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CHAPTER 1


Howard Grayson pushed back from his desk and, groaning softly, heaved himself out of his chair.  He stared down at his completed work for a moment then walked out of his home office, down the hall and into his kitchen.  He poured some soft drink and slowly sipped from the glass.  He wandered around the kitchen, pausing at every window to gaze out at whatever might be there.  He stood an inordinate length of time hoping to see something.  He did anything for a moment's diversion from his work and more importantly, from the loneliness.  He pushed his face closer to the window and looked up and down the street.  Stepping back he took a sip and repeated the process at the next window.  Sooner than he wanted he was out of windows.  Howard had an accounting service and, in five years, it had grown nicely.  Far more than Howard had expected.  He had more work than he wanted but he had painfully learned that it was better than having idle time.  A widower for four years, Howard had filled the devastatingly lonely days and nights with an overwhelming workload.  He had raised his fees in an attempt to stop the barrage of new accounts.  His services were sought even more, so Howard just took on the work and lost himself in it.  Truth be known, Howard thoroughly enjoyed his work.  Occasionally, he would hear of someone who was being terrorized by the IRS.  Howard would offer his services for no charge.  There wasn't much he enjoyed more than administering a sound defeat to the loathsome IRS.  They were quick to bring to bear the full force of their unbridled power but always careful to choose a defenseless victim.  Howard had decided to represent them after reading how the IRS would let the rich and famous pay off unpaid taxes for one cent on the dollar.  Sometimes, Howard would help a hapless victim who had been billed for as little as $200.  By carefully reviewing their previous returns, Howard could offset the $200 by filing for as much as $500 in overpaid taxes in prior years.  The word spread.  Howard was very much in demand.  For a while he had created busy work, making unnecessary trips and flinging himself into a flurry of yard work.  That had served to make him even more miserable.  They had been married for years.  Their only child was grown and married.  Their life had been perfect.  Devoted to each other, they spent every spare minute together.  The illness had come out of nowhere.  So suddenly, she became critically ill and never recovered.  Howard never recovered from his loss but he was doing the best he could.  Nothing relieved his grief so he continued adding new customers until fifteen-hour workdays were normal.   It didn't stop his sorrow but he was making money and using up time.  Howard considered going outside and walking down the street.  Maybe someone would be taking a walk.  He reconsidered.  It wouldn't change anything.  Why bother?


Howard finished his soda and glanced at the clock.  Nine forty-five PM.  He walked into his den, sat heavily in his recliner and snapped on the TV.  Just in time for NET’s weekly report show.  Every network had one every night or so it seemed.  Always trying to out Nielsen each other they came up with increasingly outlandish topics and, of course, they had an in-depth, exclusive report for us.  It was something that you just could not live without.  It bored into your brain like an excruciatingly detailed weather report.  Agitation rising, Howard watched with contempt as the hour's show was reviewed.  An auto manufacturer had moved decisively to correct a flaw that caused their pickups to burst into flames upon impact.  NET proudly reported they had uncovered the fatal flaw and were responsible for causing the auto manufacturer to correct the problem thereby saving most of NET viewers from certain death.


Yet another member of Congress had been seduced and on the ever present hidden camera.  He had agreed to a NET interview proclaiming his everlasting regret and, incredibly, thanking NET for providing the incentive to stop his philandering.  Howard chuckled.  "If I was in a motel room with that ugly hag, I'd thank them for stopping me, too."  Howard returned his attention to the TV.  The man swore he would be a good member of Congress if the voters would give him another chance.  The NET reporter agreed.  He was repentant and should get another chance.  


Howard watched, incredulously, as they refuted a viewer complaint that they gave much more airtime to a Democratic candidate.  They showed the airtime was amazingly equal, complete with information from outside auditors verifying their numbers.  However, Howard had seen that very show.  He could still remember the bias they had shown.  "Allowing them to police themselves is much like catching the coyote in the henhouse," he thought.  "If you didn't eat the chickens, why are those feathers stuck on your mouth?" the coyote was asked.  "The wind blew them there," said the coyote.  They wrote the book on abuse of power.  They made FDR and LBJ look like choirboys.  These people operated under the assumption that everybody in America is a blubbering idiot.  Howard smiled as he remembered the recent Republican sweep.  Those people had to report it and they sat there with their bottom lip dragging on the floor.  They had looked like a bunch of egg sucking dogs.  Howard chuckled as he recalled that night.  He had not had so much fun in years.  He had laughed.  He had taunted.  He had yelled at them.  He loved every minute.  Never in his life had he wanted to call them, say it on live TV, demand that they publicly admit they had lost as decisively as the candidates they had so glowingly endorsed.  


Next they gave the results of their weekly poll, which showed the president had the overwhelming support of the public.  They did not mention that network TV had pulled every fraudulent trick in the book to get their chosen candidate elected in the first place.  They conveniently failed to mention that every accurate poll showed the guy to have the lowest rating in history.  Howard chuckled as he watched the reporter gleefully report the president's ratings were soaring.  "When it comes to creative accounting, you guys make me look like an amateur." 


Finally, NET exposed a quack doctor.  Howard wondered why a company whose business was tape and film could not make an audible tape.   They always had to provide captions so you knew what was being said.  Film quality was always so poor you just had to take their word that you were seeing what they said you were seeing.  Howard wondered how NET got into people's homes and offices and always had a hidden camera in their ceiling.  "If would seem that they would have to illegally break into someone's property to place all that surveillance gear," he thought.  "I wonder why no one ever asks about that?"  Howard rolled his eyes.  "How could I expect otherwise?  What are they going to say?  Hey, we broke into someone's house and bugged it.  We violated every law on the books but we made a TV program.  Laws do not apply to us.  We make our own laws.  You are guilty because we say so.  Prove yourself innocent and we'll ignore it."


Mercifully, it ended.  Your comments were gleefully invited.  By phone, fax, E-mail and mail.  As the appropriate numbers were displayed, Howard stared at the E-mail command.  He leaned back, the E-mail command clearly visible in his mind's eye.  "I've always been able to do that," Howard mused.  Instant memorization of numbers and letters.  "Accountant's mind," he thought.  In happier days, Howard had fun with his memory ability.  In casual conversations, he had remembered numbers and later astonished people with his recall.  He liked to out calculate people who were using a calculator and he usually did.  It never ceased to amaze people and Howard had always been amazed that it did.  It seemed easy to him and he thought everyone should be able to do it.  


Howard snapped off the TV, rose wearily from his chair and headed to his bedroom.  He left a light on in every room he passed through but never looked back.  He let his clothes fall on the floor.  He had delayed sleep as long as he could.  He lay down, a lump came to his throat as he looked at the empty place on the bed beside him.  Howard sighed deeply and was asleep.  


As Howard fell asleep, across the country at NET studios things were getting lively.  The newsman grabbed a handful of papers, wadded them up and threw them on the floor.  "I'm tired of this goddamn shit," he yelled.  "Next time you want somebody to look like a fool......"  His tirade was frozen in his mouth.  He saw the man standing in the shadows.  He had seen him before but had never given it a second thought.  This time there was something very menacing about his presence.  He said nothing and did nothing but there was something that made you want to keep a low profile.  The newswoman turned to him and smiled sweetly.


"What were you saying, darling?'"


"Shut up and get away from me," he snarled.


"Oh dear.  Is your PMS acting up again, darling?"


"You wouldn't have a job if you weren't laying down between shows."


"Well, all I have to do is lay down.  You, on the other hand, have to get on your knees."


His face puffed up.  He looked like a tomato.  He was about to explode.  He opened his mouth but could not keep from glancing over at the place in the shadows.  She waited a few seconds for him to say something but he stood there looking over her shoulder, his mouth hanging but making no sound.  In a few more seconds, she smirked and walked off.


The newsman did not notice she had walked off but continued to stare intently into the shadows.  He finally decided no one was there.


Howard came awake with a start.  His eyes focused on the clock setting on the nightstand.  Not quite six A.M.  He blew through his lips knowing it was useless to try to drift back to sleep.  It was the same every morning.  He struggled out of the bed and stood, stretching and yawning.  He looked down at the clothes lying where he had dropped them last night.  With a couple of rakes with his foot, they were now piled against the wall.  He went to his closet and dressed.  As he passed through the den he turned off the lights that he had left on last night.  He prepared coffee, retrieved the paper and began his morning ritual.  He sat at the kitchen bar, read every article in the paper and sipped coffee.  He had worked out a system where the last cup of coffee was finished with the last page of the paper.  Howard had tried just about every method of doing his work.  He had worked slowly, hoping the time would pass and the day would be over with a minimum of unoccupied time.  It was not his natural style and working slowly did not challenge his mind.  He found he was constantly daydreaming and his mind wandered to the past when things were like he wanted them to be.  So, he worked fast.  His accuracy was better and his mind was occupied.  This style had been the cause of his increased workload but it was his style.  Abruptly, he got up and walked down the hall to his office.  In a flurry of activity he gathered all the write-up work he had done yesterday, carefully and methodically entered it to the appropriate software program and printed out the reports.  He packaged each client's work and prepared it for mailing.  He was finished before lunch.  He backed his computer down to the C prompt and visualized NET's e-mail command on the dark screen.  Only once had he ever written to a TV network.  He had told a sports network that their broadcasters were a bunch of babbling, mindless idiots.  He had received a reply.  It was a form letter as he remembered.  Howard really had fun with that correspondence.  He had been at his critical best.  His only hope had been that the incompetent, annoying announcers had read his letter.  He knew nothing would change but he wanted them to know.  He could be happy if they were as agitated as he had been.  


Howard called up his communications software, turned on the modem and began to access NET.  He went through the appropriate menu, connected to NET and waited.  He began to formulate a message in his mind.  He would pose a couple of the questions that had come to him last night during the program.  "That ought to stir them up," he thought.  Howard gazed around his office and turning back to the screen, realized this was taking entirely too long.  He tapped the return key.  Again and again, finally a steady drumming.  He leaned back in his chair and softly uttered a few choice cursing combinations.  "They are like a cancer in the TV and now they've locked up my computer," he muttered.  He depressed the control-alt keys and poised a finger over the delete key.  His finger brushed the key but he didn't actually press it.  The screen scrolled wildly.  Howard cast his eyes at the ceiling.  He had touched the key but had not actually pressed it.  He was sure.  Something had happened an instant before he could do so.  Finally it stopped, scrolling again, gibberish.  Stopped again, the cursor patiently waiting.  Across the top was NET's address and below, in caps, was the name, WILSON.  While only a novice, Howard was sure some glitch had occurred and he now resided somewhere in NET's computer system.  "I'll wait and see what happens," he thought.  He tidied up the piles of notes and papers strewn about his computer desk.  Pulling the wastebasket near he begin dropping outdated notes into it.  As was usually the case with everything he did, Howard soon got into his desk cleaning project.  He wrote tons of notes and left them on his desk.  Periodically, he cleaned up and usually found all the items had long since been completed.  He glanced at the clock to see over half an hour had passed.  Then his eye caught movement on the screen.  Slowly an eight digit combination of numbers and letters appeared below and to the right of the name, WILSON.  The momentary stare and blink of his eye recorded the sequence to his unfailing memory.  Howard was distracted as he recalled a few phone numbers of his acquaintances.  He couldn't remember when he could not do this.  Sometimes Howard remembered too many things.  He could recall the room numbers of motels they had stayed in through out their marriage.  Each one usually had a memory and sometimes a page number was enough to activate his memory. "My mind should be clogged up," he thought.  He opened his eyes and a message was appearing on the screen.  WILSON was sending a memo to BOLTON.  


"The auto manufacturer has responded nicely," it read.  "Advertising expenditures have been committed for six months and at an increase in rates.  This will be extremely profitable since we are using existing ads.  The congressman has voted with the others to see that the FCC makes no more regulations without checking with us.  Perkins and Rowland are preparing the next projects.  Will review them in our next meeting."  Nothing was happening but Howard could sense the message was being sent.  He waited five minutes and when nothing more appeared on the screen he glanced at his printer and cautiously reached for the print screen key.  Depressing it, the contents of his screen was printed.  He paused only a few seconds before tapping the page down key.  He rapidly scanned each page before moving on to the next one.  At least ten pages.  Memo after memo of companies, products and people who had come under the wrath of NET's report show.  Some of the stuff was fill-in.  The report on the quack doctor was phony just as Howard had suspected.  Actors and actresses, filmed in a studio, a real Hollywood type production.  "Make them think we're saving them from an evil money grabbing doctor," the memo read.  Finally, Howard returned to the beginning of the memo.  He carefully paged through every document and printed each one.  He had quit reading them and was working quickly so he could print as much as possible.  He was flabbergasted.  He was anxious to read every word.  He wondered if Wilson could tell he was in his e-mail.  


Finally he was finished.  He returned to the start of the message and stared at the number sequence.   Slowly he reached for a note pad and wrote down the eight digits and the name, Wilson.  "This might be the time my memory short circuits," he said aloud.  He leaned back unsure of what to do next or what he would do with the mound of printouts.  Could he get into one of the other's e-mail?  Could he get back into Wilson's?  While the questions piled up another message appeared.  Wilson was inviting Parson to lunch.  Parson accepted.  Howard looked at the clock.  It was nearly eleven.  NET headquarters must be on the East Coast.  It was noon there.  Out to lunch.  If so, Howard should be able to move around in their e-mail unnoticed.  Already he realized how lucky he had been.  If he had watched as Wilson sent messages, surely Wilson could watch as he had paged through the file.  He drummed the page down key until he was at the place he had exited and began to print out again. Howard worked as he always did, quickly and methodically.  He was accumulating a large number of documents.  He tried to read as the pages were printing but it was too fast.  Nevertheless, he was reading enough to know something very wrong was happening.  Constantly watching the clock he stopped after fifty minutes.  Resigned that the adventure might be over he exited Wilson’s e-mail.  He looked at his clock and smiled when he noticed how nervous he had become from indulging in what he considered to be a childish prank.  This was like reading someone's letter that they had left open and in plain sight.  He wondered if that was all there was to it, why did he feel at risk?   Slowly he typed WILSON and instantly was looking at the NET's address with the bold WILSON underneath.  He entered the digits without a glance at his note pad.  He was back in.  He quickly exited again and backed down to the C prompt.  He had been enjoying his little excursion without realizing it.  Howard was sure he could get into their computer system any time he wished.  He was feeling quite proud of himself.  Howard knew he had not accomplished this because of any superior ability but it had been a stroke of luck.  He still could not help feeling cocky about his discovery.  This was some incriminating evidence and Howard had barely read any of it.  He could not imagine what else he would learn about NET's sinister activities.  Exhaling vigorously, he stood up and went to the kitchen where he quickly began preparing his lunch.   He ate a sandwich.  Gloom descended on him when he thought of how many of these things he had eaten in the past four years.  Howard was a master at sandwich creativity.  He had tried them all and finally settled on his favorite - meat, bread and cheese with lots of mayonnaise.  The secret to a good sandwich was in the accompanying chips.  Enough chips and any sandwich was tolerable.  He absent-mindedly munched chips and stared out the window into his front yard.  "I don't know what I'm going to do with this," he said aloud.  He chewed on a handful of chips and thought, "I've got to come up with a plan.  How should I handle this?  Who do I tell?"  The questions came but no answers followed.  Howard wasn't sure what authority he should notify and was less sure who to ask.  He could see this data getting lost in the shuffle and it was not hard to imagine he could get lost as well.  Abruptly, he went to his office and earnestly began doing write-ups for his next batch of clients.  All afternoon he forced himself to concentrate.  Only rarely did he catch himself glancing at the blank computer screen.  In the early evening he turned to his computer and entered the entire work he had just completed, printed it and prepared it to mail.  Adding it to this morning's pile he carried it to his pickup and drove to the post office.  Howard was reluctant to return to his house.  He knew the loneliness that awaited him.  Instead, he drove around town.  He was very out of place as every teenager for miles in every direction was cruising the streets.  The pace was too fast for Howard's frame of mind so he turned off the main street and slowly made his way back to his neighborhood.  Finally returning home, it was nearly midnight.  He repeated yesterday's ritual to his bedroom.


The ego conflict at NET had escalated.  The newsman could hardly complete his sign-off for peering into the darkness.  No one appeared to be there tonight.  He turned to the newswoman.  "If you keep it up, I'll cut your feet at every opportunity.  Nobody likes you and everybody would like nothing better than to see you crash and burn and on prime time."  He looked intently at the shadowy corner.  He could see no one.  He turned back to her.


"I have no time for you, shortstack.  I've got a meeting to extend my contract, right after I extend his .......  Well, you need not know everything.  Use your imagination.  That's all you'll ever get to use."  She walked away looking in the direction in which he had stared.  She wondered who he was looking for.


The next morning Howard didn't look at the clock when he bound from the bed.  He made coffee, flipped through the newspaper barely glancing at the pages.  He gathered the printouts from his office and with a cup of coffee settled on the couch and begin reading.  Howard always had nothing but contempt for network TV but this stunned even him.  They would approach a major company for more advertising.  If refused, within two weeks a devastating report would be shown in prime time.  If they had done nothing wrong and they seldom had, something was created.  They manufactured evidence to substantiate their report.  Millions were watching.  At this point it didn't matter that the story was false.  It was in everyone's mind and no one ever remembered if the story was refuted and proven wrong.  The damage was done.  If the victimized company increased their advertising, another show quickly followed assuring the public the grievous wrong had been righted and the self appointed watchdog would remain ever present to safe guard the unsuspecting citizenry.  There was less damage if the target company paid the bribe and escaped being the source of a libelous report.  The advertising budget was tax deductible.  The loss of business that quite possibly could never be recovered was not tax deductible.  The NET had been quick to point this out to a couple of companies that had been slow to accept their terms.  A few had to be shown the hard way.


One show had accused a pharmaceutical company of profiteering and testing experimental drugs on an unsuspecting public.  After their excessive profits went to the advertising budget the drug testing was miraculously corrected.  The NET could help those that properly repented just as much as they had sought to destroy them.  NET had been concerned about the pharmaceutical company for a while.  They were showing signs of putting up a fight.  They had astronomical amounts of money all over the world and were not squeamish about using it.  It was a routine occurrence for them to bribe the FDA and members of Congress.  NET had even started making some contingency plans.  There had to be a graceful way out.  NET could certainly make their life miserable but with the money they had at their disposal it would be a long and costly fight.  The very least NET could expect was a huge black eye and considerable negative publicity.  They could ill afford to divert their resources into a fight.  At the last minute the pharmaceutical company had decided they could make up the loss with some well placed price increases.  Open warfare was not their style and in this respect they played into NET's hands.  Neither wanted a public viewing but the pharmaceutical company had decided that first.  In this case, NET's procrastination and indecisiveness had worked to their advantage. 


NET always kept a careful watch on Congress.  If they thought enough votes were not readily available to control the FCC and any other agency they deemed necessary they moved brutally to secure those votes.  If a congressman was gay they had compromising photos of him with some gay guy.  The straight guys were caught in compromising photos with women.  They had quickly learned that matters were simplified if they used NET employees.  There were plenty of them willing to perform for a nice bonus.  They had a permanent location and hidden cameras were left in place.  They never had to worry about logistics.  The site and the people were constantly ready.  All they had to do was bring on the congressmen.  If they didn't go for sex, a money sting was set up in a grand Hollywood production.  NET deserved an Oscar for producer and director.  A freshman congressman who refused everything was shot dead in his car.  It was reported as a drive by shooting.  Is D.C. safe for anyone???  They made a show out of that.  Creative programming at it’s best.  If they didn't have a good story at the moment, no problem, just kill a guy and do a story on the lawlessness and danger of the town.  Howard poured through page after page.  One thing about these people, they aren't complicated.  They did it over and over.  Howard was captivated with the incredible revelations.  He was quick to notice that they were not motivated by liberalism, socialism, human rights, law and order or any of the other causes.  They portrayed themselves as the great protector of all liberties on behalf of the poor American public. The citizens need not ever worry about their lives, liberty or pursuit of happiness.  NET was on the job.  Guardian of the constitution!  They were motivated by money, power and greed.  They were all rich so they were not anxious to have their earnings taxed.  They had no interest in contributing to a great welfare system.  It sounded good and they were able to look like shining stars.  It was one thing to talk but quite another thing to actually believe it and even less likely to think they had any intentions of actually paying for any of it.  They wanted the power.  They wanted to control the public's mind.  To tell them what to do, who to vote for, what to buy and who to believe.  All their programs were written and directed toward that end.  Any political candidate that was some kind of a freaky, degenerate was just what they were looking for.  They were freaky degenerates themselves so it was a simple matter to do anything to get them elected.  It seemed like they were always supporting Democrats but that was because the freaky degenerates were Democrats.  The memos contained detailed instructions about programming.  The writers for the major networks always worked together, planning weeks ahead.  Now, Howard knew why they all had the same theme in their shows every night.  What ever was the in thing for this week.  Bulimia, anorexia, child abuse, spouse abuse, child alcoholics ..... the list never ended and every network marched in unison, week after week.  Their work was much easier this way.  They didn't have to spend their time creating new shows.  Every now and then they would attack the government and in this case they were usually correct in their accusations.  The government was the only thing that was as corrupt as themselves and they understood each other's deceit.  Of course, they also knew that nothing they could do would materially affect the course of government.  It was noteworthy that their government investigations would always turn out to be directed at Republicans.  However, their main purpose was always self-centered.  They wanted something and the best way to get it was to mount an assault, threatening to expose something that a bureaucrat would do anything to prevent and the network would get what it wanted.  The public welfare was not their motivation.  When they went after an unsuspecting individual or company, particularly a small, defenseless one, was when they could really crank it up a notch.  They wrote, produced and directed the whole show and then carefully orchestrated it against the victim.  Say anything, accuse anything and the damage was done.  Only rarely did their schemes backfire. 


One used car dealer was a good deal tougher than they expected.  He offered the anchorman a huge payoff if he would stop the investigation.  The greedy anchorman could not resist and the car dealer maneuvered him into his office to make the payoff.  No one noticed the walls were concrete and the door was steel and when locked, the anchorman was isolated from the crew.  The car dealer beat the living shit out of Mr. Anchorman and for a very long time.  The anchorman had to make a recording of what they were doing and the network had to pay the guy ten million dollars to stop him from beating the anchorman to death.  He had an intercom so they could listen to their hero getting stomped into a sack of shit.  Howard laughed every time he thought about it.  Mr. Anchorman had to have about three months of plastic surgery.  It was so extensive when he appeared on TV after several months of "being on assignment", his cheeks were tighter than a drum and his mouth was tighter than his asshole.  Howard could still remember how he looked like a shit eating possum.  The NET had not been overly sympathetic with their anchorman.  They were quite incensed over the loss of ten million dollars and issued directions to move immediately to recover the loss.  As for the anchorman, the memo read, "He was a stupid son-of-a-bitch who wouldn't have a job if a hurricane hadn't blown up his ass when he was too drunk to run for cover."  Instead of firing him they had made him a hero who stood his ground in the face of death to report a story.  It was never mentioned he had tied himself to a commode and fainted in fear.  He had hired a local college student to write the story for him.  Some of the executives were amused when he was beaten senseless.  


One other show had encountered similar difficulties.  The network's champion of women's rights had gone after a restaurateur who featured topless waitresses.  While he had no mob connections his restaurant was a mob favorite and they were not above lending a hand in his time of need.  After the anchorwoman had appeared at his door, he had been bemoaning his plight at a table occupied by the cities most powerful gangsters.  It so happened one of their men had been in Jamaica and had happened to learn the anchorwoman was vacationing there.  The official announcement was she is "on assignment".  Actually, she was in hiding to engage in one of her decadent adventures.  She would slip away and hire three young Jamaicans to fulfill her sexual fantasies.  The gangster had no interest in the anchorwoman and nothing would have ever come of it except he happened to be on a beach late one night when the anchorwoman and her three Jamaicans fulfilled one of her fantasies on the same beach.  The gangster also happened to have an expensive camera and he recorded the entire performance.  Months later the gangster was glad to provide his friend with a few copies which he pinned to a wall directly behind his chair so when the anchorwoman was seated she was looking at them.  She had been speechless.  The restaurateur had droned on endlessly how insensitive he had been and how he would correct the grievous injustice.  The anchorwoman's eyes never left the wall.  Finally, she managed to stand and staggered out of the restaurant as a nearby table of gangsters howled with laughter.  The network never mentioned the incident and neither did the restaurateur.  It was the perfect standoff except the anchorwoman never again got a full night's sleep for worrying about when and where those photos would show up again.  The NET executives had considered trying to buy a few copies for themselves but decided it was best to let the matter die if the restaurateur was willing to do so.  It appeared they were the only two who had escaped the NET's wrath and actually turned the tables.  Not a bad record by anyone's standards.  Howard was about to stop, thinking only the names would change.  As he raised his coffee cup for another drink his arm froze in midair.  He read the next memo and then read it again.


"Little Abner has been caught with his pants down one more time.  Must prepare an immediate response to cover-up latest escapades.  Suggest we do some kind of a foreign crisis report, which he can handle since there really isn't one.  Show Daisy Mae leaving a health care meeting to hurry off hand in hand with Abner as he quells a foreign demon.  Get the kid in it some way.  The public will go for the family scene.  I wish someone had checked further and found out how bad it really was before we got him elected.  We must find someone else for the next election.  We are wasting too much time painting the walls behind him.  We've had a little fun with access to the White House but enough is enough.  We elected him, we'll defeat him."  Howard stared across the room at the TV set.  The memo insinuated they had played with an election.  At least, far more than the usual attempts to sway public opinion.  Anyone with half a brain knew network news slanted their reports to accentuate their favored candidates and at the same time report those not favored in the worse possible way.  They used tone of voice and facial expression in the same manner.  Apparently, this endeavor was a project to see if they could do it.  They had succeeded beyond their wildest expectations and created America's worse nightmare.  Together with a billionaire dwarf, who harbored a lifelong vendetta against a man who had refused to become his slave, they had a conspiracy to elect their own look-alike stooge.  A dope smoking, draft dodging, womanizing, liar, who had the morals of an alley cat.  He blamed the world for his incompetence and slick talked his way around every inquiry.  Of course, it didn't hurt that his clones were asking the questions, covering up and never followed up to force an answer as they did everyone in the opposing party.  There was a deluge of incriminating evidence and the networks covered it up so effectively that seldom was the same question asked twice.  "At this point, all that hardly matters,"  Howard thought.  "Where do I go from here?"  In a few minutes Howard began to feel the futility.  Obviously, one of the largest corporations in America already knew the situation.  They had been victimized.  They had not counterattacked but also they didn’t possess the proof Howard had stacked on the floor.  Howard was sure of one thing.  He would be anonymous.  At least one person had been killed.  He would devise a means to get some information into the hands of the right person.  They would signal their intentions in some fashion and Howard would supply more of the information.  He needed somebody in Congress, also.  He looked back at the stack of printouts.  There must be someone who got off the hook or who is not yet on the hook.  Howard laughed aloud,  "Watergate in reverse.   Here I am trying to find someone in the government to investigate someone in the media.  What a remarkable turn of events."  Howard stared across the room and remembered.  They had dogged Nixon with tenacity of a vise.  There had been no doubt of Nixon's involvement but these same people had gone to extraordinary lengths to cover up much worse that had been committed by Kennedy.  They had used every resource to see that their fair-haired boy got away with everything.  It was such an astounding situation.  Even after all these years, the national media would still eat a mile of Kennedy shit.  Howard guessed they would as long as there was a Kennedy left for them to crawl behind.


Hours later, Howard sat in the kitchen with his ever present soft drink.  Maybe he had found their mortal enemy.  Newspapers.   He had seen more than a few uncomplimentary remarks about their printed media competition.  For the most part, NET ignored the newspapers.  They concentrated on local news.  The national and international stories they covered were supplied by a clever information sharing system devised by NET.  Basically, they printed what NET sent them.  NET was seldom concerned with local issues and the papers were free to do whatever they wished with those.  It was an inexpensive way to operate and the papers were all too willing to go along with the information sharing scheme.  Only rarely did an editor get all riled up about his sworn duty to the first amendment and his oath to uphold it to his death.  His death had been the results.  Howard decided to find out how receptive they would be.  He opened the phone book, found the number and picked up the phone.  Shortly, he had the modem number and command to access the reader's opinion file.  "Wait a minute," Howard thought to himself.  "Going wrong from the start."  He must not tip his hand piecemeal.  He must find reliable sources and give the information out simultaneously.  Hit NET from all sides at once.


Howard spent hours thinking up schemes to tell the auto manufacturing CEO about the information he possessed and an equal amount of time discarding each one.  It would be a simple matter to use a pay phone but not real safe to receive calls on that pay phone.  They could set up a trace and after a couple of calls be waiting to watch him arrive at the phone location.  He could send letters with no return but they would learn his city from the postmark and also he could not receive anything from them.  He didn't even consider the computer.  There was the phone line that could be traced plus he had no way of knowing who would receive the message and how many hands it would pass through.  Finally, he struck upon an idea.  Early every morning he accessed NET's e-mail and tried each name he had seen appear in Wilson's e-mail.  He waited until someone used their e-mail and entered their pass code.  He memorized each one and moved to the next name.  In three days he had the codes for four more individuals.   Waiting until the lunch hour and praying these guys went to lunch, he did a quick scan of their messages.  All were privy to the information but nothing new came up.   Unable to concoct anything he felt would be secure, and exasperated, he threw himself into his accounting work.  His computer remained on patient vigil of Wilson's e-mail.   Nothing sinister was happening.  Of course, it did not matter.  He already had plenty of sinister.  


Toward the end of the week, Howard was resigned that he would have to stick his neck out to some extent.  He wrote letters to the CEO and the congressman.   He gave enough details so they would be sure he was authentic but very careful not to give a hint of the means by which he obtained the information nor of his location.  If the CEO wanted more information and was willing to make a case against NET, he was to place an ad in the personals section of a Ft. Worth newspaper.   It was to read "Come forth with more."  Same for the congressman except his  message was "Now is the time."  If they responded affirmatively, Howard would acknowledge he had seen their acceptance message.  Howard hoped he would see some positive results and he could give them all the information and never have to reveal his identity.  He went to his closet, gathered some clothes and personal items and put everything in his pickup.  He placed stamps on his letters and sat at his desk, his mind a flurry of activity.  It was no use.  He could think of nothing better to do.  He backed out of his garage and in minutes was on the highway to Ft. Worth.  "You can look for me in Ft. Worth until your nose bleeds," he thought.  He had left in the middle of a Friday afternoon.  Howard wanted some extra time to visit his son and his daughter-in-law.  They had lived in the vicinity for several years.  He and his wife had loved these visits.  Howard still looked forward to every trip but the drive was the loneliest time Howard had to endure.  The miles melted away as Howard's mind was consumed with his plan.  Again and again his eyes drifted to the letters on the seat beside him.  He really wasn't putting himself in jeopardy at this point but there was a good possibility that within minutes after his letters were received, NET would be notified that their security had been breached.  Everything he did from now on would have to be weighed carefully if he was to remain anonymous.  He could not imagine what he was going to do.  If he knew, he would be doing it right now.


At the exact moment Howard was driving along and fretting about his decision, a meeting was convening.  "All right, Gentlemen.  We've talked about everything there is to talk about except what this meeting was called for.  Let's get it over with and decide something."


"In the first place, I don't think it's that much of a problem.  Second place, there is no one who will not admit that we haven't had a ton of fun."


"Fun is not the issue here.  We've all had a great time but it has reached the point of diminishing returns."


"I think you're overreacting.  Nothing has come up that we haven't handled."


"You are not the one cleaning up the mess.  I've had to increase the staff by 100% just to do damage control.  It's getting quite expensive.  If some of you were not constantly complaining about the expense, we wouldn't be having this meeting."


"I'm in favor of simply withdrawing our support and ignoring the whole thing."


"That would be the same thing as admitting we were wrong.  I don't think anyone wants to do that."


"I'm having a hard time figuring out how to drop the guy and not look like we are dropping him."


"Well, well.  Now we finally got to the reason for having this meeting."


"There must be a way to keep this going.  Who among you will admit that we haven't had one terrific time using the White House like a vacation home and at taxpayer's expense, no less."


They fell silent as each one recalled his favorite experience in the White House.  There wasn't anyone you couldn't impress with a date to dine and dance in the White House.  There wasn't anyone who didn't want to become a part of history in the Lincoln Room or whatever Room.  Some nights it seemed like the whole building was shaking.  Hollywood was full of starlets who publicly proclaimed they didn't pull up their dress to make it in Hollywood nor did they do nude scenes to stay in Hollywood.  They did both to make the White House trip.  There was something about getting your picture taken at a White House function.  Sometimes, at a lot of White House functions.  The room remained silent as each one continued to reminisce.  He was smiling as he recalled that party.  They had to tone things down after that.  The Vice President was setting there like he had an iron pipe from his ass to his chin.  Since he looked like that all the time it had been awhile before anyone noticed.  An actress had set on his plate, put her legs over his shoulders, and yelled like a banshee.  The goofy looking son-of-a-bitch still did not move or blink an eye.  Only then did they discover he had snorted enough cocaine for half the room.  It was a wonder he had not died but no one would have noticed that either.


Finally, someone cleared his throat and spoke, "I think we should keep things like they are, at any cost."  There were numerous mumbled agreements around the table.


"Very well.  Now let's decide how we are going to do that."


"We're starting to act like he is on another planet.  Let's do this like any ordinary business decision."  They all looked intently in his direction.  Any solution would be acceptable if they could keep their playground.  "Identify the problem or in his case, problems.  He is a multifaceted person when it comes to creating problems.  First, I think we can all agree that his bimbo tolerance is extraordinarily high.  Every one of them runs out of the bedroom and writes a goddamn book.  As we all know our security department is very good at such matters so I propose that they handle his bimbo selection.  I believe better choices will be made and I know the kiss and tell problem will stop, hopefully voluntarily but if not, it will be stopped involuntarily."  No one said anything or even moved.  He looked at each one to emphasize his point.  "I think we can make him understand that everything will be much more problem free with this course of action."


"Last time we told him we were taking over the decision making process he got all presidential and told us he "was the president" and would make his own decisions."


"There in lies part of our problem.  He has been making decisions........."  He paused while he thought over that last statement.  "No, he isn't making decisions.  He is doing goofy things and saying goofy things.  We all know the man is totally incapable of making a decision.  However, gaining his cooperation will not be a problem.  All one needs to do is look at our collection of videos that have been made at various parties.  This situation exists, in part, by our neglect as much as anything.  We knew what we had.  Good god, he planned some of those parties.  Where we went wrong was not in controlling him from the start.  Now, where was I?"  He looked down at the blank pad on the table.  He looked up.  He covered his mouth and coughed.  "I said, where in the goddamn hell was I? Is anybody paying attention?"


"Not controlling him from the start," somebody mumbled and they were all instantly scribbling something on the notepads in front of them.  Everybody had pretty much lost interest in this meeting.  All this review had them thinking about the great parties and the great parties yet to come.


"The next problem is his goofy mouth.  He can talk his way into more shit than a barnyard full of cows.  We've handled this pretty well.  Most of the time we can splice tape and air him like we want.  He just never learns to shut the hell up.  We can't do anything when he goes live and he does love the attention.  I propose writing a canned speech for him.  It's pretty simple.  Every time he opens his mouth, he blames everybody and everything for all his failings.  Hey man, I did everything and they just messed it all up.  I noticed one day when he was on TV and in deep shit, he answered every question with a question.  That will be standard procedure.  If he doesn't like it, we'll mention those videos."


"It sounds like the problem is solved.  I have a couple of questions before we adjourn."  There was a chorus of mumbling and grumbling from around the table.  They were tired of this meeting and they all had beautiful people waiting in their offices to be interviewed for a promotion.  They looked at him indicating that he had asked his questions and their faces reflected their disapproval of the delay.  "I was wondering when the next party is scheduled at the White House," he leaned back in his chair as he could tell he had their attention, "and, what is on those videos?"  


He smiled broadly and walked to the cabinet behind him.  Choosing a cassette he put it in the machine and walking back to his chair, he said, " Meeting adjourned.  Anyone who has business elsewhere is free to go.  Otherwise, it's showtime!"  


They all leaned back and swiveled their chairs to look at the big screen on the far wall.  


Buoyed by the prospects of his weekend visit he finally cleared his mind and drove into Ft. Worth.  He spied a mail drop and deposited his letters before he could change his mind.  He drove to a nearby suburb and pulling into the driveway experienced the first feelings of happiness since his last visit.  Howard gathered his belongings from the pickup and his eyes glimpsed the empty seat beside him.  They had so much fun on these visits.  He swallowed hard and hurried inside.  


Sunday afternoon, as Howard drove over a high overpass he glanced back.  Leaving always plunged him into as much despair as arriving had lifted his spirits.  He made the trip home with his mind awash in memories.  Once home he perused the paper and his mail.  Determined not to spend the rest of the night in a black hole of gloom he went to his office and turned on the computer.  Moving quickly he entered Wilson's e-mail.  He had learned that they left everything turned on twenty-four hours a days, seven days a week.  He doubted anyone would be there on Sunday evening to see him moving through the files.


Last Friday evening Wilson had sent a memo to a newspaper in Oklahoma City.  Nielsen ratings would be sent soon.  They were to print them instead of those from the usual source.  "Perhaps they are not such mortal enemies after all," Howard thought.  The response at the end caught Howard's eye.  "Message received......Receiver's terminal down.....Will relay.......Data Processing Center".  It was signed, Shackelford.  Howard printed the screen.   The time displayed on each message indicated Wilson should have already left his office when this Shackelford had acknowledged his message.  If Wilson has seen that the wrong person had intercepted his memo, Shackelford will be a dead man.  Howard positioned his cursor and backspaced over the message, eliminating it.  There was a chance, albeit a good one, that Howard had interceded in time.  Nevertheless, how ever small the chance, a man's life was in danger and Howard had to act.  He called directory assistance, got the newspaper's number and called.  "Data Processing Department."


"May I speak to Shackelford, please?"


"Not here tonight."


"I'm an old friend passing through town.  I'd really hate to miss the chance to talk to him.  Could you give me his home phone number?"  Howard cringed when he realized Shackelford might be a female.  There had been no indication that Shackelford was a male.  


There had been a long pause.  "I suppose it wouldn't hurt."  With that, Howard was given the number.  


He called.  The phone rang several times with no answer and no answering machine.  "There is at least one other person in the world who doesn't have an answering machine," Howard thought.  He checked the clock and decided to call every thirty minutes until there was an answer.  The thought crossed his mind that it might be too late.  He continued to call.  More and more often until he was dialing every ten minutes.  "Hello."  Caught by surprise, Howard paused.  "Hello," again came the voice.


"Mr. Shackelford?"


"Yes."


"Mr. Shackelford, you don't know me.  I'm calling long distance and I'm concerned that you may be in grave danger.  I'm not a kook so, please, hear me out.  You can't be hurt by listening to me but I'm afraid you might be if you are not warned."  Howard waited.


"Okay, I'm listening," said Shackelford.


Howard begin relating how he had seen the message in NET's e-mail that indicated Shackelford had intercepted the message meant for someone else at the newspaper.


Defensively, Shackelford said that he had but with consent of the intended recipient while their terminal was being replaced.


"Did that message seem strange since it implied NET was instructing the paper to print data that wasn't accurate?" asked Howard.


"Yes, I was flabbergasted but I need my job.  I am in data processing and I can't concern myself with the news room," Shackelford admitted.


Howard then told that he had removed Shackelford's acknowledgment from the e-mail and hoped no one had seen it first.  Howard admitted he had proof NET had someone killed who had made waves and was trying to spare Shackelford of the same fate.  Howard waited and Shackelford was silent for long seconds.


"You've said enough to keep me awake all night and since I won't get any sleep anyway, I'm going to stay somewhere else tonight," Shackelford finally answered.


"Good, let's not talk any longer.  Get moving and can I call you again?" Howard asked.


"Okay, and how can I get in touch with you?" he asked.


Howard was afraid of that.  He didn't want to divulge his identity to anyone.  Unfortunately, if he wanted the guy to believe him he would have to reveal something.  "I'm Bucknell," he said and gave his phone number.  "Please, memorize it and don't leave my number written down any place," Howard emphasized hoping Shackelford would comply.


"Okay, okay," Shackelford said, his voice rising.  "You've scared me enough that I'll spend the rest of my life walking backwards."


Howard exhaled forcefully.  The guy would be a nervous wreck for days.  No telling how he would respond once he decided no one was going to kill him.  If, in fact, no one did.


Howard was at his desk early the next morning doing client write-ups.  Before noon he called the paper and after being transferred to data processing asked for Shackelford.


"Not here, called in sick," the voice said.


Howard called his house and got no answer.  "Well, if he called in sick, he is still alive," Howard reasoned.


As Howard rose to go his kitchen, Wilson began to send a memo.  In an off year election an obscure candidate for Congress in a small state had been the benefactor of an enormous amount of favorable media attention.  So much, in fact, he had come out of nowhere to upset the incumbent.  Now many months later, NET needed a vote on a particular piece of legislature and they were about to call in the marker.  Howard sat back down and began contemplating this development.  He had spent days carefully studying the pros and cons of every action he had taken.  "Study long, study wrong," he said aloud.  He had sent an anonymous letter to the congressman who had been publicly ostracized.  He had been used and abused and Howard could not realistically expect him to put the ad in the paper implying he was ready to duke it out with NET.  So, Howard quickly decided to switch horses.  Maybe this guy who had been boosted into Congress would be more receptive.  He might be willing to do something to rid himself of their anchor.  Howard obtained the new congressman's number in D.C. and placed the call.  An aide was taking messages.  The Representative was not available for calls.  Congress was in session.  Advising the aide to record his message, which Howard doubted was necessary, he quickly related how the Congressman was about to receive notice that NET wanted a vote in upcoming legislation in return for past favors involving his election.  Also, he warned the Congressman to go straight home every night.  Do not get involved with money schemes and women.  If you think this is not a viable warning check with Congressman Samuel.


"Now see here.  You can't imply......"


Howard hung up before the aide could go on.  He hoped Congressman Samuel would receive his anonymous letter today.  Howard thought for a minute.  If the mail was received today and either of them responded immediately, the ad would be in tomorrow's Ft. Worth paper.  He would check.  


Howard looked at everything in the pantry and scrounged in the refrigerator twice before he came up with something for lunch.  He was totally preoccupied with everything even though nothing was happening.  It was too soon to check the paper and he was growing more concerned about Shackelford.  It was likely Shackelford was okay but the uncertainty was quite unnerving.  He tried to occupy his mind with accounting work but he was having a hard time keeping his mind on the job.  Howard forced himself to start another write-up as quickly as he finished one.  One way or the other, he was going to do something to relieve the waiting.  Periodically, he dialed Shackelford's house.  He didn't answer.  



The next morning Howard entered Shackelford's number into his auto-dialer.   He couldn't guess at the number of calls he had made.  At mid-morning he called the newspaper and was told Shackelford had called in sick again.  Howard slumped in his chair in relief.  


Howard drove to the library and finding the Ft. Worth paper he carefully checked the personal ads.  It wasn't there.  Maybe he was rushing things.  He would check tomorrow.  He mailed the accounting work he had completed, stopped at a restaurant for lunch and went home to call Shackelford.  He answered on the first ring.  "This is Bucknell," Howard said.


"You no-good, sorry........."


Howard winced and jerked the phone away from his ear.  Shackelford had exploded with an uninterrupted string of expletives.  Shackelford paused to draw a breath and Howard pleaded, "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, stop a minute and let me explain."


"I don't know who you are but your name is not Bucknell," Shackelford said with his voice rising again.  "You think I'm some kind of idiot.  I checked with the phone company and there is no Bucknell listed for your number."


"My name is Howard Grayson and I didn't tell you because I am afraid to reveal my name to anyone."


"I do know your name and address," Shackelford sneered.


"How did you find out?" Howard asked with fear creeping in his voice.  


"You gave me your phone number.  Hey man, I'm in data processing.  I can make a computer stand on it's head.  I can find out anything about you.  I didn't bother but I can."


Howard didn't want to stay involved with Shackelford but he had talents that might be useful.  "Look, you've called in sick.  Why not do it one more day.  We don't live that far apart.  I'll meet you half way in some small town.  I'll level with you, everything I know."


"You called the paper and they told you I was sick?" Shackelford asked.  


"Yeah, I was worried when you didn't answer your phone.  Believe it or not, you would have been in danger if someone had seen your name in NET's e-mail," Howard said and he waited.


"Okay, I'll meet you.  There's a home cooking style cafe in McNalley.  It's about the same distance for both of us.  I ate in the place several years ago and it's big enough we should have some privacy.  How will I know you?"


They traded descriptions, set a time to meet and hung up.  Howard gathered some of the most revealing of his printouts and put them in the cab of his pickup.  The rest he hid among the mounds of accounting work that had accumulated in his office.


Ben, they were on a first name basis now, would either help or not and Howard doubted the quantity of data would be the deciding factor.  He sensed he had a crapshooter on his hands.  A computer hacker who would go along for the thrill of the ride.  Howard didn't know if that was good or not.


The next morning Howard left early enough to go by the library and check the classifieds.  Still no response.  He settled in the seat to make the drive to McNalley.  Soon his mind wandered.  Mile after mile melted by as Howard remembered better times.  His life had been perfect.  She had been taken from him too early.  Of course, it would not have mattered if they had been one hundred years old.  It still would have been too early.  He missed her constantly.  Nothing in Howard's life even remotely compared to the situation in which he was now embroiled.  She still came to his mind in the midst of all the turmoil and danger.  


Howard pulled into a parking space and knew immediately it was Ben who was pacing on the sidewalk in front of the cafe with his hands in his pockets.  How did he know?  The guy just didn't belong.  He was out of his element and nothing he did looked right.  Howard walked up extending his hand.


"You must be Howard," Ben spoke first, reaching for his hand.  


"Yes, I hope you haven't been waiting long."


"Just got here and was stretching a little."


They eyed each other wearily, neither was anything close to what the other had expected but neither commented.


"You want to drink some coffee and talk awhile before lunch?" Howard asked.  


Ben nodded and they went inside.  They took an isolated booth where they could look out the window and before they could speak, coffee was served.  


Howard arranged his cup and lifted it to sip carefully.  Ben leaned back, his arm extended across the back of the booth, idly touching his cup.  It was obvious he was not going to speak first.  Their eyes locked.  Howard reached into his shirt pocket and took out a folded piece of paper.  He unfolded it and pressed it flat on the table.  "This is an outline I made last night.  I'm leaving nothing out," Howard said.  He started at the beginning telling how he thought something screwy had happened which allowed him access to their computer system in the first place.  Ben quickly asked a series of questions none of which Howard could answer.  "I don't know any technical stuff about computers," Howard said.  "It doesn't matter anyway.  I can get in anytime I want."


"I'd like to know how it happened," Ben replied with the first interest showing on his face.  "It might come in useful someday."  He then launched into a long dissertation on the intricacies of the computer world.  Theorizing, at length, on how such a happenstance could have occurred.  Just when Howard thought there could be no more possibilities, Ben began to expound on another. 


"Good god," Howard thought as he lowered his head to sip from his cup and keep Ben from seeing his expression.  "I'm telling this guy the story of the century and he wants to talk about every computer that has ever been built."


Nearing noon, the cafe begin to fill.  Howard noticed that practically everyone who entered glanced their way.  They were strangers in the town.  They ordered from the menu and ate mostly in silence.  Howard was not too interested in his meal.  He constantly gazed around the room, catching an inquiring gaze from one of the many locals.  They were not as subtle as Howard.  Some openly stared.  They had a right to checkout these strangers in their midst.  At any moment, Howard expected someone to come over and ask who they were and what they were doing in town.  He remembered a similar incident in a town not too different from this one.  A local guy had walked right up to a table of strangers, pulled up a chair and interrupted their meal.  "We all know you fellows don't come from these parts," he had said.  "We were wondering who you are and what you're doing here?"  A man at the table had replied, "We're eating and minding our own business."  The local guy had stared at him for a moment before rising and walking back to his friends.  "I think they're a bunch of goddamn spies," he said quietly.


Howard began to think that Ben had lost interest.  He started thinking of ways to diplomatically disengage from him.  When there wasn't a scrap of food left on his plate, Ben leaned back and looked around the room as if he expected more food to be delivered.  Finally, resolved that there would be no more he spoke, "You know, I do know some reporters at the Paper.  I don't like them so we're not friends or anything like that but I do know them.  The only reason they live is for stuff like this."  


"I thought so, too," Howard said.  "But according to that memo you intercepted someone in a high position is in NET's pocket.  Depending on who that is, the story might never see the light of day."


"I don't know," Ben drawled.  "That's the reason I don't like them.  They find a way to do whatever they want.  A bunch of arrogant mothe.........."  Ben froze in mid word as the waitress suddenly appeared to take their desert order.  Ben gleefully ordered.


Howard stared out the window as Ben ate pie and ice cream like he had not eaten in a week.  "I've recruited a loose cannon," Howard thought.  "If he does anything, he will get both of us killed."  Howard stole a quick glance at Ben's plate.  "I think the glutton is going to make me puke," he thought and he turned to look out the window again.


Over and over, Howard tried to impress upon Ben the life and death necessity of not revealing their identity.  He agreed but seemed to be distracted with other thoughts.  Howard pressed him to learn what action he intended to take but he mostly rambled about turning the information over to the Paper's reporters.  Howard suspected he was more interested in causing them trouble than dealing with NET.  


Deciding that it was pointless to spend the rest of the day with Ben, Howard suggested they return to their homes.  "Check with me before you do anything," Howard said.  Ben agreed.  They said good-byes, shook hands and drove away.


Howard drove along lost in thought.  He could only hope Ben would call him first and hopefully he could defuse any irrational action.  Howard didn't feel like he had helped himself with that meeting.  He was very apprehensive and consumed with feelings of uncertainty.


As Howard drove home he could not be aware of events taking place half way across the country.

CHAPTER 2


Bernard Williamson sat in his office looking at the letter on his desk.  In less than five minutes, he had made up his mind that there would be no ad placed by him.  Bernard's mind had raced when he had opened the letter.  He would love to bury NET so deep they were closer to China but he quickly rationalized that he would be buried with them.  The stockholders would not think kindly of him or the company if the excessive drain on their profits were made public.  Bernard needed only three more years to take his lucrative pension and run to his plush retirement home.  However, he was far from out of the woods.  Someone had seen deeply into NET.  That meant these letters might be arriving at other places.  Bernard had no idea who else was being stung but he never doubted that there were others.  If someone else responded, sooner or later he would be implicated.  He didn't know what he could do to prevent it.  He had dispatched an aide to go to a newsstand and buy a Ft. Worth newspaper.  Two hours later the idiot had returned with the news that they could get the Paper through their computer network.  Bernard had checked and no message appeared to be there.  He had looked at the entire personal section.  He saw nothing remotely similar which might have indicated someone had responded.  That done, he had spent the rest of the morning weighing the ramifications of advising NET of the letter or of not advising them.  At length, Bernard decided he was not going to start the fire.  He would monitor that paper and see if anything appeared that looked like a cryptic message.  An anonymous letter didn't exactly leave a trail leading to him.  He would consider dropping a few well placed hints that, with early vesting, he would take early retirement.  They were out there, anxious to take his place.  They would take the bait like a shark in a feeding frenzy.  Bernard could extract a measure of revenge for the underhanded tactics they had perpetrated on him.  Bernard never doubted he had been a compromise candidate for the job but he didn't have the stomach for the ensuing infighting.  However, once he had set his sights on the retirement plum nothing was going to drive him out.  Bernard had a few abilities they had not counted on.  He never gave them a stationery target and he never allowed himself to be tricked into close-in fighting.  Many times Bernard had sequestered himself far from the maddening crowd.  Unable to reach him even by phone they had punched themselves out and then helplessly watched as Bernard returned to his throne, unscathed.  His tactics had left him ill prepared for NET.  They had him signed and sealed before Bernard knew what was happening.  His opponents paid little heed to the advertising budget, too concerned with their own ambitions.  A man of little action, Bernard had been forced into action by a single anonymous letter.  From time to time he had toyed with the idea of early retirement but only if he got a full retirement pay out.  Bernard had suffered silently for years for that money and nothing would stop him from getting it.  He decided it was time to feel out the opposition.  He picked up the phone.  "Bruce, this is Bernard.  Any plans for lunch today?"  He leaned back.  Plenty of time to prepare a line of conversation to lead Bruce just where he wanted him.  It shouldn't be difficult.  Sharks will bite a tree stump if you throw it in front of them.  A few well placed hints and Bruce would be unable to contain himself.  Bruce wanted his job as much as any of the others and if he thought for an instant that Bernard would give him an inside track, he would make any kind of a deal.  It would be a easy solution.  Give Bernard an iron clad guarantee on his retirement fund plus a few extra benefits and Bernard would see that he was well placed and in a commanding position before his retirement was announced.  Given a running start, Bruce would be firmly entrenched before anyone could muster a counterattack.  Bernard placed a legal pad in the center of his desk and thoughtfully touching the tip of the pen to his tongue, he said, "Now what extra benefits do I want?"


"I can't believe you are ready to retire.  Are you sure there isn't something you aren't telling me," Bruce asked suspiciously.  


"What's so suspicious about retiring?  Hell, I'm ready to kick back and enjoy a few things," Bernard answered.


"That's what is suspicious.  Look around.  How can you get any more laid back and have anything better to enjoy?"  The women were still in the next room waiting to see if they came back for more.  Bruce and Bernard knew it would be days before they could.  The food had been served to them, practically spoon fed them.  Two gorgeous women standing there with nothing on but a smile waiting to refill their drinks.  "Perhaps you can understand my reluctance to believe your unbelievable story."  


Bernard watched as Bruce's drink was refilled.  He had to admit it would take unusual circumstances to give this up.  "I would hope you would ask an old friend back for lunch every now and then.  Perhaps, wean me away slowly.  Very slowly."  They both laughed.  "I am ready to give up the pressure, not the perks."


"Oh, I'm sure that could be arranged.  If I'm in the right place to arrange it."


"That's what we are here to discuss.  You being in the right place to put me in the place I want to be."


"Name your price," Bruce said abruptly, no longer smiling.  He sensed the opportunity he had dreamed of was about to be put on the table.  He never thought he was in position to have it.  Nothing and he meant nothing would keep him from making an agreement to get it.


Bernard had been more correct than he ever suspected.  Bruce would make any deal to get the job.  This was really going to work out.  Bernard clinked the ice cubes in his glass and instantly she was there, refilling it.  His eyes roamed over her as she slowly poured from the bottle.  "Oh boy," he thought.  "Am I going to love retirement.  Do this all the time and never have to worry about going back to work."  He almost forgot about Bruce until he looked away from the girl to sip from his glass.  "My pension.  I want full vesting.  I realize that may be asking......"


"What else?" Bruce interrupted.


Bernard slowly raised his glass to his lips.  "Oh my," he thought.  "This is going far better than I ever remotely hoped for.  I'm leaving here with the key to the city."  He patted his lap and she slowly sat in it and put her arm around his neck.  "Well, there are a few other things now that you've asked."


Bruce took a pen from his pocket and held it, appearing anxious to begin writing.  


In the middle of the afternoon, they stood and shook hands.  "We have a deal," Bruce said.


"Done," Bernard answered.  He peered through the door of the room where the women had waited all afternoon.  He looked at the drink server.  "Decisions. Decisions.  I thought that would end with my retirement."


They both laughed but Bruce was already walking across the room with the papers firmly grasped in his hand.


For the eighth time, Congressman Walter Riley had listened to the recorded phone call that had been received by his aide.  Now, late at night he looked out his office window as the tape finished again.  Walter was idealistic.  He had run because he thought he could make a difference.  Seemingly a hopeless campaign and Walter had known this from the beginning, he had suddenly gained momentum.  He was getting a ton of free publicity.  Reporters had followed him like gulls, anxious to report every word and Walter had eagerly obliged.  Had he really thought they were caught up in his campaign to right the wrongs of America?  He had asked for nothing.  In fact, he had been surprised they were on his bandwagon.  Everyone had told him the incumbent would sweep him away and Walter had known they were right.  Sensing too late that his reelection was in jeopardy, the incumbent had mounted a fierce rally.  He was relegated to the back page, hardly a mention in the daily news.  At quiet moments, Walter had reflected on his good fortune but not for long.  Someone was always near with a friendly microphone.  Walter sincerely believed in his campaign of reform.  He just never thought anyone else did.  "Well, he thought, "I certainly have no skeletons in my closet.  I can withstand any scrutiny."  His mind continued to return to Congressman Samuel.  He had made headlines with his escapades.  It was quiet now but no one was sure how Samuel would fare in his reelection.  Good reports of his legislative abilities continued to surface.  There was a good chance he might weather the storm.  Walter had met him in a group but they had spoken only that once.  In fact, Walter had no desire to be seen with him in any capacity other than in the House.  Yet, the caller flatly stated Samuel knew something.  Something that would be in the best interests of Walter to find out.  Tomorrow he would run into Samuel on the floor.  


His chance came early.  He asked if Samuel would have time to drop by his office to share his thoughts on a piece of legislation.  He didn't want to be seen going to Samuel's office.  Samuel seemed genuinely pleased he had been asked for his input.  He arrived punctually and was eager to hear what Walter had to ask.  Walter pressed the intercom to his outer office and asked that they not be disturbed.  He opened a drawer and took out a recorder.  "I want you to hear this," he said and immediately pressed the play button.  A pall came over Samuel's face when the recorder was produced and with each passing second his expression descended into absolute despair.  When the recording finished, Walter could hardly believe he was looking at the same person.  Samuel had not uttered a word.  Finally, Walter said, "I'm not judging you.  I hoped you might tell me what is going on here."  Samuel still did not speak.  Slowly, he took a note pad from his briefcase and without looking up began to write.  Walter could hardly believe this was happening.  Shortly, he held up the note pad for Walter to read.  Walter reached across his desk to take the pad and Samuel jerked it out of his reach.  He said nothing but nodded his head indicating that Walter should read the note while he held it.  Walter glanced at his face.  The man looked like a pillar of stone.  Quickly he focused on the paper.


"It would be in your best interest to do what they say.  You will prosper here.  Otherwise, you will be lucky to end up like me.  You could end up dead.  Check out Osborn.  You won't find out anything except that he is dead.  Do not contact me again.  I will not talk to you."   Samuel looked around the room with his head drawn down into his shoulders.  His eyes darted everywhere.  Their eyes finally met.  Samuel tore the sheet from the pad.  He wadded it into a tiny ball, stood, put the ball in his pocket and without another word, turned and walked out.  


Walter did not leave his office the rest of the day.  "Do what they say," the note said.  "Who are they?" he had wondered.  Never had he seen such an expression on anyone's face.  Dismay, sadness, stark terror.  Any one or, maybe, all of the emotions were displayed by Samuel without uttering a word.  


Walter had called his aide into his office.  "What happened to Congressman Osborn?" he had asked.


"A real comer in the House," his aide replied instantly.  "Killed in a drive-by shooting.  He was going to be star someday.  Really was a shame."  


Walter had quit listening as the aide continued to extol his abilities and virtues.  Finally, he dismissed the aide with a wave of his hand.  He had stopped in mid-sentence and left Walter's office.


"Oh man," Walter sighed.  "A dead man, another so afraid he checks out the room for cameras and writes notes instead of talking.  What am I in to?"  He put on his coat, grabbed his briefcase and left the building.  "I'm feeling very ill", he said as he hurried through the outer office.  Some of the staff stopped what they were doing and watched him leave.  Walter had wandered the grounds for hours.  He knew the story on Samuel.  "I have nothing of that sort in my background," he thought.  "I have nothing to fear in that regard."  This dead guy was another matter.  The implication was clear.  Cooperate or face dire, perhaps fatal consequences.  While standing before a monument, a solution came to Walter.  He would contact Sheriff Manard back home.  If anyone tried anything, the Sheriff would know what to do.  "Hell," Walter said.  "I'm an elected member of the United States Congress.  I can stand before the House and call the President a buffoon.  I don't have to take anything from anybody."  


Later that night he placed the call.  "If anyone tries to strong arm you, just let me know," the Sheriff had assured him.  "Big city boys don't run over our people."


Not many days passed before Walter learned who "they" were.  He was visited in his office and politely asked for his support on a piece of pending legislation.  Walter expressed a strong argument on why he could not and would not support that bill.  It was a travesty.  Walter was politely reminded of the superb media attention given his campaign and without it, he would have faced certain defeat.  Walter boldly announced he had been expecting this shakedown.  That announcement had evoked a reaction from his visitors but they had quickly masked their surprise.  Had Walter not been reveling in his new found bravery he might have noticed.  The Sheriff would not set still for this treatment.  D.C. police might not handle anything but back home, law and order still prevailed.  Walter really got caught up in his denouncement of his visitors and their demands, finally asking them to leave.  The men cordially thanked Walter for seeing them and pointedly asked him to reconsider his position and left.  


In less than forty-eight hours, Walter received word that Sheriff Manard had been shot through the head while setting in his car beside the police station.  No suspects, not a clue.  The next day Walter had received the Sheriff's badge in his mail.  He had immediately called a news conference to loudly proclaim his support for House Bill #1148.  


Congressman Samuel had received his anonymous letter the following day after his meeting with Walter Riley.  He knew it was coming.  The voice on the recording knew a lot.  How could anybody have found out.  Samuel had checked himself into a hospital.  He couldn't go to work in his mental state.  If NET thought this information was leaking, they would be around to see him.  The day #1148 was presented for vote, he made a grand production of leaving the hospital to cast a yea vote on this important bill.  He hoped NET was taking note.  As the votes were cast he had noticed Walter Riley's affirmative vote.


Days passed as Howard duly checked the classifieds.  Each day he knew nothing would be there but he checked anyway.  


Meanwhile at NET, they sat straight and expressionless.  "Handled very well," he said.  "Not a trace of anything incriminating," he continued.  "There will be extra compensation for work done extraordinarily."


"Sir," one of the men spoke.  "That Riley guy said he had been expecting somebody."  The other man nodded in agreement.  They sat in silence.  


"Well, it appears everything is in order," he finally said.  "It will still bear watching."  Deciding not to discount their information in their presence, he rescinded.  "No, I'll have it checked immediately," he said emphatically.  He stood to indicate their dismissal.  They obediently stood and left his office.  He thought for a while.  Everything went off with precision.  This squirrelly congressman couldn't know of anything.  He rattled his sword until we shot the sheriff and then he set the world's land speed record to vote as instructed.  "I don't know what the guy said but he couldn't have known," he decided.  "My guys are overly cautious.  I guess I made them that way.  They know better than to come in here with mistakes dangling all over the place.  They are probably covering their butts by revealing any little suspicions.  I can hardly blame them.  We've had people disappear around here for a lot less."  With that issue decided, he reached into a drawer, took out a stack of disheveled papers, placed them in the center of his desk, patted the edges to align them and begin to read the top sheet.


The men sat in the snack bar.  A cup of coffee from the dispensing machine sat, untouched, in front of each of them.  They had not spoken a word since leaving his office.  One man propped his chin in his palm and thoughtfully tapped the end of his nose with his index finger.  The other man watched and frowned.  Unable to contain himself he said, "Will you sit up and stop that.  It's getting on my nerves."


The first man stopped the tapping but remained propped in his palm.  Their eyes locked like the horns of two rams in mortal combat.  Slowly, he extended his middle finger in front of his nose.  "Like that one any better?" he snarled.


"I'm trying to help you.  Women will start coming in here in a minute and I don't want you messing up my chances by looking like a goddamn idiot."


"Your chances?  You don't have any chances.  You can't even get a second look from a goddamn queer."  They both put their hands on the edge of the table and simultaneously pushed back.  The prelude to combat.  For a few seconds neither of them moved.  The hesitation was about to become embarrassingly long when she walked in.  The only reason they came to this snack bar.  The world's shortest dress.  She stood in the door a few seconds to gain their undivided attention and then walked to a candy machine.  "That number twenty-six is really good," one of them called to her.  She scanned the selection until she found number twenty-six on the bottom row.  It required the maximum amount of bend over for her to push the button.  She looked at them and smiled.  She turned back to the machine and pushed number eight.  It was on the top row.  Retrieving her selection she walked slowly to a table and sat down.  She exaggeratedly lifted one leg and crossed it over the other.  


A few seconds later they were walking down the hall.  "Not too bad but I've seen her do a lot better."  The other man nodded affirmatively but said nothing.  They continued walking.  "I'm getting tired of her.  I hear there's a snack bar on twelfth that really has a show.  Want to try it?"  Again the man nodded affirmatively but still said nothing.  They arrived at the elevators and stood silently.  One punched the button rhythmically and whistled in time with the punching.  The other stood with his hands in his pockets and frowned at the button pushing.  He threw back his head and looked at the ceiling.  "I wonder what else you can find to play with?"  The doors opened and they stepped in.  One of them pushed the twelve button.  The doors closed.  "That guy, the congressman or whatever the hell he is."  The second man looked at him.  "He did say he was expecting someone to come see him.  That's what he said, wasn't it?"


"We both heard him.  That's what he said."


"I think some shit is fixing to go down.  I want to be sure we told the boss right."


"We told it right but I wouldn't worry about it.  One thing about these babies," he said as the patted the lump under his suit coat, "They sure can cover up mistakes."  They were laughing as the elevator doors opened on the twelfth floor.  They stepped out and hearing chatter from down the hall, turned and walked in that direction.  They looked through the open door.  One man whistled softly and exclaimed, "Oh man, am I in love or what?"


"Can we join you, ladies?" the second man asked.  No one answered, looked their way or otherwise acknowledged they were in the room.  Except one, setting at a table by herself, smiling sweetly at them.  They turned to each other.  "How in the hell did she beat us up here?"


"How did she know where we were going?"


They shrugged and wove through the tables in her direction.  "This is really going to be great," one of the men was thinking.


"I sure hope this doesn't turn out like the last one," the other man was thinking.  


"They get to thinking they own you, start talking too much and their ass ends up in the landfill," they both were thinking.


On his way home from the library Howard stopped for lunch.  Two congressmen, a CEO and Ben knew that someone had insider information on NET.  Only Ben knew his identity.  He didn't think he had placed himself in harm's way but he also had accomplished nothing.  He wondered what Ben was doing but didn't want to call to find out.  He was becoming very apprehensive, nervous and indecisive.  He decided he needed a respite.


Finishing his lunch, Howard went home.  He gathered some clothes, boots and hat, tossed them in his pickup and headed west.  Howard owned some farmland near a small town less than two hours drive.  It was a good diversion from his accounting practice.  As he drove along his mind began to drift away from NET.  He began to recall happier times.  They always had fun there.  Almost every weekend they were there.  Sometimes they did nothing but it was restful just to be there.  They took long drives all around the countryside, stopping at every opportunity to visit whomever they happened to encounter.


Later, as he entered the town, he was almost smiling.  He glanced about at all the familiar sights, turned off the highway and proceeded to his house.  He unloaded his gear, changed clothes and drove into the country.  He made all the usual jaunts through the area but this time, as so many times before, he was alone.  He arrived at his farm and turned in.  The trail barely accommodated his pickup.  Mesquite trees continued their relentless encroachment.  It had been a wet spring which had done wonders for the weeds.  Howard stopped, switched off the ignition, put on his hat and stepped out.  The heat was oppressive.  He had walked only a few steps when he returned and exchanged his glasses for sunglasses.  His eyes relaxed and he started off across the pasture.  In five minutes sweat was running down his forehead.  Howard was breathing hard but he continued to walk.  No matter how many times he did this, he always discovered a new rock formation, unusual plant or some other oddity that nature always seemed to produce.  He had explored this place since childhood and it never failed to yield a new discovery.  Shortly, Howard was no longer thinking of NET.  Over an hour later he had scribed a large circle and returned to his pickup.  He started the engine, turned the air conditioning to high, wiped his face and turned around to drive back the way he had come.  He adjusted the vents to blow the cold air directly in his face.  "There are some things that must yield to advancing technology and heat is one of them," he said aloud and he tilted his head back slightly to allow the air to reach under his chin.  He drove to the opposite side of the place and duplicated his walk.  It was nearly sundown when he returned.  Howard sat on the tailgate of his pickup and watched the sun set.  It was magnificent and the quiet serenity of the evening was broken only by the occasional call of a bird or the sound of grass rustling nearby as some unknown creature scurried to a task known only to itself.  Howard thought back to his youth.  During that time this place had represented nothing but hard work.  Every day he hated to come out here and every evening he could hardly wait to get back to town.  Now the sequence was reversed. As soon as the edge of the sun dropped below the horizon he drove back to town and parked in front of the only cafe in town.  Howard stepped inside and slammed the door.  Everyone looked.  Several yelled out a greeting.  A few more waved.  Just about everyone acknowledged his arrival.  All the tables were occupied and each table was engaged in it's own heated debate.  Howard moved from table to table, pausing to shake hands, nod or in some fashion return their greetings.  Each table was a world unto itself.  As Howard passed by he heard each conversation fade into the next one.  


"Respect the office, my ass.  The office doesn't have anything to do with it.  I don't think a goddamn draft dodger should be allowed to send our soldiers off to die.  He's a disgrace.  I'll tell you one thing, if I was in the service today and that gutless wonder sent me to war, I'd tell him to lead the way.  That war would end before it started."  Howard passed out of range and neared the next table.


"I'm telling you, we would have won the game if he hadn't started passing.  All night, we run the ball and as soon as we get to the ten yard line, he starts passing.  The ball went everywhere but to our guys.  If it doesn't work six times what else does he do but try it a seventh."  Howard smiled.  He had heard that one before.


"Well, I don't know how he could ever expect to make a crop.  For a while we thought he would watch and do what we did.  When it looked like he was going to starve we made a few suggestions.  Finally, we just told him.  After all these years and he still does everything backassards."  Howard continued through the room.  This was heavy stuff.


"Everytime I see one of those criminal, cuddling Hollywood types on TV that just loves the killer and doesn't want him to die, goddamn, I get so mad I could just have a stroke.  They never console the families of those twenty children that have been murdered.  They shouldn't be allowed on TV and get all that free publicity.  If they're so in love with those killers, then put their ass in prison with them.  I wish every one of them had their family slaughtered and we would see how goddamn forgiving they would be.  It's just not fair for those poor families. 


"Well, I sure as hell can tell.  She is using a different coffee.  Probably one of those cheap kinds."  Howard patted the complainer on the back.  Everyone in the cafe bought one cup of coffee and got ten free refills.  


"I don't know why he thought he could buy one of those little Jap pickups and use it on a farm.  Hell, you can't haul hay in a tinker toy."


"The hunting will never be any good unless they change to half day hunting and lower the limit."


"I always got at least seven years out of my work boots.  Now I'm lucky if they last five.  Cheap foreign shit is ruining the country."


"Try them and strap their ass in the electric chair.  I guarantee that would make them think twice about killing people.  That would put about half the lawyers out of a job at the same time."  The man chuckled at his profound double solution.  Heads nodded around the table.  They sipped coffee in unison and thoughtfully reflected on his astonishingly accurate statement.  Another man broke the silence.


"I guess lawyers about ruined the whole legal system."  They all looked solemn and drank more coffee.  "Hey, that reminds me.  Did you'al hear the one about Slick Willy and the sack of french fries?"


"By god, they wouldn't have to raise taxes if they'd cut out that foreign aid shit."


Howard had completed the rounds in the cafe and finally settled into a seat.  He was soon gorging on chicken fried steak, black-eyed peas and okra.  If there was anything else ever served, he had never known about it.  Had the proprietor ever had the audacity to do so, there might have been a riot or the place simply would have been burned down.  After they finished their meals, the cafe was filled with loud conversations and uproarious laughter.  Everyone was sure that they alone were best qualified to catch Howard up on the latest gossip.  When the owner began turning out the lights, everyone gave her a round of jeers, boos and hisses.  Reluctantly, they bid Howard goodnight and, in force, shuffled toward the door but not without a sustained grumbling.  The owner ignored the protests as she always did and happily thanked them for their business and invited them back tomorrow.  She heard the threats that they would find someplace that stayed open as long as they liked but she ignored that, also.  She resisted the temptation to ask just where did they think they would go?  Howard stood in front an extra minute and watched as they all drove away to their homes.  The minute the last pickup drove off, Howard was left in darkness.  He let his head droop, thrust his hands into his pockets, walked to his pickup and drove to his house.  Within minutes after arriving, he was asleep and slept a little later than usual the next morning.       


Howard went back to the cafe for breakfast.  Saw a few of the same faces from last night and a few different ones.   Howard went through the greeting ritual with the new people.  They had to be sure Howard had learned everything that had happened since his last visit even though he had learned everything last night.  They drank coffee and visited until mid morning.  Howard returned to his house and considered another trip to his farm.  Instead, he decided to drive around town and reminisce.  They had grown up here.  A lifetime of shared memories.  Practically every house, building and street represented a memory for them, either shared or individually.  They enjoyed driving around and remembering.  Usually they ended up in a good natured argument about what had really happened.  He drove by the swimming pool, stopping for a minute to watch.  He had learned a lot here.  This was a place where the little kids got to hang around the big kids, sort of.  There were definite boundaries that had to be observed.  Those boundaries also had to be tested to the limit.  Occasionally, they had to be exceeded with the hopeful expectation that new and more liberal boundaries would result from their bravado.  Usually, it resulted in having their butts thrown from the end of the diving board into water ten feet deep.  This was before they had learned to swim very well.  It was the ultimate humiliation for the big girls to see you tossed but it was worth something to see the big girls in their swimsuits.  Howard smiled when he remembered all the worldly things he had learned at that swimming pool.  


Howard continued his slow drive through the town.  Shortly, he was approaching the football field as he knew he would.  He always did.  He stopped and gazed out at the field.  The team was going through a spirited workout.  A lone player sprinted effortlessly down the field and reaching out, cradled a pass into his hands.  He turned and jogged back to the group.  He was wearing Howard's old number.  Howard's thoughts drifted back and he was seeing sights and hearing sounds of long ago.  They had been the terrors of the gridiron.  Howard did not think anything could ever happen worse than that inglorious defeat.  How wrong he had been.  Within five years, eight of his teammates were dead.  Killed in Vietnam.  It seems as if it would never stop.  Every time the phone rang, Howard answered in dread that his parents would be reporting the death of another one of his classmates.  Even now when they had a reunion the conversation drifted into gloomy silence as they reminisced.  He was startled back to the present as a loud cheer went up from the field.  The practice was breaking up and they were guaranteeing the swift and certain defeat of their next opponent.  He gulped back the lump in his throat and drove on.  


He came to the elementary school building.  Howard's class had entered the first grade the year the building was completed.  Howard remembered his first day at school.  He was spellbound.  The new building was the finest facility he had ever seen much less been inside.  Now it was definitely showing signs of age.  This was not as much fun as it once was.  It usually left Howard sad and depressed and it did once again.   He gathered his gear and left town.  He had barely cleared the city limits when his thoughts returned to NET.  As he drove along, he racked his brain searching for a plan of action.


As soon as he got home he called Ben.  It was Sunday afternoon, he might be home.  He was.  "Ben," he said.  "This is Howard."


"Well, hello," he answered.  "I was beginning to wonder about you.


"Have you done anything with the information?" Howard asked.


"No, but I've been grazing through their system.  It's pretty entertaining.  I especially liked the way they write up the five o'clock news," Ben chuckled.  


"I hope you are careful.  I suppose they could track you through the phone........."


"Hey," Ben interrupted.  "I know computers.  Do you remember what I do for a living?"


"I'm just being extra cautious, Ben.  A mistake here is a fatal mistake."


"What ever happened to their equipment has allowed access to the entire system," Ben continued.  His voice was increasingly excited by the new found toy.  Howard didn't think the "fatal" part registered on him.  


"I've been in payroll.  Boy, you wouldn't believe what they pay some of those people.  We're in the wrong business," Ben rambled.  


Howard could tell there was no stopping him.  He would have to tell everything about his new adventure before he wound down.  


"I'll bet you didn't know they write the news reports by committee," Ben continued.  "You wouldn't recognize the stuff after they get through with it."


Howard was right.  He was going to tell his story.  Much later, Ben was winding down on his verbal tour of NET's entire computer system.  Finally, Howard was able to interrupt, "Did you look at anyone's e-mail?"


"A little," he replied, clearly wanting to tell the events in his way.  "I saw something about a vote in Congress going the way they wanted.  Said it took a little convincing but all was okay.  Probably a lobbyist or something.  Hey, let me tell you this."  Ben was excited again, anxious to return to his story.  "There's a couple of secretaries sending messages on their computers while the boss is away.  One is letting it all hang out trying to get something going with one of the announcers.  He won't have anything to do with her and the other secretary said he was gay.  You'll never believe who it is."  


"Geez," Howard had thought, scarcely listening.  "Hold it, Ben.  Someone is ringing my doorbell.  I better see who it is.  We'll talk again soon," he said as he reached to disconnect the call.  


"You'll.......," Ben had said as he was cut off.


"Lord help me," Howard exclaimed as he pushed back his chair.  "How did I find that guy?  Our lives are at risk and he wants to talk.....," he trailed off as he walked out of his office.  


Ben looked at the phone as it hummed the disconnected tone.  "See if I tell you anything else, shithead," he said to the phone.  He placed it in its cradle and turned to the project on his kitchen table.  There were discarded computers all over the data processing department.  Most were operational but outdated.  Ben had carefully chosen the best of everything and piece by piece brought them home.  He knew exactly what to get since he had personally installed all the replacements.  He had never been interested in a home computer.  I do that all day he had reasoned.  Now he was interested.  "Now that I think about it, that guy does look gay," he chuckled as he placed a cord into its connection.

CHAPTER 3


Far away in the security department of NET, the man stood and walked to the window for the tenth time.   He looked out across the city.  Pressing his forehead against the glass he could see the street far below.  It looked so far away both in distance and time.  He had risen above the streets, figuratively and literally.  He had learned his trade in the streets.  A good deal of it while walking to and from elementary school.  They had beaten him nearly senseless for his lunch money.  For several days he had handed over his money to prevent another beating.  Starvation had driven him to find a solution.  It had come to him while he sat at his kitchen table watching his mother cut up some meat.  Late that night he had sneaked into the kitchen and retrieved a knife he had placed in the back of the drawer.  His mother had momentarily wondered why he had volunteered to dry the dishes.  She had paid scant attention.  She had too many other things to worry about and she didn't think this represented any long term change of his volatile, rebellious attitude.  He had time to scrutinize the contents of the drawer and had carefully made his choice.  Not too big, not too small.  Sturdy and sharp.  Glancing at his mother, her back was to him.  While she wiped the stove, he placed it in a back corner of the drawer.  Easy to find even in the dark.  That night he lay in bed and played out the daily events in his mind.  They were predictable.  Their leader always got his money.  The others stood nearby and watched to see if anyone took notice of their activity.  No one ever did.  He never had a doubt that he could not carry out his plan.  His only thought was of how to accomplish it.   This was to serve him well in future jobs.   Years later, he could recall how good he felt, how soundly he slept once he knew the torment was about to end.  The next morning he was so anxious to get on his way, he almost left too early.  He would have missed them.  It never occurred to him that changing his schedule was an alternative solution for his problem.  He walked along the sidewalk, his hands thrust into his coat pockets, his head down watching the sidewalk only a few feet in front of each step.  He barely raised his head to see if they were waiting.  They were.  He shifted his grip on the knife handle.   He had practiced last night until he found the swiftest way to withdraw the knife from his pocket.  The leader stepped to the center of the sidewalk, blocking his way.  He stopped and stared at the open hand, palm up, waiting for his lunch money.  This time he slowly raised his head and stared into the eyes of his tormentor.  For a split second he saw something he had never seen before.  It would be awhile before he learned it had been fear.   His hand was out, the knife flashed as he plunged it through the open palm.  Time was frozen as the tormentor grasped the full extent of his fate.  His eyes bulged, his mouth gaped open and the scream started low and built to an ear piercing crescendo.  He jerked the knife free, holding it in front of him, crouched in a defensive posture, he backed up until he was against a chain link fence along the side of the walk.  Suddenly, he had realized that the others would probably kill him.  Instead, they surrounded their leader trying to see the extent of the damage.  One had looked at him but his only reaction had been to try to put more distance between them.  One had broken away from the group and ran across the street, stopping long enough to throw up between two parked cars.  They all ran, half dragging their wounded leader, down the street, around a corner and out of sight.  He never saw them again.  Subconsciously, he had learned some valuable lessons that would serve him well.  One, be the leader of a gang.  Two, the gang does the work while the leader stands aside.  At least far enough aside to be out of harm's way.  Three, have a gang that doesn't turn and run.  Two years later he perfected his training as he became the terror of his high school.  A small gang of loyal followers did his every beck and call.  They took money, costume jewelry, even clothes from their classmates.  He instinctively knew not to take all their money.  Just a cut.  Twenty-five percent, he would tell them.  He wasn't too good at math and wasn't too sure if he was getting twenty-five percent but he had more money than he could spend.  Very few were exempt.  A few girls.  They gave sex instead of money.  This had done wonders for his gang's moral.  They seldom asked for their share of the money as long as the girls were available.  He always gave them some money anyway.  Again, he had instinctively sensed this would insure their loyalty.  Usually, they hurried off to spend the money on the girls.  One day he observed as a member gleefully handed his entire share to one of the girls.  She had smiled, looked over at him and winked.  For a while, he had considered switching to an all girl gang.  He steered clear of a few of the boys.  He didn't know how he knew but somehow he sensed they were willing to react exactly as he had.  He peacefully coexisted with them.  Only once had he encountered serious opposition.  A teacher had decided to put a stop to his activities.  He was called into the teacher's office and warned of dire consequences if he did not stop.  It would not be tolerated in this school.  For a while, he just ignored the teacher.  Soon, he noticed there was increasing resistance to his shakedowns.  He quickly learned the teacher was leading the resistance.  He had found a stray cat, cut it to pieces but careful not to kill it and turned the thing loose in the teacher's office.  It looked like the tortured animal had run across the ceiling.  Hardly a square inch had not been blood smeared.  He was not ever bothered again by a noble teacher.  


Several years later he had, by the sheerest of coincidences, been walking down a dark, deserted street.  He had walked into a mugging.  A NET executive had been to a hooker who specialized in kinky sex and when returning to his car, had been jumped by a couple of druggies.  He had not reacted quickly but slid into the shadows and sized up the situation.  About to decide there was no reason for him to interfere, he spotted the car parked in an alley.  A Rolls Royce!  The crazy son-of-a-bitch had driven a Rolls into this neighborhood.  He had drawn the pistol with a silencer already attached and was sprinting toward them.  Gone to a kinky hooker, drives a Rolls, very stupid..........   He arrived on the scene before he could think of anything else.  He waggled the pistol and both of them fixed their eyes on the muzzle.  They almost waited a second too long before releasing their victim and running away.  He had helped the NET executive to the Rolls and had driven him to a sleazy motel and cleaned him up.  The guy was barely hurt.  They only intended to rob him and actually were just slapping him around to preempt any resistance.  He had not mentioned that and the NET executive did not know it.  He only knew he had been saved from certain death.  Just as important, the NET executive sensed his secret dalliance would remain a secret.  Neither of them ever spoke of blackmail nor payoff but a deal was struck right there in that motel.  He would be employed in NET's security division.  Sort of a special agent.  His rise to head of security had been meteoric.  He had run into some opposition.  Most of it had been eliminated by executive order.  He was chauffeuring the executive to his kinky hooker and it seldom took more than a suggestion during the ride to rid himself of the obstacle.  Sometimes, he purposely exceeded his limits.  He liked seeing the guy squirm all over the backseat and babbling excuses.  He always understood.  Of course, it was inexcusable of him to ask for so much so soon.  The executive would breathe a sigh of relief that he had not been provoked into open blackmail.  A few weeks later the obstacle would fail to show up for work and, in fact, would have disappeared without a trace.  His promotion quickly followed.  Executives would come and go but he was like an inheritance.  They needed him.  He took care of them.  That kinky hooker had learned the hard way.  One night while the executive was tied to the bed she had looked through his wallet.  Learning who he was, her eyes glowed with visions of money.  She would tell the world.  Later that same night her throat was cut.  The police quickly surmised that some of her kinky stuff got out of control.  That happens. It would be a waste of the city's money to spend time on a case like that.  He even showed the executive how to replace her.  He found a kinky secretary in the secretary pool.  NET was already paying her salary.  Right here in the building.  She was good looking.  None of those late night slums.  If she ever tried to blackmail anyone, he would shove her butt down an elevator shaft.  Everything was perfect.  The executives widely proclaimed him as a genius.  He wondered how the dumb son-of-a-bitches ever got to be executives.


His far away stare down into the street below was broken and he returned to the present.  My guys said the congressman was expecting a visit.  They both had heard him say that.  He had dismissed it, thought of it again, dismissed it again.  Thinking of it again, now.  It was his nature.  "Why put it off?" he asked himself.  He had to be sure, either way.  It was his nature.  If there were a leak he would find it or prove to himself there was not one.  Pleased with himself, he relaxed in his chair.  This will be a first, doing security on the security.  He took a pad of forms from his desk drawer.  He would carefully document his investigation.  If something turned up he would be well covered.  He studied his desk calendar to determine when the men had been in his office and started his first report with that date.  Once satisfied his department was secure he would branch out all over NET.  "Make them think they are getting their money's worth," he thought as he feverishly wrote on the form.  Finished with his initial report he took the entire pad and locked it in his safe.  His thoughts turned to the computer department.  Always the weakest link.  "Twelve year olds hacked the Pentagon for christsakes," he said.  He just hated computers.  Raymond Carter, his man in charge of computer security could talk for a decade on the impossibility of anyone penetrating his system.  "Only as long as no one wanted to," he thought.  "What I need is a non-believer like myself."  His thoughts turned to the new assistant.  Patricia something??  He couldn't remember.  Geez, she was beautiful....and smart.....and ambitious or so he had heard.  She had made it clear she wasn't wasting her time with elevator guards even though they looked like Greek gods.  He winced as he remembered that ordeal. 


"The public would see these guys.  Had to be handsome," he had been told.


"Do you want pin up boys or security?" he had fumed. 


"Both," he was told.  


Shaking his head, he pressed his private line.


"This is Patricia," she said immediately.  


No need to identify himself, it could be no one else on this line.  "I need to talk to you in total confidence.  Can we meet somewhere?  I'll buy dinner."  She hesitated.  He could tell she was weighing the consequences.  Before she could reply, he said, "This is to go no further.  What we will discuss or that you have even met with me."


"Of course," she said.  "When did you have in mind?"


"Immediately," he had told her and, naming a restaurant, had asked that she catch a cab and meet him there.


As they ate and talked of the usual mundane subjects, he could sense she still expected he had more in mind than business.  He was bored to tears with this conversation and about to decide he really didn't have anything else in mind.  He didn't have the patience for this.  His style was to identify the problem, dispatch the troops and eliminate the problem.  He wasn't used to having problems within his ranks.  This wining and dining crap was getting on his nerves.  In addition, he had that little ache in his neck.  It was always brought on by tension when subconsciously he didn't feel right about something.  He didn't feel right about that single sentence uttered by a distraught congressman.  It was not a good sign.  The little neck ache had seldom failed him.  "I want to talk about our computer security.  Internal and external access.   I don't want to hear the Raymond Carter crapola.  Can it be penetrated, by whom and how deep?"


She instinctively knew from his tone of voice and comment about Carter that something was suspect.  A date, she had figured.  Been expecting it for weeks.  They ate, they talked, it was going nowhere.  He didn't figure to be the bashful type, not in his line of work.  She had decided she wouldn't object if he asked her out.  She had to do a mental one-eighty when he suddenly blurted out "computer security."  Her speech was canned, learned long ago in some beginner's computer course.  "Of course, anything can happen.  Not too likely if proper procedures are followed.  The more complicated, the less likely.  We routinely check to see procedures are adhered to and safe guards are in place."  Not what he wanted to hear, she could tell.  Immediately he was glancing off and fidgeting with his napkin.  "Yes," she said.  "Anything can be hacked given enough time and computer knowledge.  It could be done on a million to one coincidence or on a fluke."  


"What about the executive e-mail?" he had asked.  There were less than a dozen people who knew about it.


"Even more secure.  Alphanumeric codes of considerable length.  Suppose to change them periodically and everything committed to memory, nothing is suppose to be on paper.  We check to see if they memorize their codes.  A program could be written that would check all combinations until one hit.  It would be a huge undertaking and you would need to know it was numbers and letters.  You could get lucky and hit in a few hours."  


"How often do you change the codes?"


"It's at random.  We have a program that chooses.  It could be a week or four months, anything in between." 


"That sounds like something Carter would do," he thought but said nothing.


"It's not pleasant to think about but there is always the possibility that someone had defected," she said.


"It sounds like the Russians are coming," he thought as the pain shot through his neck.


"There are some things I can check.  It's time consuming and Raymond will have to know," she said.


"No," he said, shaking his head for emphasis.  "I have no reason to believe he isn't okay.  I just want no one else to know for now."


She thought for a minute and said, "I could set it up on my home computer and go through the modem.  I'll need authorization from you in case I get caught.  That wouldn't go over very well."


He was distracted as he thought of her home computer.  "This is worse than an attack of killer bees.  They are everywhere.  Is there anyone who does not have a computer?  Is there anyone who is not trying to hack into their system?"  He rapidly blinked his eyes to regain his train of thought.  His assistant in charge of computer security is about to breech the system.  Could have been doing it already.  "No problem," he finally said.  He withdrew a pad from his coat pocket and slowly began to write.  When finished, he copied it on another sheet.  He signed both and handed one to her.  She put it in her purse without looking at it.  He looked at her and said, "That authorized you to do an internal security investigation as of this morning.  It says no one other than myself is aware of this and a copy is in my files."  He took a long drink from his glass as he thought, "You didn't even look at that note.  It could have said, "You are fired.  Drop dead. Stick this up...."  This was a top security employee.  Dear god, why does everything have to be done by me?"  He sat the glass down.


She nodded in agreement and said, "That should cover everything.  If Carter got wind of this, he would not be happy."  


"Get started immediately and I want reports twice a day even if there is nothing to report.  I'll keep a record of your investigation.


Again she nodded.


He arose and walked behind her to assist with her chair.

  
"I guess we're through," she thought.  "Or maybe we are just getting started."  They walked outside and he signaled the doorman to call a cab.  They stood in silence.  His eyes fixed on the sidewalk in front of him.  She turned facing him and said softly, "I enjoyed dinner and the company."  He mumbled something not audible.  The cab pulled up, the door was opened.  "Anything else?" she asked quietly.  She looked around.  Everyone was watching.  His eyes glued to the sidewalk, he only mumbled again.  She got in and looked at him.  The door was shut.  She continued looking through the window.  The cab sped away.  He spun and went back inside, found the bar and ordered a double.  He rubbed his neck.  He could hardly turn his head from the neck pain.  It was not a good sign.


Hours later, she continued to toss and turn in her bed.  She threw back the covers, turned on a light and walked in front of the full length mirror on her closet door.  Appraising, she finally said, "I look okay.  I do work out.  Maybe, a new hair style.  Maybe, I was too reserved," she continued to think.  "That's it.  Next time, new hair and a little more gregarious."  She went back to bed.


Patricia had been a star all of her life.  She was a beautiful child.  Everybody noticed and raved over her.  She was everybody's favorite.  By the time she was in high school, her classmates had conceded defeat.  Patricia won every popularity contest and was awarded favorite everything.  Patricia had boy friends she never got around to dating.  She lined up the best looking, most popular and most athletic and rotated until she was tired of them all.  Usually, she waited until one of her competitors for the next contest chose a boy friend and then lured him away.  The whole school was watching and Patricia never lost a school contest or a boy friend.  She also had a little noticed secret weapon.  She was highly intelligent.  She was quietly making the highest grades in her class and no one was noticing.  Even the teachers were distracted by her beauty and the never ending turmoil created by the constant jockeying for someone's boy friend.  Some of her own classmates were surprised when she was valedictorian.  She surprised them again when she announced she was going to major in computer science.  College academics had proven no more of an obstacle than high school.  She was acing everything in sight but once again, hardly anyone noticed.  Boys were a different matter.  She had a problem getting a second date with anyone.  The tantalizing expectations that kept high school boys on the string for years didn't work in college.  She no longer could pick and choose.  If their relationship showed no signs of getting physical, they were gone.  She decided to see if she could outlast them.  She did but in no time it was easy to outlast them.  No one was asking her out.  Finally, she decided to relent.  She was lonely and missed the attention.  She would find the right specimen and appropriately succumb to his charms.  That had not worked out either.  She couldn't choose anyone.  They were picking and choosing her and she found herself far from the top of the list.  This turned into more of an advantage than she would have ever thought.  She was cast in with the computer nerds.  These guys calculated romance in a spreadsheet.  She missed the spotlight of her high school days but she developed some significant friendships.  After college she had received some fantastic job offers.  Her new friends, while devoid of social relationships did wonders in the computer world.  Patricia was carried along.  She had the intelligence and skills.  They provided the opportunity.  She had seized it.  She had moved up fast, second in charge of computer security at NET and unless she missed her guess, first place was within her grasp.


At the same time, he sat on his bed trying to untie his shoe.  He had stayed in the bar throwing down doubles until the pain in his neck subsided.  It took more than a few doormen to get him out of the bar, into a cab, out of the cab and into his apartment.  He had tried to pull his pant leg over his shoe thereby flanking the hopeless knot.  All to no avail, he sat looking at the floor unable to focus on his shoe.  It was just as well he hadn't ask her to continue their meeting at his place.  It was obvious she wasn't interested.  He lay back on the bed.  The ceiling spinning over him, he passed out.

CHAPTER 4


Ben Shackelford had worked on assembling his computer parts most of the evening.  Now he sat on his sofa, idly flipping channels.  He had tried to feel out a couple of reporters.  They had scarcely listened to him as they contended with each other for the best selection from a box of doughnuts.  He thought he had their attention but it turned out they were looking right through him.  Sally Feldman was bent over trying to retrieve some coins from a drink machine.  She was wearing her famous miniskirt and the reporter's eyes bulged like a strangled frog.  For a moment, Ben had basked in the spotlight thinking they were enthralled with his story.  Realizing they were not looking at him he turned to see the object of their attention.  Sally had her coins and drink and was headed to the nearest table.  Ben turned to resume his story just as the reporters bolted from the table.  One around each end of the table, and in a head long rush to Sally's table.  Ben looked into the nearly empty box of doughnuts.  He turned and looked as Sally was easing into a chair and smiling at the two reporters.  "That's about the limits of their mentality," he thought.  "I should have known not to waste my time with them."  


His mind returned to the TV in front of him.  "Stay tuned for news," it said.  That Howard had scared him beyond belief.  Thinking all the world was coming to kill him, he had fled his house like a witless cheetah.  Driving the streets for hours and exhausted he had checked into a motel.  Barely able to sleep he had sprung from the bed at every noise, peeking around the curtain and sure he would see someone coming to kill him.  After thirty-six hours in that motel room and wearing the same clothes, he began to think that possibly no one was coming.  He was convinced, or at least convinced enough, to leave the place when his bowels were sufficiently destroyed by the bags of potato chips and soft drinks he had obtained from nearby dispensing machines.  He had agreed to meet Howard with the idea of administering a severe beating to him.   Anyone that would scare someone like that deserved it he had reasoned.  Instead, he had listened and read and sure enough it looked true to him.  Ben had used the Paper's computer to access NET and it was all there.  If those two idiot reporters knew half as much as they thought they did, they would know Sally Feldman was living in an apartment furnished by the editor.  Nobody was wasting their time as much as they were.  He was offering them a story that would make them rich and famous.  But they were too busy trying to look up Sally's dress.  Not that she was making it hard to do but that was as far as they would get.  Sally was already in the big time.


He turned his thoughts back to NET.  Did they ever have the gossip??  It was then he had the idea to set up at home.  It was taking too much of his time at work.  With some of the discarded computers he could make a reliable system.  Reliable enough for what he wanted.  He just had to find out more.  There was more going on in one office at NET than in the entire building at the Paper.  Now his thought was broken by the news at ten o'clock.  He looked closely.  "Shoulda known that guy was gay," he smirked.


The next morning Ben was at work but he was engrossed with the information he was learning about the world of television.  The network's biggest profits were generated by the so-called "trash" programs.  They were cheap to make but produced profits beyond belief.  All you needed was a dysfunctional host.  A dysfunctional audience would come out of the woodwork.  The format was pretty standard.  The prerequisites for talk show host were preordained.  A sexually abused child by stepfather or mother's boy friends was absolutely required.  The mother was kind and well intended but an alcoholic.  After watching a day's schedule of trash shows one would be convinced that not a single female in America was not raised under these conditions.  Then the child became promiscuous or if real stardom had been achieved, they would have become a prostitute.  This was decided by the writers.  It depended on which way they thought audience sympathy would be maximized.  Finally, the cocaine addiction.  Then, miraculously, the rise to stardom.  Each of these revelations was confessed on air to get the greatest amount of sympathy for the similarly afflicted guests.  The longer the string of shit, the longer the audience ate it.  Somehow, it always escaped notice that someone of such a deprived, abused, poverty stricken and torturous childhood, who never finished school could get a job on network TV.  Ben was learning that the host like the show itself was a creation.  A carefully written script just like the weekly one legged, Chinese lesbians who will only go with one armed Ethiopian lesbians and they want to adopt a child.  They had learned it took as few as four ringers in the audience to ask the right questions, shout the right statement and the live audience was hooked and making the program work for the TV audience which was where the ratings were.  The cash register lit up like the fourth of July.  Oddly enough these were the easiest shows.  It took real artistry and creativity to write and produce a good TV show.  Something that happened about once every five years.  A table of writers could look at whoever was setting beside them and see a degenerate of sufficient magnitude that this week's show was already created.  All they had to do was write it down.  If it wasn't in the room it certainly was in the building.  The guests were a little harder to come up with.  At least, in the beginning.  Once the pipeline was established there was a never ending supply.  An underground supply of actors and actresses.  They were not members of the normal organizations, hence there was no way to find out who they were.  They did porn shows, hired out for parties in which the servers ended up serving the guests in more ways than one.  There was an endless supply, untraceable, with just enough stage presence to make a good one-legged Chinese lesbian.  Even NET had been surprised at the public's insatiable desire for more shows, more weirdness, more of everything.  The only problem was trying to think up something more freaky than yesterday's show.  Late one night, a roomful of writers was having a cocaine party of their own and realizing they were too far gone to write a show for the next day, a producer had a stroke of inspiration but it wouldn't help the situation for tomorrow.  In this emergency they would have to press a couple of writers into extemporaneous service.  Occasionally, they had done that.  They would pose as a sexually dysfunctional couple who had to be in a public place before they could perform.  It was a much used theme but the audience never seemed to tire of it.  There was an endless supply of public places and that was what made the show.  The viewers were asked to prowl the city looking for the most unlikely of public places and hopefully there would be a couple in the act.  By the time the subject was pressed into service again, they would have pages of new places.  But the producer's new idea had been the real bonanza.  He installed a 900 number for the viewers to call in their stories.  The viewers were furnishing the subject matter for free and paying the 900 number to do it.  The 900 number was making enough money to pay the host.  It was unbelievable.  Soon, they had dozens of 900 numbers.  A thousand dysfunctional viewers were as good as one dysfunctional writer.  It wasn't long before they could save the expense of those writer's salaries.  


A few hours later and Ben was on to another interesting discovery.  They had a training seminar for the reporters on the nightly report shows.  During their interviews they were suppose to slant the questions and their own statements to get the required viewer response.  The seminars taught tone of voice and facial expression.  They could really get into the hang dog face.  It was a guarantee to turn any viewer into an avid supporter of whatever the network wanted.  They also had the disbelieving or "who do you think you are kidding" look.  This one was very effective for bringing down the public's wrath on some poor sap who happened to be this week's target.  


Ben was having fun now.  Hurrying between the TV and computer.  He would read the results of the latest seminar and rush to the TV to see how well it was working. They had learned their lesson well.  An award winning performance right before his eyes.  Ben's favorite was the hang dog look.  The star performer at this week's seminar was none other than tonight's newsperson.  "You mean your employer actually touched your breast?" she asked breathlessly followed by a hang dog look.  "He then told you it was not an accident," she spoke for the victim.  Another hang dog look.  There was pause.  A few seconds too long.  The victim had missed her cue.  Suddenly, she broke into tears.  The newsperson looked straight into the camera.  Hang dog look, hang dog look, as the picture faded to a commercial.  Ben could not know what was taking place in the studio.


"Who put that stupid bitch on the air with me?" she was screaming.  "Trying to make me look like a fool!"  she screamed even louder.  "She can't even pick up her cue!"  she screamed a little less loudly.  It was starting to hurt her throat and as near as she could tell no one was paying any attention.  "Anybody does that to me again, they'll lose some goddamn body parts."  She pulled up her dress and tugged at her panty hose.  She had noticed they had bunched at her knees making them look like a couple of brown prunes.  No one had bothered to tell her that either.  Looking around she silently mouthed, "Assholes!"  A split second later she was back on the air.  


Patricia had stayed at home and was busily writing a computer program.  She was glad their dinner meeting had gone no further.  He was too preoccupied for her.  Twice she had started over to write the program.  Her mind was not on the job.  He was a difficult man to figure out.  She didn't have the slightest clue what he was going to do or say next.  She had drifted far away from the task at hand.  Suddenly, she forced herself back to the present.  The job was too formidable.  She couldn't write a program to do what she originally intended.  Not in this lifetime anyway.  She still felt miffed at him.  He could have made a pass.  She had a rejection speech all planned out and then was quite sure she wouldn't have used it.  Now she wanted the chance.  Slowly, a plan materialized in her mind.  Raymond Carter is not to know about her investigation.  He had made that very plain.  Raymond is the only person in the company that could see the futility of her plan.  She would write a program to list each incident when NET's system was accessed.  In one day, there would be thousands.  Essentially, a meaningless operation.  He would go blind trying to peruse that list.  "Ill show him what preoccupation really is," she thought.  After more thought she decided she could write another program that would list only the activity within the e-mail system.  This would take some time.  She knew the system was designed to prevent the very thing she was about to attempt.  Much later, Patricia had finished her program, run a few tests and sat watching as the printer built a larger and larger stack.  Finally, she had got her purse and left the apartment to escape the endless clattering.  She had dallied over an extra cup of coffee while a couple of guys had taken turns trying to pick her up.  The second guy had almost succeeded.  She wanted to go but she was getting worried about the program.  She was starting to have doubts.  Perhaps, she was in over her head.  She wasn't sure it could be done.  He would be an unhappy person if she had to admit it.  Her chances for promotion would be gone.  She hoped that was all that would be gone.  She returned to her apartment and entering, found the printer continuing to spew out pages.  She had closed two doors between the printer and her bedroom and still had heard the mechanical beast well into the night.  The next morning it had mercifully finished.  She was pleased but knew he would not be.  She dressed, gathered the stack and left for work.  She was in near panic by the time she went into his office.  He was not going to be pleased.  


He had stared at the great mound of paper deposited on his desk, finally looking at her in disbelief.  "Are you telling me all of this is normal business with the possible exception of one item?"  He had drawn a long breath, presumably to unleash a long tirade directed at her.  Instantly, she had begun a long technical explanation of how she could refine it but it would take time.  "Do that," he had hissed through his teeth.  She was out the door before he had finished the sentence, "Before I kill you."  He had lifted the paper and dumped it on the floor beside his desk.  He had stared over the arm of his chair at the pile, now upside down.  The last entry was followed by a line of printed gibberish.  He leaned over, looking closer.  At length, he straightened in his chair.  "Means nothing to me," he thought.  "She needs to look at this.  I don't think it should be there.  I know nothing about computers but even the weirdoes that run them don't have that kind of garbage in their neat little worlds.  Or at least, they don't think they do."  He picked up the phone to call her.  Before he could, his private line buzzed.  


"This is Wilson.  I need to talk to you about our lobby guards."  He had hung up and gone straight to Wilson's office.  It was an hour before he had returned to his office, enraged.  Wilson had summoned him because the lobby guard had made a pass at the token oriental newscaster.  She was offended.  The ugly wench should have been glad someone would look at her.  He had taken the guard to the nearest janitor closet and berated him into a mindless blob.  Unable to decide whether Wilson or the guard was the most stupid, he had reassigned the guard to a little used entrance.  "Don't let that bitch see you and I'll try to save your job.  If Wilson finds out I didn't fire you, we both are gone.  Do you understand?"  He hoped the moron understood.  It would have been easier to kill him.  


Storming into his office, he had stomped and kicked the stack of printouts until they were in hopeless disarray.  Remembering that he intended to call Patricia, he kicked the pile again and thought, "She can fix the goddamn mess.  She created it."  Barely able to stop shaking long enough to code his phone to forward to his pager, he had grabbed his coat and practically ran to the nearest bar.  Now, firmly planted on a stool, he was tossing down doubles.       




Across the room, Raymond Carter stared intently at his monitor.  Patricia made frequent glances his way as she hurriedly wrote another program.  On the way to her office, she knew she had erred.  He was not happy.  She had to make some sensible progress and quickly.  Unnerved as she had been, she still had a stroke of inspiration.  She would have to use NET's powerful computer system to make it work but there might be a way to log the phone number of every incoming call.  That alone was probably of no more use than the data she had already obtained.  If she carefully designed some routing tables, they might show where any calls went other than to the ordinary information sources.  It was a matter of isolation.  Patricia craned her neck and looked at the sheets of continuous forms that lay across the top of her desk and disappeared over the front.  She had not checked lately but knew the stack on the floor was reaching an impressive height.  Row after row, page after page of programming code.  She was sure the program would work but after it was completed it would still need to be debugged.  It was standard procedure for any program.  Unfortunately, she did not have that luxury.  He was at the point of meltdown.  She did not dare mention it would take days to get it running perfectly.  She did not think her health and safety would survive such an announcement.  She reached back into her memory.  There was a way.  She knew she had seen this done.  As she wrote, she began to think of a way to bypass the intricate security that she had helped design for the executive e-mail.  "If I wrote a temporary program that moved the e-mail I might could write in a table that would log any call attempting to access it.  It wouldn't be easy and Raymond is going to get suspicious.  My home computer is not big enough, I must do it here.  He will have to decide what to do about Raymond," she thought as she continued to write.


It was not easy and it was getting harder by the minute.  Her marvelous talent was floundering.  Patricia's trance like concentration was failing her.  It had always been the one thing she could count on not to fail.  The night before a test she could open a book and become completely oblivious to all the dormitory antics going on around her.  It had been her highway to the honor roll.  The residents of the dorm could hardly wait for a major test so they could try to disrupt her iron-like focus.  They had been imaginative and had, at times, succeeded to some degree although Patricia had never revealed it to them.  There was the time they had hired the male stripper.  The guy had danced all around her, even on her desk while she held the textbook and, as far as anyone could tell, never taken her eyes from the pages.  The guy didn't think she could do it and in desperation had gone further than was allowed in his act.  He was prancing around the room completely nude.  The girls were cheering him on and the place was in bedlam.  Patricia sat, methodically turning pages and never looked up.  The stripper had a lot to show and she had seen more than they ever knew.  No one ever knew about her extraordinary peripheral vision.  Finally, the girls in the adjoining room had taken him to their room, pulled their bed up against the wall to Patricia's room and put on a performance that would have won some kind of an award.  Patricia found out later it wasn't a performance.  The guy did have a lot to show.  A few days later they filed by her room to read what was pinned to her door, her test paper with a perfect grade.  She had extracted a further measure of revenge although she had not been able to let them find out.  She had learned the guy's phone number and made a date with him.  It had been worth it.


Now, she was learning it was considerably more difficult if the stakes were higher.  She did not know for sure but there was enough concern to keep her off balance and her mind constantly wandered.  She was reasonably sure her life was on the line.  The rows of programming code fluttered on the screen.  She stared, formulating the next sequence in her mind.  Rows and rows ran across the screen in her mind's eye.  "Yes," she thought.  "Now I'm rolling."  Her fingers floated on the keyboard in a futile effort to keep up with her mind.  Suddenly, she stopped.  Staring at the screen, she could not remember the next line.  "Surely he would not kill me over......."  Her thought abruptly ended when a door slammed.  She looked around but it had been far down the hall.  She exhaled sharply and turned back to the screen.


Raymond is going to a computer convention she was being told.  Do whatever you need to do while he is gone.  She had wanted to go to that convention but, repeatedly, she had cast a nervous eye on the mangled printouts in the corner of his office.  He had been much madder than she thought.  "Far better that I use this opportunity to make some progress," she thought.  


Back at her computer, she was entering lines of code at a rapid pace.  Raymond no longer glanced her way, he outright stared.  He had noticed the frequent phone calls and correctly deduced that they were coming from him.  He also noticed the frequent trips she made to his office.  Maybe she was trading favors.  That had better be all she was trading.  Raymond would not be pushed out of this job because the boss couldn't do without Patricia's favors.  Raymond knew a lot and he was not above letting it be known.  If they messed with him, he could make their lives miserable.  After he returned from the convention he would find out exactly what was going on.  Just how palsy-walsy were they getting?  He didn't particularly care as long as it didn't affect his job.  His job was going to remain safe and secure.


Raymond had worked at NET for years.  He quietly toiled in the department that created computer graphics.  He could do wonders with computers and had caught the eye of the security department when he programmed his computers to alert security if any unauthorized person entered the system.  There was plenty of industrial spying going on and Raymond had single-handedly put a stop to it at NET.  He had never tried to raid other companies because everyone knew that NET was at the leading edge.  Raymond had concentrated on defense and consequently the NET system had become impenetrable.  Everyone was happy with this arrangement.  Raymond had secured the graphics department and was back to creating even more elaborate designs.  This arrangement would have probably gone on indefinitely but for one event.  A competing network had managed to place a spy in the NET graphics department.  The woman was quite good, aided in part by her abilities to distract Raymond's suspicions.  In fact, her feminine wiles were so captivating Raymond could hardly keep his mind on anything or his hands off of her.  Raymond had later determined she was transmitting data with a remote control while they were otherwise engaged on the floor under the table on which sit the very computer that was sending the data.  At the time Raymond had no idea of the swift and deadly retribution that could be brought to bear by the security department.  Later he would learn how truly lucky he had been to survive the incident.  Raymond suspected and then finally proved she was the culprit but still he did nothing.  The women in Raymond's life were scarce and what few he did manage to date were not what he wanted to be seen with, at least, not in public.  He was reluctant to do anything to end this relationship.  Geez, she was beautiful.  One afternoon, Raymond was holding up the centerfold of a Playboy magazine when he realized he had seen better sprawled across his desk.  Only when he began to see his work flaunted on the screen of a rival network did he know he had to act and act quickly.  He lost more of his top secret work as he wrestled with various plans to expose her and at the same time keep anyone from discovering how she had accomplished the theft.  He had done this with his computers.  It had not been that difficult since no one at NET could come close to matching his expertise.  He had loaded some classified data into her laptop and then made a full report to the security department.  He had carefully compiled a impressive display of her thefts and hoped they would accept it with a minimum of their own investigation.  Raymond knew she was history.  He hoped he had covered his tracks well enough that he, too, was not history.  Raymond did not yet know that being history and being dead was the same thing at NET.  At first, he had been livid because Raymond Carter had taken this investigation upon himself.  This was a serious breach of security and violation of the chain of command.  The little computer dork had infringed into his territory.  At the same time he was impressed with the seemingly endless supply of evidence.  He, begrudgingly, had to admit Carter had compiled a formidable case.  But there was more.  He just knew it.  He had to move quickly and decisively to stop the drain of information and he instinctively knew the truth would stop as well.  The security men had marched into the graphics department and seized her laptop.  She had cast an eye at Raymond Carter but said nothing.  Carter would not look at her.  All this had not gone unnoticed.  He was also overwhelmed at the beauty and seductiveness of the woman.  Suddenly, he knew.  She had Carter eating out of her hand and any place else she wanted.  The geek was selling her out to save his own butt.  Just the kind of man he wanted. 


She had been tough.  He was so impressed he had considered letting her on his team.  But he knew he had to cut his losses.  Carter could be controlled.  He would wager she could not.  As they drove away from the NET building she had asked him if he knew anything about memory storage in a computer.  He had stared straight ahead and barely grunted an inaudible answer.  "I thought not," she had said.  "If you knew anything you would know this laptop cannot hold what Raymond said it did."  He still did not answer.  She had exhaled sharply and leaned back in the car seat.  It was the only effort she made to save herself.  Well, there had been one other.  They had secreted her into a rival network building and up to a vacant room near the top of the building.  They told her to undress and she had misinterpreted their intentions.  Later, he realized she had thought she was going to be allowed to trade her way out of this.  She was beautiful and made a valient effort to convince them to spare her life.  She was too impressive to pass up and it had been awhile before they had thrown her down an elevator shaft.  


Then he had bought a beginner's computer manual and read enough so he knew what memory meant and called Raymond into his office.  With her laptop computer lying in plain sight he had asked a couple of questions and Raymond's reaction had been profound.  He had no idea what Raymond had said but he recognized when someone was talking his way out of deep shit.  He had decided he would continue the investigation until he was satisfied the data theft was over and then simply eliminate Carter.  He was not prepared for the reaction when he handed Raymond a copy of the newspaper reporting the death of a rival network's employee.  Carter looked like he was sucking persimmons.  To his credit, Carter had not broken but somehow rallied to sufficiently continue talking his way out of the mess.  He had been impressed and at that moment correctly decided that Carter was his.  He never knew that within seconds after Carter was dismissed from his office, he had gone into the hall and puked into the large flower pot beside the door.  From time to time he toyed with the idea of killing Carter but the fact was, Carter had proved to be invaluable.  He was brought into the security department after much protest by the graphics department.  To quell their argument he had taken a copy of the newspaper report into a meeting and announced, "This is what you dopey son-of-a-bitches do.  Take off your clothes and jump down an elevator shaft."  He had received no more objections.  Raymond had relentlessly closed down every possible leak in their computer system and watched for problems with the tenacity of a pit bulldog.  He kept up a comparable close scrutiny of Carter.  Once Carter had taken a beautiful NET employee to dinner and the next morning he had said to Carter, "That was good looking fluff you were with last night.  You would probably do better to stick with the bowsers."  Carter had become dizzy and once again barely made it to the hall to throw up into the plant container.  He wasn't about to kill Raymond.  He was having too much fun.  From time to time, he would learn of an extraordinarily beautiful and highly sexed secretary and have her transferred to Raymond's department as a data entry operator.  He would listen in as she made offers to Raymond that an iron statue could not refuse.  Raymond refused.  He would laugh about it for days.  Soon everybody at NET knew Raymond had this thing for ugly women.  The uglier, the better.  He laughed about that also.  Raymond was definitely good for a laugh.  Once he had coerced a half dozen of the best looking women in the building into taking off all their clothes and sat, busily typing when Raymond returned from lunch.  Just a little birthday joke he had assured them.  Nothing more will come of it.  At that, he had broken down, laughing uncontrollably.  The women didn't think it was that funny but they weren't privy to insider information.  Seconds after Raymond returned and saw them, he had burst into the man's office and dropped into a chair, gasping for breath, hyperventilating.  He had leaned forward, watching closely.  He didn't know you could kill somebody by making them have a goddamn stroke.  This might be useful.  Finally, Raymond had recovered and when assured the women were gone, he returned to his office.  Later, he had shared the story with the women but they still couldn't see why it was that funny.  As they left his office, he slowly shook his head.  All this place does is gossip.  Why don't they know about the gossip?  Can't even enjoy a good practical joke.  He was satisfied Carter would not stray again and he was right.  The slightest blip in the computer system would bring the vengeance of Carter.  He became almost as feared as the chief of security.  However, the Raymond Carter episode was an indulgence he would never again allow himself.  It was too much trouble and went against every grain of his experience and knowledge.  Dead did not make second mistakes and didn't come back to haunt you again.  Dead did not require constant scrutiny nor occupy your mind.    

CHAPTER 5


Howard was busy doing customer write ups.  Working all morning he had finished one after another, entered them in the computer and obtained the appropriate printout.  Almost finished, his thoughts began to wander to NET.  Absolutely nothing has been accomplished.  His every move was governed by the underlying fear that if discovered it would mean certain death.  His infrequent forays into their system had not revealed even the slightest hint that they suspected anything.  In fact, for the moment they seemed totally occupied with a sensational murder case.  Some movie star had killed his wife and her boy friend and all their efforts were directed at swaying public opinion that he was completely innocent.  The prosecutors were portrayed as a bunch of incompetent, bumbling idiots while the lawyers for the accused came off as the sole defenders of truth, justice and the American way.  Howard predicted the guy would never spend a day in prison.  He might go to a Hollywood country club to cure his depressed and troubled mind.  One NET executive was already suggesting they get started on a made for TV movie with the guy playing himself.  Howard wondered why they were putting such an effort into the cover up for him.  He was a bad actor and, in fact, could hardly make complete sentences when he did various interviews and talk shows.  "Perhaps this would be a good time to make an all out assault to reveal their operation," he thought.  "They really were preoccupied with this case."  He looked at his watch.  Ben should be home soon.  He would call him.  If only he would focus on the problem at hand.  Ben had been all through NET's system and was just a proverbial storehouse of gossip.


Patricia was working diligently and making remarkable progress.  Alone and uninterrupted, she had designed a master program that had worked masterfully.  Surprised at her good fortune on the initial attempt, she immediately set about to make the necessary refinements.   This had taken longer than she expected.  Planning for the future she had been delayed while she checked into payroll.  Miffed at the almost criminal difference in hers and Raymond Carter's salaries, she now had a good idea what her next pay increase would be.  "That is if I can get these tables to log the calls," she said aloud.  She had abandoned the tedious chore of writing the program listing and her fingers were a blur on the keyboard.  She only cared about speed.  Speed and efficiency.  "This must work," she said.  "No one including myself will ever be able to figure out what I've done."  She had abandoned all thoughts of order and tidiness.  There was no time.  If she had any hopes of completing the job it would have to be done extemporaneously.


"Ben, please, can you be serious?" Howard pleaded.  "We know one person had died because of this and no telling how many more.  That's not to mention all the criminal activity.  It hardly matters.  Can't you direct your energy at helping me expose these people and not get ourselves killed in the process?"


"I don't know," Ben whined.  "I can't think of anyone.  I tried those reporters and I told you how stupid they are.  One of them is gone anyway.  Sally decided she could have her editor and a reporter too.  Didn't last long when the editor caught them in the apartment he was paying for.  He fired the reporter.  Sally brought all of her formidable talents to bear and the editor forgave her.  The old son-of-a-bitch could hardly walk for a week.  Somebody made a poster and hung it on the snack bar wall.  It showed Sally in a near impossible position and the editor was on crutches, his eyes bugged out.  Sally took one look and announced, "Gee, I've never thought of trying that one."  The editor had the poster fingerprinted.  Somebody was thinking way ahead of him.  They had worn gloves.  The other reporter is too afraid to do anything.  He is hoping the editor doesn't find out he has been ogling Sally.  At this point ogling may be all it takes to get shit canned.  Ben began to laugh into the phone.   Finally, the humor had run it's course and Ben said, "Call the FBI.  Let them investigate."  


Howard considered that for a moment.  "Do you think you could get into their computer system and leave enough information that would cause them to initiate an investigation?"  Howard asked.  "It would have to be done right the first time.  There probably would not be a second chance if I expect to remain anonymous." 


"What do you mean if "I" am to remain anonymous?  You mean "We" don't you?"  Ben said incredulously.  


"Of course.  I'm in this, too.  What I meant is you're the computer man.  It would have to be done through your equipment."


"Yeah, well, I guess that's right," Ben resumed his position as computer expert.  "I'll begin tonight and see what I can do."  


"Let me know how you are doing.  Can you think of anything I can do?"


"No, I'll get back to you."  Ben was not anxious to share his position of sole authority.  Seldom had anyone ever come to him for advise or even to ask his opinion.  They came to him to give orders.  Do this with the computer.  Do that with the computer.  Do something with something.  Now he had been asked.  He was not going to relinquish the power that quickly.  He would hold on for as long as could.  However, it was creating some problems.  He hardly knew what he was doing.  He went to a closet and after much rummaging, he found what he was looking for.  He took two manuals from a box and began to read.  Much later, he was glancing at the monitor and totally distracted, wondered what was happening at NET.  "It's going to take a while to figure out how to get into the FBI," he thought.  He read another page but his attention was riveted on the screen.  He laid the manual aside and walked to his computer.  Soon, he was busy at the keyboard and chuckling aloud.  


Near midnight, Patricia thought she had successfully programmed a routing that would record every call that even tried to enter the e-mail.  She went home and tried to access it on her computer.  Strange things happened.  It seemed to take an extra long time to move through the system.  "Something I've done," she thought, "But that doesn't necessarily mean it's not working."  She thought about returning to the office but knowing a failure would mean she would stay the rest of the night, she went to bed.  The next morning, the alarm rang and reset, again and again.  She was not there to turn it off.  She was on her way to the office long before it had gone off the first time.  She had looked at her screen, sat down and began typing on the keyboard.  It had not worked.  For an instant, she had considered gathering her possessions and walking out.  Just disappear.  That's what it would take for her to stay alive.  There were other jobs.  She could go underground and her computer friends would help her just as they had helped her get this job.  She leaned back and further considered this alternative.  A few minutes later and barely realizing it, she had leaned forward and was working on the keyboard.  After a few more minutes, she was no longer considering it at all.  Much later she found her phone number in the tangle of auxiliary programming she had created.  Relieved, she began the tedious work of making a path for it to complete it's journey.  She thought to herself, "It looks like I've got all the parts.  Now it is just a matter of getting it all together and in some form that can be understood by humans."  Pausing a moment to think of the people she was in contact with every day, she added, "And I use the term "human" on a loosely defined basis." 


Ben came home after work.  He picked at a frozen dinner and idly turned pages in a manual.  He knew there was some hacker software that eventually would get into the FBI system.  A couple of years ago he had seen it done.  He was in a computer club and they were doing it for the challenge.  He had not been interested in the activities of the computer club.  He went hoping to meet girls.  All the usual avenues had not succeeded for him.  He had tried them all.  Perhaps, he had overlooked the most obvious.  Computer clubs.  At least, he had a slight chance of having something in common with them.  As it turned out he did not.  They were dead serious about this computer shit.  Talked of nothing else and certainly didn't have anything else on their minds.  He thought he had found one possibility but she had wanted to communicate through their computers.  "Not exactly what he had in mind," he had told her.  She had glared at him only a second before turning and walking away.   He was wondering what he could have done differently.  Maybe this was his chance to try again.  He was thinking of calling someone but he couldn't remember their names.  "Oh well, it will come to me," he said to himself as he turned his attention back to the frozen dinner.  


Late that night, Wilson was returning to his office.  He had completed his weekly tryst with the oriental newscaster.  "Why couldn't that guard have been successful?" he asked himself.  "All the beautiful women in this place and I'm stuck with the butt ugliest one on the face of the earth."  As he gathered his coat and briefcase he suddenly froze.  The flickering of his computer screen in the dark office caught his attention.  He was transfixed as he watched the data scrolling down the screen.  Without taking his eyes from the screen he reached for the telephone.  Holding the phone to his ear, he didn't want to look away long enough to dial.  Fumbling with the dial, he swore softly and stared at the dial for an instant.  He jabbed the extension number and returned his gaze to the screen.  Computers were an alien entity to Wilson.  He wanted no part of them and had resisted having one installed in his office.  Finally allowing the installation, he had refused to use it.  Finally, he had had to relent on that as well.   All that did not keep him from hating them.  Although, he had no idea what he was seeing, he instinctively knew that his worst nightmare had been realized.  


"Strange, someone should be calling down here at this time of the night," Patricia thought.  She picked up the phone.  It was seconds before she could ascertain what was happening.  The caller was breathless and speaking in incomplete and disjointed sentences.  


"Someone is in ................  Why is my computer ...............  Let me speak to .........  Who is this?"  


She had identified herself and finally learned she was speaking to Wilson.   If he knew what was happening, which was a marginal assumption, she knew something was terribly wrong.  She was working on her program but in no way was the e-mail being affected.  Apparently, someone was in the e-mail at this very moment.  She looked at her screen while holding the phone to her ear.  Would her program work now?  With nothing to lose, she exited the screen and activated the program.  "No one will know that I have even tried the program," she thought.  "If it works, I'll begin to reap my just reward."  While entering a few backup commands through the keyboard, she said, "Calm down, Sir.  I can reach him and if I can put you on hold I will do so immediately."  She didn't wait for him to agree.  She was dialing his pager.  She waited.  She wasn't going to take Wilson off of hold just yet.  She didn't want to listen to the panic stricken idiot.  She stared at her screen, hoping beyond her wildest expectations that her program was working.  


He was surprised someone was paging him at this hour.  He would be surprised if he could make it to the phone.  He didn't know how many hours he had been in the bar.  Earlier in the evening he had been making remarkable progress with some woman.  Not bad looking, in fact, down right good looking.  They were drinking, really hitting it off.  Maybe his luck had changed.  Then he learned she was a goddamn hooker.  No wonder he had been making progress.  He should have known he would not have been making progress if he weren’t going to have to pay for it.  Now, hours later, he was on the verge of being shitfaced drunk.  He held the pager close to his face and blinked to clear his eyes.  "Someone is calling me from the office.  Who is there at this time of night?" he thought.  Unsteadily, he made his way to the back and found a phone.  Unable to find any coins in his pocket he went back and asked the bartender if he could use the phone.  


"This is not your private phone booth.  Use the pay phone like everyone else."  Even falling down drunk, his cold stare and expression shocked the bartender.  Neither of them spoke as the bartender lifted the phone from behind the bar and placed it in front of him.  He almost shivered as he moved down the bar and away from the man.  He could take the goddamn phone with him for all the bartender cared.  The bartender wiped the bar as he moved further away.  He could feel the icy eyes on his back.  He could almost feel a knife flying through the air.  "God, that was the most evil looking son-of-a-bitch I have ever seen," the bartender thought.  He still was not chancing a backward glance.  At this point, he would be grateful if the guy was still sitting down.


Her voice and quick summary of the situation jolted him to sobriety.  She was still talking when he hung up and was out the door and began the short walk to his office.  For a few steps he silently cursed the bartender.  He even had a couple of ideas to teach the piece of shit a lesson.  That problem quickly faded as he thought of the problem that awaited him.  He knew it had happened.  The one thing they had assured him that could never happen.  Now he was silently cursing himself for believing them.  Now he was thinking of ideas to teach them a lesson.


Entering the room, he glanced around to see she and Wilson were the only ones in the room.  She had accessed Wilson's e-mail on her machine and they both watched as the screen continued to scroll.  


He only looked momentarily at the screen.  He didn't have to study it.  He already knew it had happened.  "What can you do to find out who this is?" he asked.


She had taken him aside and was explaining in hushed tones what she hoped was happening with her program.  She looked over at Wilson.  He was practically unaware they were in the room.  He was leaned over, frozen in place and staring at the screen.  "Geez," he moaned.  "When will we know something?  Shouldn't we do something to get them out of the system?  Unplug the stuff?"  He had looked questionably at Patricia.


"I'm afraid the longer they stay in, the better chance it has of working," Patricia said authoritatively.  


"Oh god, I knew something like this was going to happen the minute I heard they were going with this elaborate computer system.  That Raymond Carter swore to everybody that this could never happen.  Do you remember that, Wilson?" he had yelled across the room.


Wilson remained fixed on the screen.  "I was never in favor of it.  Don't yell at me!  I'll have your ass run off so far, not even you will be able to find it!"  It was probably just as well Wilson never looked up from the screen.  He would have been looking at death and it would have been easy to figure out that the death he was looking at was his own.  


Patricia had watched the exchange with more than passing interest.  She had quickly surmised that they were playing a deadly game.  She honestly believed either one of them could and would kill the other without a moment's hesitation.  She also noticed a difference.  Wilson would have to find someone to do it for him.  He, on the other hand, would do it for himself.  Her survival instincts were about to get the best of her.  If there had been any way to escape from the room and have a reasonable head start, she would have taken it.  She returned her attention when she became aware he was staring at her.  She cleared her throat to get his attention but knew she already had it.  Why was he staring at her?  Good god!  Could he read her mind?  Did he know she was thinking about running?  She stared at the keyboard to regain her composure.  "I think it is time to give it a try."  Her fingers were moving silently and quickly across the keyboard.  She sat back and watched.  Data was scrolling across the screen.  It stopped and they looked at a line of gibberish.


"I saw that in that pile of worthless junk you brought into my office," he said.  "What does it mean?"


"I'm not sure.  Some kind of error.  Maybe a coded error message."  She left the machine and moved to another.  Soon the keys were clicking as she rapidly moved over the keyboard.  She didn't know she could work and be at the point of a nervous breakdown at the same time.  "If this doesn't work......," she continued to think.  Within minutes, she began to smile.  Her eyes didn't leave the screen as she entered numbers and coaxed the machine to respond by moving to the next level.  Suddenly, she sat back.  "That's it!"  She looked over at Wilson.  He was setting in front of the computer now but still did not look around.  She turned her head to locate him and their faces were inches apart.  She had not been aware he was looking over her shoulder, leaning forward so their heads were side by side.  "That is the number of the caller.  I'm sure of it."


"Where is that area code?" he asked.  


She was reaching for the phone book.  "It's in Oklahoma.  Odds are its Oklahoma City."  


"Find out for christsakes.  If you can do all this, surely you can find out where they are calling from." 


She moved to another machine.  That was not part of her program.  She used the machine to go outside the building and within seconds she gave him the name and address.  She didn't tell him she had accessed the phone company records to retrieve that information.


"It is Oklahoma City," he said.  He picked up the phone.  "Have two teams at the airport, fully equipped.  Buy the necessary tickets to Oklahoma City.  Call ahead and have two rental cars ready.  The usual.  I have to go by my house and I'll meet you at the airport."  He held the phone only seconds to hear the reply, hung up and was moving toward the door.  He called over his shoulder, "Stay here in case I need you.  Call me on the cellular number if anything happens that I should know.  Try to get that idiot to leave," he said, motioning at Wilson.


She looked back at the screen.  Remembering that they had not done so, she wrote down the number.  "Well, you are in serious danger my friend," she said to the number displayed on the screen.


He had gone by his house and gathered his equipment.  Driving the speed limit he still had made good time because of the lateness of the hour.  At the airport his team had everything ready.  He was relieved to be with them and his confidence was growing.  They were an efficient group.  It was the only time he felt totally in control.  They had assembled, quickly reviewed the situation and gone over their equipment checklist.  It had not been necessary as he knew it would not be.  They were always prepared.  Soon they were in the air.  He had called Patricia before they left and she had nothing new to add.  He looked around at the five men who were with him.  They were all asleep.  He had tried to sleep but finally had given up and started thinking of what awaited them.  When the plane touched down, they were all instantly awake.  As they entered the terminal, he walked behind and watched as they efficiently fanned out to retrieve luggage and pick up the rental cars.  God, he loved this.  They were perfect.  Just like the times so long ago.  When he was in high school.  His gang.  They read his mind.  Everything was done as he thought of it.  Sometimes, before he thought of it.  As he got in the front car one man was intently studying a street map.  He waited.  In a few seconds, the man said, "Here is it."  He held the map at arm's length to get a perspective.  He traced a line across the map with his finger, calling out a name when his finger passed over a main street.  The driver looked intently out the windshield, remembering every street.  He would have help locating them but it was efficient to know them for himself.  He remembered a job when the navigator had been killed and no one knew the way back.  They had to read a map while careening through the streets and it had been close.  They had barely escaped.  That would not happen again.  He did not have to check to know that everyone in the car had committed the names to memory.  


"Let's find the place and check it out.  It will be too late this morning but we will be ready tonight," he ordered.


They found the house and drove by once.  One car parked to maintain surveillance.  The other proceeded to the nearest motel.  They remained in contact with cellular phones.  Just over an hour after they arrived, Ben left to go to work.  They watched him drive away and fell in behind to follow him.  Within minutes the second car arrived at his house.  A couple of calls from the cellular phone indicated no one else was in the house.  They moved up the sidewalk so discreetly anyone would have thought they belonged in the neighborhood.  They were in the front and back doors nearly simultaneously and within seconds had covered the house and knew Ben was the sole occupant.  Minutes later he had entered the house as unobserved as they had been before him.  Their hands covered by thin latex gloves they carefully searched the house.  He walked slowly, methodically through the house.  Nothing escaped his scrutiny.  He indicated every item he wanted to take and his man had followed closely, carefully making a list of each item.  They would overlook nothing and forget nothing.  Not a drawer nor shelf was left unsearched.  They knew the location of Ben's possessions better than Ben.  He had specified all of the computer equipment, supplies and Ben's address book that lay by the phone.  They found a file cabinet in the closet.  He had looked in the drawers but did want to spend time looking through each file.  Sometimes it proved unnecessary.  At any rate, there would be time for that at his convenience.  Satisfied that the search was complete, he sat down and looked at every entry in the address book.  His men were fine-tuning the search.  The attic, checking the floor for a hidden compartment, checking the walls for the same, they covered it all.  He had trained them for a search precisely like this by using the FBI manual.  That was one good thing that Raymond Carter had done.  He had hacked the FBI's computer and copied their training manual.      



Periodically, he called Patricia.  She had said this number remained the only one that had fallen into her programming trap.  He instructed her to begin checking on the people in the address book.  Find out everything about them.  We can't be sure what this guy has done or whom he has done it with.  He wanted to be ready if it was worse than even he had suspected that it had become.  Always prepare for the absolute worst.  He remembered once when he had underestimated the tenacity of a troublemaker.  He blew through his lips as the details ran through his mind.  That had been a costly venture.  All because the guy had been more sneaky than anyone realized.  Or maybe they had not respected his skills.  Nevertheless, they had taken casualties and inflicted far more deaths than he could cover-up.  It was a nightmare and cops from every jurisdiction had intervened.  They had been lucky to get out of that and even then it had taken some major bribe money.   He hated to admit it but NET had saved his butt on that one.  He would see to it that it never happened again.


They spent the rest of the day searching and reading every scrap of paper in the house.  Late in the afternoon, one car had returned to the newspaper building to see when Ben left work.  When he did, they had called and advised those waiting at the house.  Ben did not disappoint them.  He went straight home.  


Ben was in the house casually looking at his mail before he was aware anyone was there.  Two appeared before him and as he looked up and opened his mouth, a third pressed the gun barrel to the back of his head.  No one made any indication for him to remain silent but not a sound came from his open mouth.  In seconds, Ben was in a chair, rows of tape wound around his chest and the back of the chair.  His legs were taped to the legs of the chair.  A man behind Ben placed a gag over his mouth and tied it behind his head.  The man in front of Ben produced a cellular phone and spoke into it.  They stood looking at him in silence each holding a pistol with the ominous silencer attached.  Ben was breathing heavily against the gag.  He had never known such sheer terror.       


"Oh my god," he thought.  "Howard had been right."


One of the men suddenly turned and left the room.  In seconds, he returned with three more men.  They had followed close behind Ben as he returned to his house.  Only one of the men did not banish a gun.  He was obviously in charge.  He barely nodded and the gag was loosened.  He stood directly in front of Ben, towering over him.


"I do not need to remind you to remain silent."


Ben couldn't tell if he was asking or telling.  He closed his eyes and nodded in agreement.  Sweat was running into his eyes and he blinked rapidly.  The gag was removed.  Ben gulped air and wet his lips.  He looked from left to right, as far behind him as he could turn his head.  What were they doing behind him?


"Do not move.  Look at me and nothing else," he said.  


Ben complied instantly.  He was so frightened he didn't know if he was going to faint or throw up.  


"You've been caught at your little game.  We know it is you.  Now you are going to tell me everyone who is involved.  It is the only way for you to remain alive."  At that instant, another man placed a gun barrel squarely against his forehead.  "We know you are not alone.  Save yourself a lot of agony and tell me now."


Ben's eyes were crossed as he stared upward at the pistol pressed against his forehead.  Terror had muted him.  He wanted to scream, cry, or plead.  He would do anything but he could not summons the ability to utter a sound.  Ben opened his mouth to tell him there was no one else.  Not a sound would come out of his mouth.  He tried again and only soft moaning sounds escaped.  He was gulping hard, fighting the nausea, his mind was barely functional.  "This is all Howard's fault.  He got me into this," his mind was thinking but no sound came from him.  


The man looked over Ben's head and the gag was placed back in his mouth.  He tried to shake his head.  "No, I'll tell," but he was only saying it in his mind.  Terror had overrun him and he couldn't speak.  


His arms were firmly held at his sides by the tape wrapped around his chest and the back of the chair.  A man behind Ben took his wrist and bending his arm at the elbow, held it away from his body.  


The man knelt and looking at Ben said, "You are going to be badly hurt.  The only way you can stop it from happening twice is to tell me who else is involved."  He held the pistol at arm's length and pointed it at Ben's outstretched palm.  Ben's eyes were bulging as he grasped the full ramifications.  He pulled the trigger.  Ben's mind exploded.  A muffled scream tore from him.  He chewed violently at the gag.  He jerked violently at the tape but they easily held the chair in place and waited for Ben to wear himself down fighting the restraints.  The searing pain would not let him pass out but, in what seemed like an eternity for Ben, he did.  


In a moment, the dreadful pain jolted him back to consciousness.  "I am not a patient man and I do not intend to learn that virtue for your benefit," he said as he knelt on Ben's other side.  His arm was pried out in the same fashion, his other hand was exposed as the solitary target.  Ben struggled mightily against them.  He mustered all his strength to hold his arm in close to the chair.  They held him as easily as they would a child.  Ben was shaking his head furiously, making muffled sounds against the gag.  The man looked up and the gag was removed.  Ben was inhaling faster than his lungs could process the air.  He began to cough, shaking his head for the man not to shoot again.  


"Buc.......Buc.........Buc.........," the sound came from Ben.  Suddenly he began to scream.  The gag was crammed into his mouth and he didn't hear the thump of the silenced gun.  Ben jerked in the chair nearly toppling over.  They held him until the spasms stopped.  He had fainted again.  


He came to straining against the gag.  "I'm telling you!  I'm telling you!" Ben said but it was only in his mind.  All the men moved behind him.  He strained to look back.  They took the gag loose.  "Buck........Buck.........Buck.......," he said.  He stopped.  The pain, the fear, he knew he was going to scream again.  His mouth was wide open and the sound started deep in his throat.  He didn't hear himself nor the thump.  His chin bounced off his chest.  His agony was over.  He had shot Ben in the head.  


Unaffected by the events, they moved with precision to gather all the equipment and materials designated for removal.  Soon, it was done and they left, locking the doors behind them.  They bought packing material, boxed up everything and had it shipped to his office.  They returned the rental cars and boarded the return flight.  

CHAPTER 6


Two days later, Howard called Ben at the Paper.  He asked to speak to Shackelford and the woman on the phone had become nearly hysterical.  "He's dead.....So terrible......He didn't come to work.......Police found.........Said he was tortured........"


Howard was hearing the disjointed conversation but his mind was elsewhere.  "Two days ago.  They must not know who I am or they would already have been here," he thought.  His mind was racing.  "Tortured," she had said.  Had Ben kept anything that would reveal Howard's identity.  Maybe he had told them.  Maybe they were on their way now.  


The man sat in his office reviewing the situation.  Patricia was probing the computer they had taken.  Searching for any clue that might reveal if there were others involved.  He turned the pages of Ben's address book.  He had looked through it a dozen times.  Nothing caught his attention.  He leaned back, thinking.  What had Shackelford said?   It had sounded like, "Buck".  "Maybe he was giving us the four letter word and wasn't speaking plainly," he chuckled.  He stared at the wall.  "That was one scared little sucker," he thought "and well he should have been.  I'd have stayed after him but I thought what we needed would be in his computer.  Buck, buck," he said to himself.  He turned pages in the address book.  Flipped back.  Turned more pages.  He froze.  Flipped back.  Stared at the page.  Bucknell!!  Buck. Buck.  Had he been trying to say Bucknell?  There was no address.  Only a phone number.


Howard had practically hung up on the woman.  Setting up his computer he had dialed the information service of Ben's paper and was soon reading Ben's employer's front page report of his death.  No motive was known.  Possible robbery that had gotten out of hand.  The man led a solitary life.  No one knew of any reason that he would have an enemy.  Investigation was continuing.  Noting the name of the police chief, Howard called him.  "We became acquainted through a computer network.  Never met personally.  So upset at learning of his horrible death," Howard had fished for anything, trying not to divulge anything.


"Computer, you say?" the Chief spoke.  "There was no computer in his house."


"He used the equipment at work," Howard said.  He expressed more regrets and hoped he got a break in the case.  Hanging up, Howard slumped in his chair.  "That cinches it," he thought.  He knew Ben had taken computer parts from work and had assembled them into a working computer at home.  They had taken it after they killed him.


The man called Patricia.  "Have you found the name, Bucknell or this number?" he asked and repeated the number.  She had not.  "Well, look for it," he ordered gruffly.  She said nothing.  "Have you found out how he got into the system?"  Again she answered negatively.  He hung up.  "Could I be so lucky that this Shackelford guy was the only one in on this?" he wondered.  "Perhaps, just this once, something went right.  Maybe we have eliminated the problem with this one guy.  It is time something went easy for me."


Now late in the afternoon and impatient from waiting on her, he dialed her extension.  "Check that Bucknell number I gave you," he ordered.  "I want to know what town it is."  That she could do.  He had paced only a short time when she called him.  "There is no Bucknell.  The number is listed to a Howard Grayson,"   he was repeating and hastily jotting down what she was saying.  "Where?  Where in the hell is that?" he asked.  "Texas!  Well great, that narrows it down a lot!"  He had to leave his office and go to the company library to find an atlas.  He stared at the dot on the map and slowly shook his head.  "Please don't make me have to go to that place," he said softly.  He had gone back to his office and began again to look through every piece of paper.  Far into the night, he looked and looked.  Ben was a notorious scribbler.  He had written notes on the back of notes.  The man held up a page, turning it first right, then left.  Flipped it over, then upside down.  His eyes settled on the name, McNalley.  "Someone else," he asked himself.  Then he saw.....cafe.  "Not someone but someplace," he thought.  He sat for a while.  Finally, thinking he needed a drink he was leaving his office.  "I'll look at that map again on my way out," he decided.  


"Even harder to find than that place in Texas," he thought as he looked closely and moved his eyes over the map.  Leaning closer he locked his eyes on the small name on the map.  He held his finger on McNalley, Oklahoma.  His eyes flicked back and forth on the map.  He drew in a long breath and held it.  "Oh, goddamn," he breathed out.  "This place is half way between Oklahoma City and where-ever-it-is in Texas," he said aloud.  "They met in a cafe."  He shoved back in the chair toppling it over.  Started from the room, stopped, went back and tore out the page from the atlas.  He practically ran from the room, swearing every curse word he could recall.  Back in his office, he was on the phone.  "Assemble the team.  Get tickets to Ft. Worth.  That's the closest place.  Take extra clothes.  Reserve rental cars.  We'll be better off to buy the damn cars this time," he had said.   A pause while the voice on the phone interrupted him.  "No, no, we're not buying cars," he shouted.  "I was saying we would be better off....never mind, goddamn it!"  There was silence while he remembered what he had said.  "Usual procedures, extra clothes this time."  Another pause while he was interrupted again.  "Okay, I already said the extra clothes."   Silently, he thought, "I wish you were as good at remembering what you need to remember.  "That's all," he had said and ended the call.   

       Now he was on the phone to Patricia.  "Be available in case I need you.  That Bucknell, Howard Grayson, or whatever his name is?  I know he is in it.  I know it.  Call that weenie Wilson and tell him we are about to finish this situation.  Maybe he will stop whining."  


Later, they were airborne.  He looked around at his men.  They were all asleep.  "How do they do that?" he thought.  "My blood pressure is about to red-line."  They had landed in Ft. Worth before dawn.  After obtaining the rental cars they had driven until noon.  They stopped for lunch and checked into a motel.  "We'll rest for now and begin early in the morning," he had said.  As usual, they complied without a word.


"It's the next town," the driver said.


"Let's see if he is home," he said.  He was dialing the cellular phone.


"Hello," Howard answered.


"Mr. Bucknell?"


"Nooo," Howard said quizzically.  Realization set in and he slammed down the phone.  


The man looked at the disconnected phone and then at the note pad in his lap.  "Oh god, I called him by the wrong name," he said as he looked at the driver.  The driver's expression did not change but seconds later he pressed the accelerator to the floor as ordered.


Howard was in a near panic.  "Bucknell," he moaned.  "I never said that name to anyone but Ben.  They've found me!" he gasped.  "Better get my shit together in a hurry," he said aloud.  Already, he was running to his bedroom.  He was in some Levi's and work boots in an instant.  He knelt beside his bed and groped underneath.  Finding the pistol that had lain there for years, he pulled it out, flipped open the cylinder and stared at it.  Six rounds.  "Where is the rest of the ammunition?" he thought.  "Somewhere in the garage," he remembered "but, where?"  He was breathing so hard he was about to lose control.  He hurried from the bedroom.  Stopped.  Went back to a closet and got his shotgun.  "The shells are in my pickup," he thought, glad he had gotten something right.  "You probably don't have a lot of second chances anymore," he told himself.  He forced himself to stop and think.  Seconds later, he reached in his closet and pulled down a suitcase.  He carried everything to his office.  He opened the suitcase and put every shred of evidence he had accumulated into it.  As he started to the garage he grabbed a mini-recorder from his desk.  Everything was loaded.  He looked around the garage.  He could not remember where he put the bullets for his .357.  "I figured six would be enough for a burglar," he said.  He hurried back through the house looking wildly for anything that would help him.  He went to a front window and looked up and down the street.  Suddenly, he saw the car.  Coming slowly, passing by.  He could see the man in the passenger seat, looking.  Howard was running through his house to the garage.  


The man was on the phone to the other car.  "No time for caution.  Crash the house, now.  We'll wait down the street.  Stay on the phone to me.  We'll be ready to assist or backup."  


From down the street they watched as the car stopped in front of the house.  They were up the sidewalk and through the door, barely breaking stride.  He pressed the phone tightly to his ear.  Straining to hear.  "We've found no one.  We are checking again," came the voice on the phone.  


Suddenly, Howard's pickup careened out of the alley barely missing the rear bumper of their car.  "Oh, my god," Howard yelled as he jerked the steering wheel to avoid hitting the parked car.  "It's them!" Howard was nearly screaming.  He regained control of his pickup and barreling down the center of the street, he glanced in the rear view mirror.  He glimpsed another car parked in front of his house.  "Two!" he exclaimed dejectedly.  "I don't have a chance!"  He sped around the first corner hoping to stay out of sight.


The man had jerked around at the sound of the vehicle.  Inches from the back of their car, it had never slowed.  He watched it speed around the corner.  He stared at the face of the driver setting next to him.  "That's him!  It must be.  Follow that pickup," he ordered.  Into the phone, he yelled, "Check the garage.  See if there is a vehicle in it."  


Seconds later came the reply, "No vehicle in the garage."


"Go, go, go!" he was screaming now.  "Don't lose that pickup!"  They were driving fast looking up and down each intersection.  He spoke into the phone again, "Get moving and help us find that pickup."  To the driver he said, " He will go for a main street.  Head for the one we came in on.  It's the main street into the neighborhood."  


"Over there," came the voice from the back seat. 


He looked.  The driver grasped the steering wheel with both hands, waiting directions.  "Where?  You can't see through the goddamn houses," he said anxiously.  Seconds were passing.  "He's there," he said as he glimpsed the fleeing pickup.  "Turn at the next corner!" he yelled and punched the driver on the shoulder.   


Howard sped down the street and ran a red light.  He looked back.  Horns were blaring at him but he couldn't see the car that was pursuing him.  


The driver had seen him run the light.  A busy intersection was ahead.  "Get caught in that and he is lost," the driver thought.  He hesitated less than a second before wheeling sharply and bounced across the medium and into a shopping center parking lot.  He sped around the perimeter.  "A cop or a wreck here and we are finished.  If I don't try it, he escapes," the driver thought.   No one in the car spoke.  The driver was looking frantically for a break in the traffic to cut back across three oncoming lanes.  No such luck, and at the last possible second he jerked the wheel and sped out of the parking lot into the oncoming traffic.  Brakes squealed.  Horns blared.  Cars smashed into one another as the front row slid to a stop.  Back into the right lane, another car careened off the road to avoid hitting them.  He accelerated.  The pickup was not in sight.  "Sir," the driver finally spoke.  "Can you direct the other car out here?  We need help to keep up with this guy."  


"Shall I tell them to follow the trail of broken glass?" he asked.  


The road leading out of town was long and straight.  Howard should not have stayed on it.  Way up ahead, they spotted him.  The second car had gone straight through town and intersected with the highway that they anticipated Howard would take.   Turning west, they again anticipated the direction Howard would take.  They exceeded the speed limit, taking every risk, but knew it was necessary if they were to intercept the fleeing car.  Their plan was working.


Howard had arrived at the same highway and turned west as they had guessed.  Unbeknownst to Howard, the second car had beaten him to the highway and was now, in fact, in front of him.  The other car trailed behind but blended with the traffic and remained undetected.  Howard drove along constantly checking behind him.  He did not feel at all safe.  They had come to his house.  He had almost run into them leaving the alley.  Maybe they knew about his place to the west.  They could find out a lot.  This, he already knew.  He exhaled sharply.  He had to focus, quit being distracted about what had happened.  Survival instincts.   "Boy, I've got a lot of experience in survival instincts," he thought.  "About the only thing I survive is rattlesnakes on my farm........"   His thought trailed off.  "That farm.  My only advantage.  Those guys surely know nothing about that kind of terrain," he was thinking.  "Maybe that would equalize things."  How could he find out if they were following him?  He thought ahead.  He had driven this road a thousand times.  Up ahead, a gentle hill.  At the bottom, an overpass.  If he exited and turned under the highway, the traffic behind him would not see him.  If he could do it fast enough.  Nearing the hill, he suddenly sped up, exited to the access road and turned sharply underneath the bridge.  He slid to a stop.  Jumped from the truck and ran up the opposite embankment.  He knelt behind a guardrail and waited for the cars to pass.  He was barely in position before they came.  A sports car, two pickups, a van ....... and there was the car.  "Just like the one at my house," he said.  He ran to his pickup and made a U-turn under the bridge.  Back to the access road and up onto the highway.  He needed to know where they would go.  He got them in sight and then fell back just a little.  


The driver stared up the road.  He pulled himself more erect.  He continued to look.  "Sir, I don't see him." 


They all looked intently up the road.  He looked behind.  "Slow down," he said.  He continued to stare out the back window.  "I can't tell if he is back there."  He picked up the cellular phone.  He instructed the car in front to exit from the highway and watch for the pickup.  At the first opportunity, it did.  They passed and less than two minutes later so did Howard.  They pulled in behind.  Howard was back in between.  The pursuers had only changed positions except now Howard was unaware of the car behind him.  


Howard picked up his recorder.  He breathed deeply, pressed the record button and began to tell of the fate of Ben Shackelford and brought the story up to date ending with his present predicament.  He drove along, the car in front barely in sight.  He pressed the accelerator and quickly was exceeding the speed limit.  After a while he coasted down below the limit.  He was realizing the car always stayed barely in sight.  "They've figured out I'm behind them," he said emphatically.        


There was a town up ahead.  He was familiar with it.  "Try anything," he thought.  Taking an exit that led to the center of town, Howard drove into the town straining his mind for just a second's worth of inspiration.  He turned on a side street and drove two blocks, pulled to the side and stopped.  He turned in the seat and looked behind for several minutes.  They did not appear behind him.  Finally, he drove another block, turned around and drove straight to the courthouse.  He parked and ran up the steps into the building.  He took the stairs two at a time to the second floor.  Ran to the window overlooking the street and looked out at his pickup.  In a matter of minutes they drove slowly past his pickup and parked in the next block.  As he continued to watch, another car drove by and parked nearby.  A man from each car got out and they met on the sidewalk.  As they talked, Howard remembered the second car parked in front of his house.  All those tricks out on the highway plus the side street detour had gone for zero.  He had not lost them for a second.  


He could stand at this window from now on and watch their every move.  On the other hand he had no hope of getting to his pickup and leaving unnoticed.  The afternoon temperature was over 100 degrees.  Howard decided to let them swelter in it for a while.  It didn't take long.  Suddenly, both cars emptied.  Howard watched.  "Six of them," he said softly.  They spread out and moved quickly to surround the courthouse.  "Would they kill me in here?" Howard asked himself as they disappeared from his view.  He turned and ran down the stairs as fast as he could, out the door and hurried straight to his pickup.  One man had remained near their cars and he was alert the instant Howard appeared outside the building.  Howard was in his pickup and backing from the parking space before the man reacted.  He got in a car and backed out to pursue.  Howard began driving around the courthouse.  The men were everywhere.  Each recognized his pickup and watched as he drove by.  Each turned and walked as fast as they could, without running so not to draw attention to themselves, back to their parked cars.  Howard circled the courthouse three times.  By now they were assembled and following in both cars.  Howard was driving slowly, leaning out the window and looking behind as the caravan circled the block.  Howard had the urge to start yelling and pointing at them.  Perhaps he could incite the locals to do something.  Trouble was, he could not be certain what they would be incited to do.   They might just stand and look.  They could hardly be expected to run into the street and surround the cars that followed him.  Mostly likely they would watch and wave at them.  Besides, Howard knew he would be risking their lives by involving them.  He wasn't sure the deadly pack would not start blazing away.   After a few trips around the courthouse, he had the idea to just keep on driving, around and around.  Sooner or later, someone would do something.  If nothing else, just call the local cops.  Howard shrugged that off.  Somehow, he would end up arrested and they would kill him while he was in jail.  The safety-in-a-crowd theory did not seem to apply in this case.   Howard abruptly turned into the still empty space he had abandoned, jumped out and went straight back to his second floor lookout.  He watched as they got out of their cars and gathered on the sidewalk.  One of them stalked angrily up and down.  The others stood and gazed at their surroundings.  Finally, one of them moved close and quietly said, "Sir, you are drawing attention."  They all got back in the cars.  Howard grinned at his keystone cop routine but at least he had stopped them from coming in the building.  Even as he reveled in his token victory, he knew it was a matter of minutes before they would be stalking him again.  Patience would not last forever.  They would kill him if they had to do it in front of everyone in town.  Somehow, Howard suspected these people were good enough to escape anyway.  


After awhile, Howard came to terms with what, subconsciously, he had always known and had already decided.  He could not run forever.  They knew everything about him and they would kill him sooner or later.  His only chance was to kill them first.  Resigned to the fact, Howard strode out of the courthouse to his pickup.  Out of the corner of his eye, he watched as their cars began moving slowly away from the curb.  Out on the highway, Howard continued his journey to his house in the small town.  Less than an hour later he was at the house.  He unloaded his weapons and the suitcase.  He didn't look around for them.  They were there but he probably wouldn't see them.  Inside, Howard barricaded the doors.  Pulled furniture against them and set breakables on the window sills.  He made a bed on the floor in a hall out of sight of all windows.  With both guns near at hand, he finally dozed.  

    They had tried to reconnoiter his house.  Barking dogs, teenagers driving all over and necks craning as they drove by had effectively stymied them.  In the darkness, they had finally placed one man on a vacant lot.  He could see the house and was well hidden in the tall weeds.  He cursed the heat and discomfort.   But unknown to him, he was being covered by the unseen and unfelt, chigger.  By dawn, he would be scratching away his skin to try to rid himself of the torturous itching.  


The others found a nearby state roadside area.  They isolated themselves as best they could and tried to sleep.  The man on the vacant lot was to call on the cellular phone if Howard made any kind of move.  They fared little better as the unrelenting din of traffic, heat and swarms of mosquitoes ravaged them all night.  


Howard awoke before dawn.  It was going to be another hot day and the humidity was as high as the temperature.  He stayed in the house, reviewing his plan.  Occasionally, he looked out the windows not expecting to see them and he did not.  Before the sun rose above the horizon, Howard suddenly left the house.  Outfitted in hunting gear from his annual hunting trips and drenched in insect repellent he drove out of town.  He had looked all about but still saw no sign of them.  


Howard was still backing out of the driveway when the frantic call was made.  "He's leaving the house.  Come and get me.  Something has bitten me.  I'm covered in bites.  The itching is driving me crazy."  They had arrived in time to see Howard turn north and drive out of town.  The first car followed and kept him in sight.  The second car went to the vacant lot to pick up the lookout.  Soon the procession was into the countryside with Howard far out in front.  It made no difference how far he was in the lead.  The flat, treeless terrain made him easily visible.  The empty county roads had allowed Howard to roar away at breakneck speeds.  But even miles behind they were able to keep him in sight.  Also, there wasn't another soul to be seen.  It wasn't as if they would confuse him with someone else.  Howard drove far to the north, circled back and entered his farm from the west.  As he closed the gate he noticed some rolls of abandoned barbed wire.  Taking time to pick them up, he then drove deep into the pasture.  Soon, he was making a new trail.  Grass and tall weeds, some as tall as a man, had effectively grown over what had once been a road that would accommodate a vehicle.  The flatness had given way to thick mesquite trees, washes, ravines, and knolls.  Howard stopped and looked about the area.  He took the suitcase filled with his evidence and carried it into the tallest grass.  He covered it and looking down, could not see the suitcase even while standing practically on top of it.  He hurried back to his pickup, took a second to apply more insect repellent, gathered his guns and the wire and moving quickly, disappeared over the nearest knoll.  


The cars followed, not able to catch up but neither did they lose sight of him.  Soon they were through the gate.  They arrived at his pickup.  The men cautiously approached, guns ready.  The man who spent the night on the vacant lot was furiously scratching his legs and waist.  Nearly in a panic, he could hardly keep from screaming.  The others were frantically waving at the swarms of mosquitoes.  He stood surveying the situation.  His men were nearly helpless.  He stared at them, gritting his teeth to keep from joining them in the useless attempt to avoid the insects.  Finally, he spoke, "Anyone not up to finishing this job, speak up."  They all froze and looked at him.  No one spoke.  "I think he went that way," he said, pointing to the east and not sure why he said it.  They fanned out, guns drawn and moved in that direction.  He moved in behind them.  "This guy can't be a fighter," he thought.  "We'll have him in no time."  He squinted into the low easterly sun and called for his men to move faster.  


Howard was flat on the ground on the highest nearby ridge.  He could see them all as he parted the grass and peered through.  Howard tried not to think what it would be like to shoot someone.  They continued to spread out, moving closer.  One was coming straight at him, another to his left.  A deep ravine lay between them.  When he came over the edge, it would be a point blank shot.  Howard reached for the pistol stuck into his waistband.  He paused, his hand on the grip.  He reached to his forehead and wiped away the sweat.  Instead of reaching for the pistol again, he eased the shotgun forward and clicked off the safety.  Sounds were coming from everywhere.  Something was moving through the grass.  The hum of the swarming mosquitoes grew louder but they were kept at bay by the repellent.  Suddenly, Howard heard him.  Slapping his skin at the gnawing insects, breathing hard, he was climbing the dirt embankment.  His head appeared and he raised his leg over the side of the ravine.  He was frowning and squinting into the sun.  Howard didn't think the man ever saw what was coming as he pulled the trigger.  He was blown backwards, tumbling to the bottom of the ravine.  Howard's ears were ringing.  He opened his mouth and swallowed hard, trying to clear the ringing.  He had to fight the urge to go look over the edge of the ravine.  He had a mental image of the damage inflicted by the shotgun blast.  His thought was interrupted as he saw movement to his left.  The man was running hard, calling out.  Howard could not understand what he was saying.  His ears were still ringing.  Suddenly, the man disappeared.  He screamed.  Howard grinned.  He had strung the barbed wire between two stumps.  Knee high, hidden in the grass.  Howard moved off to his left, intending to circle into the area vacated by the man who had fallen into his wire trap.  Howard knew none of the others were in that area and, therefore, could not slip up behind him.  He kept low, moving stealthily, careful to keep bushes and trees between them.  "I'm getting good at this shit," Howard thought.  


They had gathered in the ravine.  He looked over at his man lying in the dirt.  A bloody, crumpled mess.  The other one sat on the ground, his shins ripped and torn to shreds.  He was rocking back and forth, moaning.  His confidence badly shaken, the man thought, "This is out of control.  One man is destroying us."


Howard had moved through the grass to the edge of the ravine.  He was watching them.  They were standing around out in the open.  Apparently, they did not consider he would still be nearby.  He didn't know the effectiveness of a shotgun at this distance so he pulled the pistol from his belt.  Aiming as best he knew how at this distance, he picked out the one he guessed to be the leader.  In the back of his mind, he remembered the recoil and explosiveness of the .357.  As his finger tightened on the trigger, he blinked.  The blast shattered all his senses.  He almost dropped the gun to put his hands to his ears.  The shotgun had been a pop compared to this.  He looked down the ravine.  They had dived for cover.  The man who had tripped over the wire was sprawled on the ground.  Howard knew he had missed his target but it appeared he had hit that guy instead.  "Missed by ten feet and still hit one of them," he wondered if he could be that lucky.  He waited no longer but moved off to the east.  He had to keep them looking into the sun.  Soon that advantage would be gone.  


Quickly, he had moved his men down the ravine, around a bend to safety or so he hoped.  In the city, these guys were unbeatable.  They had actually made a hit in a crowded restaurant and left with no one even being aware of it.  After a few minutes, a waiter had discovered the guy was dead.  He had sat at a table across the room, observing.  It was uncanny how they positioned themselves, one putting on an overcoat to shield the hit from the crowd, keeping up the appearance of a conversation, moving so calmly, absolutely nothing to draw attention to themselves.  He had stayed to the end.  The police arrived and began to question the customers.  Those nearby became incredulous, suspecting they were on some kind of a hidden camera show.  Those further away did not notice anyone ever being near the table.  The police left without so much as an inaccurate description.  Slowly, he looked at each man.  Fear and uncertainty were in their eyes.  This was not the city and they were not in control.  For an instant, he thought another had been killed but he had only fainted.  "My god," he thought.  "A hardened killer fainted from fear."  He looked over at the man.  He was rocking, moaning and looking at his legs.  Exactly what he had been doing when the shot rang out.  He looked around.  Another man had his pants down, clawing at insect bites.  "Okay, guys.  Are you going to let this hayseed take us out?"  He looked at their faces.  He couldn't tell if he was seeing anger or fear.  He told them to pair up.  Work together and don't get ambushed.  He was going to the top of a knoll.  They were to watch him and follow his signals.  He would be able to see Howard's every move if they flushed him out and kept him moving.  He knew he could easily lose another man using this tactic but the cover man would have a easy, clean shot.  He had to take quick, decisive action and get this over.  Things were not going as he had expected.  


Howard watched from a thick clump of brush as they moved out of the ravine.  One man was soon at the top of the highest knoll.  The others paired up and moved forward.  Covering each other in turn.  He would not be able to shoot at one without being an easy target for the second.  As soon as the sun is high enough the man on the knoll would be able to see his every move.  They were gaining control.  It looked like a military training exercise.  Suddenly, Howard could feel fear creeping over him.  It threatened to immobilize him.  He moved through the tall weeds until a large mesquite tree was between him and the man on the knoll.  He stood and looked around.  He wouldn't be able to move fast but he should be able to maneuver undetected in this manner.  He started making his way to the south.  Maybe he could manipulate them into another trap.  Howard came upon a barren area except for the heartiest of grass clumps.  It was strewn with rocks.  He found a spot out of the view of the knoll and began throwing handfuls of rocks across the rocky area.  He continued until he was sweating and breathing heavily.  Retrieving his gun he moved out in the direction of the two nearest men.  Soon they were in sight but out of shotgun range.  He elevated his gun and fired two shots in their direction.  Instantly, they fell to the ground.  He retreated and fired again careful not to leave himself a target.  Moving low he continued toward the rocky area.  He glanced at the man on the knoll.  He was motioning frantically in Howard's direction.  He circled the rocky area, found some cover and, again, began flinging rocks into the area.  He squirmed down into the grass, positioned his shotgun and waited.  Soon, they appeared at the fringe of the area.  They checked the rocky area and keeping low, moved into it.  Suddenly, one of the men began yelling frantically.  He was jogging his feet, turning every way, screaming.  The other man stood, watching him.  Then he, too, was jumping all about, yelling.  Howard could not keep from grinning.  Almost laughed aloud.  He had stirred up a rattlesnake den and lured them into it.  One of them suddenly broke and ran straight at Howard.  He was trying to keep his feet from touching the ground.  Howard waited as long as he dared, aimed and fired.  The man was stopped and knocked backwards from the impact of the point blank shot.  Howard aimed at the other man.  He acted as if he had not heard the gunshot and was jumping about, his eyes on the ground.  Howard thought he was out of range but he fired anyway.  The man slapped at his chest and screamed.  He turned and ran.  Howard elevated his aim and fired again.  The man screamed again and ran headlong into a mesquite limb.  Howard thought he had escaped a snake bite but did have some buckshot in him.  He looked at the man lying on the ground and then moved away, reloading as he crouched low to remain out of sight of the man on the knoll.  


The sun was high now, no longer impeding their view.  It was getting hot and Howard needed some water.  He kept moving back to the west, always careful to stay out of sight.  He had hidden a jug of water near his pickup and he hoped he was circling behind the man on the knoll.  Howard had taken a long time to move the final distance to the water jug.  Their vehicles were nearby and he hoped they had not returned.  Hidden in a mesquite thicket, he had drank his fill and rested.  The heat was now bearing down on him.  He gazed out across the landscape.  Heat ripples fluttered up from the ground obscuring his vision.  He unbuttoned his shirt pocket, took out his sunglasses and replaced his regular glasses with them.  The heat ripples disappeared.  Howard learned that long ago while hunting out here.  He was counting on them not having the same advantage.  He took another drink and began his slow tedious circling maneuver.  "Now there are four," he thought.  "If I could get the guy on the knoll.  He's the leader."


The leader had watched in disbelief.  They looked like they were doing a war dance.  What was happening?  Suddenly, another of his men was blown to pieces.  "That goddamn shotgun.  When I get my hands on him I'll shoot him ten times before I kill him," he vowed, between oaths.  He had run from the knoll waving for the other pair to join him.  They found the survivor of the snake den, squatting on a rock, whimpering like a baby.  His head turning back and forth, looking for snakes.  The front of his shirt was covered with blood spots, the results of the buckshot.  His face and arms bore deep and numerous gashes from his encounter with the mesquite tree.  He walked behind the man and for an instant considered shooting him.  He looked at the pair.  One was slowing scratching all over himself.  "The best hit team money can buy," he said.  "Do you understand, if we don't get this guy we have nothing to go back to?"  As he spoke they were glancing all about looking for snakes.  "The plan was working.  We were backing him up and closing in.  I could see it from the knoll," he continued.  


"Sir, are the bugs biting you?" one of the men asked.


"Of course, you idiot.  I'd rather have bug bites than bullet holes."  He was nearly losing control.  He didn't know what to do next.  Only one was uninjured and could possibly be counted on.  They needed water.  He was parched.  He looked across the countryside.  Heat ripples obscured his view.  "We cannot let him get away," he said softly.  

CHAPTER 7


Howard lay under a mesquite thicket near the top of the knoll.  He was drenched in sweat and, again, in need of water.  He had taken, what seemed like, forever to find out the man was no longer atop the knoll.  Fear had nearly overcome him.  He was sure each time he moved forward the man would suddenly appear and kill him.  It was not as easy when you didn't know where they were, he had learned.  


The leader leaned forward to afford himself more of the sparse shade offered by the thorn tree.  He learned if he stayed in the sun there were fewer of the stinging insects.  Encroach into their shade and they attack with a vengeance.  His face was burning and his eyes ached from squinting.  His lips cracked, it did no good to wet them.  The insects swarmed in his ears and nose.  He moved into the sun and swatted at them.  His mouth hung open.  He breathed deeply and the hot air stung his throat.  He sustained himself by dreaming of the slow painful death he would inflict on that guy.  They had spread out across the low area.  Supposedly hidden, they would watch and try to see him.  Maybe he would be moving and they would see him.  Maybe he would come to them.  He hoped for anything.  


Howard lay still and looked across the expanse.  It had taken a long time but finally he had seen one of them.  Under a tree but flailing at insects, he had exposed his position.  Unable to stay still, one by one they had revealed themselves.  They were in a line across the low area.  Howard had to fight the urge to flee to his pickup and leave them there.  With any luck, he would be miles away before they discovered he was gone.  For a fleeting moment, he had the slightest semblance of a grin as he visualize the sight of them hunkering under a tree in the heat and waiting for hours as he sped down the highway in air conditioned comfort.  It was hard to pass up the opportunity.  He wondered if he could abandon everything he had and hide for the rest of his life.  Sweat trickling into his eyes and something crawling on his leg brought him back to the present.  Howard changed glasses.  The sudden glare caused him to wince.  He looked around.  The whole area was dancing with heat ripples.  He could see the men only because he knew where they were.  "This is my best chance," he thought.  He put his sunglasses back on and carefully moved out to the south.  Howard had taken a lot of time to move to their flank.  This time he had checked often to see if they had moved.  Satisfied they were still in place he continued until he was in line with them.  Now, he was moving toward the man on the end.  Looking in Howard's direction, the man would see nothing but a vast expanse of heat ripples rising from the cultivated area behind Howard.  At least, Howard was hoping that was the case.  No, praying for that to be the case.  Howard's knees and stomach were not wearing well from the crawling.  Pulling up his shirt, he saw his stomach was scratched and red.  He rested only a few seconds before continuing to crawl forward.  A big log and a thick bush were up ahead.  Howard never took his eyes off of the man as he inched closer through the tall grass.  The man had slowly turned and looked Howard's way twice.  Once he rubbed his eyes and looked again.  Howard was nearly frozen with fear.  His fingers touched the gun beside him.  He knew he could never bring it up fast enough.  Slowly, the man turned and looked out across the pasture.  Howard fought the urge to hurry.  He fought the urge to not move.  Sweat was in his eyes.  He was afraid to wipe it away.  He hardly was aware he had begun to move forward again.  Slowly to the side, at last, he had maneuvered until the log was between them.  Now he was hidden from their view.   He moved to the end of the log and glanced around it.  The man continued to stare outward.  A bush was directly between them.  Howard dared not to shoot through it.  Howard was breathing hard.  He feared the man would hear him.  He had to do something.  If he waited any longer he was afraid he would never move.  He crawled across the ground until the area between them was clear of obstacles.  Howard was easing the shotgun into position.  The man turned.  Slowly, he raised his arm.  Howard saw the gun in his hand.  He was looking at the grass where Howard had been.  He was tense, aware.  Howard could wait no longer, driven by fear he snapped off the safety and brought the gun to his shoulder in one motion.  The man's head snapped around.  Their eyes locked.  Howard saw the pistol coming around.  So fast!  His eyes never left the pistol as he pulled the trigger twice.  The man was blown through the bush and fell heavily onto the ground.  It unfolded in slow motion for Howard.  He watched the pistol fly from the man's hand and tumble across the ground.  He needed that gun.  Could he get to it?  He crawled along the length of the log and peered around.  Another man was coming fast.  Howard reached for the pistol in his belt.  Gone!!  He looked frantically around.  At the other end of the log, it had slipped from his belt.  Upon his hands and knees, he crawled to get it and then even faster he crawled back to the end of the log.  Howard chanced a quick look.  The man was so close, pistol raised.  Howard fired the .357, knowing he was wildly off target.  His ears were ringing.  Only when chips began flying from the log was he aware of the return fire.  Howard's only thought was to get away.  He began scooting backwards dragging the shotgun, trying to keep the pistol aimed in front of him.  Frantically moving backwards across the ground, Howard fought the urge to get up and run.  For him it was an eternity but within seconds Howard had backed into a depression in the ground.  At least, he was not a wide open target for the moment.  Howard was gasping, short quick breaths.  It was not fatigue but fear.  He looked through the tall grass.  The man had taken up a position on the opposite side of the log.  He was looking everywhere.  The pistol aimed across the top of the log was in unison with his eyes.  "The others must be coming fast," Howard thought.  Slowly, he moved the pistol to arm's length.  He carefully aimed at the man's head.  Only his forehead and eyes were showing.  Howard could not hold the gun steady.  He was still breathing hard and stark terror was about to takeover him.  He fired.  He saw dirt fly in front of the log.  Barely aiming, he fired again.  This time, a click.  Empty!!  He looked at the gun.  Tossed it into the grass and began scooting and crawling as fast as he could.  Trying to distance himself from them.  He almost cried out in fear.  


The other two men had arrived quickly.  Fanned out, guns ready.  Now they were in their element.  Each moved forward in turn, the other two covering.  If Howard showed himself, he would be shot instantly.  In fact, twice he had risen up too high and was momentarily exposed.  The dancing heat ripples had covered his mistake and they had not seen him.  


Howard had to stop.  He was on his knees, gasping.  The hot air seared his throat.  He tried to swallow.  The shotgun lay on the ground in front of him.  Then he remembered he had fired two of the three shells the gun held.  He fumbled to reload.  Driven by fear, he was on his feet, bent over and moving as fast as he could.  Fatigue!  Howard began to stumble.  He could barely stay on his feet.  His chest was heaving.  He was becoming dizzy.  He stopped under a tree and leaned against the trunk.  The gun was across his lap but he didn't think he could hold it up to shoot.  The landscape blurred as Howard realized his mistake.  He had gone to them.  Even though he had killed one, the other three had him running, constantly exposed.  They were keeping him from the high area.  Then he saw one but too far away for the shotgun.  He looked all about but couldn't see the others.  He elevated the shotgun and fired twice in the man's direction.  Howard saw him drop behind a bush.  Howard stood up.  He had to hesitate.  It had made him dizzy again.  He was moving away but immediately dropped to his hands and knees as he heard bullets fly though the branches and leaves of the tree where he had rested.  Howard shot two more times at nothing.  Just in their direction.  He didn't know where they were.  He ran bent over, as long as he dared.  Fired twice.  Trying to reload as he ran again.  Too late, Howard saw the huge prickly pear cactus.  He yelled out as he tumbled across the ground.  He looked at his legs.  Needles sticking everywhere.  Frantically, he looked for his gun.  Dirt and rock chips sprayed around him as they all opened fire.  He rolled over and tumbled down a slight incline.  He was screaming in pain as the cactus needles pierced deeper into his legs.  He lunged to his feet and was running pell mell through the grass.  Every step made him dizzy with pain.  He stumbled again and fell head long on the hard ground.  More gun shots.  He rolled over and crawled on his stomach.  After only a few feet he was looking over the side of a ravine.  He heaved himself over the edge and slid and tumbled to the bottom.  He was barely able to regain his feet.  Sopping wet with sweat, he was now covered in damp dust.  He staggered along the bottom of the ravine.  Abruptly, the ravine came to an end.  He was on his hands and knees trying to reach the top, barely gaining ground in the loose rocks and soil.  Suddenly, he was aware.  He looked over his shoulder and a man was standing at the top, his gun pointed straight at Howard.  He froze and allowed himself to be carried back to the bottom by the loose dirt.  He rose slowly to his feet.  A second man was on the opposite side.  Then the third.  No one spoke nor moved.  Howard's chest rose and fell as he gulped in the hot air.  Sweat trickled into his eyes.  He started to raise his hand to wipe it away.  Instead he didn't move.  He didn't think it mattered.  The leader looked down at Howard.  He couldn't see his eyes for the sunglasses.  He hoped he was so afraid he was paralyzed.  "You made us pay a price you son-of-a-bitch," he thought.  He pulled the trigger.  Howard's head jerked backwards and he crashed onto the rocky dirt.  But he didn't feel it.  


"We've got to get the bodies of our men out of here," he said.  One of them motioned at Howard.  "Leave him.  He's caused me all the trouble he's going to."  


It took hours to carry them across the rough terrain and load them in the trunk of a car.  "We've got to dispose of them and go back tonight to search his house," he said.  He looked at his men.  One was covered with blood spots from the shotgun blast.  The other was still scratching those infernal insect bites.  Three were dead.  "How could one hick inflict so much damage," he thought as he shook his head.  "Let's get out of here."


The two men turned and started toward their cars.  He turned and looked out across the barren countryside.  In a moment, he followed.  He trudged slowly through the tall grass.  Stepped upon a log.  Paused to swat at the mosquitoes swarming around his head.  He stepped down.  That buzzing rattle........., what is that?  He had less than a second to wonder.  The stabbing pain shot from his calf, engulfed him.  He fell heavily.  Turned to see a snake as big as his arm, coiled, that buzzing rattle again.  He was frozen, his mouth gaping open in a silent scream.  Faster than his eye could follow, another stabbing pain.  

CHAPTER 8


Months had passed.  Howard's son, Jonathan Grayson, sat restlessly in his suburban Ft. Worth home.  "What could have happened?" he thought.  His father shot dead in that ravine.  If it had not been for a poacher hunting out of season, they still would not have found him.  The police had searched his accounting business extensively and found not a hint of impropriety.  Nothing in his records indicated a conflict of any kind much less something that would lead to murder.  Since his mother died, his father had become a loner.  He worked, nothing much else.  The whole thing was just unimaginable.  Jonathan knew his father owned a .357.  They had shot targets.  Hardly ever hit anything he remembered.  Also, an old relic of a 12 gauge shotgun.  They were missing.  The only things they could discover that were missing.  They had searched out there but it was a hopeless task.  Jonathan had floated between black hole depression and semi-controlled rage.  His Father was the most non-controversial person he knew.  What could possibly have happened to provoke such a senseless slaying?  The police had considered everything.  Had he walked into a drug transaction and been killed to eliminate the witness?  Was he dealing drugs?  There was not a shred of evidence to indicate that he was.  Had he encountered a poacher and the ensuing argument gotten out of control?  It was a possibility.  It was the only one that they could not totally refute.  Poaching was common but most poachers were well known and they were certainly not killers.  In fact, poachers had assisted in the search for evidence.  They knew the area better than anyone.  Anyway, the poachers were area residents and everyone knew they were hunting for food.  If a strange poacher showed up they were the first to alert the game warden.  


The unknown.  It was driving Jonathan crazy.  There had to be a reason however senseless it was.  Her hand touched Jonathan's back as he sat on the side of the bed.  "You've been tossing and turning all night, Jonathan.  Try to go to sleep."


"I've been asleep."


"Let's not start an argument at," she paused to look at the clock, "three o'clock in the morning."


"I'll go in another room.  I didn't mean to wake you."


"We'll work on this all day, every day until it is solved.  In the meantime, we must get some sleep or I won't last very long."


He lay back on the bed and they snuggled together.  In a while, he was sleeping.  


 After the police finished, he had boxed up every piece of paper in his father's office and his computer and brought them to his house.  Jonathan had not been content to stop.  He had spent weeks perusing every item.  Jonathan and his wife were accountants.  Together they formed Grayson and Grayson.  They had opted for the big city instead of joining Howard to form Grayson's III.  Together, they had audited Howard's work to the second decimal place and, finally, concurred with the police findings.  Howard's work was above reproach.  Late that last night, Jonathan was nearing the end of his audit.  She had been at her desk for hours wearing the Dallas Cowboys sweatshirt that was about three sizes too big.  It hung nearly to her knees but slowly had inched upward as she squirmed in the chair, carefully checking each entry.  Now some leg was showing, lots of leg.  Jonathan had been watching for awhile.  "Hey, love of my life.  Want to take this to the next level?"  She stood and with one motion, drew the sweatshirt over her head and holding it at her side said, "I thought you would never ask."  Jonathan's eyes were glued on her but he grinned and said, "I meant the next level of this audit."  "Too late for that, Hotshot.  You asked for it and you had better produce." 


The days passed and Jonathan became more and more restless.  He sat for hours, staring at nothing.  Abruptly, he would rush into his office and review a document or consult his notes.  Somewhere, somehow, he would find the clue that would unravel the whole mystery.  He just knew it.


"Jonathan, you are getting worse instead of getting better," his wife was saying.  "We've done everything either of us can think of.  I know it is not enough but I'm running out of suggestions.  We've done a lot of things twice and a few of them, ten or more.  I know the mystery is killing you.  It would do the same to me.  It would be hard to lose a member of your family to a disease, a car wreck, even a barroom fight, but at least you would know why.  This unknown is consuming us both.  We've audited Howard's work to the limit.  We can account for every penny he had.  We've checked the sources of his income.  They are average, normal people.  The police looked into their background and there is not a dope smuggler amongst them.  Howard's earnings, clients and business operation were above reproach.  He was doing nothing illegal and apparently did not even know anyone who was doing something illegal.  Basically, he was running a neighborhood operation.  He didn't venture very far from home after your Mother died.  We knew that.  He came to see us.  He went to his farm.  I have no evidence, just a suspicion and for no other reason than process of elimination but I think he either walked up on a drug deal or caught a poacher who was not a local."


"The police could not positively eliminate either of those and for the same reasons as yourself, they suspected it was probably one or the other."


"If it was, they are long gone so far no one would ever find them.  They would never go near that farm again.  I think you are going to have to accept that we'll never know who or why."


"I suppose that I've really always known that.  It's sort of like one of those Vietnam MIA things.  Some of those people are still looking for members of their family after thirty years.  I don't realistically expect to catch anyone.  I'd be satisfied with knowing why.  I wouldn't miss him any less if he were killed in a car wreck but I would know it was a car wreck."


"I understand that and I'll help anyway I can.  I just don't know anything else to do except do the same things over and over.  After awhile I become convinced that we have missed nothing."


"Let's do a little analyzing.  Dope smugglers would kill in a heartbeat.  A poacher, I'm not so sure.  Let's suppose that a drug trail passed through the area.  A couple of transporters meet in a desolate area.  It certainly qualifies as a desolate area.  It would be hard to time your meeting to the minute.  So, it would not be unusual for one hauler to wait on the other and possibly for a long time.  A couple of hours, anyway.  The next obvious thing is a vehicle can't just set in the road for hours without eventually being noticed.  If nothing else, someone will stop and see if they need help.  Keep on hanging around some place you are not suppose to be and someone will finally notice.  So, they drive into the farm out of sight of the road and wait.  No one would ever see them unless they came up by sheer chance."


"The police talked about that very scenario so many times I couldn't count them.  They also didn't know anything else to do but keep on talking about it."


"How about this?  A guy parks his car.  It is hotter than blazes.  He can't set in the car so he gets out, finds the biggest mesquite tree and waits under it.  It's the only shade, the best he can do.  Now, does he smoke?  Over a period of time there might be cigarette butts all over the place.  It doesn't rain enough to wash anything away.  Maybe they drank beer or soft drinks and left the cans.  I don't believe apprehensive people can wait under those conditions without leaving some indication they were there."


Jonathan's wife had closed her eyes until he finished.  What more could she do?  "As I remember, they had dozens of people out there and they walked over every inch of the place looking for just what you described.  Everyone was complaining that the grass and weeds were too high to see anything.  They could walk right by something and not see it."


"Exactly the reason it needs to be searched again.  They were too busy whining and complaining instead of looking.  Second, the more I think about it, the more I'm convinced they looked in the wrong place."


"There was no wrong place.  They looked everywhere."


"Maybe they didn't have the right attitude."  Jonathan outlined the search in his mind far into the night.  


The man stared out of his office window.  Thinking back over the past months he could not imagine how things could go so wrong.  Three of his men killed by a rank amateur in that god forsaken place.  He had begun to think they couldn't take the guy.  He had decided they would all die out there before he gave up.  They all had nearly died.  He had been bitten twice by a rattlesnake.  He shuddered at the thought.  So sick.  They had driven for hours to take him to a doctor.  He limped back to his chair and stared down at his leg.  "Hardly my leg," he thought.  They had to remove his leg just below the knee.


"Took too long to get medical attention," they had said.  "Probably damaged as much by incorrect tourniquet application as by the snake bite," they had said.  "However, would have died if the blood flow had not been cut off," they had said.


If that had not been enough, Raymond Carter returned from that convention to find he had been cut out of the loop and had gone crazy.  No amount of cajoling would calm him.  Patricia had refused to come to work because he was blaming her for superseding his authority.  In no mood to put up with any more problems, he had instructed his last two men to eliminate Carter.  


After a few weeks, Carter's brother had made inquiries as to his whereabouts.  "Raymond had resigned.  Mentioned going into a programming business of his own but really didn't know since they had not heard from him since his resignation," the brother had been told.  


"Not likely to hear from him from the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean," he had thought.


He had never divulged the Raymond Carter incident to Patricia although he suspected she knew.  She had seized the opportunity and demanded more money.  A lot more money.  It had taken a great deal of restraint not to kill her as well.  He had been at her mercy.   No one else could handle the computer system.   


He still could not believe that Wilson.  He had gone batshit.  The executive e-mail had been eliminated.  Now they hand carried their memos and personally put them in shredders.  For a while he mulled the possibility of killing Wilson, also.  Even now Wilson aggravated him about the most mundane of security weaknesses.


It had been a sloppy job from start to finish.  There were a lot of loose ends out there.  He knew Howard Grayson must have possessed some incriminating evidence but they had not found a single scrap of it.  He was in a hospital, nearly dead.  He didn't know how well his men had searched or even if they did at all.  At one time he thought they were discussing killing him and going into hiding.  But he had been hallucinating, on tons of medication, maybe he dreamed that.  


He noticed no one ever mentioned the loss of his leg.  They were too busy worrying about themselves.  Shortly after he got out of the hospital he had asked Patricia to go out with him.  She flatly refused.  Wasn't interested in a guy with an artificial leg he had thought.  They had expected him to die to protect their precious empire but no one ever inquired about his condition.  He didn't go out, not even to the nearby bar.  Instead, he sat in his apartment, eating junk food and drinking himself into oblivion, night after night.  


His organization was hanging by a thread.  He needed replacements for his team.  He needed backup for Patricia.  He had not given up on the idea of killing her.  He thought about it constantly but did nothing.  If another emergency came up, he didn't have a force to deal with it.  



Patricia got up from her computer and went to a recliner she had requisitioned for her office.  She was thinking of taking a nap.  Who was there to stop her?  She had made very discreet inquiries into Raymond's disappearance.  Not enough to arouse suspicions but enough to be certain he had not left for another job.  She didn't care what happened to him as long as he was gone.  He had accused her of undermining his authority, sleeping with the boss, you name it.  Assured he was gone, she had returned to work and assumed responsibility for the computer section.  Any remaining doubts about Raymond's fate had been put to rest when she demanded and received an enormous raise.  Even surpassed Raymond's salary.  Then he had finally asked her out.  What nerve.  After that snubbing he gave her at dinner that night.  She wouldn't go out with him, she didn't have to.  Besides, she had that good-looking guard in the lobby.  He was handy and if he got in the way......well, she was his boss.  


Wilson could barely concentrate even after all these months.  He, nor any of the committee, had not bothered with supervising that group.  No one wanted to be affiliated with them much less acknowledge they existed.  He shuddered to think how close they had come to total disintegration.  Their profits had become stagnate, even a slight decrease one month.  Their plan was in disarray.  He couldn't sleep.  Constantly expecting to be exposed.  All their energy was concentrated on fleeing the country with as much money as they could lay their hands on.  The oriental anchorwoman had finally driven him over his limits.  He had no time nor energy for her.  How had he ever gotten involved with her, not caring to remember that the committee had drawn straws.  He had lost.  Finally, he had called a rival network and beseeched his counterpart to hire her.  "Too ugly.  Face looks like a panda bear," he had laughed.  Wilson had offered to pay half of her first year's salary.  Finally, he had been forced to pay all her first year's salary plus other concessions.  He hoped the others never found out about that.  He would be the butt of their jokes for an indefinite period of time.  That was assuming they had an indefinite period of time left.  Still, a lot of time had passed.  There was not the slightest hint that the information had gone any further.  


Jonathan's eyes were fixed on the road ahead.  He remembered how his Dad could hardly wait to get to that farm.  Both of his parents had loved the place.  They were there every weekend.  As a child he had enjoyed the trips.  His Father had the knack of spotting every insect, plant and unusual rock, which he would point out to Jonathan.  Jonathan always returned to the house with his pockets bulging and his Mother sat patiently while he dumped everything onto the kitchen table and duplicated his Father's lengthy explanation of each specimen.  To this day, Jonathan could dig into the bottom of a box from his attic, or the back of a seldom used drawer and find an unusual rock that he had found on one of the trips.  When he was old enough to handle a gun they had hunted as well.  It usually turned into a target shooting contest.  Tin cans were much easier to hit.  Jonathan recalled one of their more memorable hunting trips.  It had come a massive blizzard.  The countryside was covered with sleet and then several inches of snow.  They stood and looked.  It was a beautiful scene.  The silence was total.  Not a breath of wind was blowing.  They had walked for miles.  The scenery never changed but it was an overwhelming sight.  Neither of them wanted to leave.  They didn't fire a shot.  Just walked, stopping every few feet to gaze across the white countryside.  They had been there for several hours before Jonathan had realized how cold it was.  It was the first time Jonathan understood how his Dad was unaffected by the cold, heat or insects.    


When Jonathan was a child the discomforts of the place were not noticeable.  It was more important to explore and every new discovery was a wonder.  As a teenager he quickly tired of the discomforts.  As he grew older he began to notice that the blazing heat and freezing cold never seemed to affect his Dad.  There were times when Jonathan was quite sure he was going to lose his ears and nose to frostbite.  He longed for the summer and when it came, he thought his skin was going to burn off.  No matter how inclement the weather, they were out there.  He could still hear his Father, "Jonathan, come over here and look at this!"  The bugs..........  Jonathan shuddered at the thought.  Every insect on the face of the earth found it's way to Jonathan.  He jumped, flailed his arms, blew at them and slapped.  Nothing stopped their unrelenting attack.  During a particularly massive assault, his Dad had stood calmly and said, "I think you are drawing their attention, Jonathan."  Once he had the idea to get as close to his Dad as he could.  Surely, some of the infernal little beasts would bite him as well.  Instead, they had swarmed into Jonathan's ear.  


Not long after that, Jonathan had discovered cars and girls.  Maybe, it had been girls and cars.  Even Jonathan's Mother was not sure which was first.  A few years passed in which he hardly went with his parents.  This cars and girls thing had required his undivided attention.  At some point his parents had allowed him to bring his girl friend and he had fun pointing out the things of interest as they took long walks at the farm.  Jonathan was surprised at how small the hills and ravens seemed to become as he grew older.  As a child they seemed to be mountains and canyons.  As the years passed, Jonathan made even fewer trips to the farm.  His parents usually came to their house and even more so since his Mother had died.  When they visited his Dad they always had business and never the time for trips.  Jonathan knew his Dad went to the place even more since his Mother died.  Jonathan thought it would make him feel worse but his Dad sought out everything they had done together.  He remembered the first few days after his Dad's body was found.  He had made every step with the search party, looking for clues.  He was surprised how easy he could recall the landscape.  It was the first time he realized just how much of an imprint the place had made on his memory.


She stood on the walk and watched Jonathan drive away.  She didn't know what to do.  Go with him.  Leave him alone.  Some of each.  She knew he had to do something even if it was futile.  She didn't know if it would get even worse when he realized his efforts were hopeless.  She thought of Jonathan walking all over that place for hours, hoping each step would discover a clue.  Circling back to check a spot he had missed.  She had been out there with the search party and a needle in a haystack was easy compared to searching that place.  


She remembered the time she had spent the weekend with Jonathan and his parents.  They were in high school and quickly found they could not escape his parent’s watchful scrutiny.  Jonathan had been more imaginative and they announced they were going to explore the farm.  That wasn't all they explored.  They had found a beautiful place.  Under a large tree, soft green grass.  It didn't look like a human had ever been there before.  It was there they discovered they were in love, inseparable forever more.  Countless other teenagers had made that discovery but in their case it was accurate.  


Years later they had decided to relive that adventure.  "Only if we use a blanket," she had told him.  "I don't think that grass is as soft now as it was then."  To their surprise they couldn't find the place.  


"Over here," he called out at the same time she exclaimed, "Here it is."  They had examined each other's spot.  They looked nearly the same.  Even a third one over there was a possibility.  "I give up," Jonathan said.  "Let's try all three."  


"Mr. Romantic," she chided him.  "I thought we were returning to the same spot."


"I wasn't exactly studying trees and flowers.  Anyway, I'm sure this is it."


"How can you be sure?"


"Tree, green grass, blue sky.  It all matches.  This must be the place."


"I think you are right.  Help me spread the blanket."


She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead.  If only everything had stayed the same.  Now the place was a nightmare.


She went inside, into their office and flopped into a chair.  She draped one leg over the arm and looked at the pile of file folders lying beside the chair.  Picking up the top one, she opened it and began to read.  Soon, she was engrossed, carefully reading every word, searching for the slightest clue.  Both of them had already looked through every folder.  "Maybe we overlooked something," she thought.  


Jonathan had searched his father's house again.  Looking for hidden compartments in the walls, under the carpet for a floor safe, even in the attic sifting through insulation.  He went on to the house in the little town and repeating the search.  He had spent a day at each house.  He had sat up far into the night.  Thinking, remembering, trying to will his mind in sync with his Father.  There must be a clue as to what happened.  He awoke the next morning feeling more hopeless than ever.  His Dad's pickup had been left at the house.  He decided to drive it to the farm.  He was finding ways to keep from leaving.  He knew if he found nothing this time, he never would.  He could not continue to put himself through this.  He found a moment of peace driving through the countryside.  The searing heat of summer was gone.  The numbing cold of winter was not yet here.  It was the best time of the year.  


It didn't take long for him to arrive at the exact spot where they had found the pickup.  He was standing on a small rise looking out across the land.  His eyes came to rest on a spot far out to the southeast.  He couldn't see it but he knew the ravine was there.  The area between had been thoroughly searched.  For some reason the police thought it was the most likely to reveal clues.  They found nothing and as if the area was too immense, barely looked elsewhere.  


He began walking.  Trying to stay in an imaginary grid.  Back and forth, extending the grid each time.  He looked at his watch and was surprised to see it was nearly noon.  He thought about going to the cafe.  On second thought, he should not.  It would take hours to complete the mandatory visiting ritual.    He circled to his left into an area that had not been searched and began the process again.  Working his way back to the pickup.  He began to walk faster.  "May as well get it over with and go home," he was thinking.  He sat down on a rock outcropping.  Looking out one last time.  The sun reflected on something shiny.  Then it was gone.  He moved his head.  There it was again.  "Probably a bottle discarded long ago," he thought.  His thoughts were covered with sadness.  Alone in the silence and desolation, he had a revelation.  "I can continue to search as long as it takes.  There has to be a motive for what happened.  I will find it," he thought.  Buoyed by his newfound determination he rose from the rock.  Without thinking he strolled in the direction of the shiny glint.  Barely exposed in the tall grass he could see the shiny chrome hinge on a suitcase.  He lifted it and carefully carried it to the pickup.  He gently opened the lid.  


Jonathan was on his way back to town.  Speeding down the dirt road leaving a long trail of rising dust.  He could barely contain his excitement.  He had listened to the tape.  Heard his Father tell of the death of a man in Oklahoma City and of his own flight from the killers.  They had, quite by accident, learned of the most astonishing conspiracy.  Now, Jonathan was about to learn the whole story.  It was all there in the suitcase.  Back at the house, Jonathan had read the trail of documents until he had fallen asleep in his chair.  He awoke at dawn, startled awake by a nightmare.  Soon he was stalking about the house enraged that they had killed his Father.  He would turn them in to the authorities, of that he was sure.  What authorities, he was not so sure.  But first, they would suffer.  Months had passed.  They've had plenty of time to feel they were now safe from exposure.  Now they will have the nightmares.

CHAPTER 9


He was on his way home.  First he would pay a visit to an old friend, Christopher Alexander Pendleton.  They had met at college.  Jonathan was creative and business minded, pursuing a degree in business administration.  Chris was a computer genius.  How they became friends or why they stayed friends was anyone's guess.  They were as different as night and day, had absolutely nothing in common, agreed on absolutely nothing and stayed in a constant state of argument.  Somehow they had evolved above the constant conflict and learned to use each other's strengths to compliment each other's weaknesses.  Jonathan had a girl friend.  In fact, they were high school sweethearts and had gone to college together.  It had been a foregone conclusion that they would someday marry and they did.  She, like everyone else, could not understand how their friendship endured but she didn't interfere.  She didn't like Chris but neither did anyone else and Chris had an inherent distrust of her and of everyone else as well.  Mostly, they tolerated each other because they both wanted to be with Jonathan.  


One afternoon when their classes were finished, they were at the student building drinking coffee and generally having a good time.  She took a chance and suggested she could find Chris a girl friend.  They could double date, do all sorts of things and really have fun.  Jonathan said nothing.  Chris stared stone-faced at her.  After an eternity, Chris finally asked what kind of girl friend did she have in mind?  Instead of the hit and miss approach, perhaps it would be better if Chris described the type of girl he would like to date and she would take it from there.  Jonathan had looked longingly at the door, contemplating making a run for it.  Chris had looked thoughtfully at his coffee cup and then announced that he like the ones that didn't wear underwear.  She had stormed away from the table, pausing to express a string of expletives but she was too far across the room for them to hear.


"Thanks a goddamn lot, Chris.  I had great hopes and expectations for tonight.  Now I'll be lucky if she will talk to me must less anything else.  Sometimes you just know and tonight was going to be the night."


"I didn't bring up this shit and it's not my fault."


"You could pretend or something.  Anything to not mess up my life."


Later that night they were at the hamburger hangout and Jonathan was using all his sensitivity skills trying to resurrect the great opportunity he had lost.  Who walks in but Chris with the most gorgeous girl on the planet.  They walk by Jonathan's table, slowing to a crawl so they can get a good look.  As they passed, Chris turns to them, nods his head and casts his eyes toward her butt, silently mouthing the words, "No underwear."  


Jonathan buried his head in his hands.  As soon as he thought it was safe he looked up at her.  She was smiling and looking across the room at Chris and the girl.  "No wonder you like the son-of-a-bitch."  Suddenly, she said to Jonathan, come on you've got a couple of things to do."


"A couple of what?" he asked as he hurried to catch up with her.  "Damn," he thought.  "If I only knew what happened so I could do it again."


Years later he asked Chris if the girl really had not worn underwear.  Chris asked him if he had scored that night.  "We're married now.  That's kind of personal to be asking about my wife."


"Yeah, right, and asking if my girl friend wears underwear is not personal."  Neither of them ever found out the truth about the other that night.

    Before Chris was even a teenager, he had been in trouble with various law enforcement agencies for hacking systems all over the country.  He never caused any harm.  He did it to see if he could and he almost single-handedly gave rise to the computer security industry.  Christopher was a constant irritation to the school administration.  They held long and frequent meetings in hopes of finding a viable means of dismissing him.  This only incited Christopher to torment them even more.  The university computer system was his playground and Christopher was at the leading edge of creativity when it came to setting up programs that played havoc when he was nowhere near the computer lab.  He was constantly called to the dean's office for a reprimand and he wrote a program that would activate the dean's PC and begin spewing printouts of various insults at the exact moment Chris was in his office.  As he would then point out it was quite impossible for him to be responsible and the dean himself was a witness that Chris was nowhere near a computer.  At one point the dean was forced to walk to an electrical outlet and unplug his computer to stop it.  He had to gulp a few nitroglycerin pills when Chris calmly offered to fix it.  Chris     always reported their actions to the student council so the entire student body was aware of this unfounded harassment.  The professors grudgingly admired his talents.  Secretly, they all wanted to learn from him but to do so would have brought the wrath of the administration crashing down upon them.  Instead, they constantly watched for the slip up that would prompt Christopher's dismissal.  It never happened.  So, instead of using his genius to make their computer department the envy of the world, they lurked about like spies while Chris became the envy of the computer world.  When Chris learned that the athletic department was considered a scab on the academic scene he wrote a program which allowed the football coach to accurately predict what plays his opponents would run and when they would run them.  The football team promptly became champions.  The coach was heralded as a genius to win with such obviously inferior material.  That he used the universities computer system and hid the fact that he was doing so only added to the administration's misery.  The non-conformist and the football coach were the heroes and they were powerless to stop it.  Another time Chris wrote a program which allowed the library to computerize and at no cost to the university.  He presented it to the dean and while every news media just happened to be gathered on the steps of the administration building.  Minutes before the presentation Chris dipped his hands in fish bait and the dean had no choice but to shake his hand.  As the cameras rolled, Chris stepped beside the dean and draped his arm around his shoulder.  Smiling and waving, he wiped his hand on the dean's jacket while the dean looked like someone who had just discovered his pants were unzipped.  Late that night the administration was still in a meeting more determined than ever to get rid of Chris, now made doubly hard by his ascension to public hero.  Some of the members suggested they drop the whole thing and accept him.  The dean flung his jacket onto the table and told them to smell fish shit until they came up with an idea.  Chris did not help his cause when, suddenly, the computer in the meeting room began printing reports on what the members wives were doing while they were at this meeting.  For the student body, Chris was the stuff from which legends were born.  He reached cult status and it was a mark of distinction just to be enrolled at the same time.  Chris' exploits reached such lofts that new students were hesitant to believe them.  After a few years, most students didn't believe he really existed.  University folklore, they said.  Nobody could do that stuff.  In the computer department, they knew different.  Periodically, someone hacked in and new and profound innovations miraculously appeared in their system.  Academia was constantly amazed at how such a small school could be at the leading edge of computer science.  Years later, an ex-student could do a little name dropping in the neighborhood tavern and soon would be the center of attention regaling the disbelieving crowd with stories of Chris' computer prowess.  They never suspected the stories had been toned down and, in fact, Chris' exploits far exceeded what they were hearing.  


Chris never learned anything in college.  He knew more about computers than anyone there.  It was as if a computer was an extension of his hands and mind.  Not one to shy away from exhibiting his superior knowledge, he had succeeded in alienating every professor in the data processing school.  He had also become the most adamant anti-establishment person Jonathan had ever known.  He had graduated with honors but rejected every conventional career opportunity offered to him.  For several years he had lived in an abandoned farmhouse north of Ft. Worth.  He was a classic recluse but earned an astonishing income as a consultant.  He fixed computer problems that had no solution.  The inside of his house looked like the launch control room at NASA.


Christopher had taken on some formidable computer tasks.  He made his money solving problems for large corporations, state governments and his number one most despised entity, the federal government.  The truth was, Chris made them better.  In the end, customers and taxpayers benefited but Chris always extracted a large payday.  Now and then, he met some resistance but he had a simple solution.  "Find somebody else," he said as he walked out.  There was no bargaining, debate or hassle.  Pay his price or find somebody else.  Sometimes he encountered a real hardhead.  Some guy was going to show the world he could cut the great Pendleton down to size.  It didn't take long to learn there was no other solution.  It was Pendleton or nothing.  By now, Chris' price had doubled.  If the executive so much as opened his mouth, it tripled.  News got around.  It had been two years since Chris had encountered a hardhead.  One insurance company had played on his sympathy.  Do this job for a reasonable price and look at the money our policyholders will save.  A better product at a cheaper price for our customers.  Chris had fallen for it.  Day after day passed and Chris' suspicious nature would not leave him alone.  Why did he think it had not worked out like he had been told.  Chris had hacked their system.  Sure enough, they had not passed the savings to their customers but, instead, had raised their premiums and contributed it to the expense of updating their computers.  Chris had worked for days writing a program that would print out right on their invoices everything the insurance company had done.  Since the invoicing was an automatic print and mail-out, thousands were out before they knew it.  Chris had done everything except outright admit he was the culprit.  He stopped short of giving them concrete evidence to prosecute him.  They had tried to trap him.  A battery of computer experts had worked around the clock.  Chris toyed with them.  He hacked their system and crashed it while they were trying to track him.  Some of the computer team had been to Chris' guest lectures at the university and they would have loved to snare the invincible Pendleton.  Fame and fortune would have been immediate.  Chris taunted them, led them on endless false trails and finally started giving them their own personal information that he obtained from many private sources.  The team was trying to do the job and nothing would have pleased them more than to get the goods on Pendleton but as they sat and watched their personal lives scroll across the screen, they had to admire the gifted genius that was making shambles of their efforts.  One was mesmerized by the information he was seeing and calmly announced, "I'll have to change my PIN at the bank.  Pendleton just gave it to an orphan's home."  Ultimately, the insurance company lost millions when they had shut down their entire nationwide computer system to thwart Christopher.  He had waited like a vulture and when they activated the system secure in the knowledge that the computer team had made it impenetrable, the first thing that appeared on the screen was a message to roll back the price increase and refund the savings created by Christopher's programming.  The company had used couriers and the post office until Christopher had tired of them and gone on to something else.  His final message asked how much additional profit had they sacrificed rather than give their customers a break.  All members of the computer team had signed up for advanced reservations for Chris' next lecture.  The company continued to run up an enormous legal bill as lawyers reviewed the paperwork hoping to find a connection to Chris.  At least something to take him to court.  One afternoon, two lawyers were perusing documents when one commented, "I would hate to be the one to take this to trial.  Can't you see a jury taking an insurance company's side when all this price fixing evidence was presented.  I don't know what these people are thinking."


"Who cares?  I can hear the cash register ringing in my sleep.  Have you looked at our billable hours lately?"  Movement on the screen of a nearby computer caught their attention and they both stared.  A memo to the insurance CEO was being typed.  Please accept our offer to furnish our legal expertise at no charge.........  The lawyers lunged at the computer.  "Turn the goddamn thing off!  Unplug it!  Do something!"


Chris had a few personal vendettas.  Sometimes while taking a break he acted upon one or more of them.  Tele-a-marketers were one and outright telephone scams were another.  He had a dedicated phone line into his house and he had placed that number in various places where it was sure to be targeted by the scam artists.  He had written a program that always put his number at the top of their list on the sequential dialing equipment.  He would activate his tracing equipment and wait for a call.  It was never long in coming.  He always fell for their scam but no harm was done since he gave the name, address and credit card number of the perpetrator of another scam that he had previously uncovered.  He speculated on how long it would take to pass the credit card number of every shyster to every other shyster.  A little program he wrote was working masterfully and they were busy banging away at each other's credit cards.  Of course, it didn't take long for them to see the results but now Chris had all the necessary information on them and the minute they got a new card, he knew it.  Sometimes, they received an invoice for scam merchandise before they received their new card.  It was one of those things you would have died to get to see but you just had to visualize it.


Sometimes a company was perfectly within its legal rights to do phone solicitations and it was the logical means for them to do business.  Chris put them in the annoyance, nuisance category.  Long distance carriers were prime examples.  A particularly overzealous representative had not taken no for an answer.  Chris had hacked their system while the conversation was taking place and redirected their system so every customer's phone called every other customer's phone.  The national network had locked down within minutes.  After they had searched for hours, Chris had decided to tell them where to look for the cause of the problem but before he had done so, he decided to go in and correct the glitch and never tell them.  That little gimmick might come in handy someday.  Their network had come back on line without their ever knowing what had happening.


  There was a limit to Chris' Robin Hood mentality.  There was a fortune out there just waiting for him to earn it.  No amount of money would change his lifestyle but he intended to have enough of it so he didn't have to think about it.  As time passed, he did more and more work and had less time to spend on nuisance work.  However, he always kept the special phone line in service.  There was nothing like destroying a phone scam to top off the day.


Some of Chris' most famous or infamous work had been in government agencies that he considered to be the most blatant violators of citizen's rights.  It was also the areas for his most lucrative contracts.  EPA, OSHA, IRS AND EEOC were Chris' most hated offenders.  He never wanted his customers to find out but he would have taken those jobs for free.  Just the thought of their unrestrained trampling on helpless citizens was enough to provoke Chris into unrestrained retaliation.  There was one good thing about those incompetent bureaucrats.  When you messed up their shit they were too incompetent to get it straight again.


Each and every one of them had taken aim on some poor citizen and moved in like the KGB to take their land, home, money or business and nearly always because some low level bureaucratic schmuck had mishandled the case and would not correct their mistake.  For a while Chris had gone into their system, corrected the mistake and it had simply disappeared.  In fact, he had done that for years.  He sent a follow up memo advising the bureaucratic schmuck that all was in order in the unlikely event the schmuck became curious why a case was dropped.  As Chris took more and more jobs, he became increasing incensed at the run amuck government.  Soon it was not enough to merely correct the error.  He sought revenge and the chief bureaucrats were his targets.  He would routinely garnish the bank account of department heads of the IRS.  "Do unto others, you sorry bastards," he exclaimed as the IRS director's bank account disappeared into electronic la-la land.


  On behalf of the Justice Department he had filed a sexual harassment case against the director of the EEOC.  They had pursued the case for months before they realized who he was.  "Too bad," they had said.  "This would have been an easy case to win."  


Christopher's crowning achievement had to be the time when he created the paperwork to demolish the residence of the EPA director.  Chris had watched as the bureaucracy rocketed out of control.  Destroying citizen's lives and property with reckless abandon.  Finally, he could take it no longer.  He made up a fine looking document, condemning the property as a health hazard.  Supposedly, every toxic waste known to man was lurking underground.  Not only was the house to be razed and hauled away but a deep hole was to be dug and the soil hauled away.  Trucks arrived.  Dozers were unloaded.  Hundreds of workers cordoned off the streets and donned strange gear that looked like spacesuits.  Neighbors gathered, then fled to safety.  News crews arrived.  It was a spectacle.  The employees of the EPA were watching TV and eating doughnuts.  It was a normal day.  Then one saw the house.  "Hey!  Doesn't that look like........."  He didn't finish the sentence as the director burst into the room.  


"That's my house!  What in the hell is going on!  Stop them!  Call the cops!  Get off of your dead asses and do something," he screamed.


They fell into their chairs, snatched up the phone and began dialing numbers.  They weren't dialing real numbers.  No one knew whom to call anyway.  Most were cutting their eyes to the TV.  They wanted to see when the first dozer plowed into the house.  He had managed to stop the demolition but the news media had stayed on the story for weeks.  Was there really a health hazard under his house?  Had his house been spared because of his position?  What would have happened if he had been a powerless citizen?  Chris had fed them an endless stream of official looking documents.  It had looked like they were coming from inside the EPA.  The media loved it.  They were getting insider information or so they thought.  Chris almost overplayed his hand but he could not resist.  He left just enough evidence so the EPA would suspect they had been hacked but not enough for them to be able to do anything about it.  Chris did not know about the new super star at the Justice Department.  The guy was good.  So good in fact, Chris had almost been tagged.  The director of the EPA had summoned the Justice Department to track down the tormentor.  They had a secret weapon and they were itching to turn him loose.  First, Chris was surprised.  Then, he begrudgingly acknowledged his marvelous skills.  Then he was puzzled.  Why was this expert wasting his talent working in some dipshit agency of the government?


Chris had enough ego for several people and he challenged his adversary.  They had played hide and seek for days.  Chris would throw something at him and the pursuit was on.  It had taken all of Chris' computer skills but he had escaped detection.  Finally, his adversary had admitted defeat.  "I know who you are.  It doesn't matter without proof, does it?" the message had read.


Chris had thought about sending a reply but finally decided silence would be his reply.  Always leave them guessing.  He had heard that somewhere.  


  They had kept in touch and visited, but only if Jonathan went to his house.  As far as Jonathan knew, he was Chris' only friend.  He had the computer expertise to torment NET and enough contempt for every corporation to relish every minute of it.  The danger involved was chillingly real.  Chris would know every last detail before he became involved.  Jonathan had stopped and called.  "Ah yes.  Come on this afternoon.  I'll prepare food for us tonight," Chris had said.  Jonathan knew that meant chicken pot pies in the microwave and soft drinks.  


Jonathan arrived and after the anticipated dinner they had sat on the porch and talked way into the night.  They began where they left off on their last visit and caught up on their personal lives.  Finally, Jonathan told him he had a horrible secret to share but they would wait until morning.  He wanted fresh minds for this one.  Chris' eyes flashed a sign of understanding.  He knew something was terribly wrong but he didn't ask.  He would know in the morning as Jonathan had said.  


Jonathan overslept.  He dressed and hurried into what Chris generously called, his den.  Chris was in a rocking chair, slowly rocking and holding a cup of coffee.  The suitcase was open at his feet.  The printouts were strewn all about.  He had listened to the tape.  "I'm sorry I snooped.  I couldn't wait for you to wake up.  I could tell something was bad wrong," Chris said.  


Jonathan nodded.


"They killed Howard," Chris barely spoke above a whisper.  "I've been into virtually every system in America including most of the government so I can't say I'm surprised at what they've done.  However, I've never seen any evidence that they kill people.  It's not to say they haven't, they just never left a computer trail."  They sat in silence, Chris slowly rocking.  At length, he asked, "What do you want to do?"


Without hesitation, Jonathan said, "I want them to agonize for a while and then expose them to the world."


"It's readily apparent your Dad knew of the danger.  He made some notes about Shackelford's carelessness and unconcern," Chris said.  "We'll never know the details but I suspect someone did some masterful programming and identified them through the phone company.  At least, we'll make that assumption to be on the safe side.  I've done some tracing myself."


Jonathan said nothing.  It had gone over his head in a hurry.  Already, he was feeling uneasy.  He could imagine his Father's concern with placing his fate in another person's hands.  He looked at Chris.  Chris' eyes were bright.  He was almost grinning.  Jonathan had seen that expression before.  


Chris refilled his coffee cup.  He turned on a cassette player and Rossini's "William Tell Overture" filled the air.  Now he was grinning diabolically when he looked at Jonathan.  "I know this is not a game to you.  Your Dad was killed.  He was my friend, remember?  He steered me away from a lot of financial messes and never took a cent in payment.  I never forgot that.  Now get some coffee, pull up a chair where you can see my screen and we'll do a little research for starters," Chris said.  Jonathan did as he was told.  Before he was settled, Chris was playing the computer like a piano.  It looked like he was keeping time with the "William Tell Overture".  Soon he was clicking his tongue and bobbing his head with the music.  Jonathan didn't know how much of this he could stand.  Chris rolled his chair to another computer.  Performing the same act, he soon had both computers in full operation.  Satisfied they were meeting his instructions, he turned down the music and turned to Jonathan.  "We're going to look at the Oklahoma City newspaper report of Shackelford's death.  The second machine is going in the police department.  We'll see if anything is useful.  Probably not, but......just checking."  Chris announced.  


As the gruesome details unfolded down the screen, Jonathan left the room.  His thoughts were in that ravine.  After a while he went back.  "Chris, do you think there is anyway to find out who actually killed my Dad?" he asked.


"Hard to say.  It would take some kind of a ruse.  Have to make him think he could silence one more person and be safe.  Something like that.  You may not ever know who was the actual shooter," Chris replied.


"Be thinking along those lines, okay?  Maybe an extra effort to find out who is the one," Jonathan said.


"We've been friends too long for me not to say what I think.  We've always been that way with each other.  That kind of revenge will get you killed instead of them.  These people aren't amateurs," Chris answered.  


"It's not carved in granite but if there is a way, I'd like to have the chance," Jonathan said.


Chris nodded and turned back to his machine.  He could tell it was carved in granite.  "You do have a wife to think about," he said without looking around.  


Jonathan didn't answer.


Hour after hour passed.  Jonathan prowled around the house.  He ambled to the coffee pot and poured one more cup.  "Geez Chris, this coffee tastes like panther piss."


Intent on his work, Chris said nothing.  A few minutes passed.  Finally, he said, "I usually forget to wash the pot."


Jonathan froze, his cheeks bulging with coffee.  He looked around for someplace to spit.  Finally gave up and swallowed.  "Holy shit!  Now you tell me!"


"It won't hurt you.  If it did, I'd already be dead."  Chris hardly left the keyboard.  At times he had three machines working at once.  Jonathan told him a dozen times that he needed something to do.  Chris waved him off and turned the cassette player louder.  Finally, Chris had gone to the kitchen to prepare lunch.  


Jonathan nearly gagged when the chicken pot pie was set on the table.  "Don't you have anything besides this shit?" he grumbled.  


"Hey, this shit as you call it, kept us alive in college," he reminded Jonathan.

 
"We can afford something else now," Jonathan shot back.


"If you don't want it, just say so.  I'm hungry.  I'll eat two," Chris responded.


Jonathan looked at him.  He could tell Chris really wanted both.  He would eat the thing to spite him.  


Chris ate with much animation, relishing every bite and acting like it was a seven course meal and Jonathan frowned with every bite.  In a great show of defiance, Chris licked the little tin pan clean and sailed it across the room almost hitting the trash can.  It joined the others on the floor, which had almost hit the trash can.  "Tonight, you cook," he announced and left the table.


Jonathan could have said a lot but he didn't.  They had done this for four years in college.  It never ended and neither ever won.  Now, he wasn't having fun.  


From across the room Chris spoke softly, "We're going to play hardball for awhile so try to grab a moment and relax now and then.  There is no use in getting all bent out of shape.  I was kidding around trying to ease the strain.  There will be plenty of time for stress and tension and I suspect it is soon forthcoming."  Jonathan met his eyes and they smiled simultaneously.  Jonathan sailed his tin pan toward the trash can.  A direct hit.  Chris threw both hands into the air and bellowed, "It's a three."


Jonathan soon grew bored with looking over Chris' shoulder.  He idly gazed around the room.  A garbage dump looked better.  "Hey, Chris.  Do you ever have any girl friends?  A woman could do wonders for this place."  He paused and when Chris said nothing, continued, "It wouldn't be a crime for you to consider a permanent relationship."


Chris leaned back and rubbed his eyes.  "Girl friends are no problem.  I have an open door policy.  However, a girl friend that wants to live here in the middle of nowhere is a problem.  So far, none have adjusted to my lifestyle or my house."  Chris stretched his legs out, crossed his ankles and locking his fingers behind his head, stared at the ceiling.  "More than once I was sure I'd found the right one.  My engaging personality and breathtaking good looks are hard for the ladies to resist."  He cut his eyes toward Jonathan, barely suppressing a grin.


"You're full of shit, Chris.  I'm trying to be serious and you're slinging manure."


"Am not!  I did a job in St. Louis once.  It was for the Army at their personnel records storage facility.  They were having retrieval problems.  Not hard to understand if you ever saw the place but that's another story.  Anyway, I met this corporal.  You've heard, the uniform makes the man..er, woman..er, person.  Well, whatever it is that's correct these days.  Not so in this case.  First time I saw her, I thought the Army had started enlisting small boys.  But, man-o-man, did she give a whole new meaning to the term .. out of uniform.  Within minutes, I was in love.  I slowplayed the job so I could spend more time with her.  For me, that was a real sacrifice.  You know what I think about being on government property for any length of time, much less prolonging it.   We made plans for her to visit me.  We could hardly wait.  But I was there for several more days and as fate would have it, I met another one.  Lieutenant, I think.  I'm not sure.  I never could get all those bars and stripe's shit straight.  Let me tell you, rank does hath its privileges.  She had me over to her quarters, hee hee that's what they call their house, for mess that's what they call supper..."


"Oh goddamn, Chris.  Spare me any more pain and suffering.  I'd rather you spend the rest of your life alone than to hear anymore of this.  I was just concerned about your happiness but now I really don't care.  


"You shouldn't have been so nosy.  You ask me a bunch of personal questions so now you'll listen to the answer."  


"Only one question and I now officially retract it."


"Too late.  Now, where was I?  Oh yes, after supper or mess, hee hee, she excused herself for a minute and I stretched out on this truly large sofa.  I heard her come back in the room and I just peeped with one eye.  She was standing there in nothing but a helmet and combat boots.  I tumbled off the sofa on my knees and threw both arms in the air.  I surrender! I surrender!  Holy shit, Jonathan.  I was in love twice in the same week.  Before that night was over my memory kind of got fogged up.  I invited her to my place and, I thought, on a different weekend than the corporal.  After spending all that time working on the military computer system I should have known the orders would get jumbled up and sure enough, they both showed up the same weekend.  Whew, I'm sure glad they are not allowed to carry M-16's when on leave.  I was really concerned about my safety and well being for a while.  See what I mean, Jonathan.  I loved them both and got dumped by them both all on the same weekend.  True love was lost because of a scheduling snafu.  


"After further consideration Chris, I think you should live here, grow old and die without the benefit of ever seeing or hearing another human being."


"You think that was my only chance?  You think fate has not intervened more than once?  Consider this, oh supposedly friend of mine who thinks he can snoop in my personal life and then turn a deaf ear when it's not what he wants to hear.  On the way back from St. Louis I met what I suspected could be the third great love of my life.  After that military thing turned into the Bay of Pigs I tracked her down.  She took a look at my house and called it "rustic".  That means you like the place even if it needs a lot of work.  The next morning she walked out on the front porch, stepped on a rotted board and fell though.  Wouldn't even let me give her a ride back to town.  Said she was afraid the floorboard would fall out and her ass would be dragged on the highway.  Last time I saw her, she was walking down the road pulling her suitcase and cursing something fierce.  You wouldn't believe the trash mouth on that cute thing."  Chris squirmed around in his chair, slumping even lower.  Jonathan cocked his head eyeing him thoughtfully.  He was wondering how anyone could actually lay down in a chair.


"I did a lot of soul searching after that.  Decided I needed to fix the place up.  Maybe, put on some siding.  Put the bathroom door back on.  It fell off one day and I tossed it in the backyard.  I even bought some new hinges and hung it.  If you shut it too hard, it stuck and you had to pry it open.  One day I was in a big hurry and couldn't find anything to pry with.  Had to pee through that hole in the front porch.  You've probably noticed the bathroom doesn't have a door.  It's in the backyard again.  


"You have my sworn statement that I will never again, as long as either of us shall live, ask you anything about anything.


Chris heaved himself up in the chair.  He poised his hands over the keyboard and said, "I certainly hope that includes everything about my girl friends."


"Especially, your girl friends."


"Good!  Now, with that settled, where was I?  He extended and locked his index finger and forcefully rammed it onto a single key.  Instantly, his fingers were flying across the keyboard.  After a few minutes he slowed and cut his eye sideways toward Jonathan.  Jonathan was glaring at him and slowly raising his hand, extended his index finger.


They both were having a hard time suppressing a grin.  Jonathan was still very bored but equally determined not to ask a single question, he arose, stretched and strolled to the front door.  After all these years he still was not totally sure when Chris was feeding him a line.  He leaned against the doorframe and looked out into the darkness.  He cast a quick look over his shoulder to see if Chris was watching.  He wasn't and Jonathan stepped onto the porch.  Straining his eyes in the darkness he looked for a hole in the front porch.


"Find the hole?"  Chris yelled from inside the house.


"Asshole!" Jonathan yelled back.      


Later that night, Chris reviewed the day's activities for Jonathan.  Nothing of use was in the Oklahoma City newspaper or Oklahoma City police files.  Didn't expect there would be.  Chris had been in NET's information service but had done nothing any other user would not do.  "When I start to pry I will be well insulated.  There are ways to make it look like an incoming call has originated from someplace where it actually did not.  Expediency will prevail over valor in this case.  My modem will call a phone, which will call another, which will call NET.  I did this one time to see if I could.  I was hired by a company who was being dealt misery by a hacker.  Turned out a twelve year old was doing the two phone thing and I traced him.  I admired his work too much to turn him in so I made him agree to stop.  But the point is, it can be traced.  Nothing is guaranteed in this business but it will take an exceptional talent to follow my trail.  I want to make some probes into their system.  Maybe I can get a feel for what kind of adversary we're dealing with," Chris had informed him.  "I'll plan it tonight and we attack at dawn.  But now, what's for supper?"


Jonathan had coaxed him to a great steakhouse.  They had ordered the largest.  Eating, laughing at old times.  Chris had carefully directed all conversation away from the task at hand.  It had kept him busy.  At every lull, Jonathan had lapsed into gloomy silence.  Finally, Chris had found the magic cure.  Soon, they were reveling in their infantile college pranks.


"Hey, remember Castleberry?" Chris asked and doubled over in laughter. 


"How could I forget?" Jonathan said but was drowned out by Chris' uproarious laughter.


"He drove around on his little three-wheel motor bike and wrote tickets for expired parking.  We used to ask him when he was going to take off the training wheels."


Jonathan could barely understand what Chris was saying but it didn't matter since he had heard the story many times not to mention having been there when it happened.


"Remember that day he was down the street writing tickets and we gathered around his bike while Sammy Rhone shit on the seat."


Jonathan was grinning and watching Chris.  The story wasn't that funny anymore but watching Chris laugh uncontrollably was funny.


"Castleberry rode around the rest of the day, standing up!" Chris was almost coughing from the extended laughing.  Finally, gaining control he said, "Oh, well.  He got even with me.  He found a chalk mark on my tire and gave me a ticket for over parking.  Actually, he had put the mark on my tire several days earlier and it was still there.  The old son-of-a-bitch just kept on writing that ticket while I explained what happened."


Chris' storytelling was infectious.  Jonathan leaned forward.  "Yeah, but we started going in behind him and rubbing off the marks.  Stayed parked in the same place all day."


"He couldn't tell one car from another.  Had to look for those chalk marks," Chris added and they were both laughing.


"How 'bout the day that economics professor took the class riding in his new sailboat!  I can still hear Sammy Rhone's immortal words, "I didn't know the goddamn thing was that easy to sink."


"Old Sammy.  He could do it all."  They were grinning as they simultaneously remembered another Sammy story.  One night Sammy hot-wired the Dean's car while he was at a Board of Regent's meeting.  As the sun was coming up Sammy was returning the car and was well beyond inebriated.  He failed to make a turn and hit a utility pole.  Blacked out the entire campus on the first day of final exams.  "I wonder why Sammy was out all night when he had finals the next day?"


"He said he was determining the shear strength of a light pole for a physic's test."


"It's a miracle he didn't get caught on that one.  He really settled down after that."


"Yeah, right.  He sure did.  At the end of that same week, he put on a dress and wig and his girl friend helped him slip into the girl's dorm.  She was going to help him grab hundreds of pairs of panties and he was going down in history as the most prolific panty raider of all time.  But she decided to make a little history of her own.  She got amorous in the middle of Sammy's raid, they made too much noise and about a dozen girls burst in with flash bulbs popping.  They even got a picture of Sammy running out the front door, arm loads of panties and nothing on but that wig.  If anybody but Castleberry had answered the call, Sammy would have been busted.  Castleberry was too old to run and Sammy escaped.  10,000 students knew who it was but the administration could never find out.  Or more accurately put, they couldn't prove who it was.  If anything happened they suspected Sammy but they could never get the goods on him."


"Do you suppose he really did free-lance covert jobs in Vietnam like we heard?" Chris asked solemnly.


"I don't know.  We don't know what happened to him or, at least, I've never run into anyone that knows.  I guarantee if you ever see any of the gang, that's the first question asked.  Don't tell me you haven't hacked around trying to find him." 


"Since you asked, as a matter of fact, I have."  Jonathan said nothing but waited as Chris gazed around the room.  He recognized the look.  "Do you remember Sammy's home town?"


"Yeah, Billygoat Gulch or something like that."


"No, it was Freemanville but the name had been changed.  It was Muley Gap.  The townsfolk was tired of one hundred years of ridicule about the name so, long ago, they changed it.  During the Civil War, a local guy joined the Confederacy and killed about two hundred Yankees so they put up a statue in his honor.  The high school principal made Sammy clean the pigeon shit off of it as punishment for any of his pranks.  That didn't work out too well because Sammy took a five gallon bucket of pigeon shit and dumped it on the principal's desk.  Well, anyway, around the turn of the century they decided to name the town after the local hero, Mr. Freeman.  Hence, Freemanville.  Well, Sammy thought they should change it back to Muley Gap like in the 1800's.  He was always going before the city council, getting petitions signed, anything to drive everybody crazy.  Once he painted over every sign he could get to and replaced it with Muley Gap.  They damn near run him out of town that time."


"What does this have to do with finding Sammy?"


Chris gave him an annoyed look.  "You may find out if I'm allowed to finish my story."


"Does this story have a short version?"


Chris' expression changed from annoyed to anger.  His brow wrinkled as he pursed his lips.  "You are really getting on my nerves."


They both looked away.  Fidgeting with their napkins and the tableware.  Finally, Jonathan leaned forward in his chair and said in a low voice, "Hey, look, I'm sorry.  I was just trying to joke a little but you do wear my ass out with your long winded stories."


Chris stared into his face.  He was deciding whether to go on.  "I think you will want to know about this.  Otherwise, I wouldn't tell you."


Jonathan leaned back.  He had made amends and Chris was about to resume.  Sooner or later, he would have resumed anyway.  "Well, I hope you have paid enough attention to remember what I've said."  Chris' look turned serious.  "The only thing we ever heard about Sammy was the secret missions and that he was self-employed.  I figured he had to be doing something for the CIA.  So, anytime I had a spare minute I'd try to hack into the CIA.  Wasn't easy.  One night I was lurking about in the White House computer system."  Jonathan's eyes widened and he opened his mouth.  Instantly, he thought better of it and said nothing.  Chris continued, "So happens the draft dodger is playing with a computer.  At least, he wasn't playing with a bimbo.  Actually, I don't think he is smart enough to turn on a computer.  His daughter was probably working it for him.  Anyway, the White House has a link to the CIA but for the life of me I can't imagine why.  He's like a run-over dog trying to bite his own tail.  No, really, the system is still there from the days when we had a real president and hopefully, it will still be there when we get a real president again."


Jonathan suppressed a pained expression.  "God, if he gets started on Slick Willy, we'll be here tomorrow," he thought.


"I guess I was lucky the village idiot was passing time playing video games because it gave me the chance to get deep in CIA stuff.  And best of all he wouldn't have been aware of it if I'd been looking up his ass.  It took some time but I started finding some peculiar memos.  Over and over, a reference was made about an independent operative.  His code name was, Muley!!


Jonathan let his jaw drop in exaggerated surprise.  "You think.....that's Sammy?"


"It has to be.  There's not another human on earth who would use that name.  Nobody but Sammy would ever think of it."


"What else did you learn?"


"Sammy could find out anything.  Want to know what time the King of Siam takes a crap?  Sammy knows.  No, really, it was "eyes only", top secret stuff.  It was like Sammy was living with them.  Even the memos said there was no way a lone free-lancer could discover that information.  I had to slap my hands to keep from sending them a message, Sammy Rhone can do it!"  They both laughed.  Chris continued, "Then I came upon something that almost made me toss my cookies."  Jonathan said nothing but waited for Chris to go on.  Not very much ever bothered Chris.  He couldn't imagine what this would be.  "It seems if Sammy encountered a foreign spy or anyone for that matter who was a danger to him or his mission, he killed them.  "Terminated" was the terminology."  Chris waited for Jonathan's reaction.


"I don't have a problem with that.  If we killed more of the son-of-a-bitches, maybe they would leave us alone."


"Well, I don't either.  Not really.  It was just when I thought of old fun loving Sammy, out there, killing people.  It made my stomach jump.  Better them than him but I guess I never considered any of us would ever have to do it."


"Now is not the time to get squeamish.  There is no telling what we, or at least I, will have to do before this is over."


"You don't have to worry about me.  I'll do what has to be done."  Chris bristled at the hint that he would not be up for the job at hand.


Jonathan was more than willing to let the issue drop.  He was not anxious to find out what he could or could not do in the area.  He changed the subject.  "What I'd like to do is contact Sammy.  Was there a way to do that without tipping your hand?"


"Not one that was readily apparent.  They don't exactly keep home addresses in their files.  He sends in a steady supply of information and receives his instructions but it wasn't clear how this is done.  I figure they use military satellites.  He may go to a military base and use their equipment.  Who knows?"


There was a long pause as they stared off and thought.  Finally, Jonathan said, "I'm at a loss.  Just a straight forward inquiry to the CIA asking that Sammy contact an old friend is all I can think of."


"Yeah, I thought of that.  However, if he were not an employee as we think, they would not acknowledge his existence.  They couldn't acknowledge they are using independent operators.  They would probably get their shit packed over how we even knew Sammy was working for them.  I really don't want to do something that draws their attention to me.  For now, at least, it seems to be a dead issue."


"That's too bad.  You've got me to thinking about him and now I want to contact him."


"I'll keep on hacking.  Maybe something will turn up."  They looked around the room.  They had nearly closed the place.  With nothing more to say, they nodded in agreement and arose to leave.  "One other thing, Jonathan.  I suggest you call your wife.  She will want to know what is going on."


"I've taken a few days off and she knows where I am," Jonathan replied.


Christopher stood on the porch looking into the darkness and enjoying the quiet solitude.  Every fiber in his body wanted to destroy NET.  Seldom had he ever had to exercise such restraint.  It was a difficult situation for him.  He had to allow Jonathan full control.  It was his father they had killed.  Simultaneously, he had to do everything in his power to help Jonathan and see that he remained safe.  NET had power and they could and would use it.  He had to remain emotionally in check.  It was the only way he could provide Jonathan with the maximum benefits of his talents.


Christopher had been a quiet, unassuming, studious child.  Trouble and controversy were not part of his life.  One afternoon, while still an elementary student, Chris sat at his desk daydreaming after he had completed a one hour math test in fifteen minutes.  He found a stick of chewing gum in his pocket, absentmindedly unwrapped it and stuck it in his mouth.  With nothing else to do he casually walked to the pencil sharpener and began grinding on a pencil.  The vicious slap to his head sent him reeling down the aisle, his ears ringing and his eyes watering.  "You have been told never to chew gum in my classroom nor get out of your seat without permission!" the teacher roared.  "Now swallow that gum and get in your seat!  I'll tend to you after the class is over!"  Chris had staggered to his seat.  His ear burned from the slap and from the laughter of his classmates.  He sat looking at the top of his desk, gulping at the lump in his throat and trying desperately to keep from crying in front of the whole classroom.  Somehow he had managed to do that and after the teacher had dressed him down at the end of the class, the whole incident had been forgotten by everyone, except Chris.  Even to some degree, Chris forgot about it.  The totalitarian school system he lived in did not allow for much else.  Power and control rested solely in the hands of the educators and they were quick to demonstrate their authority.  Before Chris finished high school the computer burst upon the scene.  The computer had been invented for Chris and Chris had been born for the computer.  His teachers had always been quick to point out Chris' formidable math talents.  After all, they had taught him everything he knew.  They did not mention that Chris had managed to lay his hands on many advanced mathematics books and had long ago exceeded their knowledge.  The computer.  It had struck fear into their hearts and Chris' mastery of it only served to amplify that fear.  They were loosing control and consequently, power as well.  At this time, Chris was content to expand his newfound abilities and talent and leave the teachers alone.  They were certainly willing to leave him alone.  Except one.  The math teacher was going to retire and apparently decided he had nothing to lose by taking a few last shots at Chris.  He made Chris' life miserable and for no other reason than he had the power to do so.  The only way the teacher could be a big man was to bring those smarter than him down to his level.  It was not an uncommon characteristic.  It was also a woefully inopportune moment to do so.  Chris had just made a major breakthrough in the fledging world of computer hacking.  The teacher was about to become a charter member of the "lost in the computer" club.  The government and big business was in a headlong rush to computerize.  It was the wave of the future.  Chris was always just a little ahead of the leading edge.  First, the teacher disappeared from the retirement records.  The retirement checks stopped.  Thousands of dollars of long distance calls appeared on his phone bill.  His payments disappeared.  Bills went unpaid.  Hundreds of checks were posted to his bank account.  No matter what he did the order to reconnect his electrical service somehow never got to the work crew.  Arrest warrants were out on him.  Something new happened every day.  The man was a virtual basket case.  Then one day a small package came in his mail.  It was the only thing that wasn't a past due notice.  Opening it he found a pencil sharpener with a big wad of gum stuck on it.  The man reeled across the room, snatching up the phone to call the school.  He would beg Chris to stop.  The phone was disconnected due to non-payment.  Chris was soon hacking his way into classified government installations.  
Chris continued staring into the night.  "I'll always wonder why they made such a powerful instrument available to a child and were asinine enough to think he would not use it.  Here are all these cigarettes but don't you dare smoke them.  Here are all these naked women but don't you dare touch them.  And they just can't figure out why I hate their ass."  He went back inside and slammed the door.


By the time Chris was in college he had learned some restraint.  He was perfectly happy to go his own way if they would leave him alone.  It never worked that way.  Power and control in high school turned into conformity in college.  Chris didn't do any better with that.  If they said a suit, he wore levi's.  If they said levi's, he wore a suit.  Then he met Jonathan.  Chris knew he would have never made it if it had not been for Jonathan.  Somehow, Jonathan restrained him just enough and when he did not, Jonathan managed to negotiate his way out of one mess after another.  "You should be a diplomat, Jonathan.  Hell, no place in the world would go to war with you arguing their case."  The dean of men sadly nodded in agreement.


He was the best and truest friend Chris ever had.  He was the kind of friend who, at two o'clock in the morning, would drive two hundred miles in a snowstorm to deliver two hundred dollars, no questions asked.  Chris knew because Jonathan had done that.  "You know I would do the same for you, Jonathan.  You just never seem to get into anything to need it."


Now, Christopher was going to pay him back for every favor he had ever done.  "It's my pleasure and an honor to do so, Jonathan," he whispered.  


Early the next morning Chris was busy at his computer.  He was in the NET's computer system.

CHAPTER 10


Patricia was relaxing in her recliner.  Feet propped up, she had been reading a novel.  Now she was thinking of that guard downstairs.  He had exceeded her wildest expectations.  She tossed the book aside.  Standing and yawning, she strolled to a computer terminal.  Perhaps, she would send a message to.......?  What was the guard's name?  She stared blankly at the screen trying to remember.  Slowly, the screen captured her undivided attention.  All the elaborate programming she had created was still in the system.  She had not considered deleting it.  No telling what that would do to the software package.  Now she was watching intently.  Someone was in the system.  They were far past the information service.  Her program had isolated another call.  Quickly, she wrote down the number and then continued to watch as the intruder perused the system.  They would find nothing.  The e-mail system had been removed by Wilson's order.  She had copied the entire e-mail file before deleting it.  Someday they will want it reinstalled and she would impress them with her creativity and speed.  "Just have to copy it back in," she had thought.  She moved to another computer and began to access the phone company.  In seconds, she would know who was in their system.  She stared at the listing, checked the number again.  No doubt, the call had come from a rival network.  She was tempted to call her counterpart over there and ask what he thought he was doing.  Impress him with the speed at which she had caught him at his little game.  "No, not yet," she thought.  She began filling out a report form.  "He will probably do it again.  I'll document every incident and show him how easy he was to catch." 


Chris leaned back.  He turned to Jonathan and explained, "I used the two phone system and went into NET.  I didn't find anything and didn't expect to.  There are some peculiarities in their software.  I made some notes to study but I can tell there have been some elaborate modifications and additions made to their package.  I think I'll write up something tonight that will isolate and retrieve that listing.  It might be interesting to see what it does.  However, I think I already know.  It is likely this is the way they got on to that Shackelford guy and ultimately, your Dad."


"Why aren't they on to us right now?" Jonathan asked.


Chris looked at him incredulously.  He waited, as if that would make the question non-existent.  Finally, he snorted and turned back to his computer without answering.  


Jonathan rolled his eyes and looked across the room at nothing.  


They hardly talked the rest of the morning.  Chris left his computer only for coffee refills and short breaks to stand on the front porch.  For lunch Chris had pulled a chicken pot pie from the freezer.  Jonathan had said nothing but left and drove to the nearest junk food store.  They had eaten in silence.  Each making faces at the other's food.


Suddenly, Chris announced, "I'm through looking at their system.  I know how they isolate calls and trace them.  No doubt, they've traced mine as well.  Sooner or later, they will figure out the two phone system.  There is safety in diversity so I'll keep changing.  It will work long enough for us to do what we have to do."


Patricia was alarmed.  She felt like she had been knocked around the room.  Someone was playing with the system like it was a toy.  She got a lock on the first call and it came from a rival network.  After a while, another call.  This one came from the Pentagon.  Then one from a large university, the corporate offices of a junk food chain, a newspaper, the telephone company and finally from inside the NET building.  They had done nothing but move around in the system but she could tell they were not playing games.  They had looked over her special program listing at length.  She had trapped the incoming call but was surprised and stymied by its apparent source.  She had attended a seminar years ago.  Some weird computer nerd, she couldn't remember his name, had explained how that scheme worked.  She couldn't remember but she had taken notes.  She would search for them tonight.  But for now, who was this and why?  She contemplated her options for a while.  She picked up the phone and dialed his extension.  He was the boss.  Let him make all the decisions.  


He could scarcely believe what he was hearing.  The pain in his neck left him momentarily speechless.  There was no indication that it was related to their prior problems.  It could be some computer freak.  The piercing pain in his neck told him otherwise.


"There is nothing incriminating in the system," Patricia had told him.  "If they know something there would be no need to look."  Her argument was logical he had to agree but the pain in his neck was so bad he thought he was going to throw up.  


Chris was leaning back in his chair, thoughtfully looking at the ceiling.  "We will not become predictable nor think we are too smart to get caught.  Always, safety first," he was saying.  "Someone did a masterful job of altering that software to make the calls log into a table.  They must have been in a hurry, making it up as they went.  This is a worthy opponent."  Jonathan did not answer.  Chris seemed to be reassuring himself and not talking to Jonathan anyway.  "I think it is time to begin," Chris said.  "Do you have any thoughts on what to say?" he asked. 


Jonathan shrugged.  "It doesn't matter.  I wish I could be there to see it." 


"Look through those printouts and find something appropriate.  One of those e-mail messages," Chris said.  Jonathan found a memo that was most incriminating.  Chris had everything ready and only needed to make the final connection.  "Looks good to me.  Let's do it," Chris said.  His fingers flew over the keyboard.  In seconds, it was done.  "I made that one look like it came from inside the building again," Chris said.  "I think I'll give them something to latch on to and then take it away."  


Christopher sat erect in his chair, eyes glued to the screen and fingers moving effortlessly on the keyboard.  He could, and often did, repeat this scenario.  He entered the programming code into the computer as he created it, forgoing the accepted practice of writing the code in pencil and then transcribing it into the computer.  He debugged his program in the same fashion.  Usually an error would stick in his mind only to later resurface, sometimes when he relaxed on the front porch as he took a break.  The error flashed in his mind like a blinking red light.  Scrolling backwards, he would locate the error and correct it.  Almost always by the time he was finished, the errors were corrected.  This ability had caused a good deal of grief during his college days.  It was a byproduct of the "show your work" teacher mentality of those days.  As was the case with most authority and concepts, Chris rebelled against it.  One such episode erupted into a shouting contest and ended with Chris calling the teacher a pompous dumbass.  The teacher had demanded a public apology, which Chris summarily refused to do.  Called before the dean to negotiate some sort of settlement so Chris could continue the class and the teacher would save face, Chris had only further complicated the matter.  When presented with the options, Chris had calmly told the dean that the ignorant tight-assed teacher should be fired instead of apologized to and that anyone who thought otherwise was equally tight-assed and ignorant.  Now, two public apologies were required for Chris to get back in the class.  Jonathan had intervened and brought to bear all his negotiating skills.  The dean and the teacher had readily accepted Jonathan's proposal.  The three of them would stand on stage and Chris would apologize before the entire student body.  It did not quite happen as Jonathan had told them it would.  Chris stepped to the microphone, flanked by a dean and a teacher and spoke.  "As you all know I have called these esteemed educators, tight-assed, ignorant, dumbassed and pompous."  As he spoke each adjective the crowd erupted in roaring approval.  The dean and the teacher had stood with a shiteating smile frozen on their faces realizing, too late, they had been had.  Chris was winding up now.  As you all well know, nothing could be further from the truth."  The crowd erupted in a chorus of boos.  Chris wrapped an arm around the shoulders of each man and pulled them close against him.  Flash bulbs were popping by the thousands.  "These educator's are our friends."  Another round of boos.  


The dean could no longer contain himself.  He had turned to Chris, their faces inches apart and snarled, "I'll rot in hell before you ever graduate from this university."     


At that instant, Chris had planted a big kiss right on his forehead and held it just a second as thousands of flash bulbs popped.  Chris had turned to the teacher, smiling diabolically.  Afraid that he was about to be kissed, photographed and preserved for the ridicule of countless generations of future students, the teacher grabbed the microphone and began accepting Chris' apology.  Chris had stepped back to make room for the dean to stand before microphone.  It was a long time before either of them saw the photos that were taken a moment later.  Chris was a step behind them holding a set of rabbit ears behind their heads.  At the time they had wondered why so many flash bulbs were going off now.  The worst part was already over or so they thought.  


The next day Chris was back in class.  The teacher had strolled behind him as he sat at a computer entering his programming code without a handwritten page anywhere in sight.  The teacher did not say a word.  


After Patricia advised him of the calls, she said she had to be out for a while.  He didn't ask why.  Probably something stupid plus he had no time for her.  He still had no replacements for his team.  Something was coming.  He would need them.  He knew it.


Patricia had met her guard friend in their secret place.  No one else had a key to the unused room, he had assured her.  A few pieces of furniture were there but most importantly, a couch.  How did he know about this room she had asked.  He mumbled something.  Got this worried look on his face.  "What an idiot, you are," she had thought.  She returned to the computer department and went straight to the terminal.  There it was!  Her knees went weak.  She slumped into a chair.  Quickly, her fingers were on the keyboard.  In a few minutes she knew the call had come from inside the building.  She called his extension.  "You better get down here, right away," she said.  She stared at the message while she waited for him.  "That seminar," she thought.  "What was his name?  Perryton?  Pendelson?"


He burst into the room.  He went straight to the screen.  Together they stared at the message for a long moment.  Finally, he said, "Can't you do the same thing as before?"


"I already have," she said.  "It came from inside the building."  Before he could object, she said, "I know that's not possible.  Somebody is doing a job on us.  I've heard of this but it was a long time ago.  I'm trying to remember."


"That would be good.  Try to remember how to stop someone from sending us to prison," he said sarcastically.  


She turned to the computer and began to slowly type on the keyboard.  She wasn't doing anything but she needed time to think.  She hoped he would leave.  


He walked back and forth.  Stopping now and then to look at the screen.  He said nothing but continued the incessant pacing.  At long last he said he was going to his office.  Call him if anything developed.  


She nodded but didn't look up from the screen.  She gave him time to come back and when he did not, she got her purse and was on her way home.  Soon she had dragged boxes from her closet and was frantically looking.  "Where is that seminar stuff?" she asked hopefully.  


Chris and Jonathan were back at the steakhouse.  Chris was talking through the endless options.  To Jonathan, all possibilities sounded like they would get them killed.  "String out the messages.  Only one per day," Chris was saying.  "Of course, this allows them adequate time to prepare for us.  They can be waiting for each access.  It won't matter unless they solve the two phone technique."  


Jonathan said nothing.  He was looking at his plate and mechanically eating.  Chris waited, knowing Jonathan was not listening.  "We could drive up and fling cow shit at their building," Chris said, cutting his eye at Jonathan.  Jonathan continued to eat a few seconds too long, revealing he was not paying attention.  Sheepishly, he looked up at Chris.  Chris looked at an empty chair at the table and began an animated conversation with it.  "As I was saying, we could get killed but no problem.  Anyway, I'm used to talking to my-goddamn-self."


Jonathan ducked his head and embarrassingly looked around to see if anyone was watching.  Jonathan sat up straight and was suddenly a part of the conversation.  "Look Chris, I don't know that technical stuff and you know that."


"This is not technical.  Just basic planning and a little second guessing of human nature," Chris replied.  "You better forget revenge and get into this or you won't have a chance for revenge."


Leaning closer to emphasize his attentiveness, Jonathan asked, "Are there other ways beside the two phone............"  He trailed off not sure what to call it.


Chris eyed him carefully before answering.  He didn't like his condescending tone of voice.  "Yes, but the two phone is the hardest to trace.  It is, in fact, impossible unless you are aware it is being used and have the expertise to do anything about it."


"Well, like I said, I know of no better way," Jonathan answered.


"I know that, Jonathan.  When I think out loud, you need to use your common sense reasoning.  You have plenty of that.  Got it from Howard, I guess."


"Let's do it.  As soon as I finish eating, that is." Jonathan said and smiled broadly.


Patricia had just about emptied her closet.  She could not find the papers from that seminar.  It was several years ago but she kept everything.  Vaguely she remembered the lecture.  That guy had been a real character.  Nobody could match him, she had been sure.  Now after all those years.....  It could be a coincidence but the call from inside the building.  It fairly reeked of the arrogant guy.


Chris had been up most of the night.  He turned from his computer to announce to Jonathan, "I can alter the program so the two phone method cannot be broken.  It does a complicated loop.  Only the last call has to be from a major system."  Jonathan feigned interest.  He didn't want to go through that ordeal again.  These computer guys are overly sensitivity.  If you don't act like every keystroke is a masterpiece, they get their feelings hurt.  Chris continued, "It's as close to a sure thing as I'll ever get.  Given time, someone could figure it out but we'll be through before that happens."


Patricia had given up the search and returned to work.  "Who was at the seminar?" she thought.  "There must be someone I could ask."  She was neglecting everything, consumed with trying to remember.  She tried to rationalize it away.  "Why do I think it is him?" she thought.  She had been both intrigued and repulsed by his presentation.  During questions, he had gone out of his way to not make the audience look like dummies.  Somehow his attempt had only made them look more stupid.  She had wanted to ask a lot but no way was she going to stick her neck out.  After the lecture she had passed him a note asking for a private audience.  She glanced over her shoulder in time to see him wad up the note and drop it on the floor.  It had cost her twenty dollars to find out his room number.  Late that night she knocked softly on the door.  He had opened the door quicker than she expected.  When she awoke the next morning, he was gone.  She had been furious.  She had such an effective mental block on the whole affair she couldn't remember his name.  For a while she had heard of his computer exploits.  Every time she relived the rejection.  Finally, she heard nothing more.  The legend had disappeared.  Suddenly, it had burst upon her.  It was as if she was back in that lecture or maybe the morning after the lecture.  She almost smiled to herself.  If it is him, he is one dead son-of-a-bitch.  She wondered how she could make him remember just before they killed him.  She was lost in thought but walking to the nearest terminal.  Now, she was abruptly brought to attention.  There was another memo on the screen.  Raymond Carter had not divulged everything to her as she was now learning.  She sat down at the keyboard.  May as well find out how he directed the call.  She began typing commands and immediately it didn't feel right.  Something is not the same.  She waited, maybe three seconds.  It had been instantaneous.  Now the caller's identity was displayed.  The city police.  She slapped the keyboard with her open hand.  "It's him," she hissed.  She picked up a phone and dialed his extension.  "They've left another message," she said as soon as he answered.  


"Make a deal!" Chris was nearly screaming.  "I cannot believe you would consider such a thing.  You will be dead in less than a heartbeat."


"I want the guy that killed my Dad," Jonathan spoke, his voice rising.  "I've been thinking about this for some time."


"Why did I know this was going to happen?" Chris said as he held his head in his hands.  


"Because you would feel the same way and do the same thing.  I've got it all worked out, the place, everything.  When I went to town I bought a high powered rifle, scope, the works.  I'm going to kill the son-of-a-bitch out in that pasture just like he did Dad.  Nothing is going to stop me," Jonathan said softly.  


"Okay, okay.  Calm down," Chris said.  He was staring into Jonathan's eyes.  "He is going through with this." Chris thought.  


"You're the one that jumped through your ass," Jonathan responded.


Chris ignored the remark.  This would go on all night if one of them didn't stop.  Chris paused a few seconds.  This was their way of indicating that the arguing had stopped.  They had developed the technique years ago near the end of their freshmen year and after spending nearly the entire year in continuous argument.  Chris began again, "You want to send a message that there will be no more disclosures of information provided the killer reveals himself and goes one on one with you, to the death."  Chris knew he had to go along with his hare brained scheme.  At least, he would know what was happening and there was a good chance he could put an end to it long before it got dangerous.  


"That's what I want.  Of course, you are under no obligation to any deal I make.  You can do anything you want.  I would expect you'll do something," Jonathan said and almost grinned.  "We're not bound with the scout's honor while dealing with these people."


"It will give them a big clue to our identity," Chris said.  "A few minutes of research will reveal that Howard had one close relative, namely you.  They might not be sure it was you but they will probably kill you to find out."


"You call yourself a computer man," Jonathan said disdainfully.  "I'd expect you could take this house full of computers and make me disappear.  They can check until doomsday but I'll just not be there."


"That would take awhile.  You and everyone else are in a lot of systems," Chris said as the faraway look appeared in his eye.  Jonathan watched and waited.  He could see ideas forming.  In a few minutes, Chris will have selected one.  "I can do that but it will take too long.  Instead, I'll go in their system.  Make that inquiry come to me.  I'll give them whatever we decide, which will be nothing.  You are not here."


Jonathan waited.  He had to be sure Chris was through.  Sometimes it got even better.


In a moment, Chris asked, "Can you entertain yourself for awhile?  I've got to do some work."  Soon, the house was filled with the "William Tell Overture" and Chris was at his computer, animatedly working the keyboard.  


Jonathan could see him glancing over to be sure he was watching.  He left the house and drove away.  This was the ultimate protest.  He only had to stay gone for a few minutes.  When he returned the music would be turned off.


It was late but Patricia was still in her office.  She was waiting for the guards to do whatever it is they do so her guard could meet her in their place.  She had done nothing all day.   He had gone into a rage when she told him of the second message.


"Why can't you do something?" he was screaming.


She tried to explain using the most technical terms she knew.  The truth was and still is, she didn't know what to do.  She felt now like she had in that seminar so long ago.  She had tried to do something with that last call but it kept returning to the police department.  Anybody would have thought that was the source but she knew better.  She noticed someone was in an hour ago but there had been no message.  She had checked and this call came from the Mexican embassy.  She was hopelessly lost.  She knew he was doing things that only a handful of people in the whole country could do.  Anyone who could match his expertise is as weird as he is and is probably doing the same thing to someone else.  It was going to take some other way to catch them besides through a computer.  Her phone buzzed.  She answered, "I know the way.  I'll meet you," she said.  She was humming as she headed to the elevator.  


He still would not go to a bar but sat at his desk drinking out of a bottle.  He had been in a rage until he drank himself into a stupor.  "That idiot, Patricia."  He thought she was the best after the way she identified their problem.  Even though it nearly ended in disaster, she had found that guy through the computer.  He had no misgivings about doing Carter and leaving her in charge.  At least, he thought she could handle computers.  Now we are tied to a stake and all she does is pull up her dress for that guard.  When they turn out the lights on this place, he had sworn to kill them both.  


He realized he would never identify them unless they got careless or he got lucky beyond all expectations.  It was obvious they had told no one else or it would be front page news.  "No, they are making us sweat," he decided.  "That's good.  Those other two got dead for doing that.  Just keep it up."


Chris and Jonathan were relaxing on the porch.  "It's not likely they will be doing personal checks but I've fixed it so if they do, it's routed to my equipment," Chris was saying.  "If they try to find out anything about Howard Grayson, it will go through me."  They sat in silence for a while.  Finally, Chris said, "If you know of no other precautions to take, I guess we can make your challenge."


"Let's do it tomorrow afternoon.  I have some things to do in the morning," Jonathan answered.


"There's something I have to tell you," Chris said suddenly.  "It doesn't affect what we are doing but I don't want you to have any surprises."


Jonathan recognized the tone of voice.  It was serious.  He wondered how he gave away his serious moments to Chris.  He waited for Chris to continue.


"I'm ninety-nine percent positive that I know who is the programmer for NET," he said. 


Jonathan was more than surprised.  "How do.........?" he started but stopped when Chris indicated he would continue.


"A lot of programmers have a code for themselves.  It's just some combination of characters from the keyboard.  They'll put it in their programs like an artist signs their paintings.  I never did do it but many programmers did.  It really means nothing.  It's sort of a way to personalize an impersonal business.  From my first day I recorded every code I ever knew.  Keep up with them in a program I wrote.  I noticed one when I was checking that auxiliary programming and while the chances were slim it was anyone I'd ever encountered, I checked it against my list."  Chris looked at the floor and slowly rocked.  Jonathan was leaning forward.  He waited for Chris to continue.  "Geez, I couldn't believe it.  It is the code of a woman who was in one of my seminars years ago." 


"Are you telling me this is your friend?" Jonathan tried to make it easy for him.


"No, we're not friends.  We never really met.  We just slept together after the seminar."


Jonathan was laughing hysterically.  "I never knew you were so easy."


"Geez Jonathan.  It was a long time ago.  Things were different.  I didn't mean for anything like that to happen."


Jonathan could hardly talk from laughing so hard.  "You should hear yourself.  This sounds like a bride's confession a couple of weeks after the wedding."


"I knew I shouldn't have told you.  Now I have to finish the story.  Anyway, she told me her code but only her first name.  In my records, the code at NET matched the name, Patricia."


Jonathan's face twitched at the "only her first name" part.  He thought he would burst to keep from laughing again.


"I've never seen nor heard of her again, until now." Chris continued.  "It's not a problem for me.  I just didn't want it to come up at a later time.  I don't want you to think I did or didn't do something because of that incident.  I started not to check the code against my list just in case I might know them.  I wish I hadn't so I'd not be going through this."


"No problem for me, Chris.  I think it's good you never did the code thing.  She would probably have yours tattooed on her butt."  Jonathan was bent over laughing as he went into the house.


Chris sat on the porch for several minutes.  "Maybe it is over," he mumbled as he rose to go inside.  Suddenly, Jonathan was howling with laughter again.  Chris sat back down.


The next morning when Chris awoke, he continued to lie in bed.  He could never let Jonathan know but he was bothered about knowing the woman at NET.  It certainly had nothing to do about them after the seminar.  It was just she was a fellow programmer who likely would go to jail.  Chris had many conflicts with computer people over the years but nothing ever remotely this serious.


Soon, Jonathan was back and he was very somber.  Suddenly, he said, "I'm ready.  Let's send the message."


They spent only a few minutes preparing the message.  Jonathan scrawled it on a notepad as Chris prepared his equipment for the transmission.  They finished before they could change their minds.  They drank coffee and exchanged thoughts on if they would receive a reply and what it would be.  It had been simple.  No disclosure of the evidence for a showdown with the killer.


Patricia was late.  She and the guard had adjourned to her place.  She glanced around the empty room and wondered why she came in at all.  Her eyes widened as she read the message on the screen.  She could not believe this.  This guy must think he is Wyatt Earp.  She was reaching for the phone before she finished reading.  A few minutes later they sat side by side reading the message one more time.


"Divulge the identity of the killer of Howard Grayson and this incriminating information will disappear.  If not, it will be sent to every media source in the country."  His eyes did not leave the screen.  He did not move for long minutes.  Patricia duplicated his actions except her mind was racing.  "Wilson will go for this," she was thinking.  Her thoughts were interrupted when he spoke, "It looks like the guy has some relatives.  Anyone else would want money.  They want justice.  I'll give them justice right up their ass!"


She looked at him.  Maybe she didn't need Wilson.  He was going for this.


He said, "Find out who his relatives are."  She didn't answer immediately and he looked at her and said, "You can do that, can't you?"


"Yes," she answered.  She had not been listening.  She was thinking this might be a way to get rid of him.  She and the guard had shared some private thoughts on his treatment of the security personnel.  


It had taken some time.  Finally, she had reported to him that Grayson had no close relatives.  He was a widower, no children.  He must have given the information to someone else or perhaps there had been a third person.  Could be any number of ways.


"Not likely," he answered.  "This is the best blackmail setup I've ever seen but they don't want money.  Check more.  There must be someone."


She had continued to check even though she now knew it would reveal nothing.  The difference was imperceptible.  So slight, that even she could barely detect it.  Her inquiries into the system were being diverted, intercepted, something.  The speed of the equipment was not the same.  She couldn't see it, she felt it.  It was him.  It had to be him.  


Chris and Jonathan did not have long to wait.  It took no time for inquiries about Howard Grayson to come spewing out.  Chris had remained busy carefully feeding authentic sounding responses back to them.  "She is doing a good job of checking," he called over to Jonathan.  Finally, it stopped.  Chris monitored the equipment and they made small talk for the rest of the day.  Mostly they lapsed into long stretches of silence.  Waiting for a reply.  Occasionally, Chris would say, "They may not go for this, you know."  Jonathan did not answer.


Finally, he said to Patricia, "Accept the challenge.  No goddamn eight to five rummy can take me.  This must be some kind of a joke but nobody bluffs me."


Jonathan was looking over Chris' shoulder at the reply.  "Alright," he said.  "Now we'll give him the terms and conditions."  Chris' mind was spinning.  It was done before he had time to realize it.  He had to keep going.  Jonathan knew enough to do it on his own but Chris had to find a way to stop him from going through with it.


It was simple enough.  Go to the place where you had killed Howard Grayson.  Better be alone or the information would be on every headline in America.  Be there in twelve hours.  Jonathan didn't want to leave time for him to do much planning.


Patricia was beginning to enjoy herself.  With each exchange, he became more livid.  They could have said he had to wear a blindfold and he would have agreed.  She decided to take a low profile and let the thing play itself out.  While he ranted and swore infinite death and destruction, she began to consider some alternatives.  Whoever this was, they had plenty of information to cause no small amount of trouble.  Even if he won this gunfight or whatever it is, there was no certainty that would be the end of it.  She was quite sure he was going to go through with this so she decided to use the opportunity to remove every shred of evidence that she had ever worked at NET.  "Start with payroll," she thought.  She began making a mental list of the records in which she existed.


"Dumb, stupid son-of-a-bitch," he said.  "I'll shoot him to pieces before I kill him.  Even those goddamn snakes can't hurt me.  This time they'll be biting a plastic leg."  He was swearing at the top of his voice as he stormed from the room, grasping the edge of the door with both hands and slamming it.  


"Looks like he took the bait, Chris," Jonathan was saying.  "I'm on my way.  I want every advantage.  I'll keep my cellular phone at hand.  We'll be in constant touch."  With that, he rose and was out the door.  Chris was speechless.  He never thought it would happen.  If he did anything now, he would be jeopardizing Jonathan's chances of survival.  He sat for a long time staring at the screen.  Finally, Chris began preparing a computer to transmit the data as he and Jonathan had decided.  They had agreed it would be done regardless of the outcome at the farm.  It was early but he needed something to do.  Abruptly, Christopher pushed back from the console, stood and strode from the room.  He approached the screen door, pushing it forcefully enough that it slammed against the wall.  The retainer to prevent that from happening had long ago been torn from the door.  Likewise the closer was no longer operational and the door stood open as it always did until Chris returned and closed it.  "Think of all the time I save opening and closing door," he had once explained to a guest.  He stood on the porch and jammed his hands into his pockets.  Taking a deep breath he started walking toward the road that ran in front of his house.  At the road, he looked back and forth.  "Decisions, decisions.  Right or left at Main St?  No wonder I stay confused."  With his hands still in his pockets, he looked at the ground directly in front of his feet and started walking to his right.  It would not have mattered.  Everything looked the same in both directions.  When he had walked about a mile, his thoughts cleared and he began to notice the sounds and smells of the countryside.  He took his hands out of this pockets, raised his head, his pace picked up and he began to look all around.  Soon, he was humming and enjoying the walk.  He veered off the road, through the tall grass and to the remains of the foundation of a house.  He sat down.  For a minute the insects and rodents were quiet as they appraised the intruder.  In the silence, Chris became aware of the unrelenting din of the air traffic far overhead.  He gazed upward.  A steady stream of airplanes approached and left the airport that was far to the south of Chris' house.  At least, it once was far to the south.  "Expansion is coming right along," Chris thought.  He stood and looked to the east.  He could see the traffic on the interstate.  "More noise since they added those lanes," he thought.  "I've got to get out more often.  Society is closing in on me and I didn't know it."  With a last glance in the direction of the airport he started walking back toward his house.  "Geez, just starting to feel right at home and now I'll have to get used to another place," he said as he kicked a rock in disgust.  He wondered if Jonathan would let him live on his place after this was over.  Buoyed by that thought he walked briskly back toward his house.  

Patricia worked well into the night.  She had identified every place she was on record and installed a program that would delete them with a couple of keystrokes.  If this blew up as she suspected it might, she was in position to disappear.  Later that night, she lay in bed, thinking.  Why was she so obsessed with him.  It was so long ago.  He just reappeared and was doing it again.  How could she be sure it was him?  She just knew it had to be.


Jonathan was doing a lot of mental calculations.  Chris had checked airline schedules and there were two possibilities.  After they landed in Ft. Worth, he would hack car rental computer systems.  They might extract enough information to determine which flight he was on and anticipate his arrival time.  Ultimately, it didn't matter.  Jonathan could wait two days if he had to.  He had planned it, acted it out in his mind, refined it and thought about it so many times it was as if he had already done it and it was a memory.  


He was on the plane.  He had come alone as they had said.  He wasn't on the honor system, he just didn't think he needed any help.  When he told his men about his plan, they almost shit in their pants.  For a moment, they thought they were going back with him.  He had left a couple of contingency orders and had them take him to the airport.  He leaned back in his seat.  "Who do they think they're screwing with?" he was thinking.  "I've killed some extremely capable people.  I usually send amateurs to take care of amateurs."


Jonathan arrived and went straight to the house.  He needed to rest awhile and get some items.  He called Chris but it was too early for him to have found out anything.  He gathered a few things and loaded them.  Back in the house, he sat in a recliner to wait.  He was startled awake by the ringing phone.  It was Chris.  A plane had landed and several passengers had rented cars.  Only one had paid cash.  It was possible that one was their man.  Jonathan would give him a couple of hours driving time and then go to the farm.  Once he left the house he would keep the cellular phone at hand.  


The man was out of Ft. Worth, driving fast.  Too fast he knew but he didn't care.  "They should have left well enough alone," he was thinking.  "They'll regret this to their dying day which is going to be today."  He laughed at his little joke.


Chris was a bundle of nerves.  He looked at his watch.  Two minutes had passed since he had last looked.  He sat down at a computer, straining to think of something to pass the time.  Finally, he reached for the keyboard and began to type.  Patricia:  This is a million-to-one coincidence but I'm sure you attended my seminar long ago.  We, shall I say, met afterwards.  You may know or you soon will know that your position at NET is in serious trouble.  Get out while you can.  Disappear.  Get onto the Internet, use your programmer's code and I will find you.  I'll help you start fresh somewhere.  I've owed you one for a long time.  He signed it, Christopher Alexander Pendleton.  Chris studied the message and saved it in his computer.  He got up and went to his refrigerator.  "Let's see, what shall I have?  Ah, ha, a chicken pot pie."  


Jonathan waited as long as he dared before going to the farm.  He drove to the exact spot where they had found his Dad's pickup.  He filled his pockets with cartridges and moved out into the pasture.  He had thought a lot about this.  He remembered a place.  He found it as a child when his father brought him out here.  "Magnificent desolation," his Dad had called it.  Soon, he was there.  Using the hatchet he had brought, he chopped a few mesquite limbs and fashioned a blind.  Dousing himself with insect repellent, he sat under a camouflage sheet and waited.  It was an unusual place fashioned by nature.  Not the highest ground but situated where it afforded an unobstructed view of nearly all the pasture land.  He had left the spot and walked to the north.  Coming back he was satisfied that anyone would walk right upon the place without noticing it was not natural.  


Nearing the small town, the man began to think back on his experience.  "I'll go in different.  Enter from the east side.  Have to walk further but no need to be predictable."  Soon, he was there and walking into the pasture.  He already had misgivings.  It was harder to walk on the terrain than he expected.  His artificial leg was not steady in the rocky soil.  What he had not counted on was his inability to put the snakes out of his mind.  He could hardly take a step without looking.  


Jonathan had seen the dust cloud made by his car.  It had disappeared along the east side.  Someone had stopped there.  Jonathan slowly scanned the area with the rifle scope.  Back and forth.  There he was!  Coming on, slowly.  He moved forward, taking cover, looking, moving forward again.  "He is walking funny," Jonathan was thinking.  Jonathan kept the scope on him every second.  Before entering the blind for the last time, he had carefully stepped off the distance to several landmarks.  He would know exactly how to allow for the distance when he took his shot.  The man was approaching a rock outcropping.  Jonathan was watching.  "Keep on coming," he whispered.  


"Where am I?" the man was thinking.  "It all looks the same."  He knelt behind some tall weeds and looked everywhere.  "Keep on moving," he thought.  "That son-of-a-bitch is no better off than I am."  He moved past an outcrop and paused to decide on his next direction.    


The cross hairs were inches below his chin.  Jonathan hesitated to look at his face.  "I wish you knew it was coming," he thought and pulled the trigger.  The impact was tremendous.  The man was knocked flat.  Sprawled on his back.  Jonathan quickly aimed again.  Aligned the cross hairs on the man's body and fired.  He sighted again.  He could see no movement.  He bolted in another round, aimed and fired.  For another minute, Jonathan continuously fired into the prone body.  He moved out of the blind down to the body.  Standing over him, he had fought the urge to shoot him some more.  He reached in the man's pocket and found car keys.  He found a large fold of money in another pocket.  Putting them both in his pocket he stepped over and picked up the man's pistol.  Looking down at him, Jonathan suddenly began kicking and stomping the man's head.  Breathing hard, he stopped.  With tears running down his face, he walked away.  Jonathan returned to his truck and drove to the man's car.  He unlocked the door and placed the key in the ignition.  "Someone should steal this pretty soon," he said to himself.  He drove away and reached for the cellular phone.  "I killed him, Chris," he said when Chris answered.  "I left the piece of shit                  laying there for the coyotes to eat."  


Now it was Chris' time.  He turned to his computer and accessed CPS.  It was a fledging network desperately trying to compete with the majors.  Every year looked like it would be their last.  They were about to get the scoop of the century.  Soon, Chris had three computers delivering the information.  Using the two phone system, it looked like NET was blowing the whistle on itself.  Chris went to another machine and transmitted the message to Patricia.


With nothing to lose, CPS didn't take long to react.  "Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.  CPS has just learned of serious criminal activities going on in our industry.  CPS is preparing to broadcast the full details of this incredible story.  Stay tuned"


Patricia wasn't sure what to do.  He had left but said nothing to her.  She had spent most of the day doing nothing.  She had checked with her guard friend but he had begged off.  "Had work to do," he had said. 


"Since when did he do any work?" she had wondered.  Bored to tears, she decided to go to the lunchroom.  Maybe there would be someone to visit.  Maybe she would see what work the guard was doing.  Maybe she would check out the other guards.  He wasn't the only one.  She could always turn up another one and he might be more attentive.  The elevator door opened and she was greeted by a whirlwind of activity.  It looked like an out of control fire drill.  She called out to anybody, "What's happening?" 


One man stopped and looking at her asked, "Have you not seen a TV?"


She looked around and stepping back into the elevator, pressed the button to return to her floor.  Back in her office, she turned on the TV and flipped channels.  She stared wide-eyed at the screen as the story unfolded.  She hurried to a computer and pressed the keys to delete her existence from NET's records.  She started gathering personal effects.  Glancing all about she picked up anything that looked like it was hers.  She was raking papers into a box when movement on the screen caught her attention.  She was surprised.  Not that it was, in fact, him but that he had just told her it was him.  "Christopher Alexander Pendleton," she said slowly.  She sat down, thinking.  She could change that seminar story.  "She was young and impressionable.  He had invited her to his room, implying he would give her extra tutoring.  Before she knew it, he had forced himself.  What could she do?  He was the great Pendleton, computer genius.  Who would believe her?  She had thought he was gone forever.  Now, all those horrible memories."  If she added just the right amount of tears, her guard friend would be sufficiently enraged to go extract the full measure of revenge for her honor.  Now if she could find him in this madhouse.


She had finally reached him on the phone.  "You can't believe.....," he began.


"Never mind that," Patricia interrupted.  "We've got to protect ourselves.  Come to data processing.  I've got to show you something," she had said.  After they had carried all of her personal items to her car, she had gone over the area carefully to be sure she had missed nothing.  She had shown him the message from Pendleton.  He had started to ask but she waved him off.  "Let's go to my place," she said.  "I'll tell you about it."  As they went to the door, it was suddenly opened.  They were face to face with his last two men.  For a moment, no one spoke.  "What do you want?" she finally asked.  


"Uh, nothing.  Just checking to see if you heard from the boss."


"No.  You must know what is happening around here.  I suggest you leave and wait to hear from him," she said.  She noticed the guard's hand resting on his pistol.  The two men stalled, saying nothing, acting nervous.  


Finally, one said, "Yeah, you're right.  We're out of here."  They turned and hurried down the hall to a back entrance and left the building.  


As Patricia and the guard took another exit, he said, "They were up to something.  I could tell.  What were they doing?"


"I don't know.  Let's just get out of here," Patricia said.


Out in the parking lot the two men paused at their car.  One said, "I didn't want to take the risk of killing them both."

 
"What if the boss comes back?" the other asked.  


"We don't have a job.  This place is history.  Time to try another town."


"Hey, let's try Ft. Worth.  We can drive out in the country and assassinate those bugs that chewed our butts off."


"I've still got marks on me from that.  I lost a girlfriend because of it.  She took one look at me and ran screaming from the room.  Said I looked like I had leprosy."


"Those beauty queens I've seen you with, I'd have thought you would keep the lights turned off."


"Yeah, Romeo talking here.  Last one you picked up was a transvestite.  What did you do when you felt.....?"


"Hey," he interrupted.  "You promised that would never be brought up again.  Besides, where are we going?"


"How about, ...... that way!"


Patricia and her guard were back at her apartment.  She had tearfully related her seminar story ending with the unexpected disclosure of Pendleton's whereabouts.  She was afraid.  After all these years he still knew her programmer's code.  "What could he be up to?" she wailed.  Spurred on by the guard's insistence, she had done some searching of her own.  He was not hard to find.  Anyone could find out where he was, just no one wanted to go there.  She had not expected the guard to insist that she go with him.  Unable to come up with a viable excuse, they were soon flying to Ft. Worth.  Arriving they had checked into a hotel.  In desperation, she had lapsed into a feigned mental state.  "I can't see him again.  What will it do to me?" she cried.  It wasn't totally put-on.  She didn't want to see him.  She now had the startling revelation that the feelings she had for him were not hate.


The guard would not relent.  She would come with him.  They would just drive by, look the place over and do nothing this time.  He had to see what the place looked like, do a little planning.  She had made a feeble attempt to talk him out of it.  It's not worth the risk.  Let's just go away and start over.  At the first chance she would run away from him and start over by herself.  But, he wouldn't hear of that.  "He needs to pay.  Every time I look at you, I'd think of him," the guard had said.  They drove by twice.  "Better get out of here," the guard said.  "He will notice anybody out here.  How could anyone live in that dump and in the middle of nowhere?  It will be easy, though.  No one is within miles."  


Jonathan was back at Chris' house.  They had sat on the porch recounting the adventure and exclaiming their good fortune to have actually accomplished it and remained alive.  Finally, Jonathan asked, "Do you think you will ever hear from her?"


"Should have heard something by now.  It doesn't look like it," Chris said.


"I've got to load up and go home now.  Find out if I'm still married," Jonathan said.  He went into the house and began to pack his clothes.  He sat beside the open window looking out onto the front porch.  Slowly, he picked up clothes and stuffed them into a duffel bag.  Chris rocked in a chair on the front porch.  


The car pulled up in front.  A man opened the door, stepped out and called, "Mr. Pendleton?"


"Yes," Chris answered and stood up.


Jonathan watched out the open window as a man and woman got out of the car.


"Could I speak to you about this property across the road?" the man called out.  They walked to the steps of the porch.  


Chris met them.  "I don't know anything about it," he said.


The man was reaching behind him.  Jonathan saw it.  He had a gun.  Pulling it from his belt.  Jonathan snatched up the rifle.  Clumsily, he bolted in a round, his eyes darting to the man.  He was bringing the gun around.  Jonathan slammed the bolt closed, jerking the rifle up to his shoulder.  Suddenly, the woman's hand came from her jacket pocket.  She stuck the small gun against the guard's side and fired.  He fell to the ground, the gun dropping from his hand.  She was saying something to Chris, bringing her arms toward him, the gun in her hand.  Chris was frozen in place.  Watching the events play out in front of him but unable to move.  


Jonathan had no time left to aim.  He pointed and fired.  The impact from the powerful rifle knocked her hard to the ground.  


Chris turned toward Jonathan, his face a mask of anguish.  "Noooooo, Jonathan!" he cried out.  "She was reaching out to me!"


Chris and Jonathan stood in the front yard, each staring at the horizon and trying to think of something else to say.  They had delayed parting as long as either could think of something more to talk about.  Finally, Jonathan said, "Well Christopher, my man, I guess we did it and came out in one piece.  It looks like they are through with us and no one is the wiser about our involvement in the NET thing."


"So it does appear.  I didn't know how we were going to get rid of that dead guy."


"We must admit that we didn't get rid of him.  If that bullet had been a fraction in any direction, Patricia would be dead and I guess we would be locked up.  It was quite a feat for her to think up that story and just having been shot on top of that."  Jonathan paused and looked away.  Finally, able to speak again he said, "Oh geez Chris, how could I have known she wasn't going to shoot you?  From my position it sure looked like it."


"You may as well quit beating yourself up.  She understands.  I understand.  No one is blaming you.  Everyone is going to be okay and, for once, everything is okay.  You seem to be forgetting she was a party to tracking down your Father and she feels a lot of responsibility for that."


"She shot that guard to save you and I was probably saved at the same time.  She was thinking fast to tell the police that the guy was stalking her and went crazy when he followed her to your place.  She even thought up a way to explain her wound.  Told them the guard shot her when she stepped in front of you but she managed to get off a shot and killed him.  My bullet had gone clean through so they never knew I fired a gun or even had a gun."


"Yeah, and she remembered the guard had not fired and had me to go shoot his gun so a bullet would be spent."


"The girl is good at covering up murder, Chris.  Are you sure you want her in your house?"


Chris smiled.  "Well, we do owe her a little since you shot her."


"She sure harbored a grudge for a long time to suddenly decide she was in love."


Chris spread his arms and shrugged.  "What can I say?  When they've been loved by me, it's a truly memorable experience.  When you've had the best, you forget the rest.  I am marked indelibly upon her memory..............."


"Hey, hey.  Cut the shit.  This is me you're talking to."  Jonathan kicked at a clump of weeds.  He cut his eyes back at Chris. 


"Facts are facts.  He was going to kill me but one look and she couldn't let it happen.  She knew that night would never happen again if I was ............."



Jonathan was walking toward his car and holding his hands over his ears.  He reached for the door handle, stopped, turned back to Chris.  "I don't try to run your girl friend selection.  God knows, you can make a big enough mess of that without any help.  I do wish you would look at this from an outsiders perspective."


"I don't want to look at it from an outsider's perspective but I'm sure you are going to do that for me."


Since you asked, I will.  You shacked up with someone a few years ago and never saw her again.  Then in the midst of this awful ordeal, you meet again.  She wants to kill you.  Instead, she kills the guy she had coerced into killing you, covers the whole thing and saves us from having to explain anything to the police.  We stand around with our thumbs up our butts and agree with anything she says.  Case closed.  Now she is living with you."


"Yeah, but she is wounded.  She needs a place to stay for awhile."


"I don't think she understands "a while".  She thinks this permanent."


"Nobody has said, "permanent"."


"I can hardly wait for that to come up.  As soon as the new wears off, you will want her to leave.  Next time I hear, your ass will be shot dead and she will be scot free."


"What am I suppose to do?  You shoot people in my front yard and I have to clean up the mess."


"Here is the way it is.  She helped us, saved our lives, probably."


"No probably to it."


"I give her credit but like you said she helped get my Dad killed.  I could, with little remorse, walk right in there and kill her.  So, the way I figure it, we are all even.  I'll help you find a place for her to 

convalesce and we are all through with her."  Jonathan waited.


Chris stared off into the distance.  He shoved his hands in his pockets.  Finally, he said, "I think I'll leave things like they are.  Maybe we both need this second chance."


Jonathan spread his arms and they hugged.  They stepped back and shook hands.  Jonathan said, "I understand.  I'll back you anyway I can and you know how to find me."


"I'll call you in a couple of weeks.  We'll all get together and have dinner."


"I'm afraid to ask."


"What else?  Chicken pot pies."


"I would like to know what happened to the NET people.  I don't suppose we'll ever know the whole story."


"Probably not.  Of course, we know about the so called ‘committee’.  Those suckers took the money and ran.  There again, no one will ever know how much money they embezzled.  Evidently, they had funneled hundreds of millions into foreign accounts and had set up a means of quick escape.  What little the police could learn seemed to indicate they had airplanes at the ready and all they had to do was get to them and in short order they were out of the country.  They must have got a lot of help in foreign countries because they very effectively disappeared.


"Well, the company is history.  The other networks were going to see that was done no matter what.  Nothing like getting rid of some competition.  I bet their eye's got bigger than silver dollars when they learned of NET's scheme.  They are probably staying up nights trying to figure out how to start one of their own."


"There were so many involved at every level."


"Very true and they were the easy ones for the police to catch.  There was a lot of evidence against them.  They kept the films of everything they did, all the records, everything.  All the police had to do was watch and read and go find them.  Very few employees had the means to run and hide so it was just a matter of rounding them up.  It's the same old story.  The little guys take the fall for the big guys."


"It still cracks me up every time I think about those news reports.  CPS was there in force after you tipped them about the situation.  They surrounded the NET building with every camera they owned and NET employees were pouring out of the building like Japs running from Godzilla."


"It was funny but have you noticed how quick the networks have dropped the coverage.  They want the story to go away.  A lot of NET employees have found their way to the other networks and I'll bet they were more than willing to trade information and expertise to get a job.  Somewhere, sometime, all that training will surface again.  Too much money for it not too.  Something similar will happen again."


"Somehow, I think you are right."


Jonathan got in his car and drove away, waving out the window as long as Chris was in sight.  Chris stood in the middle of the road and watched until the car was out of sight.
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