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Programmed for Danger

 


Andrea Kingston is surprised by the cool
reception she receives when she arrives with her team of
troubleshooters to work on Feverill-West’s computer problems. It’s
not the first time she’s dealt with people aggravated by
programming flaws and hardware malfunctions. Nor is she any
stranger to corporate politics and bickering. But normally people
are happy to see her since she promises to fix their technical
issues. The level of hostility she encounters this time is new, as
is the serious nature of the incidents plaguing Feverill-West’s
data processing system.

With the reluctant help of Feverill-West’s
attractive Operations Manager, David Purcell, Andi tackles the
problems, only to discover that at least some of them are
deliberate sabotage. The closer she gets to the source of the
attacks, the more personal and vicious they become. When someone
knocks her out to prevent her learning anything more, Andi realizes
that more than just her professional reputation is on the line.
She’ll have to risk her life to solve the crimes being perpetrated
against the company.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


"If you'll go down this corridor and take the
first right, Mr. Purcell's office will be the third door on your
left." The receptionist stood up and demonstrated the turns with a
pencil to be sure Andrea got it right. "It will say Operations on
the door," the woman added. "He's expecting you."

Andrea Kingston thanked her and traced the
route described. She had no trouble finding the right door. It
stood partly ajar, and a deep voice drifted from within, speaking
to someone else. She peered through the opening. A man sat in the
chair behind the desk, turned away from her, talking into the
telephone. Andrea hesitated, then tapped on the wood panel.

David Purcell swiveled, looked up, saw her,
and waved her to come in and sit in one of the chairs at the side
of the office. "Yes, thanks," he said into the phone. "Are the new
shipping schedules ready?"

Andrea forgot herself for a moment. She stood
in the entrance, staring stupidly. The operations manager of
Feverill-West Graphic and Office Supplies, Inc. was one of the most
arresting men she'd ever seen. She recovered herself with an effort
and took the seat he'd indicated. She continued to study him while
he awaited a reply from the person on the other end of the line. In
his mid- to late twenties, the man had blond hair and gray eyes set
in an angular, strong-boned face. Taken individually, there was
nothing extraordinary about his features—level eyebrows, high
cheekbones, lean, sharp jaw—but the sum of them, mobilized by the
personality they revealed, slammed into her with an almost physical
impact.

She could hardly tear her eyes from his face,
even though he currently wore an expression of controlled, remote
politeness. Nor did she believe it was only her imagination
suggesting that the lines around his mouth seemed to draw tighter
when he looked in her direction.

"Good," he said into the phone again. "You'll
get them to me right away? Thanks." He hung up the phone, caught
her watching him, and silently returned the stare. If anything, his
expression grew even more distant and cool. "Miss Kingston?" he
asked, breaking the stillness. "You're the representative from
Davis Data Development?" His tone suggested that he wouldn't have
believed it possible under normal circumstances.

She drew a deep breath, mentally reminding
herself to keep it together, pulled a business card from her case,
and handed it to him. "Andrea Kingston," she said, echoing the
information on her card. She didn't repeat the assertion that she
was a programmer/systems analyst for Davis Data Development
Corporation. He studied the card, and his level eyebrows, a shade
darker than his hair, rose a fraction.

"I understand you want to redesign parts of
the software package we installed with your computer?" she
asked.

"Yes." He paused. "You're not the person I
talked with before about this."

"That must have been Keith. He's the project
leader for our team."

"Team?"

"We work in groups of two or three. Davis
Data has two installation teams who set up the computers and get
the packaged software running, and three custom programming teams
to make modifications to the code. Keith and I and Lynn Prescott
are one of the customizing teams. We'll be working on your
programming request."

His gray eyes reminded Andrea of the sky on a
November day. "You'll be here for six to eight weeks, Keith
said?"

"If all goes well."

"It hasn't so far," he said bluntly. "I don't
know why it should start now."

"You've had a lot of minor problems with the
new computers, I gather."

"Individually the problems are minor;
collectively they've been a real nuisance." He picked up a pencil
and started making notes on a piece of paper. Whether he was
actually writing anything or just doodling, Andrea couldn't
see.

"We should be able to help you out with some
of those problems."

David Purcell drew a long breath and expelled
it slowly. "I hope so. When do you want to get started?"

"First thing next week," Andrea answered.
"We'll need a place for three people to work, preferably an office
to ourselves, with three terminals networked to the server and
access to a landline phone." She pushed back a lock of dark hair.
The man's intent, frigid stare was beginning to make her nervous.
"Naturally, we'll be available to help with problems as they come
up, but we'd prefer that you make an effort to keep interruptions
to a minimum. We work faster and better without constant
disruptions."

"You don't want much, do you?" he asked,
still marking the paper. "We don't have a lot of extra space here,
but I suppose we could turn the smaller conference room into a
temporary office for you. We haven't used it much in the past few
months."

His phone buzzed and the receptionist
informed him he had another call; he requested that she take a
message. As soon as he'd finished with that and started to speak to
Andrea again, there was a tap at the door followed by the entrance
of a tall, blond woman.

"I've got the invoices from Webber for last
year—" She broke off when she saw Andrea and apologized for
intruding. When the woman turned to leave, David asked her to wait
and then introduced Andrea to Beth Carter, explaining to her why
Andrea was there. Beth's mobile, friendly face lit up with a warm,
excited grin.

"You're going to fix the order-entry system
and get the shipping business straightened out? Oh, wonderful! I'm
so glad you're here."

"Beth is in charge of the accounting
department," David explained. He looked up at the woman, and the
change in his expression left Andrea staring at him again. His eyes
showed no traces of frost when he spoke to Beth. Rather, they
glowed with humor and encouragement, a warmth so strong that Andrea
suspected he could get most people to do anything he wanted purely
by the impact of his presence and personality.

"They're going to need a place to work while
they're here," he told Beth. "I thought we could move a couple of
desks and terminals into the small conference room. Andrea has
promised to fix all those little glitches we've been having,
too."

Andrea turned toward him and saw from the
glance he gave her that the setup was deliberate. "I said that we'd
try to get them all worked out," she specified. "Until I know
exactly what's going on, I don't want to make any promises. All
sorts of things could be causing your problems."

"I'm sure you'll figure it out," Beth said.
"When will you be starting?"

"First thing next week," Andrea told her.

"Good, I'll be seeing more of you then." Beth
handed David the stack of papers she carried. "I'll talk to you
about these later," she said before she left the room.

When she was gone, David turned back to
Andrea, the cool, steely look hardening his eyes again. "You know
what's involved in the changes we want?" he asked.

"Keith went over them in detail with Mr.
Broderick and a couple of other people. I've got the specs with
me."

David nodded and pointed to the computer
screen that sat on an extension at the side of his desk. "Could you
make one small change for me right now? If you could add one thing
to the open-item inquiry screen, it would be a major help."

Some kind of test? Andrea wondered. She
didn't have to prove her competency to him. But she wanted to, so
she said, "Probably. Tell me what you want, and I'll tell you how
easy it would be."

He turned to the computer, and Andrea got up
and moved closer to his desk to peer at the screen. He went into
the inquiry program and entered a customer number, waiting while
the screen showed the information requested. She couldn't help
glancing down at the paper on his desk. Squiggles and small
sketches cavorted there. Elongated or exaggerated numerals with odd
faces and quirky expressions stretched into dancing, prancing
motions across the page.

He pointed to a corner of the display. "Do
you think you could get it to show the date of the last sale to the
customer right up here in this corner somewhere?"

Andrea considered the work involved. Getting
the date would be no problem since it was stored in the customer
file, and there was enough room on the screen. "No sweat," she
said. "If you'll allow me, I'll do it for you right now."

He got up and yielded his chair to her, but
stood right behind, watching as she loaded the program, looked down
the lines of code, found the right area, put in the instructions to
display the date, then saved the program. A few moments later she
was able to run the inquiry again, and the date popped up exactly
as he'd requested.

If she'd hoped to see some of that same
warmth he'd shown Beth, or at least some thawing of the ice, she
was doomed to disappointment. He nodded as she got up and went back
to the other seat. "I hope all our problems can be ironed out so
quickly and easily. We've got enough of them."

"I know you're not happy with the way the
order entry system is set up," Andrea said, "but tell me about
these other glitches and problems you've been mentioning."

The way he rubbed at one temple with long,
lean fingers suggested he was tired or, perhaps more accurately,
fed up. A few fine lines collected at the corners of his eyes, but
his current austere expression made it difficult to believe they
might be the result of laughter. "A lot of different things," he
said. "Odd messages popping up now and then, files
disappearing—nothing we couldn't replace from a backup—but
inconvenient and time-consuming. Little things that just don't seem
to be adding up right."

"Are those things on the change specs?" she
asked.

"I'm sure of them are. Probably not all."

"Would you make a list of all the ones you
can remember? I'll look into it when we come back next week."

He sighed and nodded. "Anything else?"

"I think that covers everything we need to be
ready. Thank you."

He stood and walked around his desk to escort
her to the door. Tall and slim, he moved with an athlete's
controlled grace. The jacket of his gray suit hung on a peg behind
the office door, but he still looked remotely formal in a
light-blue shirt and darker blue tie. As he approached her, the
computer on his desk suddenly emitted a series of beeps, and they
both turned to stare at it.

"What's that blasted thing doing now?" David
moved back toward his desk until he could read the message on the
screen. "What's this?"

Andrea noted the change in his tone and
crossed the office to stand beside him and read the words. A
message box flashed a warning n the middle of his screen:

SYSTEM SHUTDOWN IN FIVE MINUTES

 


"What does that mean?" Andrea wondered aloud.
She moved to the desk chair and sat down. "You mind?" she asked
while she broke out of the program and debated what to do next. The
phone rang while she was running a STATUS command to see who was
connected to the server and what they were doing.

David answered and said, "Yes, she's still
here. She's looking at it now. I don't think she knows what's going
on." He put a hand over the receiver. "Beth wants to know if she
should log off in case the system really does go down," he told
Andrea.

"Yes." She reviewed the procedures the other
connected systems were running. "Have her tell everyone else to get
off also. Someone's doing an invoice batch update. There's not much
we can do about that, I'm afraid, but everyone who can should sign
out."

David relayed the instructions while Andrea
read down the list of what the other computers were doing. Two of
them were logged on at operating-system level; the command to
display that message might have come from either of them. Or it
might not. Another message, warning that four minutes remained,
appeared on the screen. When she checked the status again, several
people had signed off, including one of the two that might have
been responsible for the command. Not that it would matter. They
wouldn't have to stay logged in once the command was issued.

The invoice update was still chugging away.
It was unrealistic, she feared, to hope that it would finish before
the system went down, if indeed it was going to go down.
Interrupting an update like that could leave the files in a
terrible mess and force the company to restore everything from a
backup. People who'd done a lot of work in those files during the
day wouldn't be thrilled to learn it would all have to be
re-entered.

"Can you figure out what's going on?" David
asked.

She raised her hands, palms up, in a helpless
gesture. If the instructions weren't coming from someone on another
computer but from the server itself, then there was another place
to look.

The phone rang again, and David answered
impatiently as Beth came back into the office, wearing worry like a
cloud around her. "Yes," David said. "No, someone is working on it.
I'll let you know."

"Cindy's really concerned about her invoice
update," Beth said. "It'll be a mess if the system shuts down in
the middle of that, won't it?"

Andrea nodded, There were a couple of batch
files running at the system level—files that contained nothing but
lists of instructions for the computer to work on. One of those
might be producing the messages. She reached across David's desk,
grabbed a pencil and pad, and scribbled the names of the files she
saw. A three-minute warning appeared while she was doing that.

The first file she checked was a mislabeled
word processing document. The second contained a list of commands
she read over carefully before concluding they were a batch of
printer controls. Sweat began to form on her temples. The air in
the room grew warm and close. She was all too aware of the other
people in the room, particularly David, and how her per-formance
would be evaluated. She never liked working under intense pressure,
but she'd had practice.

The two-minute notice popped onto the screen
as she instructed the computer to list the contents of the last
batch file. Glancing down the lines, she knew she'd found what she
sought. "Yes," she said aloud. "This is it."

"It is?" Beth asked. "What is it?"

Andrea was getting ready to enter the command
that would halt execution when she read the last few instructions
on the screen. "Heck. Somebody around here has a warped sense of
humor!"

"What are you talking about?" David
asked.

"This." She pointed to the one-minute message
that had just popped up on the screen. Andrea watched it blink.

Beth and David both looked at her. "Can't you
stop it?" Beth asked.

"Yes."

"Well?" David prodded as she continued to sit
back and wait.

"Patience," she suggested. "You'll see in a
minute."

"You're not going to do anything?" David
looked as if he wanted to shoot her.

Andrea shook her head, and the room was
intensely quiet for the next few seconds, until the computer
terminal beeped and displayed the final message, the one she'd seen
in the file:

 


POOF! YOU'RE DEAD!

WASN'T THAT FUN?

APRIL FOOL!

 


"This isn't April Fool's Day; that's not for
another week." Beth sounded bemused, but her voice sharpened as the
import of the message sank in. "You mean this was all a big joke?
The system isn't going to shut itself down?"

"I told you it looked like someone had a
warped sense of humor. The system isn't going to shut down. It was
never intended to."

"This is a joke?" David sounded both furious
and indignant. "That's not my idea of funny at all."

"Mine either," Andrea agreed.

"Can you tell who was responsible?"

Andrea turned back to the terminal, searching
for a file execution log. It wasn't there. "Apparently no one
turned on the file execution log, so, no, there's no way to trace
it. Anyone could have put those instructions in and left them to be
run later. It's not hard to do." A thought occurred to her. "Is
this anything like some of the other issues you've had?"

David and Beth looked at each other. "In a
way, yes," David answered. "We've never had anything quite so
drastic, but there have been occasional odd messages popping up
unexpectedly." He picked up a pencil and tapped it on the edge of
his desk. "Who would have done this?"

"And why?" Beth added.

"To get into the server on the system level,
you have to know the admin password," Andrea said. "How many people
here would know it?"

Beth shrugged. "The two of us. Lane, Mr.
West, senior and junior, Marilyn, a couple of others, I guess. But
why would anyone do something like that? It's a lot of trouble to
go to for a joke—and not a very good joke at that. I don't get
it."

David and Andrea offered her only blank
looks. David slammed the pencil against the top of the desk. "Is
there any way you can keep this from happening again?" he asked
Andrea.

She thought about what they could do. "We
could tighten your security system, install another password level
if needed. I can't do it for you right now—it takes too much
time—but we can do it next week. In the meantime I think I'd change
the admin password to the server, and be very careful not to let
anyone know it who doesn't have a good reason to need it."

"I'll take care of that," Beth offered,
standing up and heading for the door. She stopped as she left. "Is
it safe for people to log back on?"

"I don't see why not," Andrea said. She rose
from David's desk chair and came around to collect her briefcase
while he settled back into his usual seat.

David rubbed the back of his neck, as though
the muscles there ached. Andrea felt some of the same tension
cramping her own shoulders and back. "Thank you for your help," he
said, meeting her eyes squarely, a bare hint of friendliness
softening the hardness of his. "These machines have caused us an
awful lot of trouble." He held her gaze again while some conflict
moved behind his expression. "It's probably only fair to tell you
that the choice of this system wasn't my decision."

"You weren't in favor of upgrading?" That
surprised her. He seemed too sharp and alive to be the sort who'd
prefer to stay mired in traditional, inefficient ways of doing
business.

A grin broke through to the surface of his
face, though it remained only briefly. "I pushed for an upgrade.
The old machines were too slow and couldn't handle the volume of
work. But I was thinking in terms of a different manufacturer, a
somewhat bigger outfit."

She nodded. "You were outvoted?"

"Jim West, old Mr. West's son, wanted your
computers and software. He convinced everyone that it would do the
job for us better than anything else could."

"You're not a believer," Andrea stated.

David stabbed down onto his blotter with the
pencil a couple of times, poking holes in some of his squiggly
doodles. "I haven't seen anything to change my mind yet."

"Then we'll have to make a point of working
on convincing you," she said. She picked up her briefcase and
started for the door. "We'll be here the first of next week."

He stood and moved quickly and gracefully to
catch up before she got out of the office. His eyes remained cool
and controlled, though not quite so remote, when he offered her his
hand. She took it, letting his fingers enclose hers with a grip
that was warm and firm, with a suggestion of strength held in
check. He withdrew it shortly, but she seemed to feel the
impression of his clasp for a good while after she'd left his
office and the building. The image of his face and personality
remained implanted on her awareness for an even longer time.



 



Chapter Two

 


Andrea left home early the next Monday to
ensure she would arrive at Feverill-West before the others. She got
to the building by a few minutes past eight. David Purcell was
already there. He greeted her arrival with the same remote
neutrality that had marked their previous interview.

Yet, just seeing him again had a peculiar
effect on her. She could almost feel the force of his presence and
personality as a physical fact. He created an image that kept
pressing itself into her brain, an aura that pervaded the room. A
man with his charisma should be in a more public field, like
politics, she decided, and she couldn't imagine how he could
possibly have lost any disagree-ment, even one over which computer
system to buy.

He led her to the conference room that would
serve as a temporary office for her, her boss, Keith Sigorik, and
the third member of their team, Lynn Prescott, while they worked on
the programming changes. Three desks with chairs had been moved
into the room; a computer and telephone sat on each.

Andrea thanked David, saying that it looked
as though they would have everything they needed. Keith arrived as
David was heading for the door, so Andrea introduced them, noting
as she did that David offered him no more warmth than he'd accorded
to her. David started to leave again, then stopped. "Lane Broderick
said he'd come by in a little while to see you. He had some
concerns he wanted to discuss."

Keith nodded and David left.

"Concerns?" Andrea said. "Long odds that his
concerns have to do with what happened the other day when I was
here."

"That joker's message?"

"Right."

"You're not still letting that bother you,
are you?" Keith asked. "You did a fine job of showing them you
could have stopped anything disastrous that was about to
happen."

"This time." She took off her coat and
dropped it onto one of the desk chairs. "Suppose I hadn't been
here?"

"Nothing was going to happen, anyway."

"I know, but next time? Keith, there isn't
really any good news."

"Andi, my favorite eternal pessimist, of
course there's good news." Keith looked at her and grinned, setting
the lights twinkling in his blue eyes, giving him the look of a
mischievous little boy. Though he was in his late thirties, the
years sat lightly on him, and even the responsibilities of a wife,
three daughters, and the position as project manager for Davis Data
Development's front-line custom-programming team had not dimmed the
playful animation of his personality. Andrea had been delighted
when she'd been promoted to a position with his group almost two
years ago, and she still found working with him both challenging
and satisfying.

"What is the good news?" she asked.

"Forewarned is forearmed. If somebody wants
to start messing around with our system, then they've got a battle
on their hands. And let's face it, when it comes to war on the
computer turf, we've got all the heavy artillery. We'll blast 'em
right out of the water."

Keith's exuberant metaphors got away from him
occasionally, but his faith in his own and his team's ability
provided a necessary counterbalance to Andrea's tendency to fret
about details. Watching him over the years, she'd learned that his
confidence reflected not cockiness, but a shrewd ability to assess
any big picture quickly, adding up pluses and minuses by a process
of agile mental arithmetic that rarely missed the mark.

"We need to activate a more detailed system
log," Andrea suggested.

Keith nodded agreement. "Right. I think
that's our number-one priority. And a monitor on any jobs queued up
for later processing. Get it to broadcast a start message back to
one of our computers and create a record of what's executing and
where it came from."

"Okay." Andrea pulled her favorite mechanical
pencil out of her briefcase and started twirling it between her
fingers.

Keith watched her, then rolled his eyes.
"Something's still bugging you."

She sighed and nodded. "Several things.
Primarily—Why?"

"Why is someone messing around with the
computer?" He pursed his lips and raised one shoulder in a half
shrug. "What drives most hackers? Novelty value? A case of 'Let's
see what we can make this machine do?' After all, that's really why
we do this job, isn't it? The intoxication of power—the complete
control we have over the universe of the computer. Some people get
carried away when they get access to a corporate system and decide
to see what tricks it will perform. An ego-fueled power trip"
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