








Blood Money

By K. J. Janssen






Copyright 2011 by K. J. Janssen

Cover Copyright 2011 by Dara England and Untreed Reads Publishing

The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (Untreed Reads) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold, reproduced or transmitted by any means in any form or given away to other people without specific permission from the author and/or publisher. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to the living or dead is entirely coincidental.

http://www.untreedreads.com






BLOOD MONEY

By K. J. Janssen








Contents

Copyright Page

Title Page

Prologue

Chapter 01

Chapter 02

Chapter 03

Chapter 04

Chapter 05

Chapter 06

Chapter 07

Chapter 08

Chapter 09

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48






Prologue

FBI Special Agent Susan Harrigan regained consciousness. The duct tape across her eyes and mouth stung. Her hands felt numb where they were tightly bound behind her back. Sue could feel a mattress beneath her, could smell the foul musty odor. Two people walked into the room, a third followed rolling something heavy. They approached the mattress. Hands suddenly grabbed her, holding Sue’s shoulders as her clothes were cut off and pulled from beneath her. The coolness of the room caused goose bumps to rise as her body was exposed. She twisted her body in protest, but was ignored. When they finished stripping her she was picked up and carried to a straight-backed chair. With her arms already taped behind her, they lifted Susan and slid them over the back of the chair, locking her in place. The wooden chair felt icily cold against her bare skin, causing her to shudder. Her ankles were taped to the front chair legs, spreading her legs apart.

“That should do it,” one of them said. It was a voice she didn’t recognize.

Still another voice spoke. “Good morning, Ms. Harrigan. Let me tell you what this is all about. Simply said, you are here to provide information. To help you do that, I’m going to connect you to a machine that will send an electrical current through your body. Just a few mild jolts at first, nothing you can’t handle. Then I’ll slowly increase the setting. The idea is to give you a slight taste of what to expect. It won’t be anywhere near where I’m prepared to go if you don‘t cooperate. I’ve made grown men cry like little babies, begging for me to stop, so don’t think of being heroic. You cannot win against my machine. Mind you, I don’t enjoy doing this. I don’t want to hurt you. I’m just doing my job.”

Susan mouthed “Nazi,” but the tape stifled the word.

Ignoring her protestation, he continued, “Now for the specifics. When I am finished prepping you, my boss will arrive. He wants to ask you a few questions. If he is satisfied with your responses, I’ll roll my equipment out of here and our little session will be over. On the other hand, if you don’t answer his questions satisfactorily, I will have no choice but to take things to the higher level. Trust me when I say you don’t want to go there. He will be the one calling the shots, so think very carefully before you answer his questions. Is that understood?” He waited for some sign of recognition. When he saw none, he grabbed her hair, yanked her head back and repeated the question, “Understood?”

This time Susan nodded her head.

“That’s better. It will go a lot easier on you if you cooperate. You’re going to get hurt real bad if you don’t. Eventually, you will talk, so I suggest you make the right choice by telling him what he wants to know up front.”

Electrodes were connected to her upper arms and forehead. As this was being done, the men took advantage of the opportunity to brush their hands against her erect nipples. She cringed at each touch, unaware of the boyish grins on their faces.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

She braced herself as the current hit. It was brief and mild as he said it would be. It felt like a shock that one might get from a faulty lamp or appliance. The second jolt was identical to the first. So far, so good.

“Those were just samples,” he said. “The next one will be the real thing. Keep in mind, also, that I may move the electrodes around as we progress. That means that no surface or orifice is off limits to me once I get started, if you catch my drift.”

Susan understood exactly what he was saying. She shuddered at the thought.

He deliberately delayed the next jolt, adding to her anticipation. “Okay, here we go.” Again, a delay.

Then, suddenly the current hit. It was much stronger than she was expecting. As the electricity coursed through her body, Susan Harrigan lost consciousness.






CHAPTER 1

Mark Matthews, a Private Investigator operating out of Centerville, Ohio, came into the world at three p.m. on October 6, 1972. He was born in Kettering, Ohio, the son of academics. His father was a Professor of Romance Languages at the University of Dayton. His mother was a private school teacher for over forty years. She died from ovarian cancer about six years ago. Mark’s dad died last year from a massive coronary thrombosis.

Mark was in business as a Private Investigator for around five years. All of his training came compliments of Uncle Sam. He was recruited during his last year at Indiana State University at Terre Haute, where he earned a Masters degree in Criminology. He was told that the Department of Defense needed his talent. That certainly beat military service. Of course, the recommendation of Professor Martin Gross, with his contacts in the Clinton White House, didn’t hurt a bit. So off he went to the Pentagon to work on top secret projects involving missing persons. There were four others on the team, two women and two men, all recruited from the graduate programs of their schools. The team was led by Chris Carter, a no-nonsense Air Force Colonel assigned to the Pentagon to manage this wide range of specialists. The code name (every project had to have one) for this group was “Hide & Seek.” The assignments certainly lived up to the name.

Mostly, Mark searched the globe for AWOL soldiers, terrorists, missing business executives and every manner of missing men, women and children assigned to him. His winning percentage was in the eighties, which was extraordinarily high given the cold trails that he usually had to follow. Mark had at his disposal the most up-to-date software and experimental code, supplied by large information services companies looking for government contracts. Most of the software was state-of-the-art.

Unfortunately, all good things eventually come to an end, and as the Clinton years ended the covert activities of the team were turned over to the Bush administration and the new broom swept things clean. They all went off in different directions. Mark returned home to Centerville, Ohio and moved back in with his father. He had a career decision to make.

During the first two months, he had a few interviews with corporations in Dayton and Cincinnati. There was very much interest in his academic and government credentials. Several of the offers were generous, but Mark just couldn’t get excited about corporate life. Some of the perks were very tempting, but what he wanted was work similar to what he had been doing for the government. He had gotten used to the freedom and flexibility.

Government pay had been good, and with the money Mark had saved came options. The skills developed over the past four years qualified him for doing private investigations. Mark was certain that he could make a decent living at it. Once again, Mark visited his friend and mentor Professor Gross for some career guidance. Before leaving Indiana he had not only made the decision, but had all the right doors opened to facilitate getting a PI license. Within three months, Mark’s office was set up and he started making contacts. He never regretted making that decision. He was one of those lucky people who was able to do work they enjoyed.

Mark’s social life was limited since his return to Centerville. Building a business didn’t leave much time for meeting women. In this line of work one meets mostly people with problems. He did, however, meet someone two years ago at a private gathering in Columbus. Her name was Cynthia Turnquist. Her father was an Ohio State Senator. The social life that was inexorably a part of the political scene was both time-consuming and tiresome. Most activities took place in and around Columbus, which is a good two hours from Centerville. In spite of his reservations, they became engaged after several months. Then all hell broke loose. Cynthia wanted Mark to give up his business and run for political office. Anyone who knew Mark knew that he had absolutely zero interest in politics. So, that wasn’t about to happen. This became a major bone of contention between them, and after three months they mutually decided to end the engagement. Her final words to Mark were, “I feel sorry for you, Mark. You have no idea what a great future you’re giving up.” She had that all wrong. He knew exactly what he was giving up, and was glad to do it.

Mark’s Private Investigation business grew rapidly. The tri-cities of Dayton, Cincinnati and Columbus are home to many large corporations with large payrolls. Numerous sub-contractors for defense companies have plants and offices in this triangle. Thanks to his experience and exceptional references from friends at the Pentagon, he had no difficulty building a large clientele by performing security checks on prospective executives and office and plant personnel. His checks were more thorough that most. He had a reputation for researching beyond the obvious, often uncovering character flaws and, sometimes, criminal records that the candidate believed had been expunged. He dug as deeply as his skills permitted and submitted the results without any personal judgment on his part. The final decision had to be made by the client. Only once did he highlight questionable behavior of a candidate, needing to assure that that section of the report was not missed. The transgression was for several incidents of indecent exposure. The position to be filled was for a County School Board Administrator.






CHAPTER 2

The Thurston Electronics building takes up one square block in downtown Dayton, Ohio. Even though it is the tallest building in the city, it is nonetheless just a blip on a rather unimpressive skyline so characteristic of small towns in America. Dayton, like so many mid-western cities, was slowly losing population and business to suburban sprawl, foreign manufacturing and business relocations. Thurston Electronics is an important holdout, continuing to employ over 500 people. In appreciation, the City of Dayton has enacted legislation that resulted in a favorable concession on their property taxes. Whatever revenue was lost in property taxes, Dayton recovered through the additional payroll taxes and increased commerce.

Mark was there in response to a message left on his answering machine. It contained only a day, time, address and the name Peter Thurston. In this area of the country, the mere mention of that name was usually enough to catch one’s attention. Mark was certainly no exception. He arrived twenty minutes early for the appointment. As he entered the building, a feeling of dread appeared suddenly, causing a shiver through Mark’s body. What was that about? He had had the feeling in situations before and nothing good ever came of it. Why now?

Security, as expected at any defense contractor, was extremely high. After checking his driver’s license and giving him an electronic wand scan, Mark was personally escorted by an armed guard to a private elevator that whisked them up to the executive suites on the seventh floor. When the door opened, he was met by Peter Thurston’s secretary, who bore a very strong resemblance to Jane Hathaway, Mister Drysdale’s secretary on “The Beverly Hillbillies.”

“Please follow me,” she said as she escorted him along a lush carpeted hallway towards ornate paneled double doors. A highly polished brass plate on a side panel read “Peter Thurston-CEO.” As they passed through the doors, his secretary, who had not introduced herself, directed Mark to an overstuffed chair in front of a massive mahogany desk. “Mr. Thurston will be with you in a moment. May I get you a beverage while you are waiting? Coffee, tea, water or pop?”

“No thanks, I’m good,” he replied. Once, during a job interview, Mark had made the mistake of placing a Styrofoam cup of coffee on an executive’s desk and proceeded to knock it over, spilling it all over his résumé and onto the interviewer’s lap. He didn’t get the job. Since that incident, he has always declined such offers.

“Very well, then,” she replied, as she made a hasty exit.

The feeling of dread seemed to have abated.

As he looked around the office, it was obvious to Mark that Peter Thurston enjoyed the better things in life. The room measured about 2,200 square feet, which was only slightly larger than his own, but that’s where the similarity ended. It was small compared to many other executive offices he had been in, but what it lacked in size it made up with opulence. Abstract paintings were hung every twelve feet along the walls. Mark didn’t recognize any of the paintings, but was certain that they were originals and probably very pricey. He never understood modern art, never knowing what he was supposed to be looking at or what to feel.

Thurston’s desk was in the center of the floor about three quarters of the way into the office, with the windows as a backdrop. There’s a science built around using light and shadow as a “psychological advantage.” It appeared that Thurston was well aware of it. The desk was at least ten feet wide and five feet deep. The only items on the surface were a phone, a small desk lamp, a pen set and two picture frames. One contained a photo of a couple that looked to be in their mid-forties; probably Peter Thurston and his wife. The other was a photo of the same man on a dock standing next to a massive swordfish. Mark mentally calculated how much the decorating cost of this office might come to. The total came to at least $100,000, which was probably a conservative figure. His own office was decorated for well under a thousand.

Mark’s mind was somewhere else when Thurston entered the room. Actually, he was busy visualizing what it would be like to have an office like this. Suddenly, in the midst of his reverie, Thurston appeared next to his desk. He was a stately man, about six feet three inches tall, with a trim athletic build, weighing in at about 220 pounds. Thurston sported a dark tan, which offset his deep set blue eyes. His full head of meticulously combed blond hair was parted on the right side. A few strands of gray showed on the sides. Mark recognized him immediately as the man pictured in both photographs.

With the exception of large corporate clients, Mark met prospective clients at Denny’s, his favorite eatery, so he could get a chance to screen them. This was a necessary precaution in the business. There had been occasions where his services were being sought out by husbands or wives who wanted him to either kill or rough up their partners. At other times, he was asked to perform other illegal acts, often for exorbitant amounts of money. Meeting away from his office gave Mark a chance to reject such offers, and at the same time kept these unsavory people away from his place of business. He often wondered where people got the idea that a private investigator is just hired muscle. He suspected it was from the TV image of Private Investigators.

Peter Thurston, Board Chairman and CEO of Thurston Electronics, was accustomed to meetings on his terms. He was a powerful man with a power office. He insisted on the advantage of being on his own turf. That was fine with Mark. It gave him the opportunity to temporarily enter the world of the very rich and famous, and Thurston was, no doubt, one of the richest and most powerful men in the country. The records showed that he sat on the boards of at least ten large corporations here and abroad, and those were only the ones that were made public. There were probably a few more. At age forty-nine, Peter Thurston was a truly self made man. He was the son of an electrician. He and his father spent endless hours tinkering with electrical gadgets in a garage they converted into an electrical lab. Together, they held ten patents for electrical controllers. It was not surprising, then, that Peter pursued this field academically. He graduated MIT with honors and a Masters in Electrical Engineering. Soon after graduation, Peter partnered with fellow graduate Michael Matthews (no relation to Mark). Matthews was a true genius, a math prodigy with an I.Q. of one hundred eighty four. They developed an innovative missile guidance system, and with venture fund seed money started Modern Electronics, Inc. in 1985. The system came to the market in 1986, and Modern Electronics quickly became one of the prime guidance contractors for the Defense Department. Early in 1987, Matthews was killed in a car accident. Thurston used the proceeds from a “Key Man” insurance policy and some family money to wrest control of the company from the venture fund and minority shareholders. Thurston Electronics has since grown well over fifty times in size. It was on almost all “Fastest growing companies in America” lists that are published.

Thurston wore a double-breasted navy blue pin stripe suit, a pale blue shirt and a colorful Borrelli tie. His weight was well proportioned on his tall frame. Peter Thurston had a commanding presence, but that was not entirely because of his appearance. It was something else, something that came from deep inside.

As he sat down, he said, “Mark, before we get started, I need to set down some ground rules for this assignment. These are non-negotiable.”

There’s that feeling again. Why do I feel so uncomfortable?

There was no introduction. Thurston just started the meeting. His look was stern as he continued, “There are to be no recordings or paper files in your records that connect me with the subject we are to discuss today.” Thurston’s gaze was very penetrating. It grabbed Mark’s full attention. “Just log your time as consulting for Thurston Electronics,” he continued. “No other specifics. Is that understood?”

Is it me? Mark thought. Am I just overawed by being here?

“Yes, sir, it is. Although I will admit that it is a little unusual. But however you want to handle our business together is fine with me.”

“I think you will understand when I give you all the details,” he said, a bit more softly this time. He leaned back in his chair. He seemed to be measuring his words. “I contacted you because my connections in Washington tell me you have certain skills that I am in need of. I’ve also been assured that you can be trusted.” He noticed that Mark wanted to speak. “Please do me the courtesy of holding your questions until I’m finished. I’m sure you’ll see where this is going in just a few minutes. It is important that you see the big picture.” He leaned forward, opened the top left hand drawer of the desk, took out a red folder and handed it to Mark.

“We’re going to be discussing possible corruption at a corporation that collects and distributes rare blood. I sit on the Board of this corporation as one of twelve outside directors. I also happen to have one of those rare blood types, AB-Negative, which is originally how I got involved with them. It’s all spelled out in the reports in that file. I need you to become familiar with them before we go any further. Please take whatever time you need.”

He stopped speaking while Mark reviewed the material. He had marked key areas with a yellow marker. The paperwork was mostly technical, with numerous footnotes. Mark was an old hand at reading this type of document, so he knew where to look and how much weight to put on specific data. Most of the file dealt with the origins, validity and practical uses of the ABO blood grouping which had it origins in the early 1900’s. The science had made a quantum leap over the last hundred years, especially with the discovery of antigens and antibodies. In the back of the file were financial reports showing income and expenses. Many of the items were boldly highlighted with an orange marker. Mark concluded that this was where they were headed. The financial reports belonged to the National Rare Blood Association (NRBA). Included was a brochure from the National Rare Blood Association or NRBA for short. The NRBA, from what Mark was reading, was the largest collector and distributor of rare blood types in the world. Thurston had written “ninety six percent” on the cover of the brochure, which Mark took to mean that the word “largest” really meant “exclusive.” He wasn’t keeping track of time, but at least a half hour had passed before he felt confident enough to discuss the material. Mark was anxious to find out the scope of the project with as few questions as possible. “Mr. Thurston, I think I have a pretty good feel about the blood donation process and blood types, but I’m unclear as to what it is that you expect me to do.”

“It’s really quite simple, Mark. I need to know, in greater detail, how the NRBA is spending their money. Notably missing from any of those reports is an accounting of the multimillions of dollars expended for grants and gifts. It’s just covered by a single line on the Profit and Loss statements. I sit on a number of “Boards,” so I know that the reports the NRBA is distributing to board members are incomplete. I have officially requested additional information before the last four board meetings, and they have given me one excuse after another as to why the data is unavailable. Logic demands that if you have a total, there must be details to support it. It’s really that simple. The NRBA board consists of twenty-five Directors, thirteen inside and twelve outside. The outsiders are mainly for show and for sizeable financial support. Their influence in the operations of the NRBA stops there.”

How ironic, Mark thought. Money can’t buy everything, after all. Thurston is upset over being denied access. Mark had no problem with that. He had taken on jobs for more shallow reasons than that. His resistance was slowly waning.

Thurston continued, “I’ve cancelled my contributions in protest. It was more of a symbolic gesture that anything else. They don’t seem to care. Apparently they are more interested in my name. I know deep in my gut that something is wrong.”

The great man had a very obvious character flaw; an over-inflated ego. Again, Mark could live with that. It wouldn’t be the first time.

“Mark, my main concern is having my name connected with possible illegal payments, or some kind of money laundering. The way they ignore my legitimate requests makes me very suspicious. I need to see the detailed disbursement records for at least the last two fiscal years.”

So that’s it. The puzzle is solved. Or is it?

“Are you saying that you’re expecting me to hack into the private financial records of the NRBA?”

“Well, I wouldn’t exactly put it that way.”

“How exactly would you put it, Mr. Thurston? Isn’t that illegal? I’m sure that you’ve learned enough about me to know that I won’t be involved in anything unlawful. I still have to look at myself in the mirror every morning.”

Thurston sensed the annoyance in Mark’s voice.

“Take it easy, Mark. It really comes down to how you look at it. Remember, I am a Director of the company with every right to full disclosure about their operations. That’s what I signed on for when I accepted their offer of a directorship. I’m legally and morally bound to protect the Association. I intend to look at those records, with or without you. You decide whether you are with me or not.”

“Before I make any decision, I would like to know how they get away with these alleged irregularities, given their public image,” Mark asked. “Aren’t there laws they need to follow?”

“They report to no governmental agencies, but wield enormous power world-wide. Governments look the other way because of the public service they provide. Local blood banks screen all donations, and when they spot a rare type that is on the NRBA list they pass all information about the donor to them. That’s how I came in contact with them originally. They contact the donor with a powerful argument for belonging to their group and for donating blood and money. It’s a very ‘life and death’ sales pitch for those with rare types. They now have over 800,000 registrants world-wide. In fact, most blood banks, as a matter of practice, now automatically send all blood on the list to their regional NRBA bank. The ‘list’ includes the negatives of all blood types, so they have control of over 16 percent of the total blood supply. Their revenues exceed a billion dollars annually.” He paused for a minute. “Getting back to your question, no, I don’t see it as illegal. If anything, I see it as obtaining information I have every right to see. You can look at it as a research project if that will make you more comfortable. Another thing, I can’t help thinking that an organization with the kind of power they have could pose a potential threat to our national security. You know, Mark, the people I contacted at the Defense Department knew exactly why I asked them to recommend someone. I’m sure that they wouldn’t have given me your name if they thought I was going to ask you to work on something illegal. They know all about this. I spelled it out in detail for them.”

Thurston was a shrewd negotiator. You couldn’t be as successful as he was without knowing when the scales were tipping in his favor.

It’s starting to make sense, but something’s still not right. It can’t be that simple. There’s got to be more to it, something that isn’t apparent right now.

“I hear what you’re saying, Mister Thurston, but what my former employer considers ‘legal’ and what civilian courts consider ‘legal’ are often miles apart. The DD is not here to protect me now.”

Thurston had, however, hit a responsive nerve, and Mark was slowly coming around. He continued, “The NRBA built firewalls and uses some fancy encryptions. I don’t mind admitting that we already tried to get this information. I set up a special team reporting directly to me that worked on it for two months. I have some of the top software specialists in the country, Mark, but they came up empty. I hear that you are one of the best, that you have ways to get around all that stuff, or at least you know who to go to if you need to.” He hesitated for a moment before continuing. “All I need is the raw data. My team will extract the details I need. I don’t care how you do it, as long as you get it done. I’m counting on you.”

Mark still wasn’t totally sold on the assignment. Thurston could surely see that in his eyes and expression.

“Do you really understand where I’m coming from?” He didn’t wait for the answer. He cut right to the chase. “Mark, do you think you’re up to handling this assignment?”

The moment of truth had arrived. There was a lot to consider. Mark had certainly worked on stranger projects than this. Still, there were so many variables. It was not unusual for his clients to have hidden agendas, but then again, working on a case for Peter Thurston would be good for his business. It could generate a lot of assignments. “Yes sir, I am, and I’m quite confident that I can get you what you need.” He pulled out his calendar to check for any openings. “In fact, I can move a few things around on my schedule so that I can start on it next Monday.” Thurston looked relieved. He sat back in his chair and waited for Mark to finish.

Now it was Mark’s time to do his stuff. “First, I’d like to take a minute or two to go over my fees. My rate is one hundred twenty-five dollars an hour plus expenses. The minimum for the job is thirty thousand dollars with ten thousand as a retainer. Any sub-contracting costs will be billed at my hourly fee. I invoice on the first of each month, due upon receipt. Within ten days of the completion of the project I will issue a final report. At your request, I will not retain any record of my specific findings or of my direct dealings with you personally. I will invoice for consulting fees only.” He stopped for a moment to see if the fees made any noticeable impression. Thurston took it all in stride, not even taking notes. Mark continued, “As a practice, I do not require a written contract. A verbal agreement and a handshake works for me. Well, that’s about it. Do we have a deal?”

Thurston rose from his chair and walked around the desk to hand Mark another file and to shake hands. “We do, Mark! Everything you need to know is in this file. You will also find an expense retainer for fifteen thousand dollars. I’m confident you won’t let me down.” Suddenly his tone changed, “I prefer that this be our only face-to-face meeting. If you need any additional information, you will contact my secretary, Mrs. Barth. Her private number is in the file. I want you to direct all invoices and your reports to her as well at the address shown in the file.”

Mrs. Barth! So Miss “Prim and Proper” finally has a name.

“If that’s all,” Thurston concluded, “thanks for coming in. I look forward to receiving the information soon.”

With that, they shook hands again. Then he put his hand on Mark’s shoulder and escorted him to the elevator. He stood quietly as the doors closed. Thurston smiled as he returned to his office. He picked up his phone and signaled for his secretary.

“Mrs. Barth, get me Prentiss at Defense.” Moments later, he was connected. “Matthews just left, he is on board.”

He listened for a few minutes and hung up the phone.

* * *

Dennis Peterson, Special Agent in Charge of the FBI office in Cleveland, received a call from Marlin Prentiss at the Department of Defense informing him that the investigation of the NRBA had advanced to phase two. He was not used to these end-around operations, preferring to control such investigations solely with his own agents, but Justice was the guiding hand in this, so he had had no choice but to cooperate to the fullest by assigning his top technician, Susan Harrigan to the case. Mark Matthews was just an added factor in the equation. He returned the handset to its cradle and said quietly to himself, “I sure hope to God this works.”

* * *

Susan Harrigan was in her early thirties. She graduated from the University of Missouri, Columbia with an MBA in Computer Science. Her thesis was titled “Contemporary Data Base Theory and Design.” Her unique talent for coding created quite a stir in the scientific community and attracted many job offers, including one from the Defense Department. She joined the “Hide & Seek” team at the Pentagon as a Computer Science Specialist. By the time she left the team, she had grown technically and had made major contributions to the team. Her development of “LEECH”, alone, would have been worth multi-millions in the private sector. For the Pentagon, it meant getting access to computer records that they needed to shut down scores of illegal operations here and abroad. Her software and technical know-how made her an extremely valuable commodity in the cyber world.

Susan’s parents passed away when she was a teenager, so when the administration changed in Washington she joined an associate in San Diego doing software consulting. That ended abruptly after two years, She moved back east to Hudson, Ohio to open a software consulting business, serving mid-sized companies in the Cleveland area. She also did programming for several Ohio State departments, edited two technical journals and even occasionally taught undergraduate classes at Ohio University in Zanesville. She had everything going for her. Her plate was full, but her life was about to take a perilous twist.

* * *

Mark left the building and set off for his office. The feeling of dread reappeared. What on earth is the problem? I have a very lucrative assignment with a client that could be a major revenue producer in the future. What could possibly go wrong?






CHAPTER 3

Mark returned to his office around two. He occupied two thousand square feet at the Copperthwaite Square office complex on Main Street in downtown Centerville, Ohio. His office was at the end of a long hall adjacent to the emergency exit. “MARK MATTHEWS” was in gold letters on the smoked glass. He had deliberately left “Private Investigator” off the glass to deter any unwanted visitors. Anyone visiting Mark there was already well screened. His office was divided into two sections separated by a six-paneled door. The first section acted as a reception area and an office for his part-time secretary, Brenda. It uses about a third of the total space and holds a secretarial desk and chair, as well as three waiting chairs. His area was tastefully decorated by Office Depot, including an oversized desk, a high-backed executive chair and two side chairs. Part of the back wall has a large floor to ceiling window. On the left wall hangs a copy of his P.I. License, proudly displayed in a thick gold frame. On the opposite wall hangs his Masters in Criminology diploma from Indiana State University, with matching frame. Mark kept his undergraduate diploma from the University of Dayton at his home. He needed something to decorate his basement office. His dad was very proud of it, since he taught at the school, so Mark really kept it at home for him. A wooden credenza behind his desk held a fax machine, a Canon printer, a telephone console with a message machine and a photo of his parents.

He sat at his desk for a minute to reflect on the stark difference between his office and that of Peter Thurston. Not wanting to get too depressed, he turned to the stack of letters that Brenda had left for his signature, finishing them in five minutes. His desk surface held a Gateway Laptop that Brenda shared for correspondence and billing when he’s away from the office. Mark also had a large desk blotter that belonged to his father, and an “IN” and an “OUT” box. That’s all, nothing fancy. He didn’t spend a lot of time there, preferring to use his home office whenever he was doing serious computer work; mostly for the privacy and more comfortable surroundings. It was also quieter there, so he can think better (over the sounds of a favorite CD). He could have a brew or two if so inclined, which invariably happened.

Mark didn’t usually spend much time prepping Brenda to set up a client file. Normally it was so routine that he only had to note a few specifics on a pad and leave it for her. She always knew what to do from there. Peter Thurston’s insistence on anonymity and special reporting procedures was already causing Mark to modify the way he did business. He left a message on Brenda’s answering machine to set up Thurston’s records in the computer program when she came in to do the monthly invoicing. He carefully laid out the specifics for her to follow. He checked the answering machine and was glad to find only three messages. They were all from telemarketers. Erasing them was always a pleasure. He was anxious to return home and make a pass at the NRBA system on his home computer. If it was as tough to crack as Thurston had led him to believe, it promised to be an exceptional challenge.

His “home computer” was a small collection of hardware in his father’s basement. Mark’s dad left him the house when he passed on, and although the study was larger and on the main floor, Mark decided to leave the books and personal things intact for the time being. He used some of the money left to him to purchase a new laptop, a printer, an updated encryption machine, a “Road Runner” connection and a few other gadgets. What Mark liked most about living in Centerville was the easy access to his office complex, stores and the residential areas. Everything that he needed was within a ten to fifteen minute drive. Within between twenty minutes and two hours he could be in Dayton, Cincinnati or Columbus. His house was located on a cul-de-sac, set on a one acre heavily treed plot. It was built in the early 70‘s. The location was ideal, especially to operate a business like his. It took a little bit of cajoling, mostly on his father’s part, to get the city to allow Mark to operate a quasi-business in the house. The zoning was strictly for residential use. The selling point was that Mark would not, as a normal practice, have clients visiting there. As it turned out, he never had to. Since his business office was also in Centerville, there was no town Income Tax conflict.

Mark left the car in the driveway, got the mail from the box and scanned it for anything that might be important. He entered the house through the side door, stopping only to disarm the alarm, drop the mail on the kitchen table, grab two bottles of Miller Genuine Draft from the fridge and head on down the stairs to his office. He had no specific plan in mind. He was in the fact-finding mode. This was the way he usually approached a new assignment.

The computer/internet is vital to the work of a private investigator. Locating people, job candidates, tenant screening and competitive intelligence and prepping for legal cases are just a few of the many reasons a PI needs a good computer network. It’s not just about having a lot of expensive hardware or software. There’s an old saying that goes, “It isn’t the size that counts, it’s how you use it.” This certainly applies to computer configurations.

He keyed in “National Rare Blood Association” and got thirty-seven matches. He spent the next hour wading through their web site, which included a plethora of self-serving references to the organization and the contribution they made to the world, including speeches by Dr. Elliott Gorton, one of the original founders of the Association. Mark made several attempts with encryption equipment to enter their corporate computer system. The result was either a “NO MATCH” or “PASSWORD REQUIRED.” Normally he would spend more time and try more approaches, but realized that he would just be going down the same road that Thurston’s system’s guys must have taken, with the same inevitable results. What he needed to do was to get past the firewalls and into the systems that are an integral part of their day-to-day operations.

The NRBA was not using a basic “package,” as far as he could discern. Access to their computer files, other than from in-house, was logically limited to participating Blood Banks making a specific inquiry or reporting blood donation transactions. These entries would be strictly controlled, requiring the use of appropriate passwords. It was obviously a “members only” operation, and he wasn’t welcome.

Mark’s expertise was in finding things, mostly people and money. He used public records in his work. The key being the knowledge, acquired over time, of what was out there and how to access the information. When the situation required it, he used some of the software acquired during his stint in Washington. His new Marshall-Mason D-777 encryption machine gave him access to places where he was not always supposed to be. He was not an expert in this area at all. Those who are devote their lives almost exclusively to the science, either in building unbreakable codes or in penetrating someone else’s, sometimes both. Mark spent another half hour trying different schemes to get into their system. He finally realized that he was just spinning his wheels. What he needed now was a level of expertise much greater than his, and he knew just where to turn to get it. He knew only one person who could navigate this slippery slope. A person who had created software that can penetrate the most elaborate firewalls ever designed. He did not have a “bat phone” to use at times like this, but he did have the closest thing to it; a cell phone that conveniently had Susan Harrigan’s number stored as number one in its memory.

*

Susan was one of Mark’s teammates at the Pentagon. She specialized in Computer Science and excelled in creating software that acted as an “open sesame” to otherwise inaccessible files. Sue and Mark had talked on the phone once or twice a year since she moved back east from San Diego. He pressed the button. It rang three times.

“Mark?”

“Irish!” It was his pet name for Susan.

“When was the last time I heard from you, about six months ago?”

“Has it been that long?”

“It certainly has. So what have you been up to, big guy?”

“The usual. I’m busy building up a pretty comfortable pre-employment screening business. Most companies are being extremely cautious about hiring nowadays, and from some of the things I’ve uncovered, they‘ve got good reasons to be. How are things up there in Hudson, or do you simply refer to it as “God’s country?”

“Kind of slow right now. I just finished setting up a program for the Ohio State Police that speeds up checks for prior drug arrests. It scans the files of all 50 states in about fifty minutes. So far, drug arrests are up over 22%.” She stopped for a second. “Am I right in guessing that you called because you need my help with something?”

“Right you are, and it will probably be the greatest technological challenge you have ever faced in your life.”

“Boy, you sure do know how to sweet talk a girl.”

“I‘m serious. You will really love this one. I can’t talk about it over the phone, Sue. What are the chances of meeting you somewhere between here and there? Do you remember when we attended that seminar in Mansfield, the one we attended at the Conference Center there?”

“That rings a bell. I’m sure I can find it.”

“Well there’s a Denny’s across from where the classes were held. I think we had lunch there one of the days. They have a dining area in the back of the restaurant where groups sometimes hold meetings. We can have complete privacy there. We could grab a bite to eat and I’ll show you the problem. I think you’ll be completely fascinated by it. What do you say?”

“I’ve got to admit you’ve got me curious. Am I right in thinking that you’re looking at this weekend? That’s the soonest I can make it.”

“That would be great. Say about eleven on Saturday morning. I’ll meet you inside the restaurant.”

“You got a date,” she replied.

“You won’t have any problem finding it. It’s right there on North Lexington. I’ll see you then.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing you again.”

Mark looked at the phone for a few seconds before hitting the “end” button, sorry that the call was over. It was great to hear her voice again.

Susan was only about a three to four hour drive away. She had been back in the area for almost four years now. He wondered how he let that much time slide by, especially with the history they once had as a couple back in their Washington days. Memories suddenly flooded into his consciousness. He gave way to them.






CHAPTER 4

1997

Chuck Mason was Mark’s buddy and roommate in Washington, D.C. They were into Clinton‘s last term. Chuck was a Computer Science major at college. He was on the “Hide & Seek” team, working closely with the other Computer Science member, Susan Harrigan. Colonel Carter held weekly staff briefings with the five of them. It was one of the few times in their work week that they had an opportunity to interact, the Pentagon being a lot bigger than it looks from the outside. Mark was attracted to Susan, but she seemed a bit stand-offish. It wasn’t until the sixth month on the job that he had a real opportunity to socialize with her. She and Chuck were working together on a project that required long hours. One night, Chuck called Mark from a pub around the corner from their apartment. He accepted the invitation to join them for a late dinner and a few drinks. It had been a particularly long day for him, and he had completely forgotten about eating. Chuck was engaged to a Virginia socialite, so Mark knew that he did not have a romantic interest in Susan, so he wouldn’t be getting in the way of anything going on between the two of them.

Thanks to the ambiance of the pub and the time of day, he began to see Susan in a new light. She was not only a real knockout physically, but she also had a very bubbly personality that she apparently made a point of putting on hold during work hours. At the weekly staff meetings she was always very businesslike, sometimes almost gruff. Chuck seemed to pick up on Mark’s change of heart. Near the end of the meal he suddenly remembered that he needed to call his fiancé. He hurried through his meal, tossed some money on the table and excused himself. Susan and Mark both saw through his charade, but neither seemed to mind too much. They finished their meals and ordered after-dinner drinks. Nothing happened between them right away. They saw each other for dinner a few times during the next three weeks. They were both very busy on new projects that did not allow much time for social activities or dating.

That all changed one Wednesday, when Mark asked Susan if she would like to go away for a weekend. It turned out that Chuck had a friend with a Bed & Breakfast in nearby Virginia that was located on a beach. They had a cancellation and had offered it free of charge to Chuck. He was going to be busy that weekend, and immediately thought about the two of them. When Mark invited her, Susan was excited about the idea and even volunteered that it was probably time for them to elevate their relationship to the next level. With that encouragement, Mark told Chuck to make the arrangements for them.

Bye the Sea was a new B & B. The couple who owned it built it on a small piece of oceanfront that was left to them in her father’s will. Art Benning, a retired New York City cop, and his wife Joan, a retired New York City school teacher, were the proud owners. Together, their retirement income was more than enough to live on. That meant that they could use their savings to build and operate Bye the Sea the way they wanted to, without being restricted by the bottom line. If they broke even that would be fine with them, because they had a roof over their heads and were doing what they had long dreamed of doing. The amenities they offered went beyond the meals and a room so customary at B & B’s. They included king sized beds, bathrooms in every room, a large communal hot tub, both breakfast and dinner and free tickets for sightseeing boats. They had a very loyal following. Their rooms were booked for the entire season, which they sometimes extended when the weather was favorable. Mark and Susan were indeed fortunate that a room had opened up, not to mention that the whole weekend was free. They arrived around seven on Friday night. The ride there was scenic and the weather couldn’t have been any nicer. The sun was just going down when they arrived at the inn. The room that Art had reserved for them was his best. It had an unobstructed view of the ocean and a private patio with lounge chairs. It was sure good to have friends who had good friends. Art showed them to the room and told them that dinner would be served in about twenty minutes. They unpacked quickly and showed up at the dinner table just as Joan was bringing in a roast. Art walked around the table and poured a Merlot into the glasses of the twenty guests. Joan returned to the kitchen several times to pick up three bowls of vegetables and several loaves of warm, sliced sourdough bread. Everyone introduced themselves and clinked their glasses to the “here’s to a great weekend” toast. Both the food and the company were superb. Dinner was topped off with homemade apple pie topped with a scoop of vanilla ice cream.

In spite of the great food and delicious wine, Mark started to lose his concentration about halfway through the meal. His mind was racing ahead to how the night would probably end. The thought of the “next level” excited him. The Bennings had seated the couples across from each other at the table. Every time he looked at Susan she smiled back. He could see a special look in her eyes, or at least that’s what he thought he was seeing. He wondered how he could ever make it up to Chuck for making this weekend possible. He owed him big time.

They left the dining room soon after dessert was served, passing through the French doors onto the beach. It was a beautiful star-studded night. The full moon cast a romantic glow over the beach. The whitecaps glistened on the sand, ebbing and flowing to the rhythm of their short lifespan.

“It’s such a beautiful night, Mark. I’m so glad we were invited here.”

“It is really beautiful, isn’t it?”

They walked hand-in-hand for a few minutes, then stopped as they reached the shoreline. Mark turned to look at her standing there at the water’s edge. He thought how the most skilled of photographers could not have posed her any better than Mother Nature was now doing. Her emerald eyes sparkled like gemstones, her shimmering red hair glowed against the backdrop of her white silk blouse. He was at a loss for words for one of the few times in his life. It took a few moments for him to regain his composure.

“I wish you could see yourself through my eyes right now. You are such an incredibly beautiful woman.”

In the moonlight, he saw her soft white skin darken at least one shade. “Thank you for saying that, Mark. You’re looking very handsome tonight, yourself.”

Now his face reddened a bit. He reached out and drew her closer, cupping her face in his hands. As their lips touched, their tongues met and they anxiously explored one another. She tasted sweet at first, but after a few moments he could also taste the saltiness of the sea air. How perfect, he thought, sweet and sour…the very essence of life. They stopped to catch their breath and looked at each other. When their eyes met, Mark and Susan knew that the time was right. Hand in hand they headed back to the inn. Within seconds of reaching their room they were all over each other, grabbing, groping and disrobing until they fell together on the bed. Once again their tongues entered into the passion of discovery. He didn’t turn on any lights. The moon’s rays, shining through the skylight, were already casting a romantic glow over their naked bodies, the shadows playfully highlighting the natural peaks and valleys. Her sensual kisses and the feel of her body under him pushed him to his limit. He wanted to be slow and gentle, but he couldn’t wait another minute. He penetrated her more quickly and forcefully than he had intended. She moaned softly as he entered her, but he could feel her body meeting his, pulsating with the rhythm of his strokes. She wanted his love as much as he wanted hers. Her legs wrapped around his waist as the rhythmic motion of their lovemaking continued. They both climaxed within seconds of each other and fell, exhausted.

After a few minutes she whispered softly in his ear, “I hope you won’t think me rash, but I think I’m falling in love with you, Mark.” She waited for his response.

“Not at all. I’ve got the same feelings, Sue. I can honestly say that I’ve never felt quite this way about anyone before.”

“I feel all tingly inside. It’s such a wonderful feeling.”

She turned her face away, and he saw that she was wiping tears from her eyes.

“Then, why are you crying? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m crying because I’m so happy. I never imagined making love with someone could be so beautiful. I feel so alive inside.”

Mark cradled her head on his shoulder and kissed her ear. He knew exactly what she meant, but surely could not have expressed it quite that well.

They showered together, giving each the chance to explore parts of the other’s body that had been overlooked during the lovemaking. He saw her as his Venus de Milo, his favorite work of art, to be loved and cherished. After they dried each other off, they returned to the bed thoroughly exhausted and drifted off to sleep, locked in each other’s arms.

Mark woke up first. The bright sunlight had replaced the moonlight of a few hours earlier. He slipped on a robe and walked over to the window. It looked like a great day was dawning. He turned to look at her naked body, his eyes moving to her breasts and stopping. As he stood there admiring her, Susan opened her eyes. She could tell where he was looking. She raised herself up on the pillows and cupped her hands under her breasts, raising them up for him to see them better. “Which one do you like the best?” She slithered playfully back and forth, sort of taunting him. She reminded him of Cat Woman; so kittenish. He would have never imagined Susan to be so sexually playful. Of course, he had no complaints! He walked over to the bed. “I’m going to have my hands full making this decision,” he quipped, as he replaced her hands with his. There would, however, be no decision making at this time. Another part of Mark’s anatomy was about to interrupt, and it was being very insistent. They joined together very tenderly. This time, since both knew how it would end, they were in no hurry to get there. The pleasurable feelings along the way would be savored this time. Minutes passed as the tension of their passion heightened. Once again, they reached the climax within seconds of each other. As the feelings began to recede in his body, Mark raised himself to his elbows and looked down at her. Sue’s breasts were glistening orbs; drenched both from his saliva and the sweat of their passion. “I’m afraid I just can’t make any decision right now. Would it be all right if I came back to judge them another time?”

“You’re welcome to check on them any time you want. It’s a lifetime offer,” she replied with a smile. “I want you to be sure, so take your time deciding. There is absolutely no need to rush to judgment. I want you to be absolutely sure.”

*

It should be no surprise that they were the last guests to show up for breakfast. Joan offered fresh eggs, any style. She had hotplates set out with bacon, sausages and French Toast, with an assortment of sweet rolls, jams and jellies also set out. This place was going to be Mark’s Denny’s for the weekend.

*

Saturday and part of Sunday were spent walking the beach a lot, kissing a lot and returning to their room to make love every way they knew how and a few they just stumbled upon. He had never known anyone like Susan. He couldn’t even imagine being lucky enough to find someone like her. Mark was flying high. It was by far the best weekend of his life. He wished that it would never end. But alas, Sunday afternoon they had to say goodbye to the Bennings.

“We had such a wonderful weekend. You both made us feel right at home. You have a really beautiful place here.”

“We’re so happy you liked it. Please say hello to Chuck, and don’t you two be strangers,” Joan answered.

They set out for DC to start a new week. Mark played a few Barry White albums during the drive back. They were both thoroughly exhausted, but in the nicest way, and decided that they would go back to their own apartments to get some much needed sleep before work the next morning.

*

At ten o’clock Monday morning, Colonel Carter summoned Sue and Mark to his office. He motioned for them to sit down. “A certain matter has come to my attention that requires an immediate resolution,” he started. “One of the terms that you both agreed to when you signed on with us was that there would be no fraternization with other members of the team, or with anyone working in a support role.”

Mark looked at Sue. She appeared as stunned as he was. He didn’t recall agreeing to any terms like that. He could understand such a rule, and would have probably agreed to it at the time, but it never occurred to him that anything Sue and he did together might jeopardize their work or put them in a compromising position. They both exhibited a look of surprise. What on earth was he talking about?

“I can tell by the look on both of your faces that you were not aware of this rule. So, I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt on that, however, whatever you are doing together must stop. If you are unwilling to do so, your positions will be terminated immediately.” He stopped talking for a minute, eyeing them both. “I understand that this is something that you will need to discuss together, so I’m willing to give you until nine tomorrow morning. Be back here then. Now get out of here, both of you.”

They both had busy schedules for the rest of the day, so they agreed to meet at Susan’s apartment at seven that night. Mark checked with Chuck to see if he knew about the no-fraternizing rule. He, too, was unaware of any such rule.

Mark wondered how Carter found out about the weekend. Of course, that didn’t really matter right now. He carefully considered his options. They were few. He could cave in and continue what was turning out to be a promising career, or he could give in to his passions and live happily ever after. Of course the latter choice would leave him without a job and possibly without a decent reference to show for his brief period of service to his country. But, on the other hand, he would have Susan, at least for now. But, then again, what if they had a falling out and broke up? There were no guarantees in human relationships. The high divorce rate in the U.S. attests to that. If they did split-up, he would have sacrificed his career for a short period of bliss. Then he thought about how disappointed his father would be. He was so proud of Mark being in Washington working for his beloved country, even if it was for a Democratic administration. Mark also needed to consider if it was fair to ask Susan to give up all that she had worked for. He knew what this assignment meant to her. As the day wore on, Mark mulled over these thoughts. This was going to be the toughest and most painful decision he ever had to make.

*

Mark arrived at her apartment promptly at seven. Sue answered the door in jeans. She had a light turquoise sweater on. He looked into her reddened eyes and saw the turmoil that she was probably seeing in his. They hugged, but she pulled herself away and sat down on an overstuffed chair. She gestured for him to sit on the couch. She was already sending the message that she had made up her mind to end the affair. She just had to verbalize it.

Mark decided to let her off the hook by speaking first, “I’m sensing that you have made your mind up about what we have to do.”

Tears came to her eyes. “Yes, Mark, I have. I spent the whole miserable day trying to find a way out of this. What happened last weekend was the most beautiful experience that I have ever had. I never knew I could have those feelings. But I just can’t give up the successes I have had here in D.C. This job is the dream of a lifetime for me. I don’t want to hurt you, Mark. That’s the last thing in the world I would want to do. I care about you more than I can express, but this just has to end.” Tears were flowing from her eyes. She kept wiping them away, but more kept coming.

He felt so badly that she was hurting, especially since he was the cause. He just wanted to go over and hold her in his arms. He started to get up, but she gestured for him to stay seated. That was probably best under the circumstances.

“Of course it hurts me, but mostly because I came to the same decision. This has been the most beautiful experience in my life, too. I wish there could be another way, but we both know there isn’t.” Mark finally stood up and went over to her. She got up and they embraced for the longest time; for the last time. He kissed her on her cheek, getting a taste of her bittersweet tears, then turned away and left the apartment. As he got into his car he thought to himself, so much for the “lifetime offer.”

*

The next morning they appeared before Colonel Carter and reported their decision. He was pleased that they had made the right decision. “Sometimes the service we are performing for the country requires great personal sacrifices,” he assured them. “What happened is behind us now. It will not be reflected on your records. Continue to do the outstanding work you have been doing so far. I’m very proud of you both for sticking with us. What we‘re doing here is vital to our national security.” Once again, they were dismissed.

*

Over time, the hurt lessened. Sue and Mark saw each other at social functions over the next three years, but they always made sure that other people were present to avoid any question of impropriety. Since leaving Washington, they communicated by phone and e-mail, strictly as good friends. Years later, Mark found out that it was Susan who had tipped-off Colonel Carter. She had considered it a lapse in her personal discipline. Something that she had let go too far.

* * *

2001

Hide & Seek disbanded several weeks after George W. Bush was inaugurated as our forty-third President. The track record of the team over four years was exceptional, an acknowledgement of the value of forming special teams under the auspices of the Defense Department. Of course, in reality, they worked on many diverse projects that would not fall under the umbrella of their “mission.” Most of these came directly from the White House. No one ever questioned the rationale behind these assignments. The objective was always to find solutions, and not look for any justification for the requests. Since “Hide & Seek”’s departure, twenty-three teams formed to work on the Defense Department’s special projects needed to keep America safe.
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