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---CHAPTER SEVEN---

Dectective Liesutenant Hackner was sitting lazily back in his
chair, his feet crosseg and resting on his desk. The Jacket of
hisg 1960s—v1ntage plnstriped suit was Open, and bis white shirt was
pulled taught, ©xposing his fat, hairy bedly between twe of the
buttons. A4 soggy green cigar which he held tightly between his
teeth filled the room with a thick gray cloud of smoke. Resting
on his thigh was a clicboadd on which hse was 1lllegibly writing
8omething down onx a piece of paper, and his shoulders were scrunchked
up arolind his head, &lmost totally concealing the black telephone
recelver which was pressed tightky against bis ear. The phene
call ended with a short, quick nod of his head. "Ub-huh...Right
~++Flne.  I'11 talk to you leter...Right...Bye-bye." Using just
two fingers, the lieutenant lald the receiver on its cradle with

& dull thug.

in a blue uniform
Out of the corner of his eye he saw & pollceman/approaching

nis office door, and he mechanically adjusted his tie. The man
in blue was leading two others, a man and a woman, both of whom
appeared very disraught. Throush the glass in his office docr,
the lieuternant cculd see that the couples wer® was terribly ursset,
and he inwardly prepared himself for alot of crying on the part of
the women. That was the one thing that he truly dlsliked about
being a cop: the crying women. And with his particular assignment?
in the missing persons department, he ran into ang unusually great
number of these.

The man 1in blue did not sven knock before opening the lieu-

tenant's door and ushering t-e cuple inside. "Lieutenant,"
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the policeman eaid, Rkkssexpzegxr “this is Mr. and Mrs. Stone,
and I think you should talk to them. The inflect!on in the officer's
volce led the Leivtenant to belleve that this was not a matter cf

terribly great importance.

Hackner got to his fest ang pointed to the two chairs that
sat next tc each other in front of his dg:k. “Won't you sit down,
vlease," he said. He noticed that the other police officer was still
stan@ing awkwardly in the doorway, waiting to be dismissed by his
= aupfrior before leaving. ™rhat will be alil Officer. Thank you,"
the fat man said with a slight nod of his head.

As he sat down, he ground the green cigar which had burned itself
into virtual non-existence into the clear glass ashtray whichk was on
fgi corner of his gray stesl desE. The éective'stoffice somewhat

WO

resembled a fishbowl in tha it was surrounded on kkrxzx sides by
€xposing the rest of the busy office to Pls small room,

glassf and on the Peweth side, directly behind his desk, was a
large picture window which looked out on the parking lot for the
police station. On the walls there were gb decorations with the
exception of one largs map of the area which took up almost a2ll
of the only remaing area of solid wall. Lined up along the front of
his desk were pictures of his wife, bis sons, both as small boys
and as adults, and a long string of grandchildren's pictures, all
with bright smiles, and facing toward him. He was wery proud of
them.

Tbelgtcnes were silent in their ssats for an uncomfeortably lomg
length of time until the lleutenant started up the conversation.
"What can I do for you,"™ he inguired earnestly.

The couple iﬁ front of the desk looked at each other as 1if

each wes waiting for the other bo start. Then, as irony would
have it, when they realized that neither was gocling to start, they



both started together and once agaln stopped, embarrassed.

"Look," Hackner begen, assuming the role of a moderator, “Np,
Stone, why don't you begini

"Okay, fine," the other man sald agreeadly. "The problenm
is that our son 1s missing.™

"I ses," the detective responded without thinking while reaching
Into his desk for the necessary forms which needed to be filled out.
He reached into his pocket and removed a pair of half-glasses which
Lut on, and he picked up a pen off of ble desk. ™I gather that they
gol your address ond all that other stuff from you when you came
in, so I won't bother you with all that right now. But what
I do need, though, is some other infcrmation; Skewesbiren, how long
bas he been missingi® "”Aj

Mr. Stone looked at nis wateh and screwed up his face, pensively
puckering his lips together. "Let's see. Well, it's at least been
thirtesn hours. He left home at about ten fifteen, or maybe ten
Kxkrky ‘
thirty, and we haven't secen him since.™

Hackner looked over the tops of his lenses at the couple for
& few seconds b:zfore saying anything. Then he carefully 1aid his
pen on the desk and inhaled deeply. "I don't really know how to
to tell you this," he bepan, forcing a slight apoligetic and embar-
rassed smile, "but the laws in this state say that anyone who 1s
slxteen or over cannot be considered legally missing until he has
not been heard from for twenty-four hours or more, or unless thers
1s sufficlent reason tc believe that there is foul play involved.
Now is it possible that ycur son might have besn kidnapred of someé
thing of the sortt"

The lieutenant felt bad as he watched Mrs. Stone frantieally pick



through her purse in search for a hankerchisef as tears began to

Ilow down her cheeks. Used to this sort of reaction to his seemingly
heartiess qusstions, the lleutenant opened the top drawer of his

desk and took cut a box of Kleenex which be handed to ihse crying
woman. Mr. Stone, bending over, trying as best he could to comfort
118 wife further explained the situation to the dective.

"You've g0t tc understand our pesiticn, Lisutenant. You seg,
first of all, in my wife's present emotional sltuation, I think
mentioning the possibility of a kidgapping is Just aXx little much
for her to handle. Plus the fact that I really don't think that
1t would have been a kildnapcing...at least not when you consider
the strange sort of circumstances undér which Tom, that's our
son, Tom is, not when you consider the circumstances under which
be dlsappeared.™ Hackner looked puzzled,

"The situation, or rather chrcumstances that I'm referring

supoosed to be
to is the fact that our son was/with a group of two other boys
n0 picked bhim up at our housse last night. But the strange thing
i1s that the other two were killed last night in a terrible auto
crash Invelving the car that my son was suprossd to be in. But
in the newspaper reports, and, for that matter, ing the police
THHomAS

reports, no mention whatsoever is made of a Bem Stone." The
lleutenant still dade no indication as to what he thought of the
matter. Mr. Stone continued. ™So considering the bilzarrs nature of
this case, don't you think that the state laws would allow an in-
vestigation?®

The officer nodded slowly, and then sighed again. "I really

don't 1llke to sound obstinent, but you've got to understand oy

positicn. You see, I'm sort of in the middle of all this. I



dldn't make the laws, but I've got to ge along with what they

S&y. You see the state has to protect itself. 1In most casesg

like these, 1t turps cut that the kid was Just angry at his parents,

and he decided to go away to blow off a little steam, and then when
they get hiingry they turn vp again,®

Mr. Stone's upper lip was beginning to cuiver from the anger
that was obvicusly building up within bim.xA "Lieutenant," Stone
began, bls volce carefully measyred so as not to show t£;;34543::iih)
Zee, "I do understand your position. The point is, I think, that
you aren't even making an effort to understand mine." The fat man
inhaled sharply, preparing to speak, but the other men did not yielgs
the fdoor. "My son wasn't angry when he left, so he has no steam
00 blow off, and evesn if he did, our family is close enough that
he knows that whatever he has to discuss can be discussed with
us without hesitation. So you can ses that it weuldxbz wouldn't
even be llke him to run off even if he was mad.®™ The two men stared
at each other for a few seconds. ™Well, how about ite"

loosened

Hackner nervously adjusk=d the tie which he hag ad justed Pust
momwents before, and undid his collar. He hadn't bsen put on the
Spot 1like thils for quite a while, and he didn't really know what
to do. "Listen, Mr. Stcne, I really do understand, and I feel for
you. But the laws still state..."

Mr. Stone jumped to hie feest, causing the chair he was sitting
in to fall btackwards with a loud bang. The expression in his eyes

MREX®UEBXY unconciously

was frightendng to the lieutenant, and caused him tc/lean back a

little in wis chair.
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"Screw the lawsi" be shouted. ™"There's only one thing that I
know for suee about this case, and that's the fact that my son
is miesing and for all I know, could bs bleeding to death somewhere,
and here you sit,in charge of a whole division of policemsn, not
even moving off your fat ass in an effort to find him, spouting
laws llke some godéam computer."™ Hackner leansd foward and extended
bls forefinger in Stone's face, starting to say something, but the
other man would not.gﬁei#ﬂ#hanﬁﬁanr. “"Let me warn you, Lieutenant,
if you don't do something about this, and something has haprpefied to
my boy, I will personally see tc it that the newspapers and tele-
vision stations drag you through the mud so much that you won't
even be able tc gst a jJob as a night watchman'®

The two men stared angrily at each other for a moment, and then
the detectlive spoke: MAlright. First of all I want to say that
my ceclsion 1s nct based on that last dumbass comment you meds about
the night watchmen. Threats really don't go over very well with
me. In fact, if I didn't feel for your position, 1'd probably bock
you right noce. But at any rate, I've decided tc put some peopls
on the case. You convincsd me when you mentione#that it about him
bleeding to death somewhere. You're right, this is a unigue sort
of case.®

Tom's father gave a quick ncd, and smiled broadly. It was
easy tc see that Tom was almost & duplicate of his father in-almost
all respects. "Thank you."

“Now then,™ Hackner tegan, once again picking upiég% ballpeint

pen from his desk, "could you give me a description of your som..."



---CHAPTiR EIGHT--~

Larkness. Grayness. The boy knew that his eyes were open,
and he could hear comething even above ths loud buzzing in hnis
ears, but yst there was no abllity to see. Thefe was no feeling
in bis body. He was merely a head floating almlessly through limbo,
depersonified; with no torso cr legs attached. The gray curtzin
coveafing hls eyes was elaborately dscorated with multl-colored
sequense which pulsated im foward ang back, meking him dizzy. Some
Jaw muscles which were detachead

from eny btody flexed in an attempt
to make a mouth form words which would not ceme cut. Decker was
nearby. He couldn't sse him, and he cculdn't hesp him, but yst
he still knew that hs was standing very near. Intuition, maybe.
No, it was more than that. It was a feellng; scmething cold and
nard.

Tom blinked his eyes conclously several times, but still the
curtaln over his face wculd not open. He realized that his hearing
was slowly coming back tc nim as he heard the sound of metal sliding
against pmetal--a gun bolt. Oh dear God, hs ils here, %k he thought.
The first thing the youth felt as he once again reachsd & state
of conciocusnese wes the cold barrel of Decker's rifle pressing into
the soft underside of his chin., It hurt, but he did not have the
pcwer or the ability to yell. There was something else, too, that
he coulcd hear. It was sort of pulsating in an eerie way. He

recognized it and yet the connscti-n between his sensess and his

Y

rlné had beem mysteriously seversd, creventing him from making an

115

identificatlon. Laughter? Laughter. Conclcusness was now coming

back to him all too guickly. He was remembering the night before



with all 1ts terrors and vioclence. He remembered the crazed look
In the old man's eyes. Tre hole in his hand was oncs agaln be-
ginning to achehnd throb. Likes ripoles in water Texkzxexeskshk
the fog in Tom's eyes began to thin out, and the blurred vision
of an old man with disheveled white hailbt danced befors him. The
image was awfully close, ané seemed to be lezaning way back. Of
course. He was laughing.

Tom coulé see that Decker was yelling at;&im and he strained to
hear the worés. ™“Weke up!™ he was yelline. "™Wake up! I dldn't
ofly you that nard. C'mon now. There you go. I've got you now,
eh, Bey?" He pressed the barrel sven hardsr into ths bey's
neck. It hurt badly. He laughed again. "™iby God damn my soul, bey,
I seen elephants trat were barder to track that you are! Y'know
sometbin'? I ain't been more then ten feet away from you all the
time, ané I was damn near next to you eabh time you stoppsd. I
was even close enough to tell that you never took the safety off that
rifle I give you."

Thex youth closed his eyes as if tc wish the crazy man away,
but still he stayed. Tom could feel his half-naked body trembling
with fear. Somewhere, from deep down within his ecul he was raking
an effort to presvent nimself from showing any kind of fear. Be
brave, he tolé bimrself, don't give him the satisfaction of sesing
you brakz bresk. But still he shoock. He suddéenly REXk wished that
ne bac nct taken off his shirt and unéershirt to wrap bis bana, but
instead that he bBad kept them on, so at least then he weuld bhe
neat. DScenes of all the television shews and movies in which
the star got himself into a similar situation raced through his
mind. They were almost alwaye in a suit and tie when someone pulled

& gun on them. It looked better; it somehow made thelr predicament
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seem more honcrable. He felt that he should cover up or something.
ghoula the fact

That he/somehow hide from the cld man/that his scare tactics had
besen so successful. He was embarrassed by his bloody ané broken
condition. Lried blood seemed to be everywhers on his body, and
where it wasn't, there was a thick crust of dirt. He realizeé =
even at the time that it was strange that he should ke sc concerned
about neatness when his 1ife was on the line, but bhat knowledge
did not dilute hls feellings of embarrassment in ths slightkst.
"hy doeen't ke just go away and leave me alonei™

Clé Man Decker's happy and jJovial mood suddenly tcok a turn for
the worse; he was becoming angry. “But I'm telling you right now,
boy, that I'm getting tired of this geme, and I'm gonna put an
end to it." Breathing heavily thpough his mouth, he was making
a disgusting sldging socund through an over-abundancs cof saliva.
"I'm gonna kill you."

All of his fears k which hadk been lying silent within :gﬁ N
suddenly came foward with unbelievable reality with those last
four words cf the cld man. Good God, he was serious about 2ll cf
t-is! For some reason, until this moment, Tom had bezn able to
conscle himself with the one possibility that this insanity that
the cld man was exhibiting would not go until the last, final moment.
He had kept cenvincing himself that he would get some sort of
reprisve at the last moment. But it did not come; or sc he thcught.
Wlthout a word, and not permitting the tears that wanted so badly
to flow to do so, The youth took a deep breath and settled bhimself
down intc the soft, wet earth, and awaited the bullét that would
douse out his life as water puts out a roaring fire. With lncred-

able speed, all of the fun time that he had had during his sixteen

years flashed threough his mind, merecifully blocking out the present
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for an all too valuable few seconds. Memories of his father and
mother, and all of the good times that they had had together flashed
by with crisp, sharp detail. He caw the facss of peo.le who he
badn't thought about for years, and he could sven remember the

scund of tkhelr voices. For a brief second, he remembered the
inglish compesition that would be dus in two days--cr is it threst?
What day 1s 1t today, anyway% Saturday% No, Sunday. Jesus 1it's
been a long time. He was even a little worried about that pzper.

He hadn't started it yet. He remembered the face of his orthnodontist
looking down upen him ae he was removing the bracss that had been

on the boy's teeth for three years, and the feeling of triumph

he sxperlenced when hs first saw the newly corrected white teeth

in the mirror for the fibst time Owres=egedn almost made him swile

as he recalled.

The o0ld man wase stil! speaking, and no matter how hard Tom tried
not to listen, the words creeped into his hearing. Unknown to the
youth, the expression ofi his face was one of much fear; he looked
exactly the way that he didn't want to. His lips were pursed tightly
together, and he was wincing in anticipation of what was to come.

In his mind, he haé prepared nimself for, and was almost locking
Toward to the shot which would put an end to his 1ife ancd this
whole nightmarish ordeal. For Christ's sake just got it over with,
he thought. Will it hurt, he wondered. Not for long, anyway.
What's taking him so long?

"But don't fret none now, boy," Decker continued, still raking
that repulsive slurping soun#t. ™It won't be now--that wouldn'é be
sporting. But you listen to me gocd," He poked Tom's chin again
with the fifle. "The next time I shoot at you, T won't miss.

I can guarentee that for sure. First I'll get you in tre belly.
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Then maybe I'll 2im at your legs, or even a 1littile higher, if you

know what I mean." He laughed that cackling laugh that Tom hag

been dreading. "Then I'11 welk up to you, put the gun against your
head, and blow your brains cut, you little thief. I'm serious, too.
and 1f you don't believe me, Just walt a little while; you'll ses

that I don't kid around about things like this. 4ind remember, I'll

be watching ycu all the time," Zﬁg suddenly as he hagd gpoeared, Decker
wags gone. The laughter had stepped, and ths birds were once again
beginning to eing. 411 was qulet and peacefull with the exception

of the frightened wreck of a boy who slowly rolled over on bis

M
stomachk and bsgan to trﬁble more than ever before. Hsz could no

longer stop the tears.



~==CHAPTER NINE---

Tom waes sobbine convulsively; ths sobs shook him from within.,

He was crying from a combination cf fear, relief, dread, and an over-

powering fesling of hopelessness. He wished e8¢ badly that he could

Q

be at hewe now.kmakzas A feeling of hatred like he hed never before

felt had risen inside of him, completely taking over ang deminating

bhis body.

LI '
f:ame...“ the boy mumbled between sobs,"He thinks that all
this

8 a game. What di1d I do¥ Why is he doing all thies to me.
He can't be that mad about me breaking into his house.™ A recog-
nition of the degree of hoplessness of his predicament came upon
bim, and the sobbing started up agaln, t is time worse than ever
before. The walls of his stomach, and his diaphragm contracted
violenily, and h2 had a haré time gaining his breath k=k amidsts
the hiccups. The emotional strain of the last few hours came to
a head right then, putting him on the edge of a total breakdown.
oM (7
He was nauseous, but he would not allow himself to Tpir@dimetrp .
After a whlle, he finally got ccntrol of himrself, and managed
to settle himself down to the point where he was no longer crylng.
As be brought hdmself slowly to his feet, he held his shattsred
hand close to bls kmdy dirty and sweaty tody. It seemed tc be
hurting him more than it was before. He looked at ¥k His hand
quickly by btringing it up cdose to his face to make sure that it
was not bleeding again. It was not. Was his vision going, or
had hls eyes Just been closed for toco long, leaving them unsable

tec adjust to the light quickly? He determined that it was the

latter.
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He clumsily rose completely to his feet, and stood there for a

little while untll he was sure be colllé maintain his balance. As

he stbod there, he could feel his left cheek swelling where the
0ld man's rifie butt hagd landed. At least 1t wasn't blseding. Hs
thought at that moment that if he saw any more blood that day, he

would certainly get sick. As he staggered over to the thicket where
bis rifle landed, his booted fest seemed to be constantly tangled
with each other, his ankles Very unsteally vecause of the two-inch
heels. What was at one ;im= almcst & patent-leather-like finish

cn his sboes haa been reduce& to a clcudy, dusty gray in color,

with deer gashes taken ocut of the leather. The plastic hesls were
even chig;d and broken in some places fror landing crookedly on
sharp rocks which sesmed to sesarch out hhe boy's fest.

IT 1t was not for the fact that the grass was all disturbed, Tom
would probably never have found his rifle in the thick foliage.
Trying as best he cculd to kezp his left hand elevated, he leansd &
over and plcked up the remains of the gun. As he exaMined 1t carefully,

he found himself amazed at the destruction caused by a mere .30
calibre bullet. The object that he was holding in his only slight-
ly resembled a rifle, but instead looked looked like an over-sized
pistol., The stock was al~ost entirely shot away, and evil-looking
white splinters of wood extended in 21l directions, reminding Tom
of the bared testh of some viscious pre-historic monster. He found

1mself suddenly thankfull that his left hand had not been shot

off entirely. The weapon was much lighter thanit was before; at
least that's goocd. There it was. He had found the small, unlabled

safety lever on the slide of the breech, and with a very deliber-

ate movement he turned it ninety degrees to the left. "There,"
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he said, with a distinet note of satisfaction in his velce, "I've
taken care of that. Now the next time that bastard comes aroumd..."
He smiled. But 1t was not his natural smile. It was as though

he was trying tc imoress some invisible audlience in front of bim.

There was a sound.

Without at first being aware of what he was doing, the boy
charged headlong into the thickness of the woods. He was running
again. His legs had once again been taken over by that strange
pwoer that kept possessing him. He noticed, however, that each
time be started running, he was considerably zlower that the time k
tefore. Hils fest were not coming as far off the grcung@. Fear
was ing the driver's seat, controlling all of his reactions, an<
all of hls emctions. Again the only thought in bis mind, and his
only reason for being on earth had been to save himeelf from Decker.
As he was running, all of this went threcugh his mind, and hs stopped
abruptly. 3Sweat was running in river from both of his armpits,
and down bis sides, leaving white stripes through the layer of
dirt wkXzk over his ribs, before finally soaking intec the waist band

causing the denint to
of his trousers, KxdaxkyxwkyxkIwg turn dark blue.

"Wait 2 mbnute,™ he said aloud to hirself, panting, his whole
body moving up and down with each beeath he tcok. ™You're doing
t~is all wrong, kidde. You're making all of this toc =asy for that
son-of-a-biteh. He's having too much fun at your expence. You're
running scjared, and that's exactly what he wants you to do." He
shook his head sharply, as if realizinz that he had come up with the
only way that he could survive through this nightmare. "Well no
more. No siree. If he's gonna kill me, then by damn, he's gonna
have to work at it.™ He pesolved, in that moment, to use all of

the llttle knowledge he had abdut the woods to confuse the o0léd man.
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"If you want tc make this all a game, you crazy old man, then by
God I'll do &1l I can to mess up the game plan.™

4 sudden air of confidencs swept 4&swr over nim. 1In his ming,
fer the first time, he hagd given himself almost as gocd = chance
to survive as he had previcusly given the 0l1@ man to kill Bhim. He
was no longsr running; the abllity to reason had returned, and he
was now finding himself thinking about--even planning--all of his
actions before he did them. His fear of death, and the o0ld man
had dissolved away to a slight, barely noticable d&iscomfort in the
pit of his stomach, which he blocked out of his mind. He re-
acdjusted the half-destrdyed rif2ad's position in his hand 8o that
the Index finger of his right hand was looped tightdy arcund the
trigger, instead of belng wrapped uselessly arcund the barrgl. He
was ready to react to the first glimpse mf he received of Decker.
As he walked on, he was watchliag his feet carefully, m trying as best
he could to stay on hard ground and rocks, so as not tc leave many
tracks for the 0ld man to practice his bhunting skills on. He tried
to walk on the balls of his fest so that if #meker the bhunter dig
find some tracks, he would have a dgifficuly time trying te figure
out the direction 1in which his prey was traveling.

For jJust a short moment, thes boy rslaxed his left arm from its
upright position, and let it swing downwards, allowing bloed to
rush into all of the veins and capillaries of his ruinsd extrem-
ity. ZFaln shot all the way up to his neck fror the wound, and he
stiffensd rigidly. His countenance became twisted with pain as
he quickly raised his hand again. The fingers were now three times
thelr normal thickness, and they were all purplish-green. His dirty
fingernzils were almost completely hidder under the swollen “lesh

ints
surrounding them. It felt as thcough all the‘jgﬁnxx Rad grown
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together. The now coagulated blood which had socaked the bandage
when it was first put on now formed a redddsh brown crust on the
EERREE cctton, through which scme sort of clear liguid was leaking,
and crippling down Tom's tanned, dirty arm. The hole itself felt
vVery dry anc scebby; muck like a baé sunburn. He was worried about
that hand. It lo-ked alot worss now than it did when 1t frist
bappened. The wound was badly infected and he kaew it--very badly
infected. Would they amputate?® Ch Ged, wouldn't that be grosg;to
have one® of those ugly hock things that they train you tc usel
He'd never be able to any of the things that he liked to do ever
again. Baseball. Football. They'é all be impogsibe for hinm

to participate in if he bscame a criople. Rﬁspecially football.
Hell, that would be like letting someonéﬁ%itk a knife =g, 4nd

wnat abcut gikls? He could never get married. Can't ycu sec a

girl dancing with somsons when Bhe has to hold on tc a metal claw,

5.
@P or i1f not that, then a red ané shriveled stump of flesh% Grose!

L
=

Most of his self-pity had left him now that be was thinking
¢ifferently about his plight. That bastard was nct gbing to get
him now. He was going to sese the 0ld man bleed--watch him die.
Cne bullet should be enough. Hell, if he hit him right, a thirty
calibre séugdcould practically blow him in two. Yes sir. He's had

He'«

it now. HX& get him good. There was no way that anyone wculd sse

Tom Stone grovel again. No way.
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Business was going Just as it always was at the Police Station.

at tneir

[43]

In the unnatural white flourescent lighting gveryon
desks ané typewriters locked as though blood was no longer circulet-
ing through their veins, their faces and hands palidly absent of
cclor. The clatter of the keys of hundreds of typewriters striking
the paper lodged tightly in the carriages filled the huge barn of
an office with deafening noise. Men and women alike wandered in and
out and from desk to desk very busily, the grips of their pistols
sticking omlnously out of the tops of their holsters.

In one corner of this madhouse, in a glass-enclosed office, a
fat detsctive sat behind his dzsk talkine to two other men.
"Look, Lisutenant," one of the two/cther men bsgan, “we've made
a coupls of quick phons calls, and I can tell you rigr-t now there
Just lsn't a case to work on. This kid just disappearéd into nowhsre.
Not only can we not find ot about whers he was last night, but
we don't know where he wanted to go. What we Go know 1s only twe
things: number one, we know that he was supposed te ke staying over
at his friend's houss, and number two, we know that he was out of
. ‘ | | e {_ - TELl ve -
the car before it crashed, heeauge the experts that the car
the kids were In exploded on 1mpact, and there was no escape bsacuse
all the doors were hopelessly jamred and there were no cpenhings
blg enough for a sixteen-yzar-ocld to be thrown%win fact,
they had to use blow torchss to get the other two out after the £xk

fire."
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The lisutenant leaned foward and rested his elbows on his
desk, bis fat belly flowlng over the edge of his belt, and tcuching
his bulging abdcmen. He grimaced akx little and then sat up
straight agaln, reaching beneath his suit coat to remove the

emall clip-on hol

n

ter for his snub-noged revclver which was dizging

into his side. He ppened th top right hand drawer of nis desk

"Well, I'1ll tell you, guys," bhe

and placed the wesapon inside.
began, leaning foward concs again, "I never really 444 think that

anythling would comes of this investigation. There's nothing harder
in this world to find than a runaway teen-agsr who doesn't want to

cne

()l
0

be feound, and who hasn't anything to bresak the law." He

stopped for a moment and looked down at his desk, wiping the back

Yy

i

cf his neck with a not-so-white hankerchief. He sighed. "But
I 418 promise this Stone dude that I'd do all I could te Find
his kld, so let's work con it a 1little longer."
"Sut ILieutenant,"” cne of the men in front of the desk complained,
‘hs've bsen on this for the last five hours, and we can't sven give

you the name of a friené who has sesn bim 1n the last couple cf dags.®

"C'mon, let ths Child welfare psople take care this case,'(ﬁy{ 07'”&?
and let us do sometbing usefull. Then if they find cut that be M

did something illegal, then we'll be more than happy to ake the
case. But not now."
Hackner wae determinsd tc k<epr bls vromiss to the bey's father.

case is stilll

{’}

fie smilad. M™Nice try fellas, but no chance. The
yours. Wwhat the bell, in five houre, you cculdn't poseibly nave
covered all of the possible leads. Ask all of the people who live
gven rerociely close to where the accldent tock place if they saw

anycne who fits the kid's decription leaving the scene of the

fire. I that doesn't do anything then go to each of his teachers
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kExkRExxRANE
for a character analysis, ané if they have any ides where he might

go. Hell, like I said, there are milli ns of places whers you
haven't looked. Havs ycu“'wt 70 Jouf of= 77'/055‘?”

The other twe shook thelr heads. "No, we haven't loored in any
of thcse places---except we did ask a couple cf neighbors if they

saw anyone leaving th:s sceme. All thekr answers were negative.

e

They said that with ti

[e7]

i& 8pee

that that car was going, there

[

was ne way in this world that any one could have survived. But

I supocse we could check into a couple mere, though. It's Just th

W
faid

of all the cases being worked on in ths department, how'd we get
stuck with & ringer 1liksz this cnez"

Tre lleuteneant laughed. M"It'e called the luck of the draw. I
can honestly see your point, though. 1I%4 ve piesed, too, if

sorebedy gav:e me an assignment like this o

3

e. But it is yours,

and there's nothing that can change that, so I strongly suggest that

(44}
po

reu get to work." /Grunting and sizring th r disapgproval the two
¥ & & = g =

~ 1

officers got up to lesave. 4s they were walking out the door, thse
fat man called after themn. "Incidentally, Why don't you check out

the o0lc¢ men that livss in the mansion up that road off of Main sStreet
7T { & @~ £

3/c1 B A PRLS o FF
--Decker, I tnink his nams %ig, or gsometking 1ike that, ﬁnyw %7—”{0 ogp

70 ¢y Hlowsg,

3
—n

be might know somsthing, He probably deesn't, but he might."
The twe men nodded and 1lsft the office, closing the docr behiné

tn

M

m‘
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from Main Strest
Inspector Peterson's midnight blue LID turned slowly/onto

the narrcw, unmarked and unidentified road which led tc the res-

idence of Niles Lecker, the cld man who lived in the large mancion

which sat in ths middle of the woocds, about twenty miles outside

of the town. A spray of gravel and sand which had accumulsted

at the point where the twec roads met was thrown ur against the

bottom of the car, making a loud rattlin%;gui]%“vgv%%}; IQPW“’""’
notlced by the two men ImxREEXEAEX inside.;”,?w THAT CORSgp ~oT VOO tonvg

Th: man in the rizht-hand seat looked casually at his watch C487,

| Bervoe sy
4 - 3 b, oE- ‘ﬂ & & . He 1 i t 2
and frowned It was three-thlirty already really didn f eldﬂfﬁks ¢
like conducting an investigaticn at this hour. Hell, he was ¥ “I0E Aree
P70 i

supposed to be quitting for the day and goling home in an hour sweeT,
and & half. He didn't sse how he could pecs:ibly bs through with
questioning the rich old man and with filliang out his report

on the isnterview back at thes statlion in thgat short time. Well,

he'd just bave to give Joni a call and tell her that he'd be

picking ner up a 1little bit later than he had suspscted for thelr
date--again.

Both of the occupants of the car shiftes in their s=ars rathsr
stiffly. It bad been guite a while since they last left the
Lieutenant at the station, and they had besn on the run ever
since--mostly sitting in the car. They were hagpy that the car
ghey wers in bad alr conditioning. "You know,"™ Feterscn's partner,
Herb Miles began, "fcr starting out to be so cool this morning,

it sure has gotten hct. It must be cleose to ninsty. Hell, and
I thought that we wsre through with the hot weather for this
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year." IExksxwasxthexflrskxRakxspEXXxkxakxkkex Lveryone had
welcomed the brief reprieve from the sweltering heat of several
deys before, but the heat had returneé in all its glory. It
was strange, Mlles thought, hcow you can tell when it's a hot
day Just by the tempers of the people ycu come in contact with
during the day. Everyone's pissed.

"Well," Peterson said, " the weather man on the news X=xsk
this morning said that a coléd front 1s gonna move into the area
day after tomorrow. He says 1it'll bring some rain, but at
least we won't bhave bo sweat to dzath."

As they drove cown the seemingly endless read, it seem almost
to be dusk, the cancpy of lsaves which exte~ded over the road

selfishly refusing to let ang of the bright sunlight of midday

(o]

ass through. The leaves wer: so thick that when cne of the
Inspectors triesd tec gst some music on the radio, all he got
was static. "Boy, talk about living way out in the becnies."
"Would you tell me what the hell thils kid wa:s supposed to have
done? I can see him staggering into the woods for twenty some
odd miles for help after the accident, when there are bunches
of housesg right in front of whsrs they cracked up. Right."
"It doesn't scund too very plausible, does 1t%" Peterson
admitted,“but the ILisutenant said that he wanted s to check
'his old dude out, so that's what wédre doing. We might as well.
After all,lie're closer to the 0ld man's houss now that we are to

town."

Inspector Miles w&=2 was the only one who unconclously f2lt

the absence of any enimals cr animal sounds as they traveled

down ths road. It wasn't the kind of abssnce that could be

justified br the fact that the cer windcws were closed and the
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air-cenditioning beins on--1it was something much more unnatural

than that. It made him feel a 1little stranmge inside. In a

twenty-mile expance of forest, ycu shouléd think that ycu'd at

least sez a deer cr a chipmonk, or somrething, but they didn't.

n ) j Ve il

Ferhaps 1t was an omen of somesort to someons; mayhe‘a young Loy
PisCombo Ry

cf sigteen. 2Zut whatevsr 1t was that caused 1t, the useesfest-

wticaess 1t caused in the pit cof his stomach mysteriously cen-
vinced bhim that they should definitely continue down the road
tc the 014 man's houss to talk with him. It somehow sesmed
very important t¢ him.

As the slow trip down the road progressed, the driver's foot
was pushing the accelerator furtner add further toward the flcor-
board, the car'e wheels leaving a2 steadily larger wake of dust
behind the vehicle which diseppeared slowly intc tne nothingness
of fresh air, long after the car had pasced. Why would anycns
want to live that far away from civilization, they wondered.

At _last they saw 1t.

The Lecker mansion was much larger than either of the offlicers
had expected. As they approached the spot in front cof the house
wnere, the night btefore another carload of peorle had stopped,
Inspector Miles gratbed his partners arm. "Stop!" He almost
shouted the words. FPeterson immediately responded by stomping
heavily on ths brake, bringing the car to a quick, sliding halt.

"What is it%" the other shouted angrily.

"Llook.”?

Miles wae zolanting at a very strange sight for an out-of-the
-way place such ae where they were. The usk dirt in front of

the long sidswalk that led to the house had a jumbled array of

tire tracks in it, as though scmeone spun their wheels in en effort
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to leave In very much of a hurry.

As they opened thelr doors to gst out of the car to lock at
the iracke, the heat which they hadd forgetten abcut in the cool-
nese of the car wafted ove¢ them, taking thelr breath away slight-
ly. Well, they s2y the weltther is fickle--they certainly were
rignt. As socn as he felt the heat, Feterscn responded by pul-
ling at nis tie with both hands until the knot was undone, and
he droppeé the tle onto the front seat. Seeling this, Miles
thought thet 1t was a good 1dea, and he did the same.

"Would vdu believs it was down intc the feorties last nighti"

SIEY7
Az they approached the tracks, they both caught,of a bhubcap

laying cver in a ditch at the side of the road. Miles picked
L

it up curiously cut of the dirt, and looked guestioningly up

at his partner. "What kind of car were those kids that were

killsd last night driving?"

Fo@d

Peterson shrugged. "A Gewssesdlewr I think, woyi"
The other man smiled brozdly and said, "It locks liks we'rs

on the right track--look." He turned the hubeap so that the front

was facing bis partner. Inspector FPeterson pinched Bis lower

lip pensively as he stared at the at the emblem ==SgFer OOn

ST 8~ 9 B0 vustpac,

the cap. It wes from a
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The twe Inspsctors looksed at sach other strangely. The

case suddenly taken a whole nsw eepect. "I weonder If it's Just
a coincldence," Peterson said quietly, under his btreath. Them cther
man shrugged and motioned with h&s head towardis the houses.

"let!s go talk with ths o0lé man. Maybe he can tell us some-
thing abocut why they left so guickly, whoever thev wsre."

A cloud merclifully passed in feont of the sun, rToment:rily
spreadlng a ccol shade over everythine. Mlles was pensively pups-
ing kis llps and rubbing the back cof his neck as he tried to come

out

i

up with some possible reason why & group of boys would conm
to & place like Lecker's and then leave so guickly. Whatever it
wae, it csrtainly scabed them.

As they approached the house, both men were rather amazed

]

that a man of Lecker's age could keep thn

(411

outside of his place

sc beautiful. The symretry ofk the shrubs on elther sids &f the
frent door was flawlese, and the varliety of colors cf the flowers
was perfectly arranged. The only detractron to the entire lawn
was the fish pond which =sat 1n the middle of the closely croppsd
gracsg which had a laver of green scum floating on thes surface.

At last they werc standing outside the front door, ané Pster-
son poked hls stiffen forefinger into the button on the doorjam,
and fromw inside they heard the elakorate ring of an expensive
doorbell. They waited for a moment, and , having received no

e ¢ . " 1
answer, he rung 1t agaln. Qtill, there was nc answsr. ILet's
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tyy arcundé back."

A8 bhey rounded the front corner of the house, they beth took
pattern
curious note of zn ornats &xxxx of matted grass, which showsd

thet xmexE someone bac besen walking through it not toc long ago.

S

The lawn-grooming obvicusly had stopped ay the front yaré, for

in the side and back yerds the grasec reached to their shins, giving
Inspector Feterson an uncomfortable, itching sensat 'on as he

walked through 1t. Zkezfeobprinbtezshewsdzbeypandzazdenhkt

Following the tracks in the grass, the two policemen were led
g window in ke

around to/the back of the house,where they saw some things

which interssted them even more.

Strewn about the grass for zseversl yards in all directions
were pieces of broken wocd and glass whick obvicusly came from
the raggsd wnele in thes side of the wall where there was cnce

;;::lfifi:fgggg?) Miles curiously ran his hand along a huge indentaticn

in the side of the window and then loocked at his palm--it was

red with powdered brick. It apceared as though someone had shot
the hole

the wall Just recently, for & was not at all weather-worn; in %

fact, 1t was still custy. He was just about to call his partnsr's

attention to his discovery when he saw that he was already stcop-

ing down plcking up small pleces cof brick from among the glass

and examining it carefully.

Peterson locked up and said, "Whatever it was that hit this
sure had a hell of aloct power behind it. 1lock, it sent piesces
flying clear across the yard."

"Hey, man," Miles began, "This case 1s beginning sk to set

pretty hot. Why don't we call the Lieutenant and get some others

out here to help. It looks to me that that wall has been shot up."
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Scratching his head, Peterson sighed and stocd up. "Well, if
we find any cother evidence that there was scme shooting here,
then we'll give him a call, but ink Bk the mood he's in today,

I don't think we should say anything at all until we're damn sure
that we're right. You know what I mean, "

BThe other godden abructly, but his mind was obvioucsly on ==z

fods

something which he bhad Just spotted asmkxzk con the groundé be- /0 2

. werRt. _ St
neath the window. 1In the dirt there wae &he printstf =z (booted
feet, and next to that, there weres some other prints frem crdin-

one set

ary shoes. The bootprints were faclng in two directlicons: IREx
was pointed towards the house, anc ancther set was faclng away
from the house. "It looks like we might bave a burglary on cur
hands, George," he qqyd.

"How's thats"

"look rsre. ocomebody whe loocks like he was wsaring a palr
of boots entered the hcouse and exited it through this window."

"Uh-oh," Peterson intsrruptsd, “the report the lieutenant
gave us s81d that the kid Stone k1d was wearing boots when he
disappeared. Plus, I'm sure I remember seeing a print Just like
that right by where the car tock off out in front. I bet they're
all the same psople.™

"Weah, well, whoever it was that came here was either chasing
or velng chased by somebcdy clse when he left. You see those other
prints arcuné theret Thatls the first place they appear--only one
person tramped through the grass out Bhere, so they have tc belong
to scme cne who was inside when the other guy came in." He

chuckled. "Ané judging from the concdition of that window, when

they took off after sach other, thsy were in one hell of a hgrry."

Pot g

éhmﬂﬁ,?
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On Miles' suggestion, the twec men climbed thrcugh the open
window to check out the inside of the house for anything strange.
As they climbed through the window, both of th:z officers were
carefull not to let any of their exposed skin touch eny of the
lingering broken glass that was still laying m& all XEXX oOver
the 811l and on the carpeting inside. It was easy for them to
surmlze that they were standing in thz den tec the 0ld man's bouse,
because of the gaudy hunting trorhiss on thes walls, and the huge
desk and accessoriesc which was the major item in the rcom. ™MIS
anybody herei" Peterscn shoutzd. "This is the Police'!™ He
waited a momsnt and then shouted again, "Is anybedy homei™
Again no one answered.
—moflL

As they looked about the room, they frowned at its wemps
messy cenclition. Without saying anything to each other, they
split up, Miles taking the left side of the room, ané Feterson
taking the right side. Across cn of the sofas which sat back-to-
tagk in the miccle of the room wer:s three mucdy footprints which
matched those mfxkwx on the ground ocutside of the window. In the
tack cf the room was the wine cablnet which was wide opsn with
the uprer right-nand corner completsly shattered,
EXERRRIBX R EXRARXNRXRRXXRZKIREXRAXKBR and white
whers the varnlished wood wae torn away in splinters which wers
laying 2l over the flcor. On top of the cabinet was an o0lé bottle
of wine. Taking out his hankerchief, Mlles picked up the remains
cf a broken flashlight from the floor, and looked st it. "Well,
roat of whatever happsned here last night bappened right here in
thie roen," he said. M4nd i1t sure looks to me that there wae an
attempted burglary, which was stopped in the process--and some-

body did a hell of alot of shooting.™
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"I'm beginning to think you're right, Herb. That mess on
the wine cabinet was definitely mede by 2 bullet. 4nd look
at the ceiling over here.™ He pointed at a bullet hole in the
plaster above hls hsad. "There's no doubt that that came from
& gun. locks like a .30 calibre. Iook how the chalr hers bhae
been knocked over. There wss definitely a stpuggle bere.gzgglfor
all the shooting, thsy ¢i6n't hit muchs-at least there imn't any
blced anywhere. ™

Inspector Miles uncomfortably felt his pistod bensath his
coat to mwake sure to bimself that it wes still thsre and then
proceedéd carefully out intc the main entryway, Jjust cutside the
den. The kimx windows in the top halves of the double doors
spilleP eight squares of sunlight onto the floor of the hallway.
Directly acroes frem the entrance tec the den, was the dcorway
which led to a very formal living rcom, through which the
Inspectors could sce expensive furniture which again showed that
Decker had good taste in many areas. Lirectly across from the
front door was a breathtakingly beautiful stairease which went
stralight up for a distance and then separated in two Zixeerkkamz
windiq’staircases, both of which 1lsé up to the same secon floor,
the hallway of which could bs ssen from the entryway threcugh a
guarcrail which ran its length.

Meticulcusly checking cach room throughbut the house, the =
inspectord found that ncthing was so much as out of place In any
of the rooms; except for the den. As they were walking down the
stairs together after having checked the second floor, they notieed
the final link in the puzzle they had besen trylng to plece to-

getber inside the house; a gun cases which stocd on the right wall
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of the entryway Wwas full of rifles, which were arranged so that
the barrels Bf the guns were horizontal, and they were stacked
cne onm top of the other. What Interested ths two policemen wsrs
the two vacant spots In the rack where thsre had been two rifles
which were nmo longsr precent.

"That teaps it," Peterson said, ™rhere are two people wander-
ing arcund scmewhers armeé to the teeth. Now we've got to czll
the Lieutenant."

Miles nodded pensively, and then his face 1it up with an
idea. “Cf course. I've got 1til"

"Got what "

"4 hypothesis." The inspector was speaking excitecly. "Try
this: A car full of kids--the Stone kid, plus those boys that
were killed in the crash last night--pulled up here last night tc
pull a heist. Now for sore reascn, only the Stone kid came in
around the side of the house, making the singie set of tracks
out side. Xhazaxkxrxkxdxwgzximzkdz Since it'e nc secret that
this Decker fellow 1s a biz gams huntep, he was most likely sent
in to get one of the guns, and he went directly to finding out
where the gun closet was. After hs found that, he probanrly de-
cided to lock around the inside of the den on his way out agaln.

"Now this 1s whers things starte’ golng wrong." As Miles
was giving bis explanation, he began walkling arcund, re-enacting
everything hs thought happensd. "As he was stcoped down locking
threugh the wine cablnet here, Becker walks in and firess at him
with one of the other guns from the closet out in ths hall.

Pamnicked, the kic¢ whirls around and fires a wild shot into the

celling there, and takes off, running across the sofa over thsre
and throughk the window--the closed window. 4£8 he reaches the
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window, though, the 0lZ man takes another shot at him, which
misses, but tears that big chuank out cf the sill.

"Now once outside, the kid prcbably heads back towards the
car he came in, but €he cther two kids inside heard the shots
and they take off like bats dutta hell, leaving thelr friedd
high and éry. Now judging from the other set 6f tracks outslde
of the windcw, Decker was right on the kid's heels,khxzughxkhz
zamz and having nothing else to do, the Stone kid toock coff into
the woods with the o0ld man right on his tail..... Well, what
do you think%"

Peterson was pulling at his lower lip, and nodding slightly
as he thought over the explanation. He pointed his forefinger
into the air thoughtfully and said, "Pretty good, but K I have
5 a couple of questionsp First, if the kid went to the gun clcset
first, then how come there are no footprints in the hall, but
there are some on the sofa which he put thers as he lefti"

Miles shrugged and smilsd. "Easy, lock. The floor out thefe
in the nallway 1w hard tile. If I were bim, trying to steal
something without waking anybody up, I sure would take off my

hard boots before making any racket walking across a Hard flocr.

TV E ’7?’5

'E“

Wouldn't you
The other officer nodfed his concescsion. "Secondly," he

Baid, "MWhere does that leave the Stone kid, and Deckeri™

Tehe 745

Mil.s sighed. "I sorta thought you could figure that out
by yourself. Ckay, lcok. We know that the boy hasn't been home,
and we know the same about Decker. So that means that they're
both still out there in the wocds someplace, Rightz"

Agsin Petzrcon nodded, and then added a little of hie own to

the hypothesis. MAnd the other kids who werz Ekillsd in the crach
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last night were probably going so fast because they were trying
to get help~-1in fact, they mere head®d ink the direction of the
station when 1t happened.™

Miles smiled brcadly and extendsd both arms out towards his
partner. “Right. Now you've got it. Pretty good, huh%"

“"Yessir, I think you hit the nail right on

n

head." He

4

c*

tapped the other man's shoulder. "C'mon, let's give the Lisutenant
a quick call and then go back to the station and make a full
report. They can send a couple of black-and-whites ocut here
to conduct a search. There's nothing we can do here by our-
selugs.™

vack

As the inspectors climbed/out of the window, they were again

cautiocus not to let zny of the broksn glass cut them.
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Good God 1t was hot.
on

It was difficult for the boy to kezp his balance walking xiexg
gll the rocks that had gathereé along the path he was travelling.
He was at the base of two steep,kRX trees-coversd
Iikxappesxedxkexhknxkhakxhzxwasxwakking hills which ross
at forty-five-degree angles from szach other. At the vertex of
the two hills was a thin shallow ditch which flowzd freely and
deeply with water each tire it rained heavily. It was also the
same long ditch which served as the collection point Bor all
rocks, pebbl:zs, and dirt which camé down from sither hill. These
were the same rocks which made walking such a difficult task
for the boy in bis almost dazsd condition.

His lack cf food for sc many hours had long ago casused him
to be overcome with naussa, andé his lips were beginning to he-
come crackeé and his tongue swollen frem going without water.

His legs had become weights which haé none of their youthfull
strength. Sweat had s-z2kseé the wailstban and back ssam of his
troussrs so complstely that the Yluz dye from the jeane wae color-
ing whatever skin cams in contact with it. At that moment,

he looked very much like a boxer who had just lost a fight; he

wag in sort of a dazed stupor, ané hils left eye whs little fore
-than a swollen purple lump on his face as a result of the blow
delivered by the bett of Becker's rifle.

Despite his physical conditicn, he cauticusly scanned the slopes

of both hills for a sicn of the 0ld man. Sudéenly he stopped and
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dropped to his right knee, looking around, pressently awzkened
out of his stupor. He knew he saw somsthlng, but what was it%
Where was it? Probably Just a bird or something. No, wait!
There it 1s agalnl--at the crest of the hill on the left. He
st1ll couldn't make 1t out--the sun got into his eyes when he
looked at it.

otaylng 1n & croucheé position, he moved a little bit further
up the hill, goling from tree to tree, always staylng under cocver
Just in case. He saw 1t again for just a fraction of & second
before 1t would disappesf again behind a tree. Jesus Christ, it
was Decker: He was rcaming about the trees looking for somsthing.
The boy sat vepy still, ‘Naiting for a bullet to strike near him
as 1t had hapcensd so often during the past few hours. The =syes
which he had closed In anticlpation slowly cpened. He locked
back at the wispy-headed =XXmuzikzd figure which was silloustted
agalinst the bright, yellew sun. Wait a minute! The o0ld man
éidn't see him! He dién't know where he was! The bey couldn't
believe 1t; he had actually lost him!

Tom felt Jubllant in hie discovery. He "a8d really succeeded
in illuéing the madman: Wow. Xzgkex

Decker was moving slowly across the top of the hill, peering

i of CowlisTFTED Ssdme &/
intently through the thich underbrusﬁafor his prey. A4Always stay-
ing a little behind the o0ld man, and always staying under cover,
the boy followed from the bass of the hill. As bhe was scooting
cautiously bstween rocks and tr:es, always keeping the o0ld man
in sight, a clumsy leg brusheé up against a hollybush which rustled
loucly. Tomw immediatsly dropced to hls kness and froze, wincing
20 T LD

as he accldentdlly jostlsd his esdassed hand. He didn't even

kreath. LDecker had hsard ths noise.
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Bverything was happening %n slow motion. He saw the old man
standing there, not moving, obviously searchling for ths source
of the nolde he had just heard, The boy's thin, battered body
was pressed close up agalinst the tree which stood next to him.
fie was trembling, ané¢ the colcdness he fglt the night before re-
turned to him. This 1s ridiculous, he thought, thie is your chance!
Stick it tc bhim!

The rifle, which had almost become a part of him daring the
ordeal, sesmed suddenly to beccme twice 1ts normal weight. His
gaze fell slowly to the gun, as though hs had forgotten about itx
being 1n bhies hands, and then back tc the 0ld man on the hill.

A smile crossed the youth's face, causing ths accumulation of
dirt around ¢ nose and mouth to crack. Brown, coagulated

QML Que v

blood“outlined hig &
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rty yvellow teeth. They almost loocked
crusty. Hils zxx smile was a frightening one, and hies eyes burned
with hatred for the olé man. Now was the boy's chance to kill
him and he was goling to 46 it.

Being as silent as pcssible, Tom raised his gun to a level
position, ané wedged the barrel inteo the fork betwesn an outward-
growlng branéh and thes trunk of the tree. It was secure there.
He felt that 1t was almost lucky that the handegrip of bis rifle
had been shol apart; that way, he was able to havs the source
of support Just inches away from the trigger=-he could bz much
more accurate. There was a strange feeling cof powsr within

his being. Ths Pables were m-completely turned. Now he was the

one who was the aggressor. He had succesded in making the cld
man make a fatal mistake; stepping out intec the open. He knew

better than to do somsthing like that. It was odd, Tom thought,
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that the 0ld men was golnz to die bscause of 2 mistake that he
never wou%’have made 1f he had cnly bezn thinking, and he woull
probably never make again. But on the othep hang’he'd never
nave the chanee. The youth chuckied.

Psering down the long barrel, Decker appeared so small, that
hles entire body wae covered up by the small, nub of a fowerd
eilght at the muzzls. Just s he was about to pull the trigger,
the boy stopped, and 1liftsd his cheek from its resting place cA
what was left of the stock to check the sefety. He wasn't
golng to make that mistake sgain. It was off.

Yhe boy could see that the 0ld man was locking directly at him.
Hls beart was pounding furiouly as bhe starsd intc the unexpect~-
ing eyes cf the o0ld man. "He can't ssc you™ne kpt telling himself
sllently. ™"Youre too well hidden.™ As he stared, frightened,
the old man turned his head to ancther direction, assuréng the
boy that he had not yet foung him.

Ae he cocked his head sideways again to rest his cheek on
bbe stock of the gun so that he couléd take alm, the tendrils of
the dirty brown mop on his head fell down into hie eyes. As always,
he responded without thinking, and angrlly brushsd them aside
with bhis band. ZExddzrixxxh

Sudcenly the o0ld man straightened, deteeting somes movement in
the bushes. He turned his emaciated face back in Tom's directiof&
tending slightly at the waist, ang serewling up his countenance in
careful scrutinizaetion of the thick mass of green which stcod
between himself and the youth.

"Youx£kk® fool," Tom cursed himeelf, "He saw youl" His fhger
cteadlly tightened arcund the trigger, but he was too nervous;

his vislon kept fading intc a thick fog which he had to blink away .
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"Keep calm," he told himself. "You've only got one shot, 8o
you've got to make it count."™ He was trembling. The extreme
ccldness he felt the night before had returned, and his whole
body shcok--but this time he was not quaking from fear, but
rather from the excitement of finally having his chance at
shooting Decker.

As Tom was just zeroing in on his target for a second time,
the o0ld man caught sight of the halfenaked figure in the bushes.
Lecker's mouth dropped open momentar?%y?fbgia%igegoy was pre-
paring to shoot, and he clammered for bhis rifle, tearing at the
shiny bolt; pulling it back and cocking the weapon.

The youth'%ﬁeart was racing furiously, ani he once agalng
blinked away the fog which was spoiling his aim. "You've got to
keep calm." The bead sight on the tio of the barrel was Just
resting on the flgure of the o0ld man as Decker raised his own
gun and prepared to shooct.

"TNOWI™ the youth screamed as he jerked his right index finger
against the trigger. The rifle barked k its loud responge as a
yellow streak cf fleme Jumped out of the bushes, propelling the

te
bullet mk 1its mark. The o0ld man was 1lRfted slightly off of his

feet ocdezBRly 2s the pleese of stecl with which he had provided
bim
his attacker ripped into bis body, and kxxuw&s knocked/backwards
boy's

over the crest of the hill, ar& out of the xkgXxk sight. As the
bullet struck bim, the 0lé¢ man fired a wild shot almost straight
into the air, and as he fell, he never relinquished his grip on
hls gun.

His mouth open, and in the shape of a very weak smile, Ton
cAREFvLLt
slowly stood up straight. As he ssewsy climbed out from among
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the bushes and creepers, his finger was still pressed tightdy
agalnst the trigger; as theugh he was afraid that if he were to
let go, he would scmehow undc what he had just dome. 1In a daze,
he walked on toward the crestof the bill, no longer feeling any
pain from bkls many wounds. There was nc room for any other thought
or fedling in khils miné than to make sure that Lecker was dead.

Finelly he reached the very top of the hill and locked down
on hie prey, totally unaware cof the two po % cmen only three hun-

) ) 4 Eﬂ.’aﬂa&

dred yards away who had heard the shots, &ng their car to

& screeching step in the middle of the roag.



--CHAPTEZR FOURTLEN--

Tom walked slowly down the hill, taking long, even strides,
untll he stood next to the 0ld man who was doubled over, sitting
on his haunchesﬁf%is knees on the ground. Hies right hand was
clutching his belly, and there was alot of blocd runnlng from
somewhere, soaking his flannel shirt, and dripeing intc 2 small
puddle on the ground. He was using his x¥ghk left hand for
support; keeping nim from falling completely. His fingsrs were
8ti1ll closed tightly around the barrel of his rifle which was
resting underneath him.

A8 he noticed the boy's presence, Decker tried to 1ift his
gun, but bhis assailant visciouly grcund the sharp corner of his
plastic heelz into bie vulnerables fingers. The 0lé man screamed
in agony and fell foward onto bis face as his only source of
suppert was btroken. With the same foct he used to crushz& the

FwirfS
0ld man's e*%fefe%%ee Tom rolled him over ontc his back. His

prey's palid features were ccntorted in pain and the now pleading
0ld eyes stared pitifully up at his. Now that the old man was
on his back, Tom could plainly see the ragged hole in his abdomen
which was pumping thick redness onto the ground.

"feu're a hell of alot more harmless this way, areh't youi™
Tom asked, with a smug grin on his facs. Eyeing the gaping wound
cn the old man's belly, Tom said, "looks like my bullet was faster

than yours, doesn't 1t*" The smile on his face changed to a laugh.

Decker continucd staring up at the boy, not saying anything.
Wincing a 1iitle, Zax the youth bent down and pfcked up
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the rifle which lald next tc the 0ld man, a2nd put his own rifle
down, kuk out of Lecker's reach. Being careful nct to use his
ruined hand, the boy placed the muz%v}e of the rifle bstween his
Tfeet and held it there as he pulled at the bolt with his good
hand, eausin%,uselessly spent caslng which was emptied into the
air gé its owner ##¥l to pop out, anéd fall to the grass, meking
plsading

only & dull thémp as it landed. The frighkgmzx look in the pros-
trate man turned to fear as he realizsd what was about to happen,
and he shifted his position nervously.

"Do you remember," Tom began as pushed the bolt home again,
and arming ths weapon he wae holding, "when you told me how
you were geling te kill me% Remember the method you said you
were golng tc usei" He raised the gun from 1lte nose-down position
witrn bis right band, and pointed 1t at the gray head before him.
"As I recall, you were going to shoot me in the belly, and then
walk up to me, put your gun ageinst my head, and then blow my
breins out. Am I right3" Decker didn't move; he just continued
staring at the bloody and sweaty wrek of a boy who was brandish-
ing hls weapon. "Well, I am right whether you say so or not.
And it Just so happens,™ he continued, talking through his
yellow smile, ™that Iz§ot you first, so I'll just duplicate the

THPD S Trmbel 11S ForREFIa@ s R, Frr¢amnd A CAPEE OF o

procedure. already got you in the bellg, s"ogﬁoq%t
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does that leavet? Weyr—sieh "B —of—eooree." He laughed and

placed the barrel of his gun against Decker's forshzad.
"Please..." the 014 man whimpered guietly as he tried to move
away, but bis efforts were frultless. He continued staring

directly into the beoy's eyes.

Seconds earlier, mmzzxnxbyxiux Inscectore Miles and Ftereson
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came crashlng through the underbrush and into the clearing whers
Tom and Decker were having their battle. The two officers guick-~
ly drew their guns as they watched a boy they had never sezn before
cock a high-powered rifle, and make a threat to kill an 614 man

who was obviously disabled. ™Hold 1t!"™ Miles yelled, "This is

thes Folics.

But the boy with the gun either did not hear the call, or
chose to ignore it, for he proceeded to place the muzzle against
the old man's forehead. ™Drop the Gun!™ fThe inspector hollered
again. "Drop &t or I'll shoot!™ The youth sti1ll did not heed
the warnings he recelved, so the inspector was forced to fire

his own weapon in crder to save the life of a helpless 0ld man.

Tom heard the shot at the exact instant he felt a crushing
blow to the sids of his ribcage which spun bim ninety degrees;
so that he was locking stralgnt at the two men who were standing
in half-squat positions, holding thelr revolvsre with both hands,
aiming them in his direction. A4s he spun, he involuntarily
pulled the trigger on the rifls in his hands, the bullet passing
et between the two policemen who had Just entersd the scene.

The inspectors returned the fire.

The boy saw the small flames leap angrily from the mouths of

be guns in the strangers' hands and he screamsd. ™No...\"

S o

4s be was falling--forever falling in slow moticn--the youth

saw the fragments from bls shattered head flying through the

glr in all different direct'ons. There was alot of palin somewhers
in his body, but be couldn't tell where. In the eternity during
which he was falling, he vaguely remembered two parents whom he

loved very much, and & strangs sort of fe:zling came over him as
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_the imgéf of 2 skinny, whispy-headed figure passed quickly through

his mind.
He had almost reached the ground whezm the world turned Intc

g mass of thick darknsss.

Returning their guns to their holsters, the twe men walked up
to the scene in the clearing. At first glace thers was absolutely
nc doubt in eithr of the inspectors' minds that the young boy
was dead. There was soms thick stuff that was gpayish in cclor
laying around the empty shell of his head, and his eyss wsre
frozen in their fixed deathly stare. %X "If only hs G18N8t try
to shoot back the seoond tims,® Petsrson said, looking away from
the corpse, "then we wouldn't have had tc shcot him."

"It. wouldn't have helped," an 0ld volce grunted from the

ground where toe dld man was laying. "That kid was crazy. He

broke intc my house last night, and when I tried to leave, he started

shooting at me. Hz 's been following me all night, trying to
kill me. ILuckily I was able toc grab & gun on my way out, but
even when I winged 'im there in his hand, it didn't slow oim
down & bit. Yessir, hes was a rsal psycho."

Miles sighed heavily. ™"Well, be's not anymore." He forced
himeelf tc look away from the body. "How sgbout yecu, sir, ars you
very badly hurt:"

Decker shrugged painfully. "Not too, I éon't suppose."

Thns poclicemen carefully helped the 0ld man up so that they &
coulé take him to their car where they could await an ambulande.
““MBy the way,"™ the old man said as he dragged hlmself along,

"1y name is Niles Decker."
n

"We know that sir," Peterscn said solemnly, "We know.

It wasn't far at a2ll to the road whers the car stood waiting.



