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All towns, and places within those towns are imagined. They have been merely created for my own purposes, i.e. to serve the needs of this story.
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I am grateful to Lauren Ridley, Cherryloco Jewellery for allowing me to base the Phoenix logo on her design 

John Holt



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication


[image: ]




Dedicated to my wife, Margaret, 

and my daughter Elizabeth.

For their support and love.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

Ian Charles Duncan
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Ian Charles Duncan was a self-made man, who had worked his way up, from nothing. He was the only grandson of a Scottish immigrant, Angus Duncan, who had arrived at Ellis Island when he was just twenty-two years old. With him were his young wife, Moira, and their three months old son. Full of hope and optimism, they had long planned a new life, in a new land. Soon, however, their dreams were shattered. The so-called Land of Opportunity proved to be barren. The streets were not paved with gold, at least not for them. Angus had never quite been able to realize the American promise, the American dream. He had never made his fortune. He hadn’t even come close. Indeed most of the time he had been unemployed, and penniless. Worse still he would often be deep in debt. He had often resorted to petty crime, at which he was spectacularly unsuccessful. As a consequence he had spent much of his time in prison.

During one such period his wife had died. She had been living in a rundown tenement block on the east side. It was cold, and damp. She developed tuberculosis, and died within a few days. She was only twenty-seven years old. Angus took to drink, and drifted from one dead end job to another. Eventually, when he was almost fifty years old, he had found a small job working in a factory, as a janitor. It wasn’t much, but in view of his record it was certainly the best that he could hope to get. At least it brought in a regular pay check, which paid the bills, and placed food on his table. Slowly he began to settle down into something resembling a normal, albeit lonely, life.

* * *
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At about that same time Ian Duncan’s parents had both been killed in a car crash. A teenager driving a stolen car had emerged from a side street directly in front of their car. They had swerved to avoid it, skidded, and driven straight into a brick wall. The gas tank erupted, and the car had burst into flames. They were trapped, and had died instantly. The teenage driver knew nothing about it. He had continued to drive on completely oblivious, until eventually the police caught up with him on the outskirts of the town. He was sentenced to five years in prison. Three years later he was back on the roads.

Duncan was only fourteen years old when it had happened. He was left with virtually nothing. There had been a small insurance policy, but that was all. The bulk of the money went to pay the funeral expenses, and paying off a number of his father’s outstanding debts. Duncan had then been sent to live with his grandfather Angus, much to his grandfather’s annoyance. He had told Duncan that he wasn’t running a charity for orphans. Funds were tight, money was short, and so he would therefore be expected to help out with the family income and expenses.

“You better pull your weight,” he was told. “In other words don’t expect too much from me, because you won’t get it.”

To all intents and purposes, even at that tender age, Duncan was virtually left to his own devices. Certainly he had a bed in which to sleep, and a roof over his head, for which he was dutifully grateful. However, for everyday living he was expected to make his own way, to fend for himself.

“Get a paper round,” his grandfather had glibly suggested. “Or become a delivery boy.”

* * *
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Fortunately for him, Duncan was, if nothing else, resourceful. He had made his first real money while still at school, from buying all manner of things from his school friends, and then re-selling them. The word friend was, in reality, a poor description, for they were not friends at all. Indeed they were anything but. Duncan would bully them into selling things cheaply. He would then bully them into buying things at a much higher price. In many cases they bought back the same things that they had been persuaded to sell. He never actually did the bullying of course. He wasn’t really built for that kind of thing. He was more brain than brawn. He did the planning, and left the physical part to others far better suited to the task. In this regard he had a small team of assistants, three in total, who were well paid for their services, out of Duncan’s not inconsiderable income.

Now, forty years later, things hadn’t changed a great deal. He still bought things cheaply. He still sold things at a high price. Only the type of merchandise had changed, together with the actual scale of the operation. He still had a small team of bullies, henchmen, who were paid handsomely to do his dirty work for him. A little persuasion somewhere if it were needed. Maybe undertake a little negotiation with a difficult contact somewhere else. Perhaps arrange for a little insurance for that special item.

In recent times Duncan had added another little service. If required he could always arrange for a small loan to be made available, at very competitive rates.

* * *
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Ian Charles Duncan was seated in his large plush office, located on the nineteenth floor of the central building in The Warren Center. On the dark mahogany desk in front of him were a number of neatly stacked files and papers. On the right hand corner of the desk was a silver picture frame. The faded photograph showed a young couple and a child on a beach. Close by was a large dark blue, leather bound diary. It was lying open, the blue marker ribbon draped neatly across the page. The entry for the day simply read “4.00 pm, Frank Reynolds and John Mackenzie.” It was underlined in red. Underneath was written a second entry “8.00 pm, Veterans Hall, John Mackenzie.”

Duncan’s huge leather swivel chair was turned away from the desk, and he was facing toward the window. He was slightly hunched forward in his chair, staring down to the street level below. He had been there for a little over ten minutes. Suddenly he sat back, and swung his chair around violently. He was beginning to get impatient. He was beginning to get angry. 

He looked over at the wall clock. It was just after four thirty-five. He turned his chair into the desk. He began drumming his fingers hard on the desktop. The drumming gradually became faster and faster; gradually getting louder and louder. He reached across the desk and pressed the intercom button. It was answered instantly.

“Are they here yet Jackson?” he asked.

“Not yet, I’m afraid, sir,” came the nervous reply. “I’ll call you as soon as they arrive, sir.” The line went silent.

Duncan flipped the off switch. He hit the desk hard with his fists, and stood up, pushing the chair backwards, into the wall. He started to pace the floor. As he did so, he continually flexed, and un-flexed his fingers, cracking the joints.

“Where are they,” he shouted.

He suddenly stopped pacing. Take it easy, Duncan, just calm down, there’s no point giving yourself a coronary. They’re just not worth it. He looked at the clock once again, and sat back down. How could he remain calm? There was just too much at stake. Tonight was far too important. He began drumming his fingers once again. Once more he looked towards the clock.

Duncan was expecting two men, two very important men. Sure, they were important, Duncan had to admit that. They were extremely important. No question about it. But they weren’t that important that they could keep him waiting. He raised his fist and hit the desk once again. He lashed out and sent the neat pile of papers crashing to the floor. The vibration caused a number of pencils to topple from the desk tidy. They slowly rolled along the desk, and then dropped over the edge to the floor below.

“Who do they think they are?” he asked nobody in particular. “Who do they think they are dealing with?”

He stood up and walked to the door. He placed his hand on the handle and started to turn it slowly. The door opened slightly. Instantly he changed his mind. He slammed the door closed, and quickly returned to his desk. He looked at the clock yet again. I built them up. I’ll tear them back down again if I have to. Without me they were nothing. Without me they’ll be nothing once again.

There was a tap on the door. Then it slowly opened, and a young man entered into the room. He shuffled from one side to the other. He coughed once or twice, clearing his throat. “Did you want something, sir?” he asked. He suddenly noticed the papers lying on the floor. He walked over to the desk, bent down, and began to pick them up.

Duncan looked up, and glared. “Leave them, and get out,” he screamed angrily. “Get out.” He picked up the paperweight and prepared to throw it. It slipped from his hand, hit the desk and rolled on to the floor. The young man did not need to be told twice. He dropped the papers back on to the floor, and hurriedly left the office, carefully closing the door behind him.

Did I want something? Of course he wanted something. He wanted those two men. And he wanted them here, in his office, now.

Duncan was not good in this kind of situation. He didn’t like to be kept waiting. He didn’t know what to do about it. It grieved him to admit that there was actually nothing he could do about it. It was completely beyond his control. He didn’t like that either. He wasn’t used to it. And that hurt. That hurt badly. He felt strangely vulnerable, insecure. He needed to be in control. He couldn’t handle any situation that he did not control absolutely.

But there was something that he could do, some action that he could take. Not right at that moment, he knew that. He would have to wait a little while. Not too long perhaps, then he would be able to do something. Everything came to those that wait.

Just bide your time, Duncan. Then he would strike, when the time was right. “I can bring them back down again, if necessary,” he said quietly. “I can destroy both of them.” 

It all came back to the one thing, control. That was the key, the major consideration. He looked at the clock once again. It did nothing except to remind him of how late they were. To remind him of how long they were keeping him waiting.

* * *
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Duncan looked at the note pad lying open in front of him. He flipped over the page, and started to doodle. “P O W E R” he wrote across the middle of the page, in large flowing capital letters. He then underlined the letters several times. Next he wrote down two names, “Governor Frank Reynolds; Senator John Mackenzie.” He then struck a thick line through the middle of each name.

Certainly he would dispense with them whenever they were of no further use. “As easy as that,” as he struck another line through the names. “Eliminated, wiped out, obliterated, gone, no more, destroyed.” As he said each word, he struck another line through the names. “Removed, cancelled, erased, deleted.”

More lines went through the names cutting deep into the page, and the sheet below. “Dead.” Another line was etched across the words. He continued to stare at the paper in front of him. Then just above the word POWER he added the word ABSOLUTE.

He stopped for a moment. What was that saying, he asked himself, the one about power? How did it go? It was something about greed? No, not greed, it was something about corruption. 

A few moments went by. “I remember,” he announced. He started to write it down as he spoke. “Power corrupts.” How true that was. “Power corrupts,” he repeated. “And Absolute Power corrupts absolutely.” That was it. He read it through once again. My sentiments exactly, he murmured, and then he started to laugh. Then he abruptly stopped, and angrily tore the sheet from the pad. He tore the sheet into several pieces and threw them towards the paper bin. He missed the target, and the shreds fell to the floor.

He looked back at the clock. Where were they? No matter what he thought, he knew that for the time being he needed those two men. Just for the time being he had no choice. He didn’t like that either, but once again there was nothing he could do about it. Not right then.

* * *
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Duncan Enterprises Incorporated was located at the Warren Center, in the middle of the town. This was also home to Duncan Construction; Duncan Services; Duncan Imports; Duncan Exports; and a handful or so other companies owned and managed solely by Ian Charles Duncan. Companies involved with transportation, construction, financial services, and trade amongst their major activities. Also in the building were a number of other smaller companies in which, although Duncan did not have control, he did have a large stake. One such company was Latimer Holdings, a small real estate business.

The Warren Center was actually part of a small development that included a number of residential apartments, and offices, together with a small shopping mall. The main section, the so-called Tower, was a modern concrete and glass structure that had been built fifteen years ago. Apart from one or two slightly curved embellishments, provided in the name of so-called style, it was nothing more than a plain box, twenty stories high. Insignificant maybe as far as normal skyscrapers were concerned. Nonetheless, it was the tallest building in the town. It was something of a local landmark, and could be seen for several miles around the town. Everyone knew the Warren Tower. You couldn’t miss it. 

Apart from the height, however, it had nothing else to recommend it architecturally. Not that it was particularly ugly, because it wasn’t. But it wasn’t particularly beautiful either. In fact it had no redeeming features, none whatsoever. It was just plain, and functional. That was all that mattered according to Duncan. It had to be functional. It had also been economic, and quick and easy to construct. It was not meant to be a work of art. He did not need people admiring it for its grace, and artistic form, analyzing it in terms of its shape and space. It was a place of work that was all. It was a place in which to conduct business and make money, nothing more, and nothing less.

For tax purposes the complex had actually been constructed under the name of Dave Warren Construction. At one time Dave Warren had been Duncan’s business partner. Seven years ago he had been found dead in his office. It was Duncan who had actually found the body. Lying on the desk in front of him was an empty bottle. The bottle had originally contained Tylenol tablets.

Naturally there had been an inquiry. Duncan claimed that his friend’s death had been nothing more than a tragic accident. 

“Certainly Dave had been having dreadful migraines just lately. Too many late nights, I’m afraid. I had told him to take it easy,” Duncan had told the Coroner at the Inquest. “He was taking a lot of tablets. But I’m sure that he never realized how dangerous it was to take too many. He probably never even realized how many he had taken. When you are in such pain maybe you don’t think straight.”

Duncan’s comments were duly noted, and recorded. Ultimately, however, they were rejected by the Inquiry. “Mr. Duncan, the possible effect of exceeding the recommended dose of Tylenol is well known. Furthermore, it is clearly shown on the bottle,” the Coroner responded. “Would you not agree?” he asked Duncan, as he handed the bottle to him.

Duncan looked closely at the bottle. He turned it around, and read the small print on the back. It was there, clearly visible, in black and white. “No more than eight tablets to be taken within a twenty four hour period.” He had to agree that it was plain enough. Duncan also had to agree that it would have been so unlike his partner not to take notice of instructions like that. He was usually so methodical, so cautious. He would check, and double-check, everything. Then he would check again. He never did anything without being absolutely certain. The accidental overdose idea was beginning to look more and more unlikely.

After two days deliberation, the Inquiry had reached a decision. The official verdict was that Mr. Warren had committed suicide while the balance of his mind was disturbed. Apparently he had been falsifying the business accounts. Duncan could not believe it. There was no way that his partner - his friend - could possibly be guilty of embezzlement. It wasn’t in his nature. The thought of anything illegal was quite abhorrent to him. He was the most honest person you could find.

Duncan vowed that he would prove, conclusively, that his partner had not been involved in fraud. He would fight to clear his name. It was the least that he could do. He instigated an independent investigation into the company’s accounts. Duncan himself was most co-operative. Files, documents, everything was placed at the disposal of the investigation team. The Company’s books, the check stubs, bank statements. Nothing was hidden, and nothing was withheld. No matter how trivial.

“As long as we arrive at the truth,” he stipulated. “That was the most important thing, the truth.”

* * *
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After six months, the investigation was completed, and a report issued. The report, which ran into several hundred pages, showed, quite clearly, that all of the allegations were indeed true. Duncan was shocked. Warren had apparently deliberately altered certain figures in the accounts. Large un-authorized sums of money had been withdrawn. There had been dozens of transactions, over a considerable period of time. There was also evidence of insider dealings on the Stock Market. Tax records had been altered. Some records had been deliberately destroyed. The evidence was overwhelming. There was no error. Nonetheless, Duncan still could not believe it. 

Then the actual suicide note was discovered at the back of Warren’s desk. The inquiry was re-convened to consider the new evidence. It was shown that Warren had apparently accumulated huge gambling debts. He knew that he could never re-pay such sums. He was being threatened. He needed money, and he needed it fast. He had no choice. He had to falsify the accounts. The suicide note gave full details of the sums involved, together with relevant dates. Warren was frightened of being discovered, and what that would mean. He could not face the prospect of prison. There was now no doubt. Duncan had to accept it, unpalatable as it was.

“I never knew,” Duncan had said, full of remorse. “Why I never even suspected it.” His colleague and friend was dead, and he hadn’t been able to help him. “Why hadn’t he come to me for help? Why hadn’t he told me that he was in trouble?” he asked. “We could have worked something out I’m sure.”

The Coroners Court concluded that as a result of the impending scandal, Warren had taken his own life. The formal verdict of the original Inquiry remained unchanged. But Marilyn Warren, his widow, believed that she knew differently. Her husband hadn’t falsified any accounts. He hadn’t altered tax records. He hadn’t carried out illegal dealings on the stock exchange. He hadn’t manipulated the pension fund. He hadn’t done any of these things. Embezzlement, he couldn’t even spell the word. He didn’t have the brains for such a thing, she told the Coroner. “He wouldn’t know how to go about it.” 

As the formal decision was read out, she stood up in the Courtroom. “He would never take his own life,” she had shouted out, with contempt. “He was too much of a weakling to do that, too much of a coward.”

The Court Usher tried to calm her, gently placing an arm around her shoulder, leading her slowly towards the door. She lashed out at the Usher, and pulled away. She looked over to where Duncan was seated. Duncan looked up, and smiled. She glared back, contemptuously. “Besides he wouldn’t do anything without Duncan’s say-so, without his permission, without his approval,” she said as she was eventually led from the room.

Her husband had not committed suicide. Of that she had no doubt, no doubt at all. She firmly believed that her husband had actually been murdered. Up until her own untimely death three years afterwards, she always suspected that Duncan knew more about the affair than he was saying, but she could never prove anything.

Duncan was mortified, but he generously made allowances for her. “I’m totally devastated that she could think such a thing of me,” he said. “We used to be so close, the three of us, especially after my wife died.” He brushed a tear from his eye. “Naturally she’s distraught. She must be dreadfully upset, and it’s no wonder. What a terrible time for her. You can understand how she feels can’t you? I mean what a dreadful shock it must have been. She doesn’t know what she is saying.” He looked up, took out a handkerchief, and wiped his eyes. “She doesn’t mean it, I know that. I forgive her.”

* * *
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Chapter 2 

Money, Power and Control.
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Ian Charles Duncan was interested in three things and three things only, money, power and control, although not necessarily in that order. With money he obtained power. With the power came control. Control gave him even more power. More power made more money. And so the interaction was perpetuated. 

Duncan had an aim, a grand plan. A vision if you will. Some might say a mission in life. He wanted more and more power. Whatever it took to get it and whatever it cost, it did not matter. But he wanted much more than just power. He wanted the ultimate in power. He wanted absolute power. He wanted the power to control others who themselves had power. In this connection he had two particular people in mind, two people that he wanted very much to control. Two people who were essential to his plan, his goal. One was the most powerful man in the State, the Governor. The other was the most powerful man in the country, indeed, the most powerful man in the world. No less than the President of the United States himself.

Duncan knew that it would be difficult, if not impossible, to get to know someone after they had become President. What with the Secret Service, advisers, Cabinet Members, White House staff, you had no chance of getting anywhere near them. Not without a good reason that is. 

No, you had to make contact with them before they were elected, before they were so important. That way you had a chance to get to know them, to manipulate them, and to exert your influence over them. Then, once they had actually achieved the position of power, then you could mould them to your way of thinking. 

Certainly it would be difficult, he knew that, but it was not impossible, not if you planned correctly. First, of course, you had to pick on someone who might one day become President. Then you had to ensure that they did, in fact, become President. The first part was not really that difficult, he reasoned. All you had to do was to wait for the main political Parties to nominate their Candidates. You then had long enough, before the election actually took place, to make yourself known to them, and to get to know them. And influence them. And exert your will. Shape them to your thinking, to have control over them, and their actions.

With regard to the second part of the task that was also fairly simple, in relative terms. All you had to do was support all of the front-runners. The only problem was not to let them know that you were also supporting the others. Then, at the right time, after the election was over, and the winner announced, you merely dumped the losers. One of them had to win after all. That much was certain. “Never bother with the also-rans, or the losers,” Duncan would say. 

Duncan had a very simple rule in life. There were only two groups in any race – the winner, and the others. The same rule applied to life itself. There was absolutely no point in coming second. There were no prizes for effort, only for achievements. There was no advantage to be gained by losing. The only bet worth placing was the certainty, where winning was a foregone conclusion. After all, why take chances, what was the point? Gamblers never won anything.

* * *
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Duncan pressed the intercom once again. Still they had not arrived. He started to clench and unclench his fingers. He looked at his watch. It was just after four forty-five. They were three quarters of an hour late. The meeting would be starting in a little over three hours time. This was to be the first in a series of fund raising meetings that Duncan had arranged. Tonight there would be a small gathering of the party faithful, the wealthy party faithful. Of course he knew that they would be preaching to the converted, to those who were already committed supporters. Nonetheless, Duncan had made certain promises, and in return certain donations would be forthcoming. 

There was still so much to go over. What should be said, and the way it should be spoken. Who, of importance, and position, was going to be in the hall later that evening? Who should he seek out? Who should he avoid? This was going to be important. It was far too important to be jeopardized by any possible slip-ups. Nothing must go wrong. It must go just like clockwork. He clicked his finger and thumb together. 

Duncan reached across the desk. He picked up the handset and pressed the intercom button. Without waiting for a response he snapped, “Find them Jackson. Find them and get them here, now.”

He slammed the handset down onto the cradle. It overturned and hit the desk hard. The handset fell, and dangled over the edge of the desk. Duncan glared at the desk for a few moments. He then stood up and started to pace the floor once again.

* * *
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Duncan had met Frank Reynolds just a few short months after he had been elected Governor. Prominent business people had been invited to a luncheon to discuss the future of the State, or at least listen to the Governor’s plans. Duncan had manipulated his way in, managing to get close to the Governor. Any opportunity Duncan would be there to offer advice, or make some suggestion or other. Very soon the Governor grew to trust him. He began to rely on Duncan. He would consult with him before making any major decisions.

It was soon after, that certain information had come into Duncan’s possession, some information about the Governor’s recent past, some very useful information. Duncan filed it away until the right moment presented itself. A few weeks later came the opportunity Duncan was waiting for, an opportunity where he would be able to truly demonstrate his support for the Governor.

* * *
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Reynolds had telephoned Duncan earlier that afternoon. He was in trouble. “I need your help, Ian. Need it badly,” he had said. “Can you come over now, today?”

“Of course I can,” Duncan had replied. It was no trouble at all. He was only too glad to be able to help. “Didn’t I say I’d be there for you? You only had to call. I said that didn’t I?” There was a slight pause. “I’ll be there later this evening, all right?”

Reynolds was bitterly disappointed. “Ian, I need help now. This very moment,” he said. “Couldn’t you get here any sooner?”

Duncan remained silent for a while. He could almost sense the anxiety building. He could hear the labored breathing. Reynolds was becoming desperate. Duncan liked that. It pleased him. “Well I don’t really think I can.”

“You must Ian,” pleaded Reynolds. “Please. You must help me. I’ve no one else to turn to.”

Reynolds was now actually begging. This was going exactly how he had planned. “Frank, Frank,” he called gently. “Leave it with me. I’ll do what I can. I won’t let you down. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Without any further comment Duncan had hung up.

* * *

[image: ]


Reynolds was seated at his desk, slumped to one side. In front of him was a large glass of bourbon. There was a tap on the door, then another. The door opened and in came Jarvis, the Governor’s private secretary. “Mr. Duncan is here,” he announced.

“Show him in,” snapped Reynolds. “Quickly, then get out.”

As he approached the desk, Duncan could see that Reynolds was clearly distressed. The half empty bottle on the desk showed that he had also been drinking heavily.

“What is it Frank?” he asked concerned. He walked quickly to the desk, and sat down in front of Reynolds. “What’s the problem?” he asked. “Why hadn’t I come earlier? I never realized.”

He extended his hand, placing it on Reynolds’ arm. “You should have told me. You look terrible. Are you unwell? Should I call a doctor?”

Reynolds looked up at Duncan. “I’m not ill,” he replied angrily, pulling his arm away. “I don’t need a doctor.” His eyes were sunken and blood shot. His hands were shaking. He bent down, and unlocked the bottom drawer of his desk. He opened the drawer and took out a single sheet of paper. He glanced at the document for a few moments, hesitant, and then handed it the Duncan. “I’m being blackmailed, Ian.”

Duncan took hold of the paper, looking at Reynolds the whole time. “Blackmailed?” Duncan repeated incredulously. “What do you mean?” He then quickly glanced at the sheet of paper. He looked back at Reynolds. He then returned to the paper and read it through. He then read it once again, although much slower this time. When he had finished he laid the paper down on the desk. He then simply asked if the contents were true.

“Of course it’s not true,” Reynolds declared forcibly, glaring at Duncan. “What do you take me for?”

“Is it true?” Duncan asked once again, deliberately and slowly.

Reynolds looked down at the desktop. He closed his eyes, and took several deep breaths. “Yes,” he said almost inaudibly. “It’s true, every word of it.”

“What was that Frank?” Duncan asked. “I didn’t quite hear you. Did you say that it was true?”

Reynolds looked up. “Yes it’s true,” he replied. “Every word of it is true. But there was a good reason. I just wasn’t thinking straight, that’s all. I didn’t know what I was doing. I was just foolish. I don’t know what came over me.”

Duncan put his hand up to stop him. “No excuses Frank. I don’t want to hear. I’m really not that interested. It’s embarrassing, and it’s certainly not helpful.”

Duncan stood up, and walked over to the corner of the room, and poured himself a whiskey. He turned and looked at Reynolds. He was still slumped in the chair, with his head down. Duncan drained his glass. Then he looked away, and re-filled his glass. “Have you paid any money over so far Frank?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Reynolds, slightly above a whisper.

“I can’t hear you Frank,” Duncan called out. “Say again.”

“Yes, yes,” shouted Reynolds. “I’ve paid out a lot of money, two hundred thousand dollars altogether.”

Duncan let out a low whistle. He turned to face Reynolds once again. “That’s a lot of money, Frank, a huge amount. Where did it come from?” he asked.

“I sold a few items,” Reynolds replied. “One or two of my paintings, you know.”

“Now Frank, that’s not the truth is it?” Duncan replied. “Why are you lying to me? If you want my help you better tell me everything and I mean everything. And I want the truth. No more lying. Now, where did the money come from?”

Reynolds looked up. “All right, Ian, I’m sorry,” he said, his voice beginning to falter. “It came from Party funds.”

“I’m losing you again, Frank,” Duncan called out. “You really should speak more clearly.”

“It came from Party funds,” he shouted. “Now I have to pay it back, and quickly, before the Auditors check the accounts, and find the money missing.”

Duncan was well aware that the Auditors were due in about three weeks time. He refilled his glass once again, and walked back to where Reynolds was seated. “All right Frank, don’t let everyone know. These walls have ears. We don’t want old Jarvis knowing do we?” He picked the paper up, and read it through once more. “Have you mentioned this to anyone else?” he asked.

“No. No one else knows anything about it,” Reynolds replied. “Ian, what am I going to do? I’ll be ruined. I’ll be sent to prison. I couldn’t stand that Ian. It would kill me.”

“Now Frank, don’t you worry. It’ll be all right,” Duncan announced trying to calm him. “I’ll help you. You know that don’t you?” Duncan took out his checkbook and began to write. “You won’t go to prison. I’ll see to that.” When he had finished he tore out a check and showed it to Reynolds. It was in the sum of two hundred thousand dollars. “There. How does that look?” he asked. He started to laugh. “I imagine that you can fill in the payee details yourself.”

Reynolds did not understand what was so amusing, but he didn’t care. He was just so relieved. He started to laugh as well. It was as though a heavy load had just been lifted from his shoulders. 

“I knew that I could rely on you,” he said, as he grabbed Duncan’s hand tightly, squeezing hard. “I can’t thank you enough, Ian,” he said. “You are a true friend, a real friend. You said you would help, and you came through. What would I do without you?”

“No problem”, Duncan said, as he handed over the check. “Think nothing of it.”

Reynolds could not believe it. That small piece of paper had saved his career, and probably saved his life.

“Don’t worry about it,” Duncan said. “Didn’t I tell you I’d be there? If you ever needed help, you only have to call. That’s what I said, remember?” Duncan moved closer to Reynolds, and placed his arm around his shoulder. He gave a slight squeeze. “After all, what are friends for, if not to help each other?”

“I’ll pay you back as soon as I can, Ian,” Reynolds said. “You need not be concerned about that.”

“Don’t worry about it, we’re friends aren’t we? We trust each other, remember,” Duncan replied, totally unconcerned. “We’ll sort something out.” They would certainly sort something out, of that there was no doubt. He turned back to face Reynolds. “All right,” he said. “Now let’s get down to business. Let’s deal with this blackmailer, whoever he, or she, is, shall we.” He took a long drink. “What do you know about him? Or maybe it’s her?”

Reynolds had to admit that he knew nothing about the person. He suddenly felt stupid. To hand over so much money to someone you knew absolutely nothing about. “Nothing,” he said slowly. “I know nothing about them at all. It’s crazy, but it’s true.”

“All right, we’ll sort it out, don’t worry.” Duncan said. “I want every document that is relevant. Any letters, papers, photographs. Anything you understand? I want everything, now.”

“Sure thing,” said Reynolds nervously. He reached down to the drawer in the desk, and unlocked it. He withdrew a small bundle of papers, and handed them to Duncan. He then took out an envelope containing a number of photographs. He handed the envelope to Duncan. “There you are,” he said. “That’s everything I can think of.” He sat silently thinking for a few more moments. “That’s it, there’s nothing else.”

“Are you absolutely certain, Frank?” Duncan asked. “I don’t want anything held back. When I say I want everything, then I want everything.” He looked at Reynolds for a few moments, and then turned away. “You do understand don’t you Frank?”

Frank said nothing. Yes he understood. He stood up and walked over to a bureau in the corner. Duncan turned and watched him closely. Somehow he knew that there was something more to come. Reynolds unlocked the drawer, opened it, and withdrew a slim file. He looked at it for a few moments and then placed it on top of the bureau. He locked the drawer, picked up the file, and started back towards the desk. As he reached the desk, he handed the file to Duncan. “You better have this,” he said. “That’s everything, now.”

“Good,” said Duncan. “Now I want every detail that you have about the person. The blackmailer,” he said. “Where did you make the payments? And how were they made? How often? What days?” 

* * *
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Ten minutes later Reynolds had told Duncan everything that he knew. It wasn’t much. “I’m sorry that I can’t be more helpful,” he said. “But I never actually saw the person you understand. I only ever dealt with a box number. I would make the delivery, as instructed, and just place the envelope into the allocated box. It was as simple as that. Not much help to you I’m afraid.”

Duncan stared at the documents in his hand. “All right,” he said. “We’ll just have to manage with what we have.” He picked up his glass and drained it, and placed it on the desk. “You’ll hear from me soon, Frank.” Without any further comment he turned and quickly walked to the door. He stopped at the door, and turned to face Reynolds. He held the documents high in the air. “And don’t worry about it. We’ll sort it out,” he said. “And don’t say a word to anyone else.” He then hurried from the room. 

At that moment Duncan knew that he now had full control over Governor Frank Reynolds. One down and one to go.

* * *
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Four days later a small package was delivered to the Governor’s Mansion. Inside were a number of letters, and documents, together with a bundle of photographs. Attached to them was a short note. “Matter dealt with. You won’t be troubled again.” It was simply signed D.

“Duncan,” whispered Reynolds as he opened the package. He took out the papers. He glanced at them and slowly tore them into small pieces. He then threw them onto the fire, and watched as they burned. His troubles were over. He was in the clear. He wouldn’t be able to thank Duncan enough. 

He watched the flames flickering until the last ember had died down. As the last documents were being consumed, he looked up. The room had suddenly got dark. He looked at his watch. It was later than he had realized. As the fire died down he shivered involuntarily. He walked over to the door. He turned and looked back at the fire. Some ashes had fallen out of the grate, into the hearth. He would get Jarvis to clean that up later. He opened the door and left the room.

* * *
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Duncan had first known John Mackenzie almost thirty years ago, when they were both at college. Mackenzie was in the class a year or two below Duncan. He had been very much an average student, of no apparent academic ability. He did not stand out, and showed no real aptitude for anything. He was, however, reasonably good in the debating society, but he had no real flair, no charisma. Easily forgotten one college tutor wrote. Lacks sparkle, wrote another. He won’t amount to much, said a third.

Quite often Duncan wondered how Mackenzie had ever got in to the college. Then he found out. Mackenzie came from a reasonably wealthy family who had a firm belief that if you wanted anything badly enough, you just went out and bought it. Whether it was a packet of sugar or a high level position, it was all the same to them.

Duncan’s interest in Mackenzie had been re-kindled a few years ago. Mackenzie had become Senator for one of the eastern States. Had that position been bought as well? Duncan wondered. Probably, he decided. Nonetheless, he followed Mackenzie’s career with mild interest. As expected Mackenzie was still only average, and had made very little impression. Then, almost overnight his fortunes began to change. His popularity began to increase. More spending by the family, Duncan had surmised. Then the shock announcement came. Senator John T. Mackenzie had put his name forward as candidate for the forthcoming Presidential elections. 

Duncan’s brain went into overdrive. He read the newspaper article once more. Mackenzie was seeking his Party’s nomination. He was one of four runners. Duncan could not believe it. Mackenzie had nothing to offer. Who in their right mind would put him forward for such a position? Once again it was clear that money talked.

Almost two years later with the Primaries finished, and the Party Convention over, against all the odds Senator John Thaddeus Mackenzie was the front runner for the Democratic Party. He named his running mate as Senator Ted Forrest, representative of Utah, and hit the campaign trail.

It was at this point that Duncan decided to renew his acquaintance with his old friend from college. This could lead to the second of his objectives. With his help Duncan thought that it was just possible that Mackenzie could make it, and attain the highest office in the land. Nothing could be easier, especially if he could discredit the other candidates. It was amazing what money could do.

* * *
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There was a tap on the door, and then it slowly opened. His two very important visitors had arrived, at last. Duncan stood up as they entered the room, and glanced casually at the clock. “Do come in, gentlemen. So good to see you both, and only an hour late,” he said smiling. “Please sit down, and we’ll get right down to business, shall we?”

* * *
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Chapter 3 

Rosemont Valley
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The town of Rosemont was small. But Bill Clancy liked it that way. His wife and children liked it that way. His neighbors liked it that way. It was compact, neat, and comfortable. That was a very apt description. It was comfortable. Just like an old favorite sweater. Although old and worn, it fitted perfectly. 

Just as important, the town was convenient. It had everything you needed, with none of the hassle associated with the larger towns. With the opening of the shopping mall a few years ago, the town now had a good variety of shops for everyday. It had two junior schools, and four nurseries. The high school was approximately twenty miles away, but there was an excellent county bus service provided. There were two churches, one Baptist, the other Presbyterian. There were a number of offices, a couple of small factories on the outskirts, and a cinema. 

The town was served by a number of local buses, and then there was the railroad. What else did you need, Clancy asked of nobody in particular. He couldn’t think of a thing. He certainly didn’t want one of those busy and noisy towns, where you couldn’t hear yourself think. No Rosemont suited him very well.

* * *
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The Clancy family had lived in Rosemont for many years. Bill was third generation at least. Maybe fourth, he wasn’t too sure. Certainly his father had lived there, and so had his grandfather. He thought his great grandfather had also lived there, but his information in that regard was a little scant to say the least. He had tried several times to research the family history, but he had never got back beyond his grandfather.

* * *
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Today was market day. It wasn’t quite the affair that it used to be twenty or thirty years ago. At that time the old stockyards would be full of livestock for sale. The cattle would be brought in from miles around. The market square would be full of local produce. There would be vegetables of every kind; fruits; dairy produce, all fresh and ready for sale direct to the public. That no longer happened. Now it was more than likely that the produce was purchased in bulk by the supermarkets. That’s progress for you. Probably inevitable Bill had to admit, but he still longed for the old days. 

* * *
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Bill and his family had arrived just about mid morning. It was a beautiful warm spring day. The sun was shining, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It made a change from all the rain they had the past few days. The clock tower to the old Court House was just striking the quarter past the hour as they passed by. As always, Clancy looked up at the clock face. He then looked at his watch. It was a little slow, showing twelve minutes after ten. He never questioned the clock. It was always his watch that was incorrect. He turned the winder a fraction, to adjust the hands. When he was satisfied that the time was now correct, he pressed the winder back into place, and looked back up at the clock tower. 

Clancy had some business to attend to at the bank. He wanted to arrange a small loan so that he could get his main barn repaired. It had been badly neglected over the past few years, and was going to cost a lot of money to put it right. He had already spoken to Ben Johnson, and the works had started. Just get on with it, he told himself. Bite the bullet. 

After that he wanted to go on to the feed store. He had to finalize his summer order. His wife, Nancy, had some shopping to do. She was looking for a new summer coat, and some new shoes. Then there were a few things required for the children. Bill just knew that he was in for an expensive afternoon. So be it, he wasn’t really that concerned. He knew that she was sensible enough when it came to shopping. She wasn’t one for wasting money. And she had an eye for a bargain. Unlike himself, he had to admit. She was the pacifying influence in their family. He tendered to act in haste. She was the one who would slow things down, and think things out calmly and rationally. The loan for the barn was her idea. She knew exactly how it would be financed. A cut here and there; a bit of economizing; careful planning and budgeting, and it would be paid off in no time.

* * *
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As usual on any Saturday morning the town was quite busy. On a market day it was busier than ever. The Clancy family made their way along Main Street. At the corner of Main Street, and Sepia Drive, they stopped. Nancy headed down Sepia towards the Shopping Mall, and the market. He carried on down Main Street, and headed towards the town square.

Clancy stopped for a few moments, and looked at the library building. Originally there had been an ornate brick wall in front of the building, with elaborate pillars every few yards. The wall didn’t look very ornate now. In fact, it had been badly neglected over recent years. The Town Council had planned to carry out repair works on several occasions, but nothing had happened. There were cracks in several places, and the top section was missing from a number of the pillars. Just to the left hand side, there was a large gap in the wall. It had been that way for many years. 

It was where that dreadful accident had occurred, Clancy remembered. He had been a young boy, at the time. He had seen the whole thing, and remembered it quite vividly. A car had sped out from the side street, and ran right in front of an oncoming vehicle. Clancy looked back along the main road. He could visualize the car quite clearly. It had swerved violently and had driven straight into the brick wall, demolishing it completely. The car had then burst into flames, and the two people inside had died. Clancy shook his head, trying to remove the scene from his mind. The other car had merely driven on, completely oblivious to what had happened. Clancy looked over at the wall. You could still see scorch marks on a section of the remaining wall.

Next to the Library was a small parade of shops – Davies Hardware Store; next there was the Drugstore, and then the General Store, still run by old Jamie Linton. At the corner was Jack Carter’s feed store. Jack had died some fifteen years previously, and the store was now owned by Randolph Dean, but it was still known as Carter’s feed store, probably always would be. Dean had tried and tried to get things changed, without success. He had now given up on the idea. He reasoned that as long as the store was known, it didn’t matter what name it was known by. Clancy planned to call in as soon as he had finished with the bank.

Clancy continued on his way until he came to Martha’s Bakery. The smell of the fresh bread always brought back memories, wonderful memories. Martha had always kept some small cakes to one side, to give to the town children. Every Saturday morning his mother had sent him to buy the bread. He would run as fast as he could, so that he could get the pick of those cookies. It seemed so long ago. He walked past the store, glancing inside as he did so. It hadn’t changed in all that time. The jar of cookies was still there, on the side of the counter. Martha herself had sadly died several years ago. It had then been taken over by her daughter, who kept things pretty much the way they had always been.

On the opposite side of the square was the Post Office, and next to it was Pete’s Garage. Further along the street, at the corner, was the newspaper office, the Gazette – “We campaign for freedom and justice”, the slogan was emblazoned across the large shop window. Mighty big words for such a small paper, but then George Egan, the owner of the paper, had always aimed high. As he passed by, on the opposite side of the street, he saw Michael Cole coming out of the office. Cole worked for the newspaper, as their political reporter. Clancy had known him for many years. He saw Clancy on the other side of the street. He waved enthusiastically, and crossed over.

“Hi Bill. Good to see you,” he said. “How’s the family?”

“We’re all fine”, Clancy replied. “And how’s the Gazette?”

Cole laughed. The Gazette was doing fine. “Oh, you know. Ticking over,” he replied. “Incidentally have you heard anything about the recent goings on up at the Ridges?”

Clancy looked puzzled. He had to admit that he hadn’t heard a thing. The Ridges was an area of rolling hills on the lower slopes of Mount Ross, on the outskirts of the town. They were ten miles from where he lived. He hardly ever went up there. “Heard anything? Like what?” he asked.

“I don’t really know anything myself,” Cole said. “But there has certainly been a lot of activity up there in the last few days. You know comings and goings. I don’t exactly know what.”

“Well if the Gazette doesn’t know, what hope is there for the rest of us? We are lost,” Clancy said mockingly. “If the Gazette doesn’t know, then it’s probably not worth knowing.”

“Yes, right,” Cole replied. “Anyway, just lately somebody has been using dynamite up there, close to the old tin mines. Only small explosions, so far, nothing major.”

The tin deposits had run out over fifty years ago, and the mines had been abandoned. So who on earth would be interested in that area now. Maybe they were going to re-open the mines. Dynamite, explosives, maybe they had found another seam. “I suppose you have investigated,” Clancy asked. “I mean in your official capacity that is.”

Cole laughed again. “Sure we’ve been up there,” he said. “But you can’t get anywhere near the place. There is a fence all around, and the road is closed. Then the place is littered with warning signs everywhere you look.”

“Warning signs,” Clancy repeated. “Saying what?”

“Oh you know, keep out. Private Property, United States Government, Danger,” Cole answered. “Things like that.”

“United States Government,” Clancy repeated. “Well surely Governor Reynolds can help you. I mean, if anyone knows then he should. Stands to reason?”

“You would think so, I agree” Cole replied. “But he’s not saying anything, other than keep away.”

“I suppose we’ll know soon enough,” Clancy said unconvinced. “The Gazette will get to the bottom of things. I’m sure of that. They will uncover the truth.”

“You can rely on it,” Cole replied mockingly. He looked at his watch. “Is that the time. I better get going. To seek out more injustices, and to right more wrongs. A Crusader’s work is never done.” He turned to cross back over to the office, dodging and weaving through the traffic. When he reached the other side, he turned back to face Clancy. “See you at the County Fair,” he shouted.

“Sure I’ll be there,” answered Clancy. “Incidentally, is it true that Reynolds will be performing the opening ceremony?”

“That’s right,” Cole shouted back. “The Mayor will also be there. It promises to be a big affair.”

“Can’t miss that then can we.” Bill said sarcastically.

So Governor Reynolds would be there, trying to improve his popularity ranking no doubt. He’ll need to do a lot more than open a County Fair to boost his popularity with me, Clancy thought as he hurried on. Over the past two years, since Reynolds had come into office, he had introduced a number of measures that had cost the small farmer dearly. At the same time it seemed that those same ideas had been extremely beneficial to certain others. People like Ian Duncan, the industrialist, or Senator John Mackenzie, a Presidential candidate no less. All personal friends of the Governor and all doing very well thank you. Perhaps I’m getting cynical in my old age, thought Clancy. Perhaps it is just a coincidence.
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Chapter 4

The Ridges
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The sun was beginning to set on what had been a glorious day. Bill Clancy stood on his back porch watching as the last rays of the sun disappeared beneath the horizon. Spring had come at last and the blossoms were magnificent. Over to his left the rolling hills ran down towards the river, which twisted and turned along the side of the meadows. To his right the land sloped sharply upwards, the land being covered with conifer trees.

He sat down in the rocker chair listening to the crickets chirping. Down in the brook he could hear the frogs croaking. Close by an owl hooted. Suddenly a flock of birds flew past making their way back to their nests for the night. He watched as the formation flew overhead. It always amazed him how there was always a leader, and the rest took up position behind. He continued to watch as the birds disappeared behind the tree line. He turned his eyes away, and looked back across the meadow. A light breeze was beginning to blow through the trees, gently rustling the leaves.

It had been a good day. He had finalized his order with Dean. And he had arranged the loan. He could now really press on with the repairs to the barn. It was certainly in a bad state, and much of the roof needed renewing. He had asked Ben Johnson, and his two sons, the local carpenters, to deal with that. 

* * *
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It was only a small farmstead he had to admit. It was nothing of any real significance. Twenty-five cows, a bull, a couple of goats. Recently he had added a small flock of geese, and some chickens. Not forgetting the two cats, Spot and Fluff, and Scamp, the Border collie. Then there were a couple of fields of crops, and some vegetables. And that was it, no more than thirty or forty acres in total. He wanted to add a couple of horses, just because he liked horses, and for no other reason. His kids were with him supporting him all the way, but he needed to get around his wife for that one.

There were a number of other farmsteads in the area, of a similar size. There was the Cartwright family over to the west. Beyond them was the MacDonald family. Then there was his nearest neighbor, Dave Lennon and his family. Dave was getting on a bit now, but he had four strapping sons to help. Then there was a much bigger concern, the Lorimer farm, just a mile or so away. It was still fairly small, but it was a farm, a proper farm, a fully working operation that gave employment to a number of people in the valley and the surrounding area.

Clancy had always wanted a farm like that, but it wasn’t to be. He had given up on that idea several years ago. He poured himself another drink. On the brow of the hill, beyond, the light from the sun was slowly dipping below the horizon. He looked in the direction of the Ridges. He couldn’t actually see them from where he sat, but he knew the direction in which they lay. He had been thinking a lot about what Cole had said. It was quite a mystery. The Government sets up some kind of compound with restricted access. Nobody knows anything, nobody saying anything. No consultation. It didn’t seem right.

He shivered slightly. Was it the weather, or was it what was happening up there. There was a slight chill in the evening air that much was certain. He looked up at the sky, as the last rays of the sun disappeared. “Red sky at night”, he whispered, “Shepherds delight.” It promised a good day tomorrow. He and his son had planned a little fishing down by the creek. They were really looking forward to it, and were hoping for good weather. There had been some heavy rain during this last week, and the waters were quite high. He stood up and practiced casting an imaginary line. Not bad. He cast another. Not bad at all. Maybe we could take a little look up at the Ridges while we’re about it. Just have a little peek, nothing more. After all it wasn’t too far out of their way, was it? A mile or two, that was all.

He picked up his drink and drained the glass. He looked out towards the meadow once more. He thought of the horses that he wanted. They would look good up there, out in the meadow, silhouetted on the horizon. Yes, they would look very good. Must talk to Nancy, although he had a pretty good idea what she would say. He took one last look as the last of the light disappeared, and then went inside.

* * *
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The following day was exactly as Clancy had expected. There was a clear blue sky. Not a cloud in sight, and the sun was shining. Clancy walked through the corridor until he came to his son’s room. He tapped noisily. “Come on Daniel,” he called. “Rise and shine.” There was no response. He tapped again, even louder this time, if that were possible. Still there was no response. He turned the handle, and opened the door. The room was empty. He turned back into the corridor. Standing behind him was his son, all dressed and ready to go.

“The equipment has been checked, and the truck is loaded, sir,” he said, saluting smartly. “I just have our food to arrange, and we can go.”

Clancy looked at the boy for a few moments. He’s probably been up for hours. “Well I better get ready hadn’t I?” he said, as he rushed into his room. “Give me ten minutes,” he called as he shut the door behind him.

“Make it five,” the boy called back.

Fifteen minutes later they were both in the truck, and ready to go. As always Clancy picked up his clip-board. “Final check,” he announced.

“Ready,” his son responded.

“Equipment?” said Clancy.

“All secured, sir.”

“Food?”

“Packed away.”

“First Aid supplies?” said Clancy.

The first aid supplies had been checked, and added to as required. The box was now securely in position.

“Camera?” said Clancy.

“Camera and memory card all stowed, sir,” announced Daniel.

The checklist continued for a few moments more. Then Clancy announced that the checklist had been satisfactorily completed. “Right, Danny boy,” he said. “Now we can go.”

The boy winced. “Don’t call me that,” he said indignantly. He looked out of the window at his mother, and waved. “Wagons roll,” he said.

Clancy switched on the motor, and put the lever into drive. He waved to his wife. Put his foot to the accelerator and slowly pulled away. As he did so she suddenly called out. “Have you got your phone?”

She always asked that same question. “Yes,” he called out. “I have the phone.” Out of earshot he turned towards his son. “We do have the phone don’t we?” he asked.

* * *
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As he pulled out from the farm he turned onto the Mount Ross Road, heading due north. There was very little traffic. One or two other cars, and an occasional tractor, and that was about it. He had not been driving for very long when he suddenly heard a car tooting somewhere behind him. He looked through his rear view mirror. Fifty yards behind him he could see a blue sedan swerve violently to avoid colliding with a slower vehicle. The car then shot forward and overtook him, and sped away. 

“There’s always one,” said Clancy. “Where’s the fire, bud?” he yelled as he leant out of the window.

Daniel said nothing. He was busy trying to find a decent channel on the radio, one that played his kind of music.

“All right,” Clancy suddenly announced. “I spy something with my little eye.” He paused. Daniel gave a loud audible sigh. Clancy continued undeterred. “Something beginning with ... C?”

“Car,” Daniel, who had not even bothered to look up, replied instantly.

“All right, all right,” said Clancy disappointed. “That was only a warm up.” He sat and thought for a few moments. “Okay, I’ve got it this time. I spy something with my little eye.” There was another pause, and another sigh from Daniel. “Something beginning with ... F?”

“Fence,” said Daniel, embarrassed. He still had not looked up.

“Right,” said Clancy beginning to get exasperated. “One more, then it’s your turn. I spy something with my ...”

“Dad, Dad,” said Daniel quietly. “Do you mind? I’m not a kid anymore. I’m nearly fifteen.”

Clancy looked at his son. He was quite right. He was no longer the little kid that he used to bounce on his knee. In fact he was quite the young grown up. They grow up too fast. “Sure thing Danny, you’re absolutely right,” he said, the slight catch in his voice quite noticeable. “Who have you got on there anyway?” he asked indicating the radio.

The boy looked up. “Dad,” he said gently. “You wouldn’t know them even if I told you.”

Clancy had to admit that his son was absolutely correct, once again. He decided to forget all ideas of games. Dismiss them from your mind, he told himself. And as for a possible sing along, no way, Hosea.

* * *
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The journey continued for a further six miles, largely uneventful. There was very little other traffic around. Clancy concentrated on his driving. Daniel continued listening to his music.

Shortly afterwards they reached the intersection where they would normally have turned off towards the creek, and their days fishing. Clancy slowed down as he reached the intersection. He looked to the right, and then he looked straight ahead. Then he increased his speed and continued straight ahead towards The Ridges.

As they passed the intersection Daniel looked up, and back in the direction of the Creek. “Dad, you missed the turn.”

Clancy explained that he hadn’t missed the turn. He was just making a slight detour. “I want to take a look up at the Ridges, just for a moment or two,” he explained. “We won’t be too long.”

Daniel couldn’t understand why they needed to go to The Ridges, and was disappointed. “But Dad,” he said. “It’ll take forever. What about our fishing?”

“It won’t take too long, it’s only another few miles,” Clancy said. “We’ll still get our fishing, don’t you worry.”

Daniel was far from convinced, but he knew better than argue. “Okay,” he said reluctantly. “But be as quick as you can.” He then went back to listening to his music.

Clancy looked at his son, and placed his hand on his arm. “Sure thing,” he said. “Can’t we get some decent music on that thing,” indicating the radio and laughing.

Daniel looked up. “What do you mean? That is decent music.”

Clancy merely grunted. He had to admit that it really wasn’t that bad after all. “That rap stuff is a whole lot worse.”

“Did you say something Dad?” Daniel asked, turning the volume down slightly.

“No, son,” Clancy replied. “Nothing important.” Daniel turned the volume up once more.

Three miles further on and they turned off the road, onto the dirt track that went through to The Ridges. It was not long after that they saw the first of the signs. It simply stated “No Entry, United States Government.” As they drew nearer the sign Clancy noticed a car stopped at the side of the road. It was a blue sedan, a Mercury Marauder. It was the same car that he had seen earlier that day speeding along the road. The man in the driver’s seat watched Clancy as he drove by.

A few yards further on Clancy came to a stop. He switched off the engine, and got out of the truck. He walked a little way from the vehicle, and stopped in the middle of the roadway. Clancy could see nothing of any significance. He heard nothing. But he sensed that he was being watched. Suddenly he was aware of somebody standing behind him. 

“Hey Mister,” a voice man said. “The sign back there says this is a restricted area. Government thing, you know.” No, Clancy didn’t know, but said nothing. “No un-authorized access,” the man continued. “Out of bounds; no entry; prohibited access. No one goes in without permission. Understand?”

Clancy looked back up the hill to where the steel mesh fence started. Understand. No, he certainly did not understand. It didn’t seem right. Not right at all. There was something decidedly strange. The man standing in front of him was not the normal security guard that you might expect with a Government operation. This man had no uniform, and no badge. 

Clancy decided not to risk asking for some kind of identity. Something was definitely wrong though. Of that he was absolutely certain. This time last week he had driven right through the road up ahead and back down the other side. Now to get to the other side meant a detour of twenty or more miles. What was going on? 

“Just last week I drove straight through here, there weren’t any signs then,” he said.

“Is that right,” said the man. “That’s mighty interesting,” sounding as though it was anything but.

“What’s this all about?” Clancy asked, trying to sound casual.

“Can’t say,” the man replied. “Top secret, you know.” Clancy said nothing. The man then changed his tone, trying to sound friendly. “Where are you heading?” he asked.

“Oh, we’re just going to do a bit of fishing,” said Clancy, pointing over to his son still seated in the truck, listening to the radio, oblivious to what was happening.

The man looked around at the truck, and then turned back to face Clancy. “Not up there you’re not,” said the man pointing up the hill, and laughing.

“No, not up there,” Clancy replied. “Down at the creek.” He pointed back down the hill. “Down there.”

“Oh sure, the creek,” said the man. “Should be all right, I hear that the trout are pretty good there.”

Trout? Not in our creek. Catfish was more likely. “Oh is that right,” Clancy replied. “Well we better get going then.” He looked back at the fence momentarily then turned, and walked back to the truck. “Bye,” he called out. “Have a nice day.”

He got into the truck and reached into the glove compartment. He took out the digital camera, and switched it on. All the while he kept watching the man as he made his way back to his car. As the man reached the car Clancy suddenly saw his chance. He held the camera up to his eye, focused, and took two or three quick photographs. He then placed the camera back into the glove compartment. As he did so he saw the man looking in his direction, and then start to write something into a notepad.
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