
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]


Connections

By the same author:

Rope Saw: The Remarkable Journey of Learning to Use a Rope Saw

Connections

Everything... is about to change 

Floyd Roland Park

Copyright © 2025 by Floyd R Park

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to

quote brief passages in connection with a review written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper, website, or broadcast.

First Edition 

Books, LLC August 2025 

Manufactured in the United States of America 

ISBN 979-8-9921405-3-8  

This story is fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue

[image: ]




Twenty years of experience. Not just experience, but complete emersion in computer science. Software, hardware, and networking. Fluent in every computer language, including CNC and robotics. If a computer could do it, Randy Carr could make it happen. 

He was lucky to get the job at the Air Force Base. The interview was gruesome. Interviewers were callous and unfeeling. Grilled and taunted for over an hour, in the end they realized there was no one more qualified to handle the specialized network, or to develop the specialized software. 

The job paid well and came with a very difficult probation period. Randy Carr breezed through probation—his work outstanding. They gave him everything he wanted, including pay comparable to a lieutenant general. 

Five years into the job the loonies in Washington couldn’t come up with a budget. The government shut down. Randy Carr was a casualty. They ended up passing what they called a budget, and the government restarted, but the furloughs continued. 

Before the furlough, he finished developing all the software the Airbase wanted. He automated all his tasks, which made the job mundane. So, he moved on.

His exemplary references and work background allowed him to easily slide into a software developer position at an ivy league university. The programming team at the university lacked experience and vision. Randy had both and was valued because of it. Before Randy, the team was content adapting outdated software for their needs. 

The job was good and the pay reasonable. His supervisor treated him well, but Randy Carr wasn’t part of the clique. 

The university had a ‘hire your friends’ policy, which made for a pleasant work atmosphere, but resulted in many unqualified employees whose pull with the boss steered important decisions. Randy’s expert, logical recommendations, were ignored. Being overruled by his superiors’ unqualified friends didn’t bother him, but the exponential waste of public funds did. 

He settled into the position. The university’s software was easy to work with. He developed extensive software to automate tasks and provide in-depth analytics, which the professors and doctors wanted, but they really weren’t interested in being efficient, so hardly anyone used the software.  

The university never used Carr’s full potential. He didn’t mind. It gave him time to work on his personal projects. He had groundbreaking ideas, and they were coming to life.  

Carr was a ’hacker’s hacker’. Computer security was a joke. Venturing into restricted software and networks was simple, entertaining, and sometimes eye-opening. 

The best hackers are never caught. They know how to cover their tracks. Carr hacked everything. He gained access to banks, school systems, network infrastructures, personal computers, and military networks. 

Hacking into automobiles was one of his most entertaining activities. If he wanted to, he could make a car accelerate, slow down, brake, or not brake. One time, for fun, he disabled his bosses’ air conditioner—in July. There was no reason for it. He just did it. 

Another time he re-programmed the traffic lights to stay green on the route he took to work. Other commuters caught on. Before long, traffic on the route became unusually heavy. City traffic engineers were baffled but couldn’t fix it. 

The banking hacks were too tempting. It’s common knowledge banks notoriously don’t report hacking—something about losing public trust. That worked for Carr. 

He supplemented his income by siphoning a miniscule percentage of each bank transaction. No one notices one-sixteenth of a cent. It was perfect. The bank’s software rounded amounts down. One-sixteenth of a cent gets rounded to zero. No one misses zero but glean one-sixteenth of a cent from twenty million transactions, insert the money into an aliased account, and it turns into millions. Carr stopped at one hundred sixty million. He wasn’t greedy, just smart, and very rich. 

The university job came to a head when the other programmers recommended cutting a software program Carr maintained. The other programmers never worked with the software nor understood it. The boss ditched the software without talking to Carr. Employees are like teeth, if you don’t take care of them, they go away. So, Carr left. It was time. He had enough of the waste.  

Working for the university burned up most of his time. Leaving gave him a chance to take a long overdue holiday. He needed some time away, so he rented a suite at Conrad the Fort Lauderdale in Florida.

Carr hadn’t chartered a jet before. Carefully, he used a fake identity to prevent anyone from tracking him. His bank accounts were veiled similarly. Balances like his drew attention and raised suspicion when tracked to a mere programmer. 

Holidays are to treat yourself. Carr chartered a private jet—but not just a jet, he hired a chauffeur with a very nice car; a Mercedes-Benz S-Class. It was a little over the top, but he had the money. 

Humidity is what Florida is about. Carr liked it. It made his hair curly, and he didn’t care. The chauffeur was a classic. Tuxedo. White gloves. Opening doors— nice. Except for the door opening part, Carr preferred to open his own doors. 

The Florida gulf coast smells of salt, seafood, tourists, and heat. It’s a smell Carr loved. The hotel was luxurious, just like his hidden estates. Chocolates on his pillow—La Madeline au Truffe chocolate, and a chilled bottle of Barolo by Pio Cesare. Settled in the room, Carr set out to experience the beach. 

As the sun set, he walked a path leading to small shops, cafes, coffeehouses, and restaurants. Conrad Beach was beautiful. White sand and seafood kiosks. Loungers laughed, drank, and partied everywhere. 

Walking, enjoying the vista, Carr noticed an inordinate number of people checking cell phones. It was odd they were doing it in such a beautiful place. Curious that he might have missed a major news event, he inquired of an older gentleman about breaking news. Not understanding, the man replied, “I’m sorry. I don’t understand what you’re asking.” 

Carr explained, “I noticed everyone looking at cell phones. I’m wondering if I missed something important in the news.”  

The man said, “No, nothing happening. I was just checking some things. I’m guessing everyone else is doing the same.” 

“Thanks,” said Carr. 

Hungry, Carr found a restaurant with outdoor seating.  At his request, the hostess seated him on a veranda with a view of the beach. Enjoying the ambiance, he ordered an iced coffee. Two couples sat at a table a few steps away.  

The bartender, cellphone in hand, peered at it intently. The barmaid did the same. Carr often saw the same behavior in other business places. Employees weren’t expected to sever communications with social media; employees were too hard to find, and jobs too easy.  

The couples weren’t conversing. Each one, head down, looked at their phone. 

Putting her phone in her back pocket, the waitress took his order. 

“I’d like Chilean Sea Bass over Truffle Risotto, please. With a Walnut salad.” 

The waitress asked politely, “Dressing?” 

“What are my choices?” 

“House, Honey Mustard, Roasted Smoked Clam, and Ranch.” 

“I’ll try the Roasted Smoked Clam, please.” 

As Carr handed her the menu, he said, “If you don’t mind me asking, what were you looking at on your phone? It seems like everyone is looking at their phone, and I was just wondering what is so interesting?” 

“I was just watching some shorts on YouTube. Nothing important, it’s a nice way to pass the time,” 

“Shorts are interesting. Do you watch them a lot?”

“No, usually only when I’m working.” 

“Thanks for sharing that with me,” Carr said, “I’ve watched them myself a time or two.” 

As he enjoyed dinner, people came in to dine. Except for one or two, each spent time checking their phone.  

Finishing off with a crème brulé, Carr pondered the fixation on phones; it was overwhelming. He wondered where it would all end. People addicted to phones, computers, watches, and ear buds. Glued to meaningless gibber every day—slaves. 

At the university where he worked, each student had a phone, school computer, and a tablet for learning, socializing, shopping, entertainment, and as a tether to parents. They couldn’t function without them—they needed an app to wipe their noses. 

Carr concluded it was over the top. Computers enslaved humans. Students weren’t smarter because they had computers; they were dumber. Adults were no different. Unless something changed, computers would destroy humanity. It wasn’t science fiction; it was reality. 

People depend on computers. Computers depend on electricity. No electricity—no computers. It wasn’t rocket science. Dependence on the undependable was a bad idea. Electricity was fickle. Blackouts, brownouts, disasters, natural and manmade, could kill the power and render computers useless.  

Data centers were being built at breakneck speed. Critical records put in digital storage; books, photos, everything possible reduced to electronic media. Our eggs were in one basket. It was insane and reckless.

He could fix it. Free to work twenty-four seven on his project. His software evolved into a system to control internet and network connectivity upon command. By disabling connectivity, he could stop any activity that depended on computerization. It was good he wasn’t a terrorist. If he were, the world would be toast. 

Carr desired to hurt no one. He wanted to help. Admittedly, the bank incident was a small moral failing, but nobody lost any more than a few cents. He certainly wouldn’t be upset if someone took one-sixteenth of a cent from him. 

After weeks of development, the software was ready. To test it, he disabled all internet connectivity in New Orleans.  For eight hours on a Monday morning, no one could get on the internet. People in ‘The Big Easy’ didn’t seem to mind. The news station in New Orleans reported the service interruption, but no one could fix it. 

More testing showed the software’s capability was beyond any software developed, beyond any weapon. He would ensure it remained secret. If it fell into the wrong hands, the one who possessed it could bring the world to its knees.  

But before the software worked he had to find a way to insert it into the memory of every computerized device. For testing, he hacked separate systems and manually inserted it. If he was to control the connectivity of all computers, he had to find a way to distribute the software to all devices. A virus would work. 

The virus had to be an executable piece of software, and it had to be undetectable. Further, it could not depend on users. It had to execute itself and accept input only from him. Using a non-detectable, self-executing virus was a showstopper; it didn’t exist. 

***
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There was a study several years ago researching how new ideas spread among people independent of each other. Researchers found that people in Africa and Asia began using iron tools around the same time, despite no communication between them. There were other examples of similar behavior. 

Scientists build a test maze for rats. Test rats in California and South Carolina could not negotiate the maze. Scientists trained the California rats to traverse the maze. To their astonishment, the South Carolina rats, with no training, could suddenly negotiate the maze easily. They ran test after test with the same result.

In another place, Arthur Wright was completing a software project that took years to develop. The software was complex, stable, and contained technology that, up until then, was only a theory. 
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Chapter 1
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I used to be tall, dark, and handsome. Last time a nurse checked me, I was an inch shorter. It’s difficult to understand how the years passed so quickly; yesterday I was sixteen, now I’m three score and two.  

I miss my youth...somewhat, but my age has its benefits. Some people assume I am ignorant by virtue of my age, which gives me an advantage. Perceptions are usually wrong. Those who presume put themselves in a vulnerable position. I speak from experience. 

Some youth talk down to me, assuming I am incapable of understanding their culture or the simplest information technology. Nothing is further from the truth. Without question, I am the most powerful person alive, and no one is aware of it. My name is Arthur Wright. 
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Chapter 2
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My story began after high school graduation. Although I was intensely interested in learning, everything was focused on achieving high grades, rather than learning anything useful. The counselor I spoke to about attending college told me flat out I wasn’t college material. She was dead wrong, but she was correct about the value of high grades. College admission counselors correlate high grades to intelligence. Mine weren’t quite high enough. 

Diplomas are like grade point averages. They represent commitment and responsibility, and that’s all. I asked the university admissions lady if high intelligence quotients suffice in the absence of grade point average. She looked at my GPA, rolled her eyes, and said they do. As luck would have it, they were administering the general intelligence test the following day, so I signed up. The test went well, MIT fit my interests, so I enrolled in their computer science program. 

Computer science curriculum is math, software development, and computer engineering concepts. I found the classes interesting, a little demanding, but not very useful for real life software development. I finished the five-year degree in three. 

I took a particular liking to one of my software engineering professors. He appreciated the ease with which I learned multiple programming languages and asked if he could show a programming assignment I completed for him to a local airline. The airline liked my work and asked if I was interested in developing an enhanced optional version for them. The price they offered to pay me was astronomical. I didn’t take their offer. I countered it by adding thirty percent, and they awarded me the contract. 

I developed the software during my free time. I finished it quickly because I already completed most of it for the class assignment. The airline was satisfied with the finished product and gave me a fifteen percent bonus. 

Software was my niche. I had many more unique ideas but, at twenty-one, I wasn’t ready to glue my behind to a desk to write computer code. Besides, I had enough money to retire ten times over. My degree and grade point average guaranteed me any software engineering job I wanted. 

A jury duty experience gave me the opportunity to see trial lawyers at work. I became interested in law. Believing that attorneys were professional, because they dressed well and people respected them, I considered enhancing my credentials. 

Looking professional isn’t a life goal, but debating is a talent that impresses me. Debating in a court of law seemed the epitome of the art. So, I enrolled at Harvard. 

Law school was a pleasure. Law classes were interesting. But I hit a wall. Professional Responsibility and Ethics classes were refreshing, but the negotiation and mediation philosophies were anything but ethical. I believe in uncompromising honesty. My naivety and lack of experience manifested in complete trust and faith that courts always did the right thing. What I found was that nothing was further from the truth. 

I took more time than I needed for the degree. Too much money is a hindrance at times, and that, with the interruption of working on my software projects, extended the completion of the degree.  

While finishing my studies, I developed and marketed several software applications. I made a ridiculous bundle of money selling applications to software companies. One project wasn’t quite finished. I would never sell it—not ever. 

We’ve all heard people say being rich doesn’t bring happiness, so I’ll spare you. Having money does allow you freedom to do what you want. It wasn’t a macho thing. Maybe it was a need to contribute some honesty in the world, or a chance to be on the open road instead of behind a desk, or maybe it was having the power to stop people from hurting each other. I’ll just say it was an impulse decision—a way to work in law without being a lawyer. So I applied to be a state trooper.  

The application to become a trooper is relatively simple. The hiring process is a completely different story. Multiple interviews, psychiatric exams, tests, physical testing comparable to Navy SEALs, medical exams, and background history checks; all relentless. 

I could have greased the skids by divulging my cleverly hidden Computer Science and Juris Doctor degrees, but I wanted to get the job by virtue of my ability and not because of education.

In the end, I was one of twelve hired—out of more than five hundred applicants. It was one of my greatest achievements. Getting hired was difficult. It was a cakewalk compared to the twelve months of recruit training. On April 1st, they issued me a patrol car, a duty station, a badge, and set me free to enforce the law. 
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Chapter 3
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It was the twenty-something car I stopped that day. “Good afternoon, sir. You’re going a little fast. I’ll need to see your driver’s license, registration, and insurance card.”  

“Are you sure it was me you clocked, officer? I had my cruise set on sixty-five,” the driver said. 

Everyone I stopped said the same thing. I often thought license applications should include a signed promise to never lie to a state trooper. If they did, no one would get a license. Liars never got warnings. 

The driver handed me the document, “You’re the only car out here. I have a policy to only clock isolated cars. There’s no chance it wasn’t your car clocked. Please step back to my patrol car and I’ll show you the speed on the radar.” 

It was easier and diplomatic to say that rather than calling the driver a liar. Sounds a little mean, but I always enjoyed writing tickets. They were mostly something to pass time while waiting for real emergencies to happen. I saw enough traffic fatalities to know speed killed. If people wanted to hate me for giving them a ticket, then at least that meant they were alive. Plenty of people didn’t get the chance. 

The dispatcher was checking my status as we took a seat in the cruiser. I let her know things were okay, pointed out the seventy-eight-mile-an-hour reading on the radar to the driver, then checked his documents. 

“Sir, that speed is a little too fast for a warning. I’ll be writing you a citation for seventy-eight in a sixty-five zone. The fine is eighty-four dollars. I’ll set a court date for a hearing. You can either mail the fine in or appear on the court date to fight the charge.”

“Thanks. I’m familiar with the procedure, as you know,” he said. 

I recognized his face. I saw him around the courthouse a few times. “Sure, I’ve seen you at the courthouse. I don’t recall ever testifying in a case you’ve handled. Perhaps that’ll change.” 

He gave me the look. 

“It would be so much easier if a little professional courtesy could be extended. The fine’s no big deal, but it’s a hassle having the ticket on my record.” 

I knew better than to make a remark about professional courtesy. Smart-alecky comebacks always generated complaints to division headquarters, followed by a letter from the sergeant.  

“Sorry, but it’s a little too fast for a warning,” I said.

I wrote the ticket and gave it and my pen to him.

“If you would, please sign here,” I pointed to the signature line. 

Obviously upset, he signed the ticket fast enough to make a doctor flinch. I handed his documents back to him and told him to take care. He didn’t slam the door, which was always a good thing. 

The traffic stop was routine. Officers say there are no routine stops, but it’s not true. They’re all routine. We were ready for the stop that went south: someone with a gun, a trunk full of drugs, a body, a dangerous dog that tries to take your hand off. Most of the time, that didn’t happen. We were alert. It didn’t mean they couldn’t get the jump on us. It did mean they had to be devious to do it. 

We were single-officer cars. I worked in a remote area of the state. Backups were more than fifty miles away, if there was a backup at all. I learned tricks that saved me from tight spots. One of my favorites was to play a recording of me talking on the radio over the patrol car’s loudspeaker. I would blind the people in the car with the spotlight, then hit the play button on the recorder and walk around behind the patrol car to the passenger side of the stopped vehicle. They couldn’t see me standing there. It gave me the opportunity to see what was going on in the vehicle.  

I once found a passenger hiding a sawed-off shotgun. He was planning to ambush me. I returned to the patrol car and called for backup, which was a little over fifty miles away. Using the loudspeaker, I ordered them to throw the shotgun from the car. In an unorthodox move, I told the driver to exit the car and lie face down on the ground. There were two others in the car. I told both to extend their hands out the windows and place their palms on the roof. Then I had one of the occupants exit the car holding his hands high. I threw a set of handcuffs toward him and told him to handcuff the man on the ground behind his back and then lie face down next to him. The third man was told to handcuff the second man. At gunpoint, I handcuffed the third and made sure all three were securely handcuffed. The situation being under control, my backup arrived. We searched the vehicle and found a dead man in the trunk. 

I enjoyed being a trooper, but after the eighth year with the force, it was time to move on. Just before putting in my paperwork, I was subpoenaed to a hearing for the speeding ticket I gave the attorney. The case was slam dunk unbeatable. The court trial would be a nice way to finish off my eight-year adventure. Besides, I was interested to know how the attorney planned to beat the charge. 
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Chapter 4
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“All rise for the Honorable Judge Whaylen.” 

Whaylen was the type of judge who didn’t make waves. He balanced decisions delicately so neither the defendant nor the prosecutor was unduly offended. He was the type of judge who didn’t care to be looking over his shoulder all the time. He felt justice was a good thing, but everyone makes mistakes, so why should he be the hanging judge and live with threats? Honorable? Maybe not. 

That being said, I wasn’t looking for a complete slam dunk because of Whaylen. I figured he would suspend the fine or reduce the speed to appease the attorney. There was no way he would dismiss the charge; he didn’t care to make any enemies who were state troopers either. He liked to drink, and eventually, his luck was going to run out while taking a backroad home from the bar. All in all, it didn’t matter to me, I was moving on. 

Flint was one of the cockiest attorneys in the business. I had some extra time, so I checked his record. He had plenty of speeding tickets, a DUI, and one simple assault. The assault was the result of a shove he gave a booking officer while being fingerprinted. Flint felt he was above the law. The snide look he flashed at me confirmed my suspicions. 

Judge Whaylen started the hearing. 

“Good morning, Mr. Flint, I assume you will be defending yourself in this matter?” 

Flint responded, “I will, Your Honor. May I approach the bench?” 

Perfect. Only a fool defends himself. Just the same, it was the first sign of trouble. Obviously, the defense and prosecution had made a deal. Going to the bench, they talked in a hush. I couldn’t hear what they were up to, but it was clear they knew I wouldn’t approve. 

Returning to their places, the judge spoke: “Considering the corpus delecti referral of the defense, would the state like to counter?” 

The prosecutor, who avoided any eye contact with me, spoke up. “Yes, Your Honor, we move to dismiss the speeding charge based on the referral, citing the corpus delecti case of nineteen sixty-three.” 

Immediately, I knew the prosecutor was in on the deal. I whispered to the prosecutor that the nineteen sixty-three ruling was deemed unconstitutional, null, and void in nineteen sixty-four. The prosecutor glared speechlessly at me. Unfortunately, the judge overheard my comment and decided to punish me. 

“Trooper, only attorneys are allowed to quote legal decisions in my court. Unless you are an attorney, you will refrain from quoting law.” 

I really didn’t care to argue with the judge, but the only way to answer such an arrogant barb was to tell the truth. 

“Your Honor, I am sorry you overheard my comment. It was not intended for anyone but the prosecutor. That being said, I hold a Juris Doctor.” 

This had the expected effect. The judge's hackles were raised and he couldn’t help himself. 

“And where did you get this ‘Juris Doctor,’ Trooper Wright, the Community College of Costa Rica?” he said. 

Flint and the prosecutor snickered, happy to see me shot down.  

“Your Honor, I hold a Juris Doctor from Harvard as well as an advanced computer science degree from MIT. I am licensed to practice law in sixteen states, including this circuit.” 

The silence was deafening. Whaylen glanced at Flint, at the prosecutor, then said defiantly. 

“Really?”  

He continued, “You need to provide me with proof of your degree and your membership in the state bar.” 

Looking to the prosecutor for a response, he asked, “Mr. Prosecutor?” 

The prosecutor frantically checked the nineteen sixty-four ruling. After a short silence, and with a stunned look, he addressed the judge. 

“Your Honor, the nineteen sixty-three corpus delecti decision was thrown out in nineteen sixty-four. The Trooper is correct.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Prosecutor. In that case, the corpus delecti referral is not a defense and the speeding charge stands. Mr. Flint, how do you wish to plead?” 

Flint was dumbfounded. He looked at the prosecutor, glared at me, at the judge, then with a crackling voice said, “Your Honor, in light of the unusual circumstances of the case, I plead guilty.” 

There, of course, was nothing unusual except the lame attempt to invoke a long-overruled decision.

“Okay. A plea of guilty is entered. Is there any reason the court should not pronounce sentence at this time?”

“No,” the prosecutor responded.  

Flint affirmed. 

“It is the order of this court that Mr. Flint pay an eighty-four-dollar fine. In addition to the fine, the court assesses twenty-four dollars for the law enforcement training fund. Mr. Flint, you will need to pay the clerk of court before leaving today.” 

Sullenly, Flint responded, “Yes, Your Honor.” 

“That being the only case before the court today, the court will be in recess.” 

The bailiff announced, “All rise,” as the judge exited the hearing. 

The prosecutor turned and confronted me, “You need to be a little more diplomatic when injecting your views. You could have told me you’re an attorney.” 

“I really prefer to keep it quiet. I was a little set back when you allowed a corpus delecti referral to be entered. Everyone knows it was overruled. I didn’t want to lose the case. It’s my last. I’m turning in papers today. I’ll be a civilian as of Monday.” 

Happy to hear he wouldn’t have to deal with me any longer, he acknowledged, “Oh, well... congratulations. Are you planning on practicing law or writing software?” he added, snidely.

“I haven’t decided yet. I doubt I’ll practice law. I’m not ready to sit in an office, and software is pretty much the same. I'm thinking of retiring to the country and raising chickens.” I could be snide too.

The prosecutor couldn’t help but chuckle. 

“Chickens? Sounds like a pleasant life if you can handle the cackling.” 

I chuckled a little too. “I’m expecting there’ll be less cackling than in law enforcement. It’s been a pleasure, Counselor.”

Lawyers have an irritating way about them. I was happy I wouldn’t have to deal with it anymore. Their condescending attitudes were over the top. They wouldn’t miss me either. 

When I got back to my home office, I emailed the judge a copy of my degrees and bar memberships. He didn’t return the email, but I attached a return receipt response, so I knew he read it. 

I was perplexed why all the hubbub over a speeding ticket. The prosecutor and Flint had everything planned until I threw a wrench in the works. The effort wasn’t worth it. I decided to investigate it to see what they were up to.  

BIG was my pet software project. A true artificial intelligence. Not just software, but a friend and confidant. When fully deployed, nothing would match its capabilities. 

I installed BIG on my private network servers, which isolated it from the world. After extensive testing, it would be deployed to every computerized device in the world. No one could stop it. My deployment method was groundbreaking and, at first, theoretical.  

My unemployment allowed painstaking theory tests. Graph tracing studies and trigger analyses transformed the theory to fact. Nothing could stop BIG from being deployed.  

I opened a temporary channel so BIG could access the internet.

“BIG. What can you tell me about Attorney Scott Flint?” 

BIG came back fast. 

“Scott Arnold Flint. Attorney. Member of state Bar South Dakota, Iowa, Michigan. Law degree Ohio State. Five attempts required for Bar in all three states. Predominately practicing personal injury. Settles ninety-five percent of cases prior to judgment. Married, divorced twice. Former wives and children are estranged. Unusual prescription drug purchases via internet. Unusual use patterns, possible addiction to painkillers. Excessive alcohol use indicated, yearly income below...” 

“BIG, stop. Find correspondence associated with Flint’s recent speeding citation.” 

“...citation issued January 19th. Seventy-eight in sixty-five zone. Eighth speeding citations in three years, driver license not in jeopardy under current licensing rules. One DUI, one simple assault charge. Flint westbound I-90 near Wyoming border at time of stop. GPS record indicates left Sioux Falls, South Dakota eleven-forty AM. Average speed more than eighty-seven miles per hour. Driving twenty-fourteen Lexus RX350 registered to Flint Law Office in Sioux Falls. Odometer reading ninety-three thousand miles. Past due for oil change one thousand six hundred seventy-two miles. Driver license expires in two years on fifty seventh birthday October three. Proceeding speeding ticket, Flint traveled west I-90, exit mile marker two hundred five, traveled south. Arrived Ranch A fifteen twenty-three. Remained two hours and four minutes. Left Ranch A seventeen twenty-seven. Traveled to Sioux Falls. Arrived at residence eleven seventeen.”

“BIG, trace Flint’s cell phone GPS at Ranch A.” 

“At Ranch A, phone GPS indicates travel to coordinates 44°29’24.61’ N 104°06’36.00’ W. Coordinates inside Ranch A Restoration Foundation main building. Flint remained approximately two hours. No phone calls initiated. Phone hot spot initiated to IP address 211.58.23.45, MAC address. 00:1A:2B:3C:4D:5E. Twenty-one-minute download completed.” 

“BIG, is there an internet connection at Ranch A?” “Internet connection dependent on dedicated satellite. Satellite connection active Thursdays 03:14 to 04:18 hours. Authenticated using IPv4 protocol encrypted passkey. Credentials assigned to user admin MAC 00:1A:2B:3C:4D:5E.” 

“BIG, stop.” 

Before stopping, BIG added, “Do you want to view message results for Flint?” 

“BIG, continue.” 

The readout began to roll. BIG announced each entry:

“Message day of speeding citation, 01.19.18:1414 hours, Flint to Whaylen: message content indicates Flint sending Whaylen notice speeding citation coming before court. 01.19.18:1435 hours, Whaylen responded would take care of the issue. 01.19.18:1455 hours, Flint advises any trace of speeding citation must be removed from record. 01.19.18:1508 hours, Whaylen advises not a problem.” 

So, Mr. Flint, on his mission, found it necessary to travel over four hundred miles to download software onto a computer in the middle of nowhere. It didn’t explain why he made a big deal out of a speeding ticket. Unless...the ticket was the only connection that tied him to Ranch A. Still, it didn’t wash. Anyone with half a brain would know the car GPS and phone would record his location. Maybe Flint didn’t have half. I needed to make a trip to Ranch A.  
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[image: ]




The “A” in Ranch A stands for Annenberg. Moses Annenberg built the ranch in 1932 as a family retreat, mostly because he liked fishing trout in the stream on the property. 

Moses was a media mogul millionaire who got under President Roosevelt’s skin by down talking the New Deal. Vindictively, Roosevelt saw to it that Moses ended up in jail for a trumped-up tax issue. Roosevelt abused his power and destroyed Moses’ life because Moses was exposing the New Deal as the bad deal it was. Moses died shortly after being released from prison. His son, Walter, assumed responsibility for Moses' business and Ranch A. 

The ranch fell into disuse, was sold to the state, sold to a private owner, and ultimately sold back to the state. Wyoming managed it, renting it for social functions. Most of the original furnishings remained in the main building. In its time, it was an exclusive estate. Rustic and nestled away in the Wyoming wilderness. The place had the feel of a classic age, suspense, and mystery. 

My drive was shorter than Flint’s. The prairie is very scenic if you have an open mind and can appreciate vast treeless stretches and endless pastures sparsely populated with livestock and wildlife. I enjoyed the nothingness; it sharply contrasted with the manic populated places people call normal. 

Getting to the ranch required driving on a dusty, bumpy, gravel road. Rounding a curve, the parched landscape transformed into Eden. 

The main building, made mostly of logs and stone, dominated. It resembled a Yellowstone lodge. The carriage house, west of the main building, was designed for the smaller cars of a bygone era. Ranch A had the aura of history, dignity, and wealth. 

The place was abandoned—no people, no cars. Aside from the freshly mown grass, there were no signs of recent activity. To the east, there was a line of small empty cottages. The cottages were likely for maintenance people, or maybe rentals. I parked at the end of the gravel driveway and walked to the main building. 

An expansive porch framed the home along two sides. The place smelled of age. Maintenance was impeccable and the building retained the feel of the nineteen thirties. I could visualize the Annenberg’s lounging on the porch in the heat. 

Walking on the east porch, looking in the unshaded windows, I marveled at the expansive main room. The blackened fireplace recorded the many gatherings gone by. Dozens could be comfortably entertained in the room. 

Rustically decorated, a balcony encircled on the second level, likely giving access to guestrooms. Several animal mounts hung on the walls. 

I looked through windows for the computer Flint used for the download. Leaving the porch, going around the back of the lodge, I found a computer in a room that appeared to be the management office; probably where reservations and accommodations were made for guests. The door to the room was locked. Security cameras monitored three hundred sixty degrees around the entire lodge and were accompanied by motion detectors. Getting in the lodge undetected wasn’t possible, but I had other ways. 
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