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1973...

The seven year old little boy sat on the braided rug on his living room floor.  The ground-in dirt and the clumps of cat hair indicated that the rug hadn't been vacuumed in months, but the little boy didn't mind.

He didn't know any better.  His bell-bottom plaid pants and wide collar shirt with the ugly floral print were just as dirty as the rug.

The screen on a beat-up, old cabinet TV with rabbit ear antennas flickered a few feet away from him.  Snowy static obscured the program's picture beyond recognition.  The control underneath the missing volume knob seemed to be turned all the way to maximum, but there was no sound.

The boy rammed his truck into a pile of broken toys, making a racket.  He enjoyed the destruction.  The boy fished an action figure with a missing arm out of the mess.  He banged it on its head repeatedly.  He smiled.

Two mangy cats jumped up onto a dilapidated tartan couch.  One of them ripped at its tight knit upholstery with its claws.  The familiar scratching sound wasn't enough to drown out another sound familiar to the little boy - the sound of the bed squeaking in the other room.

The bedroom door swung open.  An unsavory looking man with an open dress shirt and full chest of hair walked out of the room buckling his pants.

The little boy's mother, half-dressed at best, appeared in the doorway as well.  Her untucked blouse and crooked skirt drew attention away from the stiletto heels she wore, heels which should have been ground down by now considering how many times she'd been around the block.  Dark circles under her eyes contrasted with their blue color.

She pushed a string of unkempt hair out of her face and picked through a handful of five-dollar bills.  "Hey, this is only half of what we agreed on," she said accusingly to the man.

"It's all your worth," he replied.

"I gotta feed that brat," she said pointing to the little boy on the rug who sat quietly taking in the scene.

"You should've invested in birth control.  Would've been cheaper."

She held out her hand.  "The rest of my money..."

The man scratched his mustache and laughed at her.  "What are you gonna do?  Call the police?"  He let out another puff of air from between his lips which indicated that neither she nor the discussion were worth any more of his time.

The man left the apartment without even a glance back.  The little boy looked up from his sitting position on the floor and stared at his mother.

"Good for nothin' piece of shit.  What the hell you starin' at, boy?" she asked him.

The little boy made no verbal or physical response.  In fact, from the blank look on his face, it was impossible to tell if he even heard or comprehended his mother's words.

The woman walked a few feet across the open concept kitchen/living room area and sat down at the kitchen table.  She pushed a pile of old newspapers, dirty dinner plates with crusted food remnants, and empty cereal boxes out of her way until she found what she wanted.

She eyed the three-quarters empty liquor bottle greedily.  The woman twisted the cap off and she took a swig from it.  She plopped the bottle down noisily on the table, not even bothering to replace the cap.

She paid no attention to the little boy as he looked toward the kitchen area.  His gaze fixated on a dirty butcher knife on the counter.

He rose and walked over to it.  The little boy picked it up, fascinated by the way the sunlight coming through the window bounced off the metal blade.  He held the knife in his hand as he walked calmly and silently toward his mother.

He stood behind her and clasped the knife in both hands.

She reached for her liquor to take another drink from the open bottle.  Then she shifted in her seat to reach for a newspaper with a headline about President Nixon and Watergate that caught her eye.

The boy moved his arms in sync with his mother's movements.  He aimed the butcher knife at her back.

A quiet rage festered behind his eyes as he steadied the knife handle and raised his arms over his head.

One of the filthy cats rubbed against the boy's ankle.  He was too entranced to notice it.

He swung the knife and lunged at his mother!

He took a step forward and accidentally stepped on the cat's tail.  The cat's piercing screech startled the little boy's mother and caused her to turn around.

The shifting movement and new position of her body sent the knife tearing into her arm rather than her back.  She screamed and jumped up from the chair as the sharp blade sliced her skin.

The back of her legs knocked the chair over.  Her hips banged into the table.  The dirty dinner plates and her liquor bottle crashed to the floor.

The cats made a beeline for the other room and dove under the bed.

His mother stared at him in shock.  She instinctively grabbed at her wound with her other hand.  Blood trickled out from between her fingers and dripped to the floor.

Blood also dripped from the knife in the little boy's hand.  His expression remained unchanged as he raised the knife again and made a run at her.

At the same time, the mother's previous customer burst through the apartment door without warning, unaware of the attack taking place inside the apartment.  "I forgot my damn watch-" he started to say until the chaotic scene stopped him in his tracks.  Then he switched to, "What the fuck?"

The distraction allowed the mother to jump out of the knife’s way at the last possible second.

The little boy ran the bloody knife into the back of a kitchen chair.  It plunged through the vinyl into the cheap foam padding.  He struggled to pull it back out.

"Help!  Stop this crazy little shit!" the mother screamed at the surprised man.

The boy freed the knife from the chair just as the man rushed him.  The little boy swung the knife wildly.

The man's strong hand clamped the little boy's wrist.  He stopped the knife in mid-air, inches from his stomach.  "Nice try," the man told him.

The little boy's face contorted with anger.

His mother leaned against the kitchen counter and clutched her injured arm.

The man twisted the boy's wrist and forced the knife to clang to the floor.

His mother placed a bloody hand on the wall phone and picked up the receiver.  She put her finger in the zero hole and turned the dial to call the operator to get help.

The man continued to physically restrain the little boy who screamed, kicked, and waved his arms like a trapped wild animal.
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Chapter 2
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1987...

The young man looked at President Reagan's smiling portrait on the wall.  He moved over a step or two and admired the frame around the college diploma awarded in social work.  On the metal file cabinet below, a noisy fax machine spit out papers haphazardly.

Seated at the desk a couple feet away, a kindly looking woman on the verge of retirement shuffled folders on her desk.  The logo on them was stamped DCYF which stood for Department of Children, Youth, and Families.

The young man nervously tapped the keys of an unplugged electric typewriter.

The DCYF counselor said to him cheerfully, "You have a lot going for you.  Your record has been expunged.  You're starting with a clean slate.  I've seen lots of children come and go through this place.  It's a shame that so many of them end up right back in the correctional system."  She smiled hesitantly and continued, "But you'll make something out of your life.  I just know I'll read about you in the newspapers someday."

He gazed out the window and shrugged.  His thick head of hair didn't really move much thanks to all the hairspray.

The counselor looked down and consulted her file on him.  She read his accomplishments aloud.  "GPA of 4.0, track team star.  Computer Science Project Winner.  Criminal Studies Justice Award.  So many possibilities.  Which path are you going to choose?"

There was an awkward silence while the counselor looked at him expectantly.

The young man finally made eye contact with her.  He smiled.  "All I know is I want to make my mark on the world."
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Chapter 3
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1999...

The lightning flashed outside Amy Renzine's window.  Thunder boomed in the distance.  A strong, cool breeze suddenly rustled the curtain a couple feet away from her seat.

Amy adjusted the collar of her soft, pink nightgown before she reached over to shut the window.  She closed it just as the rain started to pound the roof.

She pressed the skip button on her CD player and went back to typing on her computer keyboard.  She began to sing along with the lyrics about a person dreaming of the perfect lover and feeling like she knew him even before they actually met.

DING!  The instant message, or IM for short, alert chimed from her computer's speakers.  She turned down the CD player volume so she could give her full attention to the conversation that popped up in the chat window on her computer monitor.

ULUVME:  Have you changed your mind about meeting me tonight?

Amy typed YES, then erased the letters.  She tapped the side of her white keyboard with her fingernail.  Should I do it, she wondered.  Should I really meet a guy in person that I've been talking to over the Internet?

Another IM window popped up, accompanied by its own dinging sound.  Amy rolled her eyes when she saw the chat ID of MICROMAN.  She reasoned aloud, "OK, Amy, here are your choices: it's either stay home alone - again, meet ULUVME who actually sounds pretty interesting, or meet this one, MICROMAN, a 68 year old bald guy with no teeth!"

She grabbed the mouse and clicked the X in the top right corner of the MICROMAN chat box.

Amy pushed a strand of her strawberry blonde hair behind her ears.  Her fingers dangled above the keyboard.  She spoke aloud to herself again.  "You're 28 years old, Amy, you're not getting any younger sitting here by yourself.  What the hell..."

Amy typed her name, address, and telephone number into the chat window.

She was too nervous to watch the screen while waiting for a response so she turned her head toward the bedroom window.  Amy watched the raindrops run down the glass while she waited patiently for her potential Internet paramour to respond.

The chime caught her attention.

ULUVME:  Hope you're ready - for anything.

AMY378:  LOL.  So, what's your real name?

Another bolt of lightning streaked across the sky.  A thunder clap rattled the windows.  The PC  crackled with a strange static noise.  The screen went blank.

Amy screamed when she felt something in her lap.  She jumped back in her seat.  The chair rolled back a few inches and hit the edge of her bed.  "Stupid cat," she scolded when she realized what had startled her.

The cat ignored her outburst and rubbed against her legs which meant he wanted to be picked up.  Amy obliged.

She sat back down at her desk chair and looked at the blank computer screen.  "I hope this thing reboots itself," she complained.  "Otherwise I may never get to find out what this ULUVME guy is all about."

The lightning flashed outside again.  Amy's lights went out.

The cat howled in the darkness.

––––––––
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A few hours later, the power had been restored to Amy's room as evidenced by the glow of the computer monitor.  The bloody hands soiled her white keyboard as they typed via the two finger method.

The right hand reached for the mouse and moved it slightly.  The index finger clicked.  The speakers beeped and a message popped up on the screen: E-MAIL MESSAGE SENT

The cat jumped on the bed next to Amy's dead body.  Her vacant eyes stared into nothingness.

Amy's killer surveyed his work.  A smile of satisfaction started behind his eyes.  It made its way through his cheekbones and settled in his mouth.  He closed her bedroom door as he exited.

The cat licked Amy's lifeless face.
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Officer Miguel DeRosa rushed into the police station.  He adjusted his tie with one hand and simultaneously gulped a large coffee with the other hand.

The cop was careful not to spill anything on his uniform.  He knew his athletic body filled it out well and he didn't want anything to ruin his look.

His colleague, Detective Alan Baker, stood by the door watching DeRosa rush into the room.  Because of his patient demeanor, Detective Baker was known around the precinct as the "kindergarten teacher of the department."  Sometimes that was a compliment and sometimes it wasn't depending on who was making the observation.

Although Baker was the same age (thirty-three) as DeRosa, he had already been promoted through the ranks of patrolman and shift supervisor before attaining his current detective grade.  That meant he got to wear street clothes, which in his case turned out to be dress pants and a dress shirt with a plain colored tie.  He kept the cuffs unbuttoned and rolled the long sleeves up a couple turns.

Baker casually looked down at his watch and saw the time of 11:20 PM.  Despite Baker's subtlety, DeRosa noticed the movement.  "Shit, is he here?" DeRosa asked.

Detective Baker chose to ignore the foul language.  He did his best impression of a baseball umpire, hand gestures included.  "You're...safe!"

"Good.  I don't need Sgt. Crawford on my ass tonight," DeRosa stated.

Baker swiped his hand through the air dismissively.  "He's got other things on his mind."

"Oh?"

Baker handed Officer DeRosa a piece of paper.  "This just came through that new Internet website the police department put up recently."

DeRosa's face scrunched up a bit.  He didn't have to say the profanity out loud this time.  The expression on his face said it for him - this is some twisted shit.  DeRosa did read aloud what was printed on the paper:

Ten little girls sat at their computers

Wondering who they'd find online

One entered a chat room with a killer

And then there were nine...
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The late afternoon sun peered through the blinds as Jennifer Warren entered her living room carrying a tea service tray.  She walked ridiculously slowly, trying not to spill the steaming liquid which sloshed dangerously close to the brim of the cups.

Her visitor and co-worker, Sally Plimpton, noticed her effort and remarked, "You don't have much experience with tea trays, do you?"

"God, no," Jen laughed.  "If my mother could see this, she'd never believe it.  I can't tell you how many times she wanted me to have tea parties with my stuffed animals so she could show me how to hold the tea cup and which spoon to use for the sugar, etc.  She was always trying to make me learn how to be a 'proper little girl' as she called it.  I wanted no part of all the pink, the dolls, and the craft activities.  I much preferred to be outside running around with the neighborhood boys, playing ball and climbing trees."

"Nobody would ever guess that.  Look at you now," Sally said with a hand gesture that referred to Jen's designer skirt, perfect manicure, and flawless makeup.

"Thank you," Jen said graciously.  "Sometimes I feel it's like playing a part.  Whatever the role calls for, you know."

"Like you hear a voice in your head saying that the role of secretary is now being played by Jennifer Warren?"

"Exactly," Jen laughed.

"Honey, you're thirty years old and single.  You play that part for all it is worth while you can.  Fifteen years from now when you've got the husband and the kids like I do, you'll look back fondly on your single days when you had the energy to get dressed up nicely for work.  Now I'm lucky I have time in the morning to put my glasses on, never mind makeup," Sally said.

Jen didn't want to say anything negative to her friend, but it was true that Sally's look could most kindly be described as "plump and matronly."  In fact, Jen had heard some of the guys refer to Sally as "fat and dumpy" which Jen told them in no uncertain terms was certainly crossing the line.

Jen opted to take her tea unsweetened.  Sally added extra sugar to hers saying, "That's one advantage to being married with kids, you don't care if you have a few extra pounds on your body!"

Sally picked up the DVD of You've Got Mail from the coffee table.  "Oh, I love Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan.  I missed this movie when it came out in theaters last year."

"Please, feel free to borrow the DVD," Jen offered.

"We don't have a DVD player.  I still tape my soaps on my old VCR."

"Sally, we're just months away from the new millennium!  Join the rest of us, will ya?"

Sally just rolled her eyes.  "I know, I know."

"Wait a minute.  You've got a computer at home.  It probably has a DVD player built in.  You can watch the movie on that."

"Computer?  I never go near that thing.  My husband, however, spends three hours a night playing on it.  I could've been a guest on this talk show I saw the other day.  The topic was Computer Widows - My Man Would Rather Touch the Keys than Touch Me!"

"That's funny," Jen admitted.  She glanced across the room at her own PC which was sitting neatly on a desk in the corner.  "Computers are like a compulsion.  I was even going to meet some guy in person the other night that I talked to online."

Sally's wide-eyed reaction indicated that she was both scared and fascinated.  "What happened?" she asked as she added another spoonful of sugar to her tea.

"I chickened out."

"Was he angry?" Sally asked imagining the horrors that could befall a young, single girl who angered a stranger online these days.

"I don't know.  His screen name was deleted the next time I signed on."

"What if he finds you somehow?" Sally gasped.

Jen shrugged and took a sip of her tea.
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Kathy Branson sat in the living room of her luxury condo.  She spent her days multitasking at work and then spent her evenings at home doing the same thing, albeit with different goals in mind.

On this particular evening, Kathy was doing three things at the same time: drinking a glass of wine, balancing a cordless phone on her shoulder, and typing on her computer keyboard.

While she waited for her friend to answer the phone, she thought about how tired she was of telling people about her dates at her age.  She was only thirty-one, but she hadn't planned on dating at this stage in her life.

She had constructed what her professor called a "life plan" when she was taking a (what she now regarded as useless) psychology class in college.  Her life plan had her married, caring for a toddler, and pregnant with her second child by her thirtieth birthday.  Instead, here she was, a thirty-one year old single woman doing this "Internet dating" that was all the rage in the women's magazines she bought at the grocery store.

After several rings, her friend's answering machine clicked on and played its usual message.  Kathy dutifully waited for the beep as commanded.

She spoke really fast because she hated it when her friend's machine cut her off before she finished a message.  "Hi, it's Kathy.  Have I got a message for you!  You'll stop yelling at me about all this time I've been spending on the Internet instead of going out barhopping and clubbing with the rest of you.  I'm finally meeting a man - tonight, in person.  I'm talking to him online right now.  Call me tomorrow for all the details."

The sound effect coming from her computer speaker told her there was a new IM.  She loved that little chime.  It made her feel special.  It meant that someone wanted to talk to her at that precise second, someone who literally could have spoken to any one of hundreds of millions of other people around the world at that very moment who were all connected to the Internet.

Kathy pressed the off button on the phone and gave her attention to her monitor.  The IM window indicated that LUVFINDER, the screen name of the man she had been talking to for about an hour, had just sent her another message.  

LUVFINDER:  I promise I'll make our first meeting something you'll never forget.

Kathy smiled.  She knew just what to wear to make sure that she was unforgettable as well.

––––––––
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Several hours later, her unforgettable red dress, the tightest one she owned that made her boobs really pop, was strewn about the floor in a heap.  Ironically, it had been completely forgotten.  The other thing Kathy almost forgot was what the man said his name was.  Luis, she reminded herself mentally.

Kathy hummed along with the classical music playing in the background while she tidied up her kitchen counter.  When she reached up to place the box of cat food in the cupboard, the sheer nightgown she wore popped open, completely showing off her left breast.

Before she had a chance to close it again, she felt his hairy, muscular arm brush against her soft skin as his hand felt its way towards her exposed flesh.  She could feel his chiseled chest against her back, right through the nightgown.  The sweat on his pecs, the result of their long and enjoyable romp in the bedroom, wet the material as if he were marking his territory.

Kathy smiled as he gently swept the hair away from her neck giving him access to kiss her lightly from the top of her spine to the back of her earlobe.  She got goosebumps and involuntarily shuddered as he cupped her breast and squeezed it in just the right place.  "That - was incredible!" Kathy said, referring both to what he had just done to her in the kitchen and what he had done to her earlier in the bedroom.

His hand reached for the counter.  He accidentally touched a spot with spilled flour.  Realizing he missed what he was reaching for, he tried again.  This time, his finger came down on a black pan handle, leaving a partial fingerprint.

Swaying in his arms and still cleaning up after their snack, Kathy said, "No wonder we were starving."  She heard him murmur agreement in her ear, taking the opportunity to give it a little nibble while he was there.  I can't believe I met such a wonderful guy over the Internet, Kathy thought to herself.

He moved them both a step back and a couple inches to the right, finally allowing his hand to reach beyond the spilled flour and the pan to what had held his fascination since the moment he entered the kitchen - the knife rack.

I can't wait for everyone to meet him, Kathy thought.  She silently debated whether she should invite him to one of her regular after work office parties on a Friday so she could first let her co-workers get acquainted with him or instead make special plans with a few of her closest friends to introduce him to them first.  No matter, she thought, as long as they all finally admit that I wasn't wasting my time looking for guys to date online.

With his left arm still firmly wrapped around her, he silently removed a butcher knife from the knife rack with his right hand.  As his fingers gripped the handle, he loved everything about the way it felt including the smooth, cool metal against his palm and the power it contained in such a compact weight and design.  He expertly twirled the knife in his hand, glancing over to see the shiny metal tip catch a small reflection from the light above Kathy's sink.

"So, Luis, what do you want to do next?" Kathy asked him with a sexy giggle as she picked up a glass bowl to wipe.

Behind her back, which was clearly visible through her sheer nightgown, he lined up the knife with her spinal cord at about the height of the kitchen counter.  He brought his arm back as far as possible in preparation for a forceful swing.

"Luis?" she asked, wondering why he hadn't responded.

He plunged the knife mercilessly through her back.  It sliced through her nightgown and skin.  It didn't stop there.

THUD!  It went right through her body and the tip of the knife hit the edge of the counter.

Kathy gasped as the pain shot through her body in every direction and she simultaneously dropped the glass bowl she was wiping.  The bowl fell to the floor and shattered around her bare feet.  The resulting lacerations on her feet and ankles were the least of her problems. 

He pulled the knife out of her body and stabbed her again.

Her arms and legs flailed involuntarily.  She no longer stood straight up on her own strength, but had fallen back into his left arm which supported all her weight.

The killer tightly gripped the knife handle and lifted her body a couple inches off the floor like a butcher raising a slab of meat.

He opened his fingers and let go of the knife.  Kathy's body fell to her bloody kitchen floor in a useless heap.  The way she landed left the knife sticking up and out from her back at the same angle it would have been in had it been placed back in the knife rack.

As much as he admired the irony and order the universe brought to the scene by the placement of her body when it hit the floor, he wasn't quite done.  He retrieved the knife from her back and kicked her body over so it would be face up.

With her body laying in a pool of blood, he bent over her.  Her dead blue eyes reflected his hand holding the butcher knife.

The killer smiled.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 7


[image: image]


Jen walked up her front stairs holding grocery bags and her keys.  She wondered why it seemed so dark and creepy.

She remembered that she had noticed earlier that there was only a crescent moon in the sky and even that sliver was playing hide and seek behind the clouds.  "I know I put the porch light on before I left," she said aloud.  She looked at the bulb, but it didn't seem to be on.  "Stupid thing must have burned out while I was gone," she muttered to herself.

Jen looked up and down the deserted street.  Most of the houses already had their lights off.  She saw the faint glow of television sets in a couple bedroom windows at one residence several houses down.  She wondered if everyone on her street went to bed before the eleven o'clock news.

Her cell phone rang in her purse.  She sighed and slid the plastic grocery bags off her wrist.  She dug the phone out and hit the answer button. 

"Hello," Jen said in a more irritated voice than she meant to use.

"Hi Jen, it's Matt," her friend informed her in an upbeat voice.

She really wanted to get inside so she tried to juggle the bags, the keys, and the cell phone at the same time.  Jen was barely able to secure the cell phone between her ear and her shoulder as she inserted the key into the lock.  "With cell phones getting smaller and smaller, the next time I upgrade, my phone will be too small to hold like this."

"I can't see you, remember?" her friend said good-naturedly on the other end.

"Duh, it's been a long day," Jen told him.  "Remind me not to get any more bright ideas about doing my full shopping this late just because the grocery store is now open twenty-four hours."

"Deal," came the response.

She finally stepped into the house and quickly closed the door behind her.  She felt better just hearing the lock click into place.  Jen put the bags down on the floor.

Before she had a chance to reach for the light switch, Jen heard a deep male voice booming across the room in the dark saying, "Adam November five four seven."

"Who is that?" Matt asked.

Jen froze and held her breath.  Her eyes darted around the room.  She breathed a sigh of relief when they landed on the glowing power light.  "I accidentally left the police scanner on when I went to the store," she explained into the phone.

He forced a laugh.  "Oh."

"If you don't mind hearing the plastic rustling, I can talk to you while I put the groceries away in the kitchen."

"Yeah, that's cool," Matt said.  "I was just thinking of you so I called to say hi."

"That's sweet."

"I was taking a break and there's nobody else here-"

Jen cut him off.  "I can't believe you're still in the office.  Do you know what time it is?"

"Late?"

"Ya think?" she said making her voice sound funny.  She could just picture Matt sitting there at his desk in his plush, executive office at CompuNet.

The perfect word to describe computer programmer Matt Frampton was "adorkable."  Matt had recently admitted that one of his co-workers threatened to send in his picture to a talk show for one of those makeover segments.

Jen had to agree that if Matt ditched the glasses for contacts, got a decent haircut, and updated his wardrobe instead of wearing the same clothes he had worn fifteen years ago in senior year of high school in 1984, then he might be able to lose the "dorky" part of the "adorkable" moniker.

Jen heard a loud clinking noise on the other end of the phone followed by Matt exclaiming, "Oh, crap!"

"What did you do this time?" Jen asked.

"I knocked over my coffee cup," Matt responded while frantically dabbing with a napkin to prevent damage to the paperwork on his desk.

"Did any liquid get on the keyboard?"

"Narrowly missed it," he reported.

"No harm, no foul then," she concluded.

Matt made a sound of disappointment.  "But I cracked my favorite mug.  It's ruined."

"The one that says: It's Midnight - Do You Know Where Your Computer Programmer Is?"

"Yeah, that one," Matt affirmed.

Jen just shook her head.  She was glad that he couldn't see her this time.  Maybe there was more to losing the "dorky" description than just a talk show makeover after all.

"So, how's that Internet chat software I installed on your computer working out?" Matt asked.

"Well, some of those people online are a little weird, don't you think?"

Matt adjusted his thick glasses and answered, "I tell people I talk to online that I'm a competitive bodybuilder."

Jen tried to stifle a giggle, but it came out anyway.

Matt sounded hurt as he responded, "Haven't you noticed?  I've been going to the gym a lot lately."

"Yes, and that qualifies," Jen said in a tone of voice that only a true friend could muster under the circumstances.  "Hey, I just realized I never got the mail today.  Sally came home with me after work and I forgot all about the mail.  Today could be the day..."

"I hope so," Matt said sincerely.

Jen ran to the front door and opened it.  She used the light from her cell phone to provide enough illumination to open the mailbox attached to the house.

Back inside, she quickly sorted through the junk mail.  "You know what this means to me, Matt.  I want to be a somebody."

"You're already a somebody to me," he told her.

"You're just supposed to say that because you're my friend."

"I know you'll get in.  Who could say no to you?"  Matt performed his best imitation of a police dispatcher.  "Paging Officer Jen Warren..."

"It's here!" Jen said as she used her fingernail to slice open an official letter from the Municipal Police Academy.  She trembled with anticipation as she saw the line marked Application Status.

"Damn," she muttered.  She read aloud the part that said, "We regret to inform you we can't offer you a place in the next Municipal Police Academy training class."

Jen's disappointment hurt Matt too.  "They're all idiots, Jen."

"I just wish there was a way to prove myself," Jen said with a look of defiant determination.

Across the room, the police scanner sprung to life with static.  Then a dispatcher's voice said, "Possible one-eight-seven in progress.  All available units respond to Warwick Gardens Condo Complex on Scenic Drive.  Repeat: possible one-eight-seven in progress."

"I have to go, Matt.  There might be a murder taking place!"  Jen snapped the cell phone shut and ran for her door.
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Chapter 8
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Jen thought the best way to describe the scene in the lobby of the condo complex was "controlled chaos."  A sea of moving uniforms swarmed the lobby.  The dark blue colors worn by the police officers complemented the white shirts worn by the paramedics.

Officer DeRosa attached a corner of the yellow police tape to a door frame.  He unwound the roll as he cordoned off the area.  Then he disappeared through another set of doors within the restricted space.

Jen reached for the tape with the intent of lifting it and ducking under it.

"Where do you think you're going, honey?" a gruff voice called out.

Before her fingers made contact with the police tape, the strong hand that went along with the stern voice had firmly yanked Jen away from any of hope moving the artificial barrier.  Sgt. Crawford's impatient and unforgiving eyes stared at Jen, waiting for an answer.

"I-" was all she managed to get out before the police sergeant barked his next presumably rhetorical question.

"Can't you read?" Sgt. Crawford said as he pointed to the gigantic black-colored block letters set against their bright yellow background.  He over enunciated each word on purpose as if talking to a dull kindergartener.  "POLICE LINE.  DO NOT CROSS."  In case his arrogant display wasn't sufficient, he added a direct call to action, "Now, move it, girlie."

Satisfied that speaking to her further served no additional purpose, he simply walked away without giving her so much as a good-bye glance.  When he heard her footsteps defiantly following him, he spun around.  "Didn't I just tell you to beat it already?"

"But I work for the police department," Jen objected.

He narrowed one eye slightly as if interrogating an obviously unreliable witness. "Oh, you do, do you?  Which one?  21 Jump Street?"

Jen reached into her purse and fished out her police department ID badge which was attached to her key ring.  A stuffed smiley face dangled stupidly between them.

Sgt. Crawford looked her up and down.  The expression on his face had the words written all over it as clearly as the big block letters on the police tape.  Is this bitch for real with this?

Officer DeRosa, who was known around the department to always have the info on a pretty lady, returned from the forbidden zone just in time to intervene.  "Jen is the Police Commissioner’s new secretary," he explained.  As DeRosa looked at Sgt. Crawford, his polite smile barely hid the fact that he loved possessing knowledge his superior officer did not have.

Unimpressed with the officer's attitude and information, Sgt. Crawford rolled his eyes.  "Why didn't someone tell me sooner?  Here's the woman who brings the Police Commissioner his coffee with his morning muffin.  Now those are some serious police credentials!"

"Hey, I keep up with what's happening in the department," Jen defended confidently.

"From the ivory tower, these are the streets," Crawford responded.

"I came back to tell you that they need you upstairs," DeRosa told Crawford.

"Thanks.  Be right there."  Sgt. Crawford looked directly at Jen.  "I'm finished down here anyway."  He turned to speak to another officer.

Jen beckoned DeRosa with her finger.  He smiled at her.  She indicated he should come even closer so she could say something to him privately.

He was glad to oblige.  "No need to thank me," DeRosa said, while nonchalantly straightening his tie.  "I'm always willing to do what needs to be done for a beautiful young lady."

"I wasn't going to thank you.  I just wanted to tell you that I can fight my own battles."

"That's what they all say – until they can't," DeRosa said with a smug wink before he disappeared again through the other set of doors.

Sgt. Crawford had just finished his conversation with the other officer.  He followed DeRosa and was soon out of Jen's sight.

Jen casually leaned against the back of the lobby couch and surveyed the room.  Now that DeRosa and Crawford were gone, nobody was paying any attention to her.

She lifted the yellow police tape and ducked under it.  Jen slipped unnoticed through the same doors that DeRosa and Crawford had gone through earlier.
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Chapter 9
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Jen made her way up the stairs.  She easily found the correct condo just by following the noise in the hallway.

She carefully approached the open door.  Jen blinked her eyes in response to the bright flashes from the police photographer's camera.

"OK, let's bring her back to the morgue," a female voice ordered.  Several people inside the condo moved at the same time.  Above the commotion, Jen heard the squeaking of the wheels when the gurney started rolling.

Still in the hallway, she stepped back behind the door as the paramedics and assistant medical examiner wheeled the stretcher through the doorway.  Jen could only see the outline of the body through the white sheet covering it.

She didn't have time to take in any more information than that because Sgt. Crawford spotted  her.  "Maybe the Police Commissioner would like to know that one of his secretaries who should be typing letters is busy trying to nose her way into a police investigation.  Hey, DeRosa, give me your phone.  But first, boys, bring that body back in here."

Sgt. Crawford grabbed Jen's hand and pulled her into the condo, directly over to the stretcher.  Everybody stood there in silence, not knowing what Crawford's intentions were.  "Well, tough girl, you wanna see what a dead body looks like?" he asked Jen.

Jen hesitated and took a step backwards.

"More cream in your coffee, Commissioner?" Crawford taunted.

Jen's eyes narrowed as a defiant look crossed her face.  The sergeant's rude and demeaning attitude provided just the motivation she needed.

She looked down at the corpse.  Jen stepped forward and reached out to move the sheet.

Sgt. Crawford smacked her hand away and barked, "Christ, don't you watch Law & Fucking Order?"

Jen's look of confusion explained that she didn't understand the connection that Crawford was making.

Despite being admonished for trying to help her earlier, Officer DeRosa stepped into the conversation.  He held up his hand and snapped his disposable rubber glove against his wrist.  Then he pointed at Jen's bare hands.  "Crime scene contamination," he added just in case the visual didn't convey his message.

Sgt. Crawford said, "If your gonna play cop, sweetheart, you gotta get used to sights like this..."  He leaned forward with his own gloved hand and whipped the sheet back to reveal the length of the victim's dead body.

The corpse's pretty blue eyes hung lifeless in their sockets.  Jen recoiled slightly at the shock of seeing her first dead body outside of a funeral home setting in real life (as opposed to TV and movies).

"That's what I figured," Sgt. Crawford muttered as he rearranged the sheet.

Jen quickly overcame her initial reaction.  To her own surprise, she was actually a bit disappointed she didn't have more time to make any observations.

Sgt. Crawford turned towards Officer DeRosa and demanded to know, "Where the hell is Miss Quincy?  I need a report!"

A forty year old woman appeared in the doorway.  There were notes scribbled on the thick pile of papers on her clipboard.  The pockets of her lab coat bulged with supplies.  She looked at Sgt. Crawford with obvious disdain.  She informed him coolly, "I'm right here.  I can hear you bellowing all over the condo."

Jen extended her hand to the woman.  "Are you Dr. Diane Clayton?  The Medical Examiner?"

The woman returned the handshake.  "Yes."

"You have a great reputation in the department,  I'm-"

"She's leavin' is what she's doin'," Sgt. Crawford interrupted.  "Officer DeRosa, get the Police Commissioner's secretary out of here."

Jen turned to move.  She felt her foot kick something.  She looked down and saw a little plastic ball with a bell inside roll across the floor.

Just then, Detective Baker rushed into the room.  The cat toy jingled when it hit his shoe.  Detective Baker held up a piece of paper.  "This is a printout of the e-mail we received that directed us to this address."  He read aloud:

Nine little girls sat at their computers

Chatting until it was very late

One decided to download a file

And then there were eight...

Sgt. Crawford took the paper from the detective's hand.  He walked over to the victim's computer and slammed the printout on the monitor.  "Just like last time.  Goddamn it!"
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Chapter 10
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Twenty-nine year old Nikki Harris eased off the brake pedal and then abruptly smashed it with her high heeled shoe.  She switched her cell phone from one ear to the other and complained, "This downtown traffic is murder!  It drives me nuts.  I swear in five years, I'm moving to the country.  Another dog, maybe another cat."

"What if your future perfect husband doesn't like pets?" her friend Carol asked on the other end of the phone line.

"Non-negotiable!" Nikki exclaimed in horror at the mere thought of reality intruding upon her well-planned fantasy.  "Anyway, that guy I talked to online last night is supposed to call this afternoon."

"For your sake, I hope his name is Jean-Paul.  It's a scientific fact that guys named Jean-Paul adore pets!"

"Asshole!" Nikki screamed.

"Excuse me?" Carol asked.

"Sorry, not you.  This jerkoff who just cut me off in traffic at the intersection.  So, I don't know the Internet guy's name yet.  His chat ID on the computer was 2FINDLUV.  Isn't that cute?"

"He wouldn't give you his real name?  That's kind of creepy.  Did you give him yours?"

"Not yet.  I only gave him my cell number.  Hopefully, I'll be at your house before he calls."

––––––––
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Elsewhere in the city, the killer entered a penthouse.  "Home, sweet home," he said as he kicked off his shoes and plopped onto the couch.

He reached for a magazine from the coffee table.  The cover story headline read President Clinton Says US Government Computers Ready For Y2K.  The killer rolled his eyes and tossed the magazine aside.

The way the media carried on every day about Y2K was so ridiculous.  There were much more dangerous computer threats to the average person.  He could attest to that first hand, so to speak!

With that in mind, the killer picked up the phone receiver.  He pressed the buttons and heard the touch tones in his ear.  He waited.

––––––––
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Nikki had just arrived at her friend Carol's house.  She stepped over the various toys strewn about the yard.  She smiled when she thought about how nice it would be someday when she had her own six year old daughter and a backyard full of toys.

Her cellular phone rang.  The display read PRIVATE NUMBER.  She flipped the phone open and said confidently, "You got Nikki.  Start talking."

Relaxing in the penthouse with one leg lazily draped over the side of the couch, the killer said, "Hi, Nikki.  It's me.  2FINDLUV."

Nikki's voice and attitude were all business.  "So, what's your real name, Mr. 2FINDLUV?"

"Shawn," he replied.  After a pause, he continued, "Shawn Randall.  And you?"

"Nikki Harris."  Nikki pushed aside a pile of dolls thrown carelessly on Carol's picnic table bench.  She straddled the bench and leaned against the table.  "Have you met many women online?" she inquired.

"A few.  I'm kinda shy."

Nikki waited.  She observed silently that he seemed much more talkative online than he did on the phone.  After an awkward moment of silence, Nikki asked, "What do you like to do for fun?"

"Wouldn't it be better to discuss this on our first date?"

"OK," she agreed.  "Give me your phone number and address and we'll take it from there."

"I like your voice by the way, Nikki.  It's sweet...and a little sexy."

She could hear the sly grin in his voice.  It made her frustrated and flattered at the same time.  "Look, let me be honest with you, Shawn.  I would never meet a man I met over the Internet without first verifying that what he told me about himself is true."

"I understand," he replied.  "Besides, I wouldn't want to meet you if you didn't check me out first."

"Spill it, then," she ordered.

"That's Shawn with an S-H.  Last name R-A-N-D-A-L-L.  The address is the penthouse at Downtown Plaza right across from the park."

"I know the building.  I work downtown."

"Good.  Hold on a sec while I switch ears."  The killer moved the handset away from his ear and looked at the number typed on the little piece of paper under the plastic.  His eyes swept back and forth quickly.  He brought the handset back up to his ear and rattled off the phone number.  Satisfied?"

"Getting there," Nikki admitted.  "Do you have an answering machine?"

The killer's eyes darted around the room like a starving animal searching for food.

"Shawn?  Are you still there?"

He spotted an answering machine across the room.  It was attached to a different phone on the desk.  "Yes.  Yes, I do have an answering machine," he said quickly, glad the topic was closed.

Unfortunately for him, it wasn't closed.  Nikki went on, "What's the message?"

Stalling for time to think, he said, "I don't follow."

Nikki explained, "What does your outgoing answering message say?  In case I call and you aren't there, I want to make sure I have the right number so I'm not offending some little old lady by leaving a sexy message meant for you."

She could hear the smile in his voice again when he replied, "I like your style, Nikki."

"Well, Shawn, since you live in a penthouse, I like your style, too."

"Maybe you'd like to see it.  The penthouse, I mean.  There's an incredible view of the city."

"Does 8:00 PM on Saturday work for you?" Nikki asked.

"Sounds good.  I'll pick you up first at your place.  Just e-mail me the address."

"And what about that outgoing-"  Nikki heard the click end their call.  "Answering machine message," she said aloud to herself, just to finish the thought as she got off the bench and walked  into the house.

––––––––
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In the penthouse, the killer yanked the phone cord to unplug the answering machine.  "I never even thought of that," he said as he threw the answering machine onto the floor.  The casing cracked open.

––––––––
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Several minutes later, Nikki and her friend Carol walked out of Carol's back door carrying lemonade and a phone book.  Nikki appreciated Carol's willingness to listen to her constant man trouble dating woes and help her get the goods on guys, so to speak.

Carol always joked that supporting Nikki was a way for her to live vicariously since, as a mom and housewife, Carol was several years beyond her dating days.

It was hard to believe how much technology had changed the dating scene since Carol got married only ten years earlier in 1989.  When Carol was dating, only very wealthy people had cell phones (and those were built into cars and still had corded handsets), text messaging didn't exist, most people didn't even have computers at home, and there was no such thing as a home Internet connection!

"This Indian summer weather is a nice break from the cold snap we've been having," Carol observed as her six year old daughter skipped out of the house licking her ice cream cone.  While she walked around the yard, the little girl carried on an animated conversation with herself.

"Who's she talking to over there?" Nikki asked.

"Her imaginary friend," Carol replied with her usual sweet smile.

"I used to have an imaginary friend when I was her age," Nikki said as she flipped through the phone book.

Carol sipped her lemonade as they sat down at the picnic table.  She furrowed her brow thoughtfully and pondered, "It's almost like that now, on the computer, for you, isn't it?  All those Internet people are almost imaginary.  You kind of make them out to be whatever you want."

Nikki smiled awkwardly while she contemplated the idea and continued to scan the phone book.  When she finally stopped on a particular page, Carol asked, "Find Shawn?"

This time, Nikki smiled triumphantly.  She ripped the page out of the phone book.  "Page 231.  And the number matches what he told me."  The relief was evident in her voice when she proclaimed, "He's legit."

Carol shifted her weight on the picnic table bench.  "Still, just be careful.  You know how people are these days."

"Here, take this if it will make you feel better.  He's the third one down."  She handed her friend the phone book page with Shawn's name and address.

"I'll let you know how the date goes."

Nikki got up to leave.  From across the yard, Carol's daughter waved good-bye.
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Chapter 11
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The cramped police station conference room smelled like stale coffee.  It always smelled that way no matter what time of day it was.

Sgt. Crawford and Dr. Clayton sat on the same side of the table.  They left an empty chair between them on purpose.  Detective Baker and Officer DeRosa sat on the other side of the table.  DeRosa yawned and stretched.

"So sorry to interrupt your beauty sleep, DeRosa," Sgt. Crawford said without even a hint of jocularity in his voice.

"Anything to solve a case, Sergeant," DeRosa responded unenthusiastically.  He yawned again and took a noisy, huge gulp of his coffee.

"In all my years on the force, you're the only cop I ever met who can't be on time even when he works the 11 PM – 7 AM shift."

The slightly embarrassed Officer DeRosa cast his eyes down.

"At least you made it here on time for this meeting this morning.  Maybe overtime pay during the daytime like this is the motivation you need."  Sgt. Crawford brought the discussion to a conclusion by shaking his head and sighing.  He looked around the room, deciding whether his next negative observation would be about Detective Baker or Dr. Clayton.

Jen opened the conference room door before Sgt. Crawford had the chance to start in on either of his other colleagues.  She rushed in the room and dropped her notebook on the table.  "Sorry I'm late.  The Commissioner sent me to take notes, but first I had to drop off something in the mail room."

"Oh, good.  First we have Miss Quincy," Crawford said with a gesture towards Dr. Clayton.  Indicating Jen's presence, he added, "And now we have a wanna be Charlie's Angel.  Who's next?"

"You watch too many cable television reruns," Dr. Clayton informed him.

Sgt. Crawford got up from the table.  He walked over to the doorway and shouted into the hallway, "Maybe there's a group of Girl Scouts out here who would like to join the meeting!"

"Are you done?" Dr. Clayton said with a sigh.

"Is he?" Sgt. Crawford asked as he spread out a pile of newspapers all over the conference room table.

The gigantic, bold headlines screamed the latest news: 

NETKILLER TERRORIZES CITY!

INTERNET STALKER STRIKES AGAIN!

CRAZY KEYBOARD KILLER TAUNTS POLICE!

"Crazy Keyboard Killer – that's my favorite," Detective Baker commented.

Everybody in the room looked at him with some sort of furrowed brow or raised eyebrow.

"What?  You have to admit the alliteration is clever," Baker said with a tone indicating that anyone with a basic appreciation of linguistics should agree.

"The point is," Crawford grumbled, "somebody leaked the whole thing to the press."

"Maybe the killer e-mailed it," Dr. Clayton suggested.  Realizing that she wasn't joking made the rest of the people in the conference room shift uneasily in their seats.

Sgt. Crawford spoke first.  "Let's go over what we know so far.  Four dead women.  One a week for the past four weeks.  What do we have to go on?  One wrote the name Luis on her calendar for the day she died.  We couldn't find anyone she knew by that name."

Detective Baker continued, "There were fingerprints everywhere, but no matches for them in the National Crime Computer Database."

The coffee must have finally kicked in.  Officer DeRosa perked up to add, "The murders have always taken place at the victim's own home or apartment.  No signs of forced entry."

Dr. Clayton consulted her notes.  "Each victim had sex prior to being murdered.  All indications are that the sex was consensual.  We have matching semen samples from every dead body.  The killer clearly feels he will never be caught."

"Is that your expert opinion?" Crawford interrupted.

"Yes, that, and it's common sense.  The killer alerted police to the location and fresh crime scene shortly after each death."

"How the hell do you catch a killer over the Internet?" Sgt. Crawford said to nobody in particular.

They all stared at him in silence as they pondered the exact same question.  For the first time since she had entered the room, Jen noticed the clock ticking on the wall.

Detective Baker broke the silence.  "What else do we know?  We can establish similarities among the victims.  One - they were all women.  Two - age range of..."  He looked to Dr. Clayton.

She glanced down at her notes again and stated, "All the deceased were between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-two."

Baker continued, "Three - they were adventurous to meet people via the world wide web.  Four - They were all city residents."

"OK, obvious differences?" said Crawford.

Dr. Clayton looked at her notes, but Baker beat her to it.  "Hair color.  One blonde.  One brunette.  Two redheads." 

"That's correct," Dr. Clayton affirmed.  "You have a good memory, Detective Baker."

"It's hard to forget what a dead body looks like," Baker replied.

At her own memory of Kathy's corpse on the stretcher in the condo, Jen's stomach reacted as if a hamster was running around on a wheel inside it.  Jen forced herself to outwardly project as much professional detachment as possible when she asked, "Have all the eyes been blue?"

Officer DeRosa and Sgt. Crawford looked at Jen while Dr. Clayton and Detective Baker simultaneously answered, "Yes, they were."

Jen shuddered involuntarily.  She subconsciously rubbed her own eyes which made Officer DeRosa notice their deep blue color.  Purposefully changing the focus of the discussion, Jen said, "Let's not forget his poems."

Sgt. Crawford stood up and said, "From the last two victims..."  He pointed at the markerboard on the wall and read aloud:

Eight little girls sat at their computers

Dreaming of a spot in heaven

One went surfing all over the net

And then there were seven...

Seven little girls sat at their computers

Hoping for a simple, quick fix

One stumbled upon a virus

And then there were six...

Sgt. Crawford sat back down and summed up his opinion in one sentence, "Nothin' but a bunch of computer gibberish."

Jen said, "More like a modern version of the old poem, Ten Little Indians."

"What happens at the end of the countdown?  In the poem, I mean," DeRosa asked.

"They're all dead."

"So far, our killer is right on track," Dr. Clayton observed.

"That's kind of impressive to adapt a classic rhyme that way," Officer DeRosa said.

"It's sick," Detective Baker countered.

"I don't know about classic poetry, but I do know that these days, with forensic science and DNA analysis, you'd have to be a genius to get away with murder," said Dr. Clayton.

"Or at least a computer genius," Detective Baker amended as the meeting came to a close.
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Chapter 12
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The mall food court bustled with activity.  Fathers put their kids on the carousel ride.  A security guard eyed a group of teenagers who were dangerously close to starting a food fight at a corner table.  A lady in an expensive coat pointlessly grilled a hapless cashier at a fast food counter about "healthy" menu options.

Amidst the general chaos, Jen and her friend Matt carried their full trays to an empty table.  Matt awkwardly balanced his tray with his overflowing computer store shopping bags.

Jen put her tray down.  She smiled with relief when Matt placed his tray safely on the table, too.

She realized she had awarded him a victory too soon when his next move of placing one of his bags on the table resulted in a mess.  The bag sideswiped his large soda.

"Crap!  My fries!" Matt exclaimed as the spilled soda soaked through the wrapper.

"You can share mine," Jen said automatically.  She had lived through this and similar scenarios more than once with Matt over the years.  She dabbed the mess with a wad of napkins.  Luckily, most of the soda ended up confined to Matt's tray.

Once the drowned French fries were thrown away and they started eating, Matt fished a box out of one of his shopping bags.  "I'm psyched about finding this 56K modem on sale.  My current one is 33.6K so this will be a big speed improvement!"

He held up the box proudly like a model on a game show handling a diamond ring.  Noting his friend's distinct lack of response and obvious preoccupation with looking around the food court at the crowd, he said, "Distracted much?"

Jen turned back towards him.  "I'm sorry.  I just can't get this NetKiller case off my mind.  People don't just disappear."

"Only if they never existed in the first place," Matt reasoned.

"Oh, he exists.  We have plenty of dead bodies to prove that.  Now, I just have to find him."

"Bad, bad idea!"  Matt intensely rearranged stuff on the table as if he might find a new topic under the salt shaker.  Failing that, he went with, "How are your onion rings?"

"Greasy.  Just the way I like them," Jen answered absently.

Matt opened his mouth several times to say something else.  Every time he started, he popped another one of Jen's fries into his mouth to stop himself.

Jen was too busy surveying the crowd again to notice.

He opened his mouth again and realized there were no fries left.  He just blurted out in one long breath what he had been wanting to say all along.

Jen could barely make out Matt's individual words.  "Do you have any plans for tomorrow night?  Would you like to go to a movie or something?"

It didn't take someone interested in police work to deduce the meaning behind Matt's invitation.  "You mean, like on a date?" Jen asked.

"Yeah," Matt said.  The relief in his voice was evident three tables away.

"I appreciate the offer, Matt, really, but-"

"You're not over him yet," Matt filled in the blank for her.  It didn't take someone interested in police work to deduce that bit of information either.

"Well," Jen hesitated.

Matt pushed his glasses tighter on the bridge of his nose.  "It's been eleven months and twenty-three days since the last time you saw him."

Jen blinked and sat back a little bit in her seat.  His precision surprised her – and creeped her out at the same time.  "I can't believe you figured it out to the day like that."

"I'm sorry I'm not Italian stud Supercop Joseph DeMacio!"  Matt slammed his fist on the tray and got up from the table.  He started to walk away.

"Matt, wait.  Don't leave.  Your shopping bags..."

The plastic rustled as Matt grabbed the shopping bags angrily.  "At least my computer never lets me down."  He stormed off around a corner and out of sight.

Jen sighed and ate the rest of her onion rings without enthusiasm.
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Chapter 13
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As she got ready for her date with Shawn, aka screen name 2FINDLUV, Nikki Harris looked around the room to make sure it was in order.  She picked up a dog bone from the floor and put it in a drawer.  She had already put the dog in his crate with a chew toy.  That would keep him busy.

She didn't have to worry about the cat.  Mister Whiskers would hide under the bed upstairs as he always did when someone else was in the house.

Nikki checked her reflection in the mirror, admiring how nice her hair had come out.  Nikki blotted her lipstick with a tissue.  If her date was half as sexy looking as his voice indicated, she'd be blotting her lips on his before the night was over.

He arrived exactly on time at 8:00 PM.  The plan had been for him to pick her up at her place and then go back to his penthouse so he could show her the incredible view of the city.

Actually, they never left her house.  She was treated to a view of his incredible body instead.

He was clearly no stranger to the gym.  Nikki had never cared one way or another whether a guy worked out.  However, she loved the feel of her delicate hand tracing the outline of his biceps.  His muscles hardened as he lifted her off her feet and gently placed her on the couch.

She admired the contradictions in his lovemaking techniques.  First, he
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