
1

P R O L O G U E 

M O N T H S  E A R L I E R

When time runs out …

Her watchful eyes followed rapid movements across the bright 
flickering monitor as each piece of the puzzle moved to its 

assigned location. Her subdued smile increased as each piece was  
transmitted. She knew that Q on the other side would have them  
captured and reassembled seconds after they arrived at their 
destination. This was the last of the updates for the communica-
tions interceptor routines.

She always kept her word and honored her family respon-
sibilities. Complex communications were her specialty, and 
her adaptations kept the family business ahead of the world 
governments. Even her day job of creating programs with the 
U.S. telecommunications leader was not at this level due to the 
bureaucracy they operated under. Over the years she had tried 
to enlighten them, but it was a slow road of acceptance. This was 
a part-time outlet for her creativity and it helped her maintain 
balance.

Pulling her eyes away, she returned to her primary work screen,  
verifying that the recompiling of those programs was almost 
finished. The documentation for her departmental changes was  
already completed, with updates to her team members also 
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issued. Her ability to compartmentalize the two efforts, both for 
good causes, spoke to her genius. She was slightly distracted by 
the vibration of her cell phone, which she retrieved from her 
pocket with the same efficient fluid motion.

“Hello, Julianne here.”
“Dobry Wieczór!”
“English please, Father. Good evening to you too.”
“Of course, make it harder for me. Q is telling me you are 

sending the final versions as we speak.”
“Yes, they are finished, Father. I need to focus on an upcom-

ing project for work over the next few months, so requests need 
to go elsewhere.”

“Why not quit that job and come home. I would like to spend 
some time with you as well as get to know your son. How is he 
doing with his studies? Is he ready for our family now?”

“He is doing well and working hard. He is far more brilliant 
than any of us. But he knows nothing of the family business as 
I’ve repeatedly told you. Not yet. I want him to have a chance to 
make his choices rather than the family make them for him. My 
son, my choice. You promised me, Father, and you have never 
broken a promise to me.”

“Yes, you’re right. We continue to watch out for you and him, 
but I want to know him before I die.”

“You will next year. I will bring him over, and we will explain 
things to him together. Just as we agreed. You will be so proud 
of him. I have only taught him to be the best, to be cautious, and 
to trust little in a world of bits and bytes. Keep in mind he may 
choose not to be a part of the business. He is his own man.”

“Speaking of careful, have you heard any more from the  
Sergei character, or has he finally stopped trying to recruit you?”

“That prick! He has not come around for several months. He 
doesn’t think I can help him after the crap programs I provided  
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to him. He actually called me here at work and told me I couldn’t 
program my way out of a paper bag. I believe I threw him way 
off track. You are still monitoring his activities?”

“Yes, of course we are, along with several others. He is up to 
something, we know. He will eventually defeat himself.”

“Good. As it should be for garbage such as him. Is the rest 
of the family good? Any new marriages or births I need to know 
about?”

“No changes. We are all sad that none of your son’s generation 
have fallen in love or found a way to make the next generation. 
And you, my darling girl, do you need anything? You know I 
would gladly pay for your efforts on our behalf for these programs.”

“I make a good living, Father. I have never asked for family 
money. My contributions are out of love, as you well know, and 
the belief that you help make the world better. I need to finish 
up here and get home to my son. Dobranoc, Father.”

“Dobranoc, Daughter. We will talk soon.”
Julianne finished wrapping up her efforts and closed down 

her work machine and her laptop. The laptop she stored in her 
briefcase, as it was always kept within reach. Turning off the lights 
as she stepped out and locked her office door, she wasn’t surprised 
to see the others had already left. Putting on her jacket, she took  
the elevator to the lobby and smiled as she thought of getting home 
and having the weekend to relax. Maybe she and Jacob could take 
in one of the Off-Broadway shows. They both deserved a little fun.

It was dark and the street deserted, though damp from heavy 
dew. Setting her gait for the twenty-minute walk home, she felt 
herself relaxing as her legs stretched out after sitting at her desk 
most of the afternoon. Her thoughts wandered to the preparation 
of supper as she crossed the street. As usual she was intently 
focused on reaching the destination and not her immediate 
surroundings.
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Over the years she’d learned to focus all her intellectual power 
on single issues or problems, to the exclusion of all else. This 
ability to focus her mind had served her well, but tonight it 
betrayed her. She didn’t even notice the car starting up, then 
aggressively revving the engine. The car lunged out with its high 
beams focused directly toward her face, leaving her disoriented 
and blinded, causing her to freeze mid-stride. All those lessons 
delivered to her son while he was growing up about looking 
both ways and being aware of your surroundings completely 
failed to register in her paralyzed state.

Just like the spell cast by an experienced poacher with a 
high-intensity search light designed to blind and pause a deer, 
so too did the car’s high beams render her immobile. The sound 
of the squealing tires was not due to a concerned driver trying 
to stop in time, but rather a predator accelerating the machine 
to lethal speed. In that all-too-brief window of time that she froze, 
all possibilities of her future life had only one outcome. The car 
viciously struck her, killing her as it rolled over her body, crushing 
her briefcase as well. Her last thought was of Jacob.

The predator brought the car to an abrupt stop and studied  
the scene for any signs of life in the rear-view mirror. No amount 
of medical treatment would change the life pooling onto the 
pavement from the brutal crushing. Satisfied with a job done 
right the first time, the predator laughed like a madman. The car 
sped away with no pause and a driver with no remorse.

The investigating detective could find no evidence to change 
the finality of a random hit and run. She was interred with a quiet 
service attended by her priest, her son and his friend.
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C H A P T E R  1  

P R E S E N T  D AY

Life has infinite possibilities,  
but human beings are hopelessly 

predictable.

I’ve got you now,” Jacob rumbled at his screen. “And you’re 
mine.”

The blue-white glow of his flickering screen provided the final 
elements of the solution he’d stalked for days, or rather nights. His 
instincts were right on target. He’d found what he could now see 
was a bigger problem than the hacker chat rooms had thought. 
He was damn lucky to have found this one.

Jacob methodically reviewed all his traces to verify that his 
tests were valid. The door had been wide open. He muttered to 
himself about the vulnerability of Open Source and applying it 
without thorough testing. Yep, he had the proof. Good. He had 
found it for himself but felt the moral necessity of giving back so 
that others could avoid a pitfall. Jacob did not like seeing others 
taken for a ride because they foolishly over-trusted. Humans 
were so vulnerable.

Shifting windows on his screen, he worked through the 
code corrections he had begun ten nights ago. Satisfied with his 

“
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recommended modifications, he completed two more extensive 
tests, just to be sure. Not only did he demand programs that 
worked correctly every time when his name was on the line, 
he insisted on them being better than perfect. Nothing could 
replace the overall sense of accomplishment Jacob felt for a job 
done right.

As he waited for his program changes to compile, his thoughts 
drifted to his mom. She had taught him that if it was worth 
doing, then excellence was the goal.

“There could be lives at stake,” she’d always said.
He never could get why she always made it a life and death 

thing, but as he had grown older, he’d guessed it was for emphasis. 
It was just her way, opinionated and firm, as well as how Granny 
had raised her. Boy, he missed their discussions. Both of the 
ladies that had raised him were fine programmers and commu-
nications experts in their own time. His mom’s recent passing 
pressed into his thoughts. He pushed away the anger that came 
with that thought. After four months, he had only started to be 
able to concentrate again. He couldn’t go there now. This find  
he had made was too important.

The recompiled fix was retested, and he wrote up the required 
narrative. Perhaps a little more formal than some other posts, but 
his name, at least his cyber name, was on it. No one was left to 
take pride in his name or his ability but himself. He could be true 
to himself. Mom and Granny would be proud.

He was a hacker. By definition that could be stated as a 
person who breaks into computers and computer networks for 
profit, in protest, or because they are motivated by the challenge. 
Today the subculture was actually part of the open community. 
Plus, there was the whole White Hat versus Black Hat controversy. 
Jacob considered himself a White Hat, part of the group of security 
experts who referred to Black Hats, or computer criminals, as 
crackers rather than hackers.
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His machine chirped. He paused and opened the chat window.

Buzz: ping!

JAM: hey, Buzz. Whatcha need

Buzz: Hey man, need some help with some code. I believe 
 I know what is needed, but I will take your opinion

JAM: Little busy here Buzz, really don’t have time.

Buzz: Loser! What’s the matter, not up for real work?  
 So much for being a bud

JAM: Ok, ok send it to me, I’ll make some time

Buzz: Good man. Need by early morning, see ya!

JAM: Where is my P.O. for this work? k

Buzz: lol

“Why do I let Buzz suck me in every time?” Jacob muttered.
Going back to the task at hand, he finished his commentary 

and then posted it and the corrected program to the website. 
Maybe someone would notice his penchant for detail. Today, 
at almost thirty, he had a good job with a leading information 
security company, PT, Inc., as a security penetration-tester, 
helping companies avoid information compromise. Some would 
say he was too focused on work.

Laughing to himself, he jumped over to his email account 
window. He found the note and attachment from Buzz. Great, Buzz 
wanted him to review the coding routine for interest calculations 
in a new program for his bank. Reading the requirements, picking 
through the code Buzz included, Jacob saw error after error.

“His effort here is so junior,” Jacob muttered. “Buzz tries, 
but he is so out of his league. Granted we were college buddies, 
but this is really bad.”

Jacob had been lucky with his scholarship to MIT, whereas 
Buzz had basically bought his degree.
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“Why is it he seems to just try to copy old errors and then 
fails to work through them to make them right?” Jacob mused. 
“Okay, more help just like during school. Geez, I can’t believe he 
used that old crap.” Opening the chat window, he pinged back.

JAM: Buzz, did you even try man.

Buzz: What do you mean, that is great code, just different  
 style from you.

JAM: Did you copy and paste from somewhere else, rather  
 than code to the requirements? There is a trap state- 
 ment in here that comes from the open source I fixed  
 two months ago for you, it is wrong here.

Buzz: no man, maybe you opened the wrong file.

JAM: I will fix it, I will also add a file for routines you  
 should look out for in other code. Could cost your  
 bank a fortune.

Buzz: Thanks bud, drinks/food Friday!

Jacob continued for the next few hours correcting Buzz’s 
code and redoing portions to meet the requirements. Too bad 
he hadn’t landed the job Buzz had. The money was so good. Of  
course, Buzz also had the family influence. It hadn’t hurt that 
Mr. Buswald was connected in the bank and financially set. Buzz 
did not have the head for finance like his dad. He was educated 
and liked the idea of being a great programmer, but in all reality, 
he was only good enough for basic programming. Actually, he 
might be better at running a team if he wasn’t such a pain to be 
around. He still pulled goofy high school tricks and made cutting 
comments that tended to alienate people. Ah well, Buzz did help 
him when his mom was killed. Jacob owed him.

Giving himself a pep talk, Jacob thought he had nothing to 
complain about. He liked pen-testing, considering it one of the 
best jobs he’d had so far. Jacob liked the idea of trying to get in 
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the head of a Black Hat who beat down the paths to breach the 
security. He liked encryption and security aspects of computer 
programming that his mom had introduced him to, as well as 
logical system overlaps. He firmly believed in a layered defense 
approach to data access and securing the resources of a company.

Jacob was very into systems and the various overlapping 
systems at play. If he could understand the system at play, he 
could make it work for himself. The age of information was really 
heady when you got into the bits and bytes like he was. Stopping 
bad guys from wreaking havoc made him feel like a cyber cowboy.

He checked the requirements one more time, going down the 
list to make certain each portion was correct to the specifications. 
Good, one more testing run and trace verification and it would 
be done. He would send it to Buzz with notes on process that 
would likely be ignored.

As the test was running, he again drifted to thoughts of Mom 
and her dedication to him, passing down her knowledge on things 
like her logical approach to systems and her belief that there 
existed systems on top of systems as technology achievements 
continued to evolve.

It had been just the three of them for much of his life. After 
Granny passed, the two of them remained in this house. Such 
a pair of focused and secretive ladies he doubted he would ever 
meet again. He had little idea about his European family roots.

The story he’d been told was that Granny came from Poland 
as a young woman at the tail end of WWII. Granny lived in 
Switzerland for a time and raised Julianne. When Julianne moved 
to the United States to have Jacob, Granny came along to help. 
Neither of them volunteered any information nor answered any 
questions on how they got into this country. 

The only thing Granny would admit to was that Julianne was  
her proudest achievement. Of course, she said it in Polish, German,  
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French or English, depending on which language she wanted  
him to work on. As such, the household had always been multi- 
lingual in reading, speaking and writing. It had helped him though, 
and he missed the conversations with them. Programming was 
always in English, always with process, and always focused. Like  
mother, like daughter. Where Granny had left off training him, 
Mom continued until her last breath. But the family, their involve-
ment in the war, and his other relatives were totally unknown to 
him. Jacob had tried some Googling, but he simply didn’t have 
enough information to go on.

Jacob had been told that Granny was born in Poland in 1925 
and moved to Switzerland with her family for a time escaping 
the Germans. She came to America to support Julianne and 
her baby, Jacob. Very little was discussed about Granny and her 
time post WWII. Too many years of working, programming, 
struggling, prior to coming to New York, he suspected, caused 
the silence on her past. There were no details about her early 
life and definitely no mention of family. Granny was strict in 
wanting her daughter Julianne and then Jacob to learn the right 
way of doing things. She was delighted with Jacob’s ability to 
let fingers fly across the keyboard of his earliest computer. She 
taught him a lot about working through various programs. She 
had learned from the ground up, so her teachings were invalu-
able. Mostly she loved him and let him find his own way from 
within a grounded framework.

Mom was a carbon copy of Granny. She taught him even more 
as her work took her to different levels in systems design and  
security aspects. She too never spoke of his father but indicated 
that Jacob was a product of an intense love affair during an 
extended trip to Europe in her twenties. Granny had sent her 
to a special learning symposium, not to fall in love, she’d often 
mentioned as she hugged her daughter. Jacob was taught to save 
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money, and together they lived a frugal, efficient lifestyle, which 
Jacob continued to subscribe to. College without a loan debt had 
been the focus for Jacob for a long time. The one bump in the 
road was during his college application where his birth certificate 
only listed Julianne. The discussion on that was a wall of silence 
that never collapsed despite repeated queries.

The testing completed as he glanced at the screen. He zipped 
it up and sent the files to Buzz, confirming the Friday payment  
of drinks and dinner. Actually, he was looking forward to a night  
out. He rarely went out, feeling that dating was a bit expensive 
until he could provide for a lady. Plus, no one had really caught 
his eye other than a mild appreciation for pretty, intelligent women. 
Besides, now Buzz would buy and he could continue to save.

Jacob crashed into a dreamless sleep. He awoke a scant four 
hours later to an unforgiving alarm. Jacob dashed through the 
shower and as he shaved off the morning shadow, he stared at 
himself in the mirror. He had helped Buzz last night, or this 
morning rather. Chuckling, he imagined the look on Buzz’s face, 
likening it to biting into a lemon, when he reviewed the code 
and commentary. Maybe Buzz would learn a bit, Jacob thought, 
with the final comb of his thick dark hair.

He grabbed a fast breakfast of orange juice and Cocoa Puffs, 
typical bachelor fare. Stuffing a couple of apples and a water 
bottle in his backpack, he loaded up his work PC and locked up 
the townhouse. The morning was crisp and clear for New York 
in the summertime so he jumped on his bike, adjusted his back-
pack and began the twenty-minute ride to work.
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C H A P T E R  2

We do not look for fame!  
Fame is only vanity.  
Outcome is the goal.

Jacob arrived at work with enough time to grab some tea at 
the coffee shop in the lobby of his building. Julie behind the 

counter had been here every day since he began this job. She 
was a pretty girl who always had a nice smile for her customers. 
Jacob thought she was sweet, even if she was a little too perky 
for him at times. She always recognized him, though truth told, 
he essentially took her for granted.

“Morning, Jacob, do you want your usual tea?” Julie asked, 
throwing him a smile that should have dazzled him but which 
he totally missed.

She gave him the daily once-over. She liked his six feet plus 
athletic build and strong, determined jaw, and had often fantasized 
about the possibilities of a night with him outside these inter-
actions. What she wouldn’t give to run her fingers through his 
thick dark hair and see if it felt as rich as it looked. He was nice 
enough even though he was oblivious to her flirting.

“Ah well!” she sighed.
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“Hey, Julie. Yep, that would be great, thanks.” Jacob smiled 
at her but mentally went back to organizing his morning. He 
knew he had to finish up the Citybankers review project and 
review Tom’s pen-test for World Bank. A team meeting was also 
on his morning agenda.

“Here you go, Jacob. That’ll be two dollars and twenty-six 
cents,” she said as she handed him his tea and a fresh muffin 
along with another dazzling smile.

A little extra notice would be nice, she silently screamed. 
Some guys were just too into their thoughts to see what was 
right in front of them. Someday, he will notice me, by hook or 
crook, she smiled.

“Here you go, Julie, thanks,” Jacob handed her three dollars 
and picked up the tea and muffin, not acknowledging that he was 
truly getting a deal. He turned to walk away toward the elevators 
when reality aligned.

He turned and smiled at Julie, “Hey, thanks for the extra snack. 
You’re sweet.”

She beamed and gave him one more megawatt smile and 
returned to the grumpy customer next in line.

Entering the elevator with a few folks, he punched the 28th 
floor. The elevator stalled until he inserted his access card, and 
then the doors finally closed. The group inside was quiet, obviously 
all still waking up or focusing on their day ahead. Exiting on his 
floor, he used his security badge with biometric hand scan to 
enter the PT office space. He was still a bit early and most of his 
teammates weren’t in yet. He did say hi to his boss, Brian, as he 
passed his office headed toward his own cube.

He had no sooner connected his PC when Brian leaned over 
the cube wall.

“There’s a team meeting today at nine-thirty in the big con-
ference room. I am handing out projects for the next month,  
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Jacob. I wanted to warn you in advance that I expect you to head 
up the team review for the major New York bank project. We 
need to put a bow on this one and finish it this week for billing 
out. I really don’t have a long-term project for you yet, but there 
is nothing to worry about.” Brian’s confidence was catching.

“Sure thing, Brian,” Jacob stated with the same level of con-
viction. “I’m always happy to work on any project assigned.”

Jacob wanted to mention his success in locating the problem  
with the Open Source programs, but it really was not applicable 
to work. Jacob didn’t think Brian would even be interested. Brian 
was so ready to retire in a couple of years that he always seemed 
to simply want to keep things upright and on course. In Jacob’s 
mind though, Brian had been supportive, like a mentor.

Jacob finished up his current project just in time to attend 
the team meeting. Jacob was the newest member of the PT team, 
and he felt like he was still being tested and measured in his 
performance on the team. He said little during the meetings and 
pretty much kept to himself, outside of team projects. Granted, 
the other team members accepted him and often sought his 
opinion on specific items, but the camaraderie was work-related,  
not personal. He knew that was his choice, at least for now. Yep, 
too much work and too little play made Jacob a dull boy.

He liked pen-testing as it provided a way to use his imagina-
tion to think like a bad guy and then apply practices to prevent 
bad guy security breaches. Over the last two years he had found 
and fixed many potential breaches. Being a part of PT, Inc., meant 
he was in a fairly elite position, which was a great boost to his 
career. But PT was smaller than he had originally thought, and 
they were so regimented in process and procedure that at times 
it felt like the team was not getting ahead of the curve. The 
leaders within the global financial community frequently used 
PT to check out problems in advance, but Jacob felt they could 
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do more. Early on, he had offered some suggestions on how to 
be more proactive. For the most part Brian had smiled at the 
suggestions and asked him to keep the ideas coming but had 
maintained the accepted tried and true procedures.

Initially, the other members had tried a bit of interaction at 
a more personal level. Jacob had declined most of these offers 
to pursue his long-term interests. He was what was considered 
a full-fledged geek. When he wasn’t working on project assign-
ments with due dates, he continued personal learning to hone 
his skills. 

As Brian had forewarned, Jacob did not get any of the new 
projects, and a couple of them sounded like a lot of fun. He wasn’t 
disappointed per se, just wanted more challenges. He knew he 
received the review assignment because it would be polished 
and turned over to the customer on time. This had been Jacob’s 
trademark thus far with PT, Inc. Brian seemed to like setting 
him up to interact with the rest of the team, collaborating on 
different projects, yet not be directly in those projects. Jacob 
always found this difficult unless someone on the team came to 
him. Dipping in others’ projects uninvited was not in his DNA, 
unless he saw a potential problem.

The remainder of the week he completed his projects and 
turned over the final deliverables, putting the proverbial ‘bow’ on 
the New York World Bank Group project. Jacob had the ability 
to focus on his work projects and tune out the personal, except 
when things were slow. This week had been busy enough that 
nights were spent eating at home and crashing. The ten plus 
hours per day meant he hadn’t had time to visit many of the chat 
rooms he frequented or find another issue to track down for the 
Freeware World chat room.

Buzz of course had emailed his thanks for the suggestions 
to his project and had commented that he did not appreciate the 
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jibe. He confirmed meeting up at Elmer’s for beer on Friday 
evening.

Jacob thought briefly about the software program fix with 
the detailed discussion paper and code he had submitted last 
weekend, wondering if anyone had a chance to review it yet. He  
laughed to himself. It was so unlikely that he would even know, 
outside of comments from the chat rooms, if anyone took his 
submittal seriously. It was the fourth such submittal he had made.  
To date he had heard nothing back on any of them. Perhaps that 
was the way it worked. He had been anonymously praised with 
the second find through a chat room, but it was a mere blip within 
the ongoing conversations. Cyber chat was a lot like conversing 
in the middle of the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, and 
the old adage still applied. If digital conversations fell on the 
information forest floor, would anyone even notice?

Refocusing on work, the remainder of Friday was spent  
on items that were needed for other projects to close out. Brian 
seemed pleased with his project submittal for the major New 
York bank project, indicating he had done a great job. Wrapping 
stuff up and thinking of the new hunts for problems that he might 
take on for the weekend, he headed home. As he passed by the 
coffee bar in the lobby, he gave Julie a wave, telling her to enjoy 
the weekend. He totally missed her flash of smile with good 
wishes for his weekend, when a text on his cell phone said Buzz 
would meet him at seven at Elmer’s. Jacob smiled at Buzz’s tim-
ing, knowing he could take his backpack home and catch a cab. 
He liked being on time, another thing Mom had insisted upon.
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C H A P T E R  3

It’s easier to hide when you are 
not on the information grid.

Buzz was already in place as Jacob walked into Elmer’s at 6:45. 
The music wasn’t too loud, and this was not a place considered  

“in,” so the crowd was sparse. However, the beers were cold and 
the appetizers were affordable and delicious.

“Hey, Buzz,” Jacob said as he slid into the booth. “How’s it 
going in your world? My world thankfully has been relatively quiet 
for a busy work week.”

“Nice of you to show, buddy,” Buzz said, obviously in a funk. 
“I thought maybe you would stand me up like usual.”

Apparently, Buzz had been here a while and was more than 
one beer into the evening. Something seemed just a bit off.

“Never could pass up a free beer, Buzz, especially when you  
owe me,” Jacob said lightly. “Plus, we haven’t caught up in a while, 
and I was looking forward to a bit of your storytelling. How did 
your project go, man?”

Buzz was on board with his buddy’s light response. “Every-
thing is good. I am the hero for the day, but there is this new project 
I may be assigned, which has me a bit worried. I submitted the 
project fully documented, thank you very much, and it was so 
well received that they said I was getting something I could really 
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sink my teeth into. Just means more work and less time to chase 
the babes.”

Jacob grinned. He knew that Buzz was always on the make 
and for the most part he attracted pretty girls, all the way until 
he opened his mouth. They had tried a couple of double-dates 
during college, but Jacob really wasn’t into short-term relation-
ships, and with school, he was far too busy to devote himself to 
a relationship. Though women often approached him, none so 
far had captured his imagination. His single-mindedness was 
finding software bugs and chasing bad guys in cyber space.

They discussed the newest viruses that were making the 
rounds and the newer defense mechanisms for an hour or so.

Then Buzz asked, “What would you think if someone asked 
you to create a round-up diversion program to the sixth decimal 
point?”

“What? Are you serious? Is your company asking you to do 
that? Are you nuts, man?”

This was one area that Jacob had no tolerance for. In finance, 
someone was always trying to divert rounding decimals, as in 
taking advantage of rounding past the second decimal point. The 
stories had been circulating for years about various programs 
for diversion inside and outside of the rightful institutions. 
Worse, many of these simply diverted the cash from the indi-
vidual. Both Granny and Mom had warned him that this was 
where his integrity really counted. The power of computer 
technology and programs, in financial places especially, were 
such that programs could move seemingly miniscule amounts 
of funds and yet accumulate great wealth. This was common 
practice for financial institutions for dispensing interest on 
individual accounts, but past three decimals it was increasingly 
difficult to audit through as a diversion.

“Boy, are you in a bad mood. I didn’t say anyone asked me 
to. I merely said, what would you think?” Buzz said, looking more  
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dejected. “GEEZZZZ. Never mind the question. I was just sound-
ing you out about some discussions from the chat rooms last 
night. I should have known better than to bring it up to you. 
No biggie. I know you are not into making big bucks. Too bad 
too, you have great abilities that are being squandered with just 
pen-testing.”

As usual Buzz knew just the buttons to push, but Jacob was 
determined not to let him get under his skin tonight.

He looked hard at Buzz and then said, “You’re right, too 
much reaction.” Grinning, he continued, “I guess I was thinking 
about the little program I sent you with the flaws that I corrected 
so you could see the right approach and jump too high.”

“Ahh, it’s alright, man, I understand. You have your White 
Hat on. Let’s talk about DEFCON. Have you decided to go this  
year or not?” Buzz grinned, but the damper comment had slightly 
shifted the fun of the evening.

“I haven’t had a chance to ask for the time off. With taking 
time off for my mom’s affairs, I think I might be denied. I will 
try to ask early next week and let you know. We still have almost 
two months until the event.”

Jacob didn’t say how much he wanted to go to broaden his 
face-to-face networking with like-minded folks.

“Hey man, I gotta go. I wanted to do some side studying this  
weekend. It also looks like this cute redhead has you in her 
sights,” he added with a grin. “Hi Patty, have my seat. I was just 
leaving.”

Patty was one of the regulars at Elmer’s and had sat with the 
guys often over recent months. She didn’t do much for Jacob, but  
she seemed to have her sights set on Buzz. She smiled at him and 
slid into the bench with Buzz.

Buzz said to Jacob, “Hey, don’t go so fast. I haven’t showed 
you my new tattoo!”
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Jacob responded, “Sorry, perhaps another time.” Now he 
was really motivated to leave. The last tattoo showing almost got 
them thrown out, based on where the ink was located.

“Buzz, you have really gotten into this body art thing, haven’t 
you?”

Buzz said, “I sure have. Patty has been making some inter-
esting suggestions. I am sure she’d help you out, man. We need 
to get that ugly small tat on your arm covered up. Maybe a nice 
dragon sleeve? All the other coders and hackers I know have some 
nice body art. You need to expand your horizons, man.”

“Yeah…. uh, let me take that under advisement,” Jacob replied 
as he tried not to roll his eyes.

Body art was frowned upon at his job, and he didn’t need 
anything to put him out of favor.

To change the subject, he asked Patty, “How’s the catering 
business?”

“It’s doing great, Jacob. Happy to cater a party for you when-
ever you want.” Patty winked as she flipped her shiny red hair 
behind her shoulders.

“Jacob buddy, we’ll text later this weekend. Have fun, I know 
I will.” Buzz focused on Patty.

Jacob found the door, grabbed a cab and went home. He 
tipped the cabbie a modest amount and received a sarcastic 
comment in reply, which he ignored. As he walked up the steps, 
he stopped and picked up all the mail out of his box, opened the 
door and released the alarm. Walking into his study he flipped 
on the lights and reached over for the power button on his PC. 
His movements were fluid and practiced. Jacob was an organized 
man who liked to make certain he wasted no movements, like a  
tightly choreographed dance. He entered his password and reached 
for his mail while his PC continued booting up completely.

The usual complement of advertisements he carefully elimi-
nated for the recycle pile. The last item was a grey envelope with 
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no return address, postmarked NYC. He couldn’t be sure it was 
an ad so he opened it. The weight and embossing of the enclosed 
paper struck Jacob as expensive. Unfolding the letter, he noticed 
the fine print of the font, bold and unassuming. Starting out as  
Dear Mr. Michaels, it went on with congratulating him on finding 
a significant hole in their bank program and provided him a pass 
to the upcoming DEFCON event in Las Vegas. It also included a 
reference that his t-shirt was coming under separate cover.

“Yes!” he shouted for no one but himself.
He was invited to attend DEFCON with a benefactor. This 

was a great sign. As many times as he had attended DEFCON 
with his mom, this was somehow sweeter as he did not have to 
purchase the ticket himself. He was amazed, proud and even more 
excited than he thought possible. He searched the letter again, 
reading every word very carefully. No sign of who actually sent 
it by personal name or organization. No worries, he thought.  
In answer to Buzz’s earlier question, he had decided to attend 
DEFCON. Now all he needed was time off from PT. Heck, he 
would simply take the time off, approved or not.

He started doing a quick online search to see what the 
airfare was from New York City to Las Vegas and to check hotel 
costs. He would wait to purchase that ticket and book the hotel 
until next week. He was well within the advance purchase air-
fare timelines. Jacob could easily afford the airfare, but it was a 
game to get the lowest fare.

He still banked most of his money in his diversified invest-
ment portfolio. This, combined with the money left to him by 
his mom, meant he really didn’t have to worry. However, not 
one to waste funds, he was ever prudent with his spending. The 
townhouse was his, so his bills were modest with utilities, cell 
phone and taxes.

With a new sense of determination, Jacob began trolling 
the chat rooms looking for comments on dubious code that he 
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might sink his teeth into. He navigated through a couple of chat 
rooms and ended up stopping at one room where the conversa-
tion was about a problem at an unnamed New York City bank 
and questionable comments. He studied the conversation for a 
while, hoping it would help him understand where the vulner-
ability was located and when it had started. The best he could 
determine was that it was very recent, possibly even today. The 
extent was not yet defined, nor was the actual bank involved. 
Just chatter for the moment. He bookmarked it to check later 
and went to a few other favorite rooms.

He tried to IM Buzz, but he wasn’t online. Probably still 
hooked up with Patty for the evening. Jacob smiled and hoped 
his buddy had more sense than to treat Patty casually. Pretty Patty 
seemed like a serious girl who shouldn’t be taken for granted.

Of course, Jacob’s mom always said girls should be treated 
with care and not just as casual flings, no matter how tempted 
he may be. He was a fully functioning, red-blooded American 
boy, but he had tried to honor Mom’s wishes in his treatment  
of the ladies for the most part.

He always wondered what had happened between his mom 
and dad. Apparently, Dad had never caught on to the whole 
relationship thing. He quickly dismissed the thought as he had no 
basis for any conjecture, just a dim wish that he might understand 
what kind of man his father had been. Jacob would never desert 
his offspring, so it bothered him that his dad had done just that.

He fixed supper, ate and cleaned up before going back  
for another round of chat room review. Though he hardly ever 
commented in general chat rooms, he did like to see the exchanges. 
The questionable issue at the bank apparently was a hoax and 
several hackers were making comments about the lack of clever 
coding and full testing. It seemed a non-event, especially when 
he caught sight of a new chat comment from Buzz.
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Buzz: Ping?

Buzz: Hey man, you still on line?

JAM: Yeah, what’s up with the bank chatter?

Buzz: Nothing. These dorks are just so behind. It was the  
 deal that your team worked on two weeks ago and  
 resolved. It seems fine. Couple guys are hunting for  
 specifics, probably feds.

JAM: Ah, good. You spent some time with Patty?

Buzz: Yepper, she’ll be here in a bit to continue the  
 weekend. She’s really fun.

JAM: So it seems. You have fun. I am going to do that  
 online tracer course and call it a night, but I’ll be on  
 early. Also, I am going to DEFCON, received a pass in  
 the mail today

Buzz: Awesome you obviously rate, who sent ’em?

JAM: Unknown but I’m not looking for extra lives in  
 Angry Birds! No flights yet will let you know.

Buzz: Cool later. Patty just rang the bell. See ya! 

Jacob closed the window and went in search of the online 
tracer course he had signed up for earlier. This course would 
extend his tool set to help him trace for rootkits installed in 
firmware, hypervisor and the kernel. He was already an expert 
for those placed in the user-mode applications. This course 
would enable him to see more sophisticated exploiting, as in 
serious malware intended for stealing anything from identities, 
corporate secrets or funds from financial institutions. Jacob 
wanted to stay current on tracing these issues. All the headline 
cases of hackers were at these levels.

Jacob spent the next six hours completing the web-based 
course, picking up a few tidbits he hadn’t seen before. Tired of 
looking at his screen, he cleaned his cyber tracks and shut down 
his PC. Crashing onto his bed, he fell into a dreamless sleep.




