sending in those transfers.”




    “Yes,” the Vice President said, leveling a pimply stare at his employee. His physique and voice might be gone, but he was still Vice President of a large corporation.




    “The designs and code for your new supercooling fan,” Patriot answered. “It seems these fans perform admirably when used to refrigerate Toshogu’s latest satellite killer.”




    Roger’s face gained back some of its color. “All right.” He straightened in his computer-generated chair. “Yes, we’re taking your fan, you fat, lazy Americans! It’s one of the last things we need from you.” He lifted his chin. “Business is war.”




    “Well said, Roger!” Patriot floated horizontally over the conference table, applauding. “And, as you will no doubt concede, in all wars, there are casualties.”




    The black robes parted. The intruder brought out something gold in his hand. It looked like a tiny ball-point pen. He held it with a thumb over one end.




    “What’s that?” Elaine asked.




    “Consider it a souvenir from your business trip,” he said.




    He pressed the button.




     




    • • •




     




    The barbarian came down the staircase carefully. He was huge: bare-chested, blonde hair flying, with only a trace of luminosity at the edges of his chiseled face. He held a battle-axe in both hands.




    “Out, ye black villain,” he said. “Show thyself that I may remove thy foul head from thy body.” He reached the bottom of the stairs and looked around.




    The gameworld he was exploring was sparse and dark. Surrealistic obstacles—colored platforms, school buses, burning hoops, WWI fighter aircraft—dotted the computer-generated landscape randomly. The stairway behind him poked out of the ground, ascending into nowhere. As the objects receded into the distance, they became less distinct, until at last they lost all form and merged into a pixelated horizon.




    His adversary was nowhere in sight.




    “I knowest thou art here, foul knave. Show thy cowardly face to Rhatok, Barbarian Prince!”




    He headed for a row of giant video screens. Each displayed a different moving image. He stopped to stare at one of the screens.




    Behind him, a black-clad figure flitted from one simulated shadow to another.




    The blonde barbarian reached a hand out toward the screen. His hand passed right through. “I thought so,” he said in a most unbarbarous voice. He backed up a step, then walked forward, disappearing into the monitor. He soon reemerged, but continued to walk back and forth, in and out of the video screen.




    Behind him, a black-gloved hand raised something at the barbarian’s back. A computer-rendered thumb hovered over a gold button.




    “This needs to be fixed.” The barbarian warrior picked up the defective video monitor. Redesigning in VR was as easy as grabbing and moving. He headed for the exit, television in hand, to ‘fix’ it. He looked like a virtual burglar.




    “Not so fast, Rhatok,” the hooded man said.




    The barbarian tossed the television away and spun around. “There you are, thou fiend.” He hefted his battle-axe and took a step toward the black-hooded figure. “Well, I don’t know about your other victims, but you won’t get me without a fight.” He shouted a war-cry and charged toward his dark enemy.




    Too late.




    The thumb came down.




    The virtual battlefield lit up in an all-white negative image. A tremendous bolt of energy sprang from the black hand.




    It struck the barbarian in the chest, landing with a sickening thump.




    The barbarian dropped his axe.




    Sizzled.




    Fell.




    Then faded out.




    The black figure picked up the fallen axe, and vanished.


  




  

    




    Chapter 2




     




    “Dad! Are you okay?”




    Jordan Hamilton was only nine years old, but already he had a barbed sense of humor. He pushed the TacBack box aside and set his VReam-20 HMD on the wooden desk. “‘Cause for a minute there I thought you had me, but then you just stopped. So I fried you. I got your weapon, too.”




    “I was distracted,” his father said.




    Ethan Hamilton was thirty-five, but everybody said he looked more like twenty-five. His hair had been thinning even when he was in his twenties, so the bald spot didn’t help date him. His metabolism hadn’t slowed down, either. Even on a balanced diet of peanut butter cracker sandwiches and Payday candy bars he stayed at a trim 170 pounds. His wife hated his metabolism.




    His ancient Power Glove sat, mostly un-Velcroed, in his lap, along with his NASA Ames HMD. “I walked right through that video screen. Guess somebody forgot to turn on the clipping.” Ethan cracked his knuckles. “Time for a little programming.”




    He slid out a keyboard from below the desk and began peck-typing at a remarkable speed. He unzipped the programming code of the gameworld they had just been playing in and paged through it with the efficiency of a surgeon performing a routine procedure. His thumbnail rose to his teeth for its habitual chewing.




    Jordan watched his father with declining interest. It didn’t seem strange that his dad was fiddling with the source code of a brand new $150 Virtual Reality game. Didn’t everybody’s dad do that?




    The Hamilton game room had been designed with hours of Virtual Reality gaming in mind. In other words, it was barren. Since all the action went on under a mask or helmet, there was no need to make the room itself interesting.




    There were no windows, no posters, no wallpaper or fancy light fixtures. Just a desk to hold the computers, a ceiling fan to keep the players and equipment cool, brown carpet to hide spills, lots of power outlets, a 100-watt bulb on a dimmer, and a sound-damping sliding door. If Ethan or Jordan had ever bothered to notice, they would have seen that the walls were off-white.




    The game room door slid open. An eighteen-month-old girl wobbled in, a fountain of blonde hair shooting straight up from her head.




    “No, Katie, you can’t come in here,” Jordan said. “Mom! Katie’s in here again.”




    A grey and white cat crept in on long, elegant legs. Jordan grabbed the cat into his arms. “You’re okay, Wizzy. But the brat has to go.” Wysiwyg, accustomed to such privileges, only purred.




    Ethan looked up from the computer screen blankly. “Hmm?”




    Sometimes Jordan wondered if his dad would escape with his life if the house caught fire while he was programming. Not that Jordan was any different.




    Ethan’s face brightened when he saw his daughter. He spun around in his chair. “Come to daddy, baby girl.”




    The little girl half ran, half staggered forward, laughing, but stopped when she saw the wire snaking off her father’s right arm. Her brow wrinkled up.




    Jordan knew what that meant. “Take cover!” He tried to cover his ears without dropping the cat. As if on cue, Katie opened her mouth and screamed.




    Wysiwyg, who had a low tolerance for such things, achieved traction in Jordan’s arm and bolted out the door.




    “Ow!”




    Ethan lifted his voice over his yelling children. “What’s wrong, Katie?”




    “It’s your glove, Dad,” Jordan shouted irritably, trying to stop the bleeding in his right forearm. “She thinks the wire’s a snake.”




    Ethan yanked at the PowerGlove’s last Velcro strap—an action that caused his helmet to fall to the floor with a crash. Katie’s cry went from the decibel-level of a passing train to roughly that of a launching space shuttle.




    The “soundproof” door rocked aside, almost off its tracks. A slender woman with light brown hair rushed into the game room and swept the little girl off the floor. “What is going on in here?”




    “Oh, Kaye,” Ethan sighed. “Save us.”




    “There, there, Katie.” Kaye patted her daughter’s back. “Are these mean old boys picking on you again?” The little girl’s wail faltered, then trailed away completely. She turned and looked for the PowerGlove. “Did she fall?”




    Jordan paused from squeezing blood down his arm. “Nope. Dad scared Katie with his glove again.” Even in pain, Jordan loved to get his dad into trouble. “And Katie scared Wizzy.”




     “Well, no wonder,” Kaye said. “That thing scares me, too. Why can’t you get one with no big button-do-dad on the top, and no wire sticking out? Or get a tacky-thingy, like Jordan has?” Kaye, by her own admission, did not speak computerese.




    Ethan picked up the PowerGlove lovingly. “This,” he eulogized, “is sacred.”




    “Humph.” But even her disdain carried a hint of laughter.




    Jordan caught his mom as she turned to take Katie out of the room. “I toasted Dad big time, Mom. You should’ve seen it. I snuck up behind him and blasted him with my psi pistol. Pow!”




    “Bow!” Katie echoed.




    “No, Katie. Pow! P- P- P-.”




    “Puh puh puh,” she said seriously. Then she giggled and wanted down.




    Jordan gave up the phonetics lesson. He turned back to his mom. “After I shot him, he kind of glowed a little. Then he poofed out. I got his axe, too.”




    “That’s nice, honey,” Kaye said. “Put some first aid cream on that arm.” She shut the door behind her.




     




    • • •




     




    Out on the hallway’s wooden floor, Kaye allowed herself a sigh. She really did try to care about Jordan’s games—and for that matter, her husband’s—since it seemed important to them. To tell the truth, though, she didn’t care one iota about it all. She would never understand what it was about those computers that so captivated the males in her home. And the violence! Why not spend the time doing things as a family, instead?




    Katie, she saw, was about to attempt the stairs, so Kaye left her thoughts behind and hurried over to play lifeguard.




     




    • • •




     




    In the game room, Jordan watched his father peck at the keyboard. It seemed to him that his dad just pounced on the keys randomly, like Katie on the piano. But the parade of white letters that marched across the blue screen was always letter-perfect. Even if the words didn’t make much sense to Jordan..




    “Why’d you even choose the axe-guy, Dad? He doesn’t even have a long-range weapon. I could fry you all day long from across the world.”




    “True,” Ethan said, half rising from his chair, turning to his son. “But don’t let him get too close to you!” He grabbed his son and tickled. Jordan liquefied, poor thing, and collapsed on the floor in a pool of delirium. “Gotcha, now, thou black villain!” his father growled. “Gotcha, gotcha, gotcha!”




    The door slid open again. Kaye saw them rolling on the floor. She clucked and rolled her eyes. “Boys.” She held out a section of newspaper to her husband. “Here, it’s another review of your book.”




    Ethan kept one knee on his son’s ribs, giving a little dig now and then, and took the newspaper. “Did you read it?”




    “Most of it. Don’t you know the guy who wrote it—Ronald Dontwell? That sounds familiar.”




    “Ron wrote this?” Ethan stood up, all fun and games concluded. Jordan scrambled under the desk to hide.




    “Isn’t he that man at Intech?” Kaye asked absently, checking behind her for Katie.




    “ImTech, honey. ImTech. Yes, that’s him.” Ethan sat down and examined the article. “He’s just the brain behind ImTech’s new M7 Reality Engine, that’s all. I wonder how he found time to read my book.” He slapped his thigh with his palm. “I knew I should’ve cited his book more in my introduction.”




    “Oh well, he liked it.” Kaye leaned down and gave Ethan a kiss. “My famous author.” Then she walked to the door. “I’m going to give Katie her pill and put her to bed.”




    When the door slid shut, Jordan crawled out from under the desk. “Dad, let’s play again, okay? This time I’ll be a UFD Marine and you can be a NarcoNinja.”




    Ethan was absorbing the words from the newsprint. “Not now, son. You go ahead.”




    “But Dad! It’s no fun alone. The AI’s stupid, you said so yourself.” His father wasn’t listening. “If you’re not going to play, can I at least play on the net? I’ll see if Thomas wants to play.”




    “Hmm? Oh, all right, all right.” Ethan spun around in his chair and logged onto Venue Texas, a local VR network.




    Jordan took his place in the padded chair. He didn’t bother to remind his dad that Mom had said no nets after dark. It wasn’t his job to remember that kind of thing—he was just a kid. He put on his HMD, slid his hand into the TacBack, and was at once engrossed.




    “But only until nine,” Ethan chided. “It’s a school night.”




    Now it was his turn to be ignored.




     




    • • •




     




    Ethan poured himself some Sprite in the kitchen, and peeled open a Payday bar. He took his snack carefully through the sumptuous living room and into his study.




    When they had built this house, Ethan’s contribution had been to pay for it, and Kaye’s had been to decorate it. And decorate it she did. Quite well, in fact. He wasn’t joking when he told her it looked like a model home. But she had absolutely outdone herself on his study.




    A carved oak desk dominated the office. A leather executive chair stood behind the desk, brass studs up the edges. A green banker’s lamp poured out a pool of warm light. Matching high-backed chairs faced the desk, angled just so, for those history-shaping negotiations he was supposed to be having. Broadleaf plants, a bookcase with brass curios, and a cherrywood bureau stood strategically around the room. It looked every inch the office of a powerful executive.




    Unfortunately, the effect was lost on Ethan. As long as he had table space, light, a chair, two phone jacks, and lots of electrical outlets, he was happy.




    He had brought four computers into the room, and linked them all together in enigmatic and somewhat devious combinations. Two computers sat on the oak desk, one on the floor beside the desk, and the fourth on a filing cabinet. The other filing cabinet supported a combination laser printer, copier, fax machine, answering machine, and vidphone.




    On top of the leftmost monitor was a little cross, whittled from two pieces of wood, and held together by a leather thong. Jordan had made it as a craft at church camp the previous summer. Ethan’ leather Bible lay on the desk, ready for his daily quiet time.




    Cables writhed around the room, only barely out from the middle of the floor. Programming magazines languished in lazy stacks, along with a few of Jordan’s comic books.




    It still looked like a powerful executive’s office, but one in which a vagrant had taken up residence.




    That image was enhanced by the fact that Wysiwyg had taken a liking to the leather chair—she was careful to leave a few grey or white hairs behind every time to mark her place.




    This study would become his main work office if and when Ethan’s company ever instituted the Virtual Office concept they’d been discussing. All the rage in the late ‘90s, the work-from-home paradigm had never quite eclipsed the old go-to-work idea. Ethan’s company had felt the peer pressure to go Virtual—who better to do so than a Virtual Reality company?—but had managed to drag their heels for almost six years now. So, in 2035 Ethan Hamilton went to work in exactly the same way as he had when he started there, back in 2025.




    Ethan took out scissors and clipped the review of his book from the newspaper.




    It was a strange thing, he realized, having written a book. Suddenly people all over the country felt entitled to an opinion of him and his work. But, then, he had believed in what he had written—even if it was a dry technical manual on the nuances of Virtual Reality programming—and he still believed in it. He was gratified that at least one other reviewer, a man whose work Ethan respected, agreed.




    He read the last line of the review one more time, “No matter what the public response will be, Hamilton’s new book is already a virtual success.” Ethan winced. “Oh, Ron, Ron, Ron. Don’t quit your day job, dude.”




    He went to the bureau and opened the left side door. It opened effortlessly, with only the hint of a squeak. The swinging door wafted to his nose the scent of lemon Pledge. Dust, in the Hamilton home, was persona non grata [dustballa non grata?].




    There was a corkboard on the inside of the door, with several other newspaper and magazine reviews tacked up. Ethan moved these other, less-meaningful, reviews aside so he could make a place in the very center of the board. When he went to pin it up, though, the article was backwards.




    On the reverse side of his review was part of a headline, “—ASKA STUDENT KILLED IN VR ACCIDENT.” He scanned the part of the article that wasn’t cut off, then went back to his desk to put it with the rest of the article.




    Kaye came in and sat in one of the high-backed chairs. “Whatcha doing, honey?” When Ethan didn’t answer, she went over to the bureau and closed the cabinet door. Then she busied herself around the study, restacking magazines, dusting everything—including the plants—tucking cables out of sight.




    Ethan looked at her and made a helicopter noise with his lips.




    “I am not hovering!” Kaye said. “I asked you what you were doing, and I’m still waiting for your answer.”




    “Okay, okay. I’m sorry.” Still sitting, Ethan pulled her to him. “I was reading this article. This girl at the University of Nebraska got electrocuted while she was in a VR session. They all think it was some random power surge.”




    This was not a new topic. Kaye pulled away a little. “But you don’t think it was a random power surge. You think it was,” she paused melodramatically, “Mr. Computer Psycho!”




     “It could be, Kaye. It’s just the same as the others.” He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a file of newspaper clippings. The articles dated back almost a year. He flipped through them.




    “People all over the world are getting electrocuted on-line—all in Virtual Reality—and nobody puts anything together. Even the press people haven’t caught on. You’d think the Crusaders show would do an episode on it, or something. But every time, the officials just say, ‘It was some random power spike through the phone lines.’”




    “All right,” said Kaye. “You win. It was Mr. Computer Psycho. Can we go to bed now?”




    Ethan pointed a finger. “You should be nice to me, I’m a famous author. Ron Dontwell said so.”




    “I know. I’d better watch it, or you’ll write a book about me and say nasty things, won’t you?”




    “That’s right.”




    Kaye sat in his lap and looked into his eyes. “If you really think there’s something to this, honey, maybe you should call someone.”




    Ethan kissed her cheek. “I’ve thought about it. But who do I call? The electric company? Psychos Anonymous?”




    “Can’t you just call the police?”




    “Oh, I can just hear myself.” He spoke in a caricatured voice. “Uh, yes sir, you don’t know me, but I think I’ve figured out a conspiracy of international proportions, would you like to hear about it?”




    Kaye giggled, then tried to sound unamused. “Very funny.” She kissed him passionately.




    “Wow,” he said.




    “There’s more where that came from, too.” She went to the doorway and looked at him seductively. “You know, I’ve always wanted to make love with a famous author.”




    “Now’s your chance, sweetheart.” Ethan leapt out of his chair.




    Kaye shrieked and bolted for the stairs. “Shh, shh!” she said between giggles. “Jordan will hear.”




    “Ah, he’s all right. Soundproofing works both ways. No, my little radish, no one can save you now.” Ethan chased his wife up the stairs to their bedroom.




    Life was good.




     




     


  




  

    




    Chapter 3




     




    Ethan called his office The Pit.




    It was only a slight exaggeration. If it had been only two high-rise windows wide instead of three, the name would be more than deserved. But with three window-lengths, an office size reserved for a select few, there was enough room to just shove everything against the walls and still have plenty of clean floor in the middle to give the illusion of neatness.




    Motion detectors turned on the lights, while Ethan shut the door behind him. “Power up,” he said. Those computers and monitors that didn’t stay on at all times came on at his command. The hum of cooling fans made an effective ambient noise mask.




    Ethan walked over to the eighth-story windows and stretched. He looked out over the unending corporate suburb that glued Dallas and Fort Worth together.




    There were eight computers in The Pit, supported by two desks, a counter, and a once-beautiful conference table. Monitors ranged in sophistication from a 21” flatscreen 1.2 billion-color Sony to an ancient 10” amber monochrome beast that Ethan kept alive just for bragging rights. Cables snaked off everywhere.




    Little plastic crabs hung from an air duct, leftovers from some forgotten software promotional.




    But the real centerpiece of the room was over against a window, in the corner farthest from the door. It was a blue metal cube the size of the small refrigerator Ethan had kept in his room at his college frat house. The cube was a turbocharged Sun Microsystems ANDI 3112-F, until recently the most advanced Reality Engine available in a minisupercomputer.




    Digital Environment Specialists wasn’t the most prestigious Virtual Reality company in the world, but they were determined to become players, at least. They certainly did not hesitate to buy the best equipment. Ethan foresaw the day, in the very near future, when DES would graduate up to supercomputers.




    Virtual Reality input devices of all kinds lay out on the conference table: flying mice, data gloves, wands, tactile- and force-feedback devices, and various other 6DOF tools.




    6DOF stood for Six Degrees Of Freedom. It related to the six elements of an object’s position and orientation in an artificial world. The first three degrees of freedom referred to the object’s position on the x-, y-, and z-axes. The last three degrees referred to the object’s orientation in relation to that world: pitch, yaw, and roll.




    On the blue-grey carpet beneath the table was a collection of VR headgear—three helmets, two late-model HMDs, shutter glasses, and one pair of cardboard and cellophane 3-D glasses. On top of the Sun ANDI computer a toy tarantula stood guard, a Bart Simpson action figure perpetually clamped in its mandibles.




    Ethan selected an old Michael Card CD from his collection and put it in a disk drive. As the first notes of “I Will Bring You Home” poured from the speakers, Ethan sat in his chair and logged on to his primary terminal.




    But instead of his usual no-nonsense text interface, Ethan saw a bright yellow smiley face.




    “Uh oh.”




    Michael Card’s voice cut off in mid-lyric, and was replaced by the sound of a lit fuse.




    “Oh, great.” Ethan typed into his keyboard, but got no response. He turned to other keyboards, with the same result.




    The fuse started sputtering.




    Then the fire alarm went off, a clanking, shattering klaxon. Ethan remembered the fire extinguisher down the hall. He opened the door and—




    Thirty people jumped into the air and screamed, “Congratulations!” They all wore party hats and silly grins.




    A pudgy young man with untamed brown hair came forward and grabbed Ethan around the neck.




    “Ha, ha, Curly,” he yelled, calling Ethan by his despised nickname. “Gotcha!”




    Ethan tried to sound unperturbed. He still had plenty of hair, after all. “Yes, Camillo. Yes, you pack of goons, you got me.”




    The crowd cheered.




    Camillo released Ethan’s neck. “Somebody turn that alarm off! It’s in the phone room.” He shook Ethan’s hand. “Congratulations.”




    “Thanks.”




    The fire alarm went silent.




    “Yes, congratulations.” The DES employees made room for the speaker—a grey-haired man wearing a suit. The only one present with either peculiarity. The others, mostly males in their twenties, wore jeans, T-shirts, and sneakers.




    Ethan accepted his employer’s hand. “Thanks, Larry.”




    “Well, we all knew your book would do well,” he turned to the crowd, “didn’t we?”




    Another hearty cheer.




    “Come on,” Larry said. “There’s cake and punch in the lounge. Denise has been setting up since 7 AM.”




    The crowd herded down the hall. Ethan fell in on one side of his boss, Camillo on the other.




    Larry Tarkenton had formed Digital Environment Specialists ten years prior, with only himself, his wife, and his brother as employees. He saw a need for a specialized kind of VR application and created a company to meet that need. Back then the enterprise was only one step above the garage VR level. Things soon improved.




    Ethan was employee number four.




    With the company’s first major success, Mrs. Tarkenton left to become a full-time housewife. Over the years, employees were added as needed to handle the expanding client list. Larry’s brother retired two years ago. Now, with Larry handling all the executive duties, Ethan was the senior programmer. Though hierarchies shifted from project to project, whenever anyone had a problem, they all knew whom to ask.




    Larry was talking about Ethan’s book. “I’d been wanting to do something for you ever since I read your last proof, but I didn’t really know what. Then, when Dontwell went on and on about it like that in the Star Telegram, I figured I’d better get busy. So I called this character,” he slapped Camillo on the back, “and asked him to plan something for you. Were you surprised?”




    “Was he surprised?” Camillo said, “Did you see his face? For a minute there, I thought I was going to have to clean up a wet carpet.”




    Ethan laughed self-consciously. “I was surprised.”




    Camillo snickered. “Willy broke into your office and I did your computer—Mr. Tarkenton said it was okay. The fire alarm was Denise’s idea.”




    “Well,” Ethan said as they arrived at the lounge. “Looks like I’m going to have to rethink the security on my system, doesn’t it? I’m going to make durn sure nobody can ever hack my computer again.”




     




     




    • • •




     




    It was probably no accident that the party didn’t die out until lunchtime. Wage-laborers the world over have always possessed an acute ability to dissipate large blocks of otherwise useful time.




    Ethan sat alone in The Pit, with only a cake plate and a plastic fork as evidence of the celebration. He had to smile at his co-workers; the goodwill was flattering. Though he could have done without the “Congratulations, Dear Curly” dreadfully sung to the tune of “Happy Birthday To You.”




    As a result of the refreshments, he wasn’t hungry for lunch just yet. So he thought he might take care of some business. He set about to make his computer as impenetrable as he knew how.




    Camillo had simply sat down at Ethan’s terminal and found a way to gain access. Ethan would have to think of some appropriate payback later. For now, he just changed his keyboard password. Then he devised a cunning security algorithm. To successfully navigate it, the user had to insert a certain CD into a certain Recordable-CD drive. Ethan kept that disk on his person.




    Then he addressed the threat of a break-in from an outside computer. Besides a direct approach, there were seventeen other possible ports of entry into Ethan’s system. Such things as the phone lines, the network cables, the host computer, hardware circuit boards inside his computer, the software—even the memory inside the keyboard itself—all offered potential doors to an intruder. He used a dazzling array of firewalls, public/private key systems, and simple passwords to defend, not only his computer, but the entire DES network from attack.




    Then he added something extra at his own machine, just to reward anyone for getting through all the rest. He knew some of the programmers at DES were very clever—too clever, perhaps, for their own good. If they were that determined, he reasoned, they ought at least to be heckled for their efforts. In addition to ridiculing potential hackers, the program would beep him if anyone got to this, his last layer of security.




    It was 12:45 when he finished. He rocked back in his chair and stared at the plastic crabs hanging from the ceiling. In the background, Michael Card sang one of his best ballads.




    Ethan thought about his Theory Of Mr. Computer Psycho, as Kaye called it. It was probably totally false, the product of an aging programmer’s overactive imagination. But what if he was right? His eyes strayed to a phone book CD.




    Who would he call, anyway? Serial Killers R Us? He popped the phonebook CD in and accessed the Tarrant County Blue Pages. He scrolled past the city, county, and state sections, and turned to the listings for United States Government offices. He found the number he was looking for and opened a vidphone window on one of his monitors. He selected audio only, though—he didn’t want to look like a fool as well as sound like one—and entered the number.




    “Thank you for calling the Federal Bureau of Investigation,” said a recording. “If you know your party’s extension, you may enter that number now. Or, if you would like to hear other options, please press ‘1’ now.”




    Oh, good, thought Ethan, phone mail. I don’t have to talk to a human right away. Maybe not at all. Maybe I can just leave a message and hang up. He dialed ‘1’ and listened.




    The pleasant voice went on, listing choices designed to further define the nature of his call. Ethan listened to all the options, but heard none that said, “If you would like to report a suspected misuse of Virtual Reality technology and fiber optic cabling resulting in the electrocutions of innocent victims, please press 4.” Finally, he just pressed zero to speak with an operator.




     




    • • •




     




    Liz Hinnock had been a receptionist for the Fort Worth FBI office for seven years. She saw herself as a kind of guardian, shielding the good men and women that served out on the streets. Because of her post by the phone, often she was the first person to hear of some new criminal activity. It seemed to be at her word that Special Agents sprang into action, sometimes risking their lives.




    She also got her share of bizarre calls. Kids, crazies, and paranoiacs called on an almost daily basis. Living in the Dallas/Fort Worth area, she still got a disproportionate number of calls from people who claimed to have figured out the Kennedy assassination. In one week last year she got calls from three people who all claimed to have spotted Jackie Onassis at Hulen Mall. She had almost been ready to believe it herself.




    It was Liz’s job to separate the legitimate callers from the psychos.




    The phone icon blinked on her monitor, and the display showed her it was audio-only. Great, she thought, that usually means a maniac. “Federal Bureau of Investigation, may I help you?”




    She listened as a man on the other end of the line began to clumsily spell out what he thought was a connection between some widely separated accidents—which he, of course, claimed weren’t accidents at all. He thought someone was intentionally sending electric charges through the phones in order to kill people. It had something to do with that Virtual Reality thing, like in the malls.




    Liz’s first thought was just to disconnect. It was too weird. Next he was probably going to say that space aliens were behind the “accidents,” and were preparing for an imminent invasion. But there was something in the man’s voice that wouldn’t let her hang up. An earnestness, maybe. A self-consciousness that seemed to say he knew how ridiculous his idea sounded but believed in it anyway. All right, she thought, just get his name and number—then hang up.




    After she switched the phone off, Liz looked at the information the man had given. Ethan Hamilton, Chief Systems Analyst, Digital Environment Specialists, Riverwalk Office Tower, Irving. Didn’t sound like the résumé of a psycho. But then, she’d been fooled before.




    Liz typed up a summary of the call and walked over to the message board. She thought about pinning it under Agent Rickshaw’s name, since Ann was into high-tech stuff. But she left it for Agent Gillette instead, since he was Duty Agent for the day. That didn’t bother her one bit. She wasn’t allowed to admit it, but she thought Agent Gillette was kind of cute.




     




    • • •




     




    Special Agent Mike Gillette returned from lunch an hour later. He was in his mid-thirties, slightly taller and broader than average, though with a little extra ballast across the middle. He had brown hair, but of a particularly nondescript shade. He dressed plainly, with an affinity for cowboy boots and Wranglers. He was intelligent, patient, and observant. Those who met him thought him fairly good-looking, but altogether forgettable. He was the perfect undercover agent.




    Until he spoke.




    “Afternoon, darlin’,” he drawled to Liz. “Gonna get you some lunch?”




    Liz giggled. It always made her tingle when he called her Darlin’. “I thought I would, now that you’re all back.”




    “Angelo’s has their brisket sandwiches, remember now,” Gillette said, with a look of ecstasy. “All the sliced beef you can push past your teeth.”




    “Thanks, Mike.” Maybe you could take me there tonight, she wanted to say. Instead she just stood up. “I’ll, uh, see you in an hour.”




    “Be good now.”




    Liz grabbed her purse and headed for the door to the reception room, trying to hide the flush on her face. “Oh.” She stopped in the doorway. “I put a call under your name on the board. Some guy says he’s onto another serial killer.”




    “I’ll give her a look,” Gillette said politely, as if he didn’t really want to. “Bye, now.”




    He watched through the glass window as Liz walked to the elevators. She looked back just as the elevator arrived, and Gillette thought she smiled. “Play your cards right, Mikey boy.”




    He took the message from the bulletin board and read it. Then he swaggered down the tile hallway. “Hey, Jerry,” he said through an open door, “you’re not going to believe this one!”
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