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			PROLOGUE

			February 1992

			Life was good. Andrew Falcon was about to come into a tremendous amount of money—he hoped. Only fifteen months before, he had become the youngest partner in the 142-year history of Winthrop, Hawkins & Company, Wall Street’s oldest and most prestigious investment-banking firm. He inhaled deeply from the Macanudo cigar, leaned back in his wing chair, and blew thick smoke gently toward the high ceiling of the Racquet Club, the staid New York City gentlemen’s establishment. Typically, he didn’t smoke a cigar, but tonight it tasted good.

			Falcon’s head was spinning. The annual partners’ dinner—his first, since last year had been his first as a partner—was four hours old. He had enjoyed several Glenlivet cocktails prior to the meal and a bottle of cabernet with his filet mignon. Now he noticed the white-gloved waiters beginning to uncork magnum bottles of Dom Pérignon.

			It would take several minutes for the waiters to serve all seventy-six partners, and Andrew needed to maintain his stone-calm composure. In a very short time the annual bonuses would be distributed, and the anticipation was gut-wrenching. This wasn’t the corporate “ten thousand dollars and a pat on the back” bonus. This was real money, investment-banking money. Falcon reached for the snifter of cognac standing before him on the linen tablecloth.

			The tables were arranged so that they formed a large U shape in the dimly lit, mahogany-panelled room. The chairman and most senior partner, E. Granville Winthrop IV, great-great-grandson of the firm’s founder—and a direct descendant of the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s first governor—sat at the head of the arrangement. The other partners were seated on either side of Winthrop according to their tenure with the firm. The most tenured of the partners sat immediately to Granville’s left and right and so on away from him as the individual’s length of service to the firm decreased.

			Falcon sat at one end of the U, directly across the room from Roland Thompson. Thompson was a thin, Waspish-looking man of thirty-eight who, even though his eyesight was 20/20, wore tortoiseshell glasses. Thompson had made partner two years ago. Almost overnight he had guided Winthrop, Hawkins to the top of the convertible-debt league tables. This year, however, it was rumored among the partners that Thompson had made some very bad trades and lost the firm a great deal of money. But only Granville, the four other members of the Management Committee, and Thompson knew for certain. Losses in specific groups of Winthrop, Hawkins were not disclosed to the partners. Of course, that did not stop them from speculating among one another. Andrew noted that Thompson had become drunk early in the evening. He also noted that no one seemed eager to speak with Thompson during cocktails. Now the man was so intoxicated his head was almost resting on the table.

			Thompson’s group was not the only area of the firm rumored to be bleeding. Revenues for the Fixed Income and Equity Underwriting divisions, two of the firm’s flagship units, were supposed to be below the healthy numbers of previous years. Origination, underwriting, and trading figures in those groups were all off. Off as a result of what the President of the United States termed economic stability—slow but steady growth. And what the investment bankers called anemia. They didn’t like slow and steady. They needed volatility to generate their huge profits. And there hadn’t been much of that lately. Andrew puffed on the cigar. Perhaps he should not expect so much from this dinner.

			Falcon glanced toward the head of the table. Granville was smiling in his restrained, guarded way at something one of the other senior partners was saying. It was the same way Granville smiled at any piece of information, be it good, bad, or indifferent. Andrew scrutinized Winthrop’s face, but there was no way to determine anything about the bonuses from that visage. Granville was the consummate “I” banker, as investment bankers were called in Street parlance. His face never revealed his feelings. Because you could lose a deal that way.

			Andrew relaxed into the comfortable chair, grinning. Granville acted differently away from Wall Street. As a rule, he didn’t become overly friendly with others at the firm, but he had made an exception in Falcon’s case. In the past four years, Andrew had become an increasingly frequent weekend guest at Winthrop’s sprawling, oceanfront East Hampton estate—weekends Falcon wasn’t putting together another multimillion-dollar deal. There Andrew had learned of Granville’s personal side. He had learned of Granville’s love of Thoroughbred racehorses—of which he kept four at the grounds’ stables; of his prized antique gun collection; and of his huge yacht. They would sail all day with a crew of ten, then return at sunset to a delicious dinner prepared and served by the estate’s staff. After dinner Andrew and Granville would retire to the mansion’s venerable study to break open a bottle of hundred-year-old Scotch and discuss business and politics. They would talk for hours, and Falcon would commit to memory any shred of advice Granville imparted.

			“What’s so goddamn funny?”

			Falcon turned. The speaker was Jim Kunkowski, the partner who headed Winthrop, Hawkins’ interest-rate swaps desk. The smile faded from Falcon’s face. “Nothing.” It was the first word Falcon had said to Kunkowski despite sitting next to him for the past two hours. But that was investment banking. There were stories of men sharing offices for years and saying nothing to each other. They were there to make money. That was all.

			Kunkowski was not a pleasant man. His temper was legendary, and it was no secret that people in his group despised him. But until this past year he had earned a great deal of money for the firm, so no one could complain about him openly. Making money was the bottom line at Winthrop, Hawkins, and he had been producing. But this year Kunkowski had lost a great deal of money, and the sharks were circling. “Nothing.” Andrew said the word again quietly and turned away.

			Falcon relaxed into the chair and closed his eyes. The Mergers & Acquisitions Group, the most profitable area of Winthrop, Hawkins, and the one in which he labored fourteen hours a day, was also seeing a decline in income. But Falcon was not worried about his position, even though other investment-banking firms were laying off M&A specialists in droves. The senior people at Winthrop, Hawkins loved him.

			Granville Winthrop had made that clear just yesterday when they met in the senior partner’s ornate office on the tenth floor of the firm’s headquarters at 72 Wall Street. The two had laughed about the fact that Granville’s office was on the tenth floor and not higher in the skyscraper, because the tenth floor was as high as New York City’s fire-engine ladders could reach. And in the next breath Granville had showered Falcon with compliments. “Despite the difficult times,” Granville had said, “you doubled your fee generation this year. You originated several important and visible transactions and brought a number of new, high-profile clients into the firm. We are all proud of you. Keep up the good work.” Andrew could still hear the words.

			There should be no need for Falcon to worry about his bonus. It ought to be at least fifty thousand dollars more than the two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar bonus he had earned last year as a vice president. But with the firm potentially performing poorly, Falcon realized that the compliments in Granville’s office might have been intended to take the place of a good deal of this year’s bonus. And he needed the money terribly. Somehow last year’s two hundred and fifty thousand dollars was gone, despite being supplemented by his hundred-thousand-dollar annual salary.

			Falcon opened his eyes and took another sip of the cognac. Did he have the fortitude to pull off what he was planning? Would he follow through on his convictions? Perhaps, even if the bonus was not what he hoped, he should remain conservative.

			As the last glass of champagne was poured, Granville Winthrop rose slowly from his chair. Andrew watched the senior partner through the rivulets of cognac streaming down the sides of the snifter. Perhaps it was the distortion of the glass, but Granville seemed much older than the man with whom he had visited yesterday.

			He moved stiffly toward a slightly raised podium in one corner of the room, pausing several times to bend down and whisper to some of the older partners seated near him. They treated him like royalty, several of them standing as he approached, nodding nervously at everything he said.

			Falcon glanced about the room. The all-male partnership—there had never been a female partner at Winthrop, Hawkins—continued to speak to one another, but the noise level of the room subsided significantly as the men pretended not to notice Granville approach the podium.

			The partnership was about to learn just how poorly the firm had performed this year, and they were nervous. A tremendous tension pervaded the large room, a tension Falcon could not sense, this being his first partners’ dinner. Normally the men would be in a raucous mood by now, intoxicated not only by the liquor but also by the prospect of the money they knew they were about to receive. But this was the first time in many years that profits were rumored to be down. And though the majority of the partnership was unaware of the extent to which earnings had declined, they were certain, as a result of hushed, private conversations in the firm’s rest rooms, in lonely conference rooms, and at secluded lunches away from Wall Street, that profits were definitely down.

			Now each man was to find out how the Management Committee—the ruling body of the world’s premier investment bank—truly perceived him as an individual. Those who were in favor would probably still receive strong bonuses even if they or their areas had not performed well, because for whatever reason they were liked. Because they had the correct last name, or the right country club membership, or a trophy wife who had been subtly made available to one of the Management Committee this past year.

			Those who weren’t in favor would likely receive nothing. It was called the “Sanction” at Winthrop, Hawkins. No bonus whatsoever. It meant that the Management Committee had determined you to be undesirable and wanted you gone. They waited until the economy was down to clean house. That way they could blame the denial of bonus on difficult times. But in reality, they did it because they didn’t like you. They did it to send a message. And the message was: Get out. There was always enough money to go around at Winthrop, Hawkins.

			The Sanction had last been delivered in 1981, over a decade ago. And while it was true that no bonus would be distributed to a man receiving the Sanction, the firm would buy back his partnership interest immediately, at full value—which meant millions, even on an after-tax basis. The pain of the Sanction was not so much financial as psychological. It meant the world’s elite no longer wanted to associate with you; that for whatever reason, you did not measure up. And everyone in Wall Street’s exclusive club would know.

			Granville reached the podium. Andrew leaned forward and watched as the silver-haired senior partner painfully lifted himself to the lectern. Granville always struggled when he walked. His right leg had been torn apart by a sniper’s bullet in Korea and had never healed properly, or so the story went.

			He adjusted the small, gold-plated spotlight on the podium, then extracted a pair of half-lens reading glasses from his tuxedo jacket pocket and balanced them on his thin, patrician nose. As if on cue, the room fell silent. Conversations were abandoned in midsentence.

			Suddenly, Granville thrust his champagne glass into the air. “Gentlemen, I bid you a prosperous new year!”

			As one, the men slammed their shoes on the floor and champagne glasses in hand, rose from their seats. “Here, here!” The voices rose in unison, filling the great room.

			Several of the partners glanced at Falcon to see if he had been caught unaware of the tradition. But he had risen exactly at the proper moment. The tradition was not to be revealed outside the room, but Andrew hadn’t missed a beat. It was a good sign. It meant that their newest partner was adept at obtaining inside information, which in the long run could only mean greater profits for the partnership. To these men, inside information was only illegal at the SEC. It was an essential part of the business. A risk you ran. Andrew would never tell anyone that Granville Winthrop himself had disclosed the protocol yesterday in his office, because one never disclosed his source of inside information. That was the law.

			“Mr. President, would you please give the partnership a synopsis of the financial results of Winthrop, Hawkins & Company for the fiscal year ended December thirty-first?”

			“Yes, Mr. Chairman,” Ben Weingarten answered from his position to the right of the chair Granville had vacated.

			The partnership, resplendent in identical black tuxedos and studded white dress shirts, still thrusting champagne glasses aloft, held its collective breath. Falcon could almost hear the men’s hearts pounding.

			Weingarten read from an ancient leather-bound notebook. His voice was full and clear. “Mr. Chairman, for the year ended December thirty-first the partnership earned, before any employee incentive distributions, five hundred seventy-four million dollars, a six-percent decrease from last year.”

			Five hundred seventy-four million dollars! Falcon could not believe it. He performed several quick calculations. The figure worked out to well over seven million dollars per partner. And this was a down year. Even if the five members of the Management Committee appropriated twenty percent of the profits for themselves and set aside another fifteen percent for all of the other nonpartner employee bonuses, almost three hundred and seventy-five million remained. That was still close to five million dollars for each of the non–Management Committee partners.

			Income figures were never released to anyone but the men in this room, Winthrop, Hawkins’s accountants, and the Internal Revenue Service. It was one of Wall Street’s last great secrets. Despite all his efforts, Falcon had been unable to access this information in his years as a nonpartner. Now that he knew, he was astounded. Perhaps he needed to rethink his decision.

			The partnership seemed to exhale a collective sigh of relief. Profits were down but not as significantly as they had anticipated. Perhaps there would be no bloodshed after all.

			“Thank you, Mr. President.” Winthrop paused as he surveyed the men before him. “To your good health, gentlemen.” The senior partner brought the glass to his lips and continued to drink until the pale golden liquid was completely consumed.

			The rest of the partnership followed suit, every man standing until the last glass was empty. Then the men sat and waited as the white-gloved attendants refilled the glasses.

			“Fellow partners, I will not take a great deal of your time tonight. I know that you are much more interested in the contents of what lies beside me than in what I have to say”—Winthrop gestured toward the seventy-six sealed envelopes stacked neatly on a sterling silver tray atop a stand next to the podium—“but I feel compelled to say a few words before I distribute the envelopes.”

			The partnership shifted uncomfortably in its seats. There was an ominous tone to Granville’s voice.

			“As you all have just heard, profits were down this year. And remember”—Winthrop paused for effect—“your personal cash flow will be cut significantly because of the high tax rates on the so-called wealthy the new administration has been able to ramrod through Congress.”

			The appropriate grumble rippled through the room at the mention of high taxes.

			Winthrop continued. “Still, the profit decrease is an unacceptable development, even in the face of a difficult economy. A completely unacceptable development.”

			Here it came. The partners were suddenly on the edge of their seats again, particularly the middle-aged men who had experienced the last cleansing in 1981. Six men had received the Sanction that year.

			“In addition to the decline in profits, we had other extraordinary cash needs. We completed the renovation of our offices. We installed several state-of-the-art computer systems. And we purchased the money-management firm of Bates, Hilger in July. And since we decided, as a firm, not to allow any of Bates, Hilger’s senior managers to become partners here at Winthrop, Hawkins, we were forced to pay the purchase price completely in cash. In the long run that acquisition will pay off handsomely for us. We should thank our newest partner, Mr. Falcon, for initiating and negotiating the purchase on our behalf.” Granville nodded in Andrew’s direction.

			Immediately Falcon’s gaze dropped to the tablecloth. He sensed the eyes of the partnership upon him. He knew that not all of the men approved of the transaction, primarily because it took money out of their pockets in the current year.

			“All of these developments have used cash. Therefore, gentlemen, do not be surprised if your bonuses are lower than last year. We on the Management Committee have been extremely discriminating, and we have rewarded your efforts based solely upon performance—something we have drifted away from in the past because of our robust earnings.”

			It was as if a strong riptide had suddenly swept through the room. The men held tightly to the meat-stained tablecloths, their clenched knuckles turning white. Their faces became grave, giving away the great strain each felt.

			Granville nodded to the waiters, who quickly picked up predetermined sets of the envelopes and distributed them with speed and precision to the appropriate recipients.

			Falcon stared at the plain cream-colored envelope set before him on the tablecloth. Neatly typed on the front of the envelope was simply his name—at least the name he had given to Winthrop, Hawkins seven years ago, the one he had given to Harvard Business School two years prior to that, and the one he had given to the University of Pennsylvania four years before that. Andrew William Falcon. Not his name by birth.

			Life, as everyone on Wall Street knew, came down to a few vitally important seconds. Moments when all of the research and preparation either paid off or didn’t. When the deal was won or lost. This was one of those moments.

			Falcon inhaled deeply, terribly conscious of his breathing. Despite the alcohol’s effect, his senses were suddenly aroused, and he was aware of every movement in the room. The adrenaline coursed through his body.

			Light-blue Tiffany boxes had been positioned next to each partner’s place setting since the beginning of dinner. In the box was a sterling silver letter opener engraved with the partner’s name and the date—a date which would live in each man’s memory forever, positively or negatively. Some of these men could barely remember their wedding days, but these dinners remained vivid in their memories.

			Falcon reached for the box next to his unused dessert fork, removed the letter opener, and slid its protective blue felt covering from the polished silver. He stared at the opener for a moment. Then, deliberately, he turned the envelope onto its face, positioned the sharp point of the instrument into the slightly lifted back flap, and sliced open the small package. The paper tore neatly, and he was vaguely aware that seventy-five other envelopes were tearing just as neatly at exactly the same moment. Falcon swallowed and removed the contents—nothing more than a small piece of paper upon which again was typed his name, and just beneath, a number. His eyesight blurred slightly as he attempted to focus on the figures. Blood pounded in his brain. Suddenly his senses numbed. One million dollars. He blinked and stared at the figure again. A million dollars!

			It was more money than some people earned in a lifetime. More money than his father, a foundry worker still living in a dingy row house in west Philadelphia—the same row house in which Falcon had been raised—could possibly imagine. It was not the five million he had calculated as each non-Management Committee partner’s share of the firm’s net income, but after all, he was only a first-year partner, the firm had incurred other cash flow requirements this past year, and some capital had to remain with the partnership to support future growth. There were senior partners at New York’s most prestigious law firms not earning bonuses as grotesque as this—men and women who had been working at the law for decades. It was a huge amount of money for a man barely thirty-one. It was a huge amount of money for any human being.

			But he felt no guilt over the amount of the bonus. It was deserved. The Management Committee had paid him this much because he was good. No, not just good. Very good. They paid him this much because he could instantly captivate a room of corporate executives with the burning stare, the smooth voice, and the tremendous knowledge of finance, tax law, and accounting he possessed. Because he had an innate, uncanny ability to sense value where others did not. And because he made the firm a tremendous amount of money—forty times the bonus amount. They had paid him this much because they wanted to keep him. There had been no reason to think he might not receive the huge bonus, especially given his relationship with Granville.

			Falcon became suddenly calm. The calm for which he had already become famous at Winthrop, Hawkins. The elation subsided. A million dollars was acceptable, but he wanted more. Much more. And he wanted it quickly.

			“You goddamn bastards!” Kunkowski roared to his feet. The wing back chair crashed loudly against the panelled wall as the man rose.

			Falcon turned his head quickly as Kunkowski yelled, index finger extended toward the head of the table. By now Winthrop had returned from the podium to his seat at the head of the table.

			“You sons of bitches!” Kunkowski screamed. He was obviously drunk.

			Falcon shot a quick glance at the paper before Kunkowski’s seat. There was no number beneath the man’s name. He had received the Sanction. So the sharks had attacked after all.

			“You think you can do this to me? You think you can play with me like some toy?” The room was deathly still. Through glazed eyes Kunkowski stared at Granville.

			Granville motioned to the headwaiter. He seemed to be smiling slightly as he did so, as if he were amused. Or perhaps the smile was simply Andrew’s imagination.

			Kunkowski stumbled around the end of the table where Falcon sat and moved toward Granville. Several of the other senior partners stood as Kunkowski approached, but Granville remained seated, serene as he smoked a huge cigar.

			Kunkowski stopped ten feet short of the head of the table. He was a big man, almost six-five and solidly built. He used his size to intimidate people—Falcon had seen him do it many times before. Falcon disliked people who behaved this way, and he watched with fascination, sensing that this time Kunkowski’s display would not matter.

			“You people have always hated me because I’m Polish and I’m Catholic.” Kunkowski’s voice was suddenly hushed. “You detest minorities.”

			“That is absurd.” Granville continued to suck on the cigar. “You know very well that this gentleman on my right, Ben Weingarten, president of our firm, is Jewish.”

			“Half Jerish.” Kunkowski slurred the word.

			“You are very drunk, Mr. Kunkowski. Sit down.” For the first time there was a hint of anger in Winthrop’s voice.

			It was good advice, Falcon thought. He scanned the faces in the partnership quickly and identified three others, including Roland Thompson, who had clearly received the Sanction also. Their dazed expressions revealed what they desperately tried to hide. But these three did not have Kunkowski’s courage—or his stupidity. They sat riveted to their seats. It was foolhardy to confront the Management Committee. Once the Sanction had been decreed, the decision was never altered. You could continue working at Winthrop, Hawkins for as many years as you wished, drawing the same one-hundred-thousand-dollar salary every partner drew, but you would never again receive a bonus. And one hundred thousand dollars wouldn’t keep most of the partners’ wives in clothes for a year, let alone meet debt service on the houses, cars, boats, and jewelry which had been purchased on margin. And if you complained or insulted the Management Committee, they could make repurchase of the partnership interest very difficult, stretching out the repurchase period over many years and negotiating and renegotiating the purchase price downward as you needed the cash. It was better to go quietly, collect the cash for your partnership interest quickly, and catch on with another, less prestigious investment bank.

			“No, I’m not going to sit down. I’m not going to go quietly as you want me to do!” Kunkowski turned to the rank-and-file partners. “Come on. Who else just had a red-hot poker stuffed up his ass? I know I’m not the only one.”

			The three men with the ashen faces whom Falcon had identified moments before could not meet Kunkowski’s gaze. Everyone else in the room stared straight back at him. Falcon congratulated himself on his ability to read a man’s expression, but he was not surprised by this ability. After all, he had funded a great deal of his undergraduate living expenses with poker winnings.

			“Please, you have to be with me. If we stick together, we can fight these bastards.”

			There was no response.

			“Please…”

			Still nothing.

			Suddenly Kunkowski realized that he had made a critical error in judgment with his emotional, knee-jerk reaction. The shoulders of the large man slowly slumped as he turned back toward the senior partners. They stared back and Falcon could sense the hatred. No one addressed the Management Committee as Kunkowski had. They were gods. And they were not forgiving gods.

			For a moment Kunkowski gazed at Granville through bloodshot eyes and then brought both hands to his face. The room was deafeningly silent except for Kunkowski’s sobs, and the faint sound of Granville exhaling cigar smoke.

			Four large security guards, there as a result of Granville’s motion to the headwaiter several minutes before, broke the silence as they moved into the room. But they were unnecessary. Kunkowski was a beaten man.

			And Falcon watched him completely disintegrate.

			

			—

			Granville Winthrop sat alone in a small private room on the fourth floor of the Racquet Club overlooking Park Avenue. He watched the headlights of the cars passing beneath the window as he smoked his third cigar of the evening. New York City seemed so peaceful at this time of night, especially under the light snow that was beginning to fall.

			Falcon hesitated at the doorway. This wasn’t going to be easy. Perhaps it should wait until Monday. He took a step away from the door.

			“Come in, Andrew,” Winthrop said quietly. “Close the door behind you.”

			Too late. At seventy-one Winthrop’s senses remained sharp. Even after the immense amount of alcohol, the old man didn’t miss a trick. Falcon took a deep breath and stepped into the room. The bonus envelope was safely stored in the inside pocket of his tuxedo jacket.

			“So what did you think of your first partners’ dinner?”

			“Interesting. Ah, a rather difficult evening for Mr. Kunkowski and a few others.” The door clicked shut.

			“Yes, but necessary.” Granville’s tone became measured. He did not want to discuss Kunkowski. As far as he was concerned, Kunkowski might as well be dead. “Satisfied with your bonus, Andrew?” Granville’s voice was subdued, but his eyes danced.

			Falcon’s eyes dropped to the deep blue carpet of the room. That was Granville, direct as hell. “Of course. My God, it’s more money than some people earn in a lifetime.” He thought of his father in the old two-story row house. He was probably sitting in front of the black-and-white television set at this very moment, watching an old movie, covered in blankets because he did not have the money to keep the heat in the drafty house above sixty degrees in the winter.

			“There’s more where that came from. Lots more.” Granville waved his hand as if a million dollars were pocket change. “I tried to get you another five hundred thousand, but the other members of the Management Committee wouldn’t go along. The firm bears my name, but I have to play politics sometimes.” He paused and snorted as if this was the worst part of his job. “It’s almost double what any first-year partner at Winthrop, Hawkins has ever received.” Granville paused again. “But you deserve it. Every cent.” His voice hissed, as if recalling the unpleasantness of the argument with his fellow Management Committee members over the amount.

			“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.” Falcon shifted uncomfortably as he stood before Winthrop.

			The old man stared at his young star. “I shouldn’t tell you this, Andrew.” Granville glanced out the window at Park Avenue and then back. “You remind me a great deal of myself when I was young. Brilliant, aggressive, intimidating, and, of course, undeniably a lady’s man.” Winthrop smiled widely, the lines of his face creating perfectly defined grids on either side of his mouth. “In all the weekends you have come to the estate, I don’t think you’ve ever brought the same woman.”

			They laughed together, more loudly than was necessary. Not at Winthrop’s attempt at humor, but because both men were suddenly uncomfortable with Winthrop’s admission of his affection for Falcon. Men like Winthrop rarely made such admissions.

			He drew in a deep breath. “You could become senior partner here someday, Andrew. Not too far in the future either. It might upset the old guard, but investment banking is a young man’s game these days. The technology is passing us old men by. We’re still feeding off of the relationships with clients this firm has had for a hundred years. That will continue to pay dividends for a while, but at some point we’ll need more. We’ll need you.”

			Again Falcon glanced at the floor.

			“I’m making you uncomfortable, Andrew. I know that. It’s the liquor talking—and the evening in general. It’s pretty heady stuff for the firm to make almost six hundred million dollars in one year. Especially when just under half of that is mine.”

			Falcon’s eyes rose immediately from the carpet. So Granville still owned that much of the partnership. Incredible.

			The two men stared at each other for several moments, stone-faced. Then Granville’s visage again broke into a wide, unguarded smile. “Anyone left downstairs, Andrew my boy?”

			Falcon shook his head. He appreciated the fact that Granville always addressed him by his first name. Everyone else at the firm called him Falcon. Instinctively, it seemed. “No. They’re all gone. It’s three o’clock.”

			“Which of course leads me to my next question. What are you doing here?”

			“I don’t know. Just felt like hanging around, I guess. Didn’t want to leave.”

			“Andrew, I’ve never known you to simply hang around. You are not one to waste time. You are too driven. It will be your undoing someday. I sensed your aggressiveness during the first three minutes of our interview at Harvard Business School, which is, of course, why I hired you. Every one of your actions has purpose. There is a reason for everything you do. There is a reason that you are the last person here.”

			Falcon eyed the older man. For the past four years Granville had been his mentor and friend, the closest thing to a father Falcon had experienced in a long time. And suddenly, despite the fact that Falcon was far from sentimental, he realized that he would miss Granville Winthrop. But Granville would understand. They would always be good friends.

			“I am going to leave this firm.” Falcon knew no other way than to be direct. It was his nature, just as it was Granville’s. He searched Winthrop’s face for a reaction, but there was none. He continued, uncomfortable at Winthrop’s initial indifference. “I have an opportunity. An entrepreneurial opportunity. My partner and I have developed a software we believe will have widespread application in the health-care field. It’s a potential economic windfall.”

			The guarded smile suddenly overtook Winthrop’s face. “A million dollars in one night is not enough?” he asked quietly.

			Falcon ignored Granville’s remark and began to speak more quickly. The guarded smile was not a good sign. “It’s a chance for me to run something myself. It’s a chance for me to earn the kind of money you don’t consider trivial. If it does as we believe it will, the company could be worth fifty to sixty million dollars in two to three years. Conservatively fifty to sixty million. Maybe much more. And of course I would select Winthrop, Hawkins to take the company public.”

			Granville turned back toward the window.

			“I appreciate everything you have done for me, Granville. I’ve repaid my student loans for both college and business school, bought some nice things, and funded the start-up of this venture. All through the generosity of Winthrop, Hawkins. And tonight. Well, I still can’t believe the amount of money the firm—that you gave me. But I have to try this. I would always wonder if I didn’t at least try. I know it’s risky, but hell, I don’t have any family at this point. I don’t have anyone depending on me. It’s a perfect time for me to do this. And I don’t want to wait ten or fifteen years to be senior partner here at Winthrop, Hawkins. It might never happen. I know you’re behind me, but some of the others aren’t. If you weren’t around…” Falcon didn’t finish the sentence.

			His heart was pounding in his chest. “There is a very good chance, as you well know, that this won’t work. Nine out of ten new businesses fail in the first year. And if that happens—the business fails, I mean—I will come crawling back, and I hope there will be a place…”

			“Don’t even think about coming back to Winthrop, Hawkins, Falcon.” Winthrop’s voice was inhumanly cold. As if the past four years had been immediately erased from his memory. He turned back away from the window and stared Falcon directly in the eyes.

			Falcon stepped back slightly, as if he had actually felt a frigid wind cross his face. He sensed the sudden hatred. “Excuse—”

			“Leave this establishment immediately.” Winthrop’s voice was perfectly calm, just as it had been with Kunkowski. “And do not attempt to enter our offices Monday morning because you will be denied access. I will contact the security guards myself. Your belongings will be boxed and sent to you. Because you have been a partner for only one year, you are not entitled, under the bylaws of the partnership, to receive any money for your partnership interest. If you don’t believe me, check the documents. Good luck with your endeavor. Good-bye, Mr. Falcon.”

			Falcon considered an attempt to reconcile, to reach out to the old man. But he knew it was useless. He was suddenly in the same category as Kunkowski as far as Winthrop was concerned. Dead.

		

	
		
			1

			February 1996

			Falcon stared at the numbers on the spreadsheet. It did not take a financial genius to analyze these figures. MD Link Limited Partnership, the computer software firm he and Reid Bernstein had founded only four years before, now had only ten thousand dollars remaining in cash—not even enough for Friday’s payroll. There would be no more revenue checks for at least two weeks, and those would be meager at best, certainly not enough to cover interim operating expenses or another payroll.

			He leaned back in his comfortably padded desk chair and began to count the tiny holes in the dropped tile ceiling. Unless something spectacular happened quickly, MD Link was going down. As they said on Wall Street, “Crash and burn, baby. Crash and burn.”

			Falcon counted fifty holes in one tile, realized the idiocy of the endeavor, and swivelled in his chair to gaze out the large window behind his desk toward the town of Princeton. From his fourth-floor office on Route 1 he could see the spire of Princeton University’s chapel. It rose majestically into the cloudless, azure sky of a crisp late-winter afternoon. It was a beautiful day in central New Jersey.

			He let out a long breath. MD Link should have gone public by now, and his five-hundred-thousand-dollar investment ought to be worth multimillions. But the young Mr. Bernstein, God’s supposed gift to the computer world and the designer of the firm’s primary product, had been unable to fix the catastrophic bug in the software. And his inability to resurrect the system was crushing Falcon’s plans into a pipe dream and turning his five-hundred-thousand-dollar investment into what most considered worthless stock.

			Slowly Andrew turned back to his desk. Through the office door he watched his new executive assistant finish word processing a letter. Jenny Cagle was pretty. Very pretty. Her long auburn hair fell loosely to her shoulders, framing her delicate face. The lashes surrounding Jenny’s deep blue eyes were long and dark, her lips soft and full, and her skin smooth. He took a deep breath.

			But there were problems too. Jenny had three earring holes in her left lobe, and a necklace with her name on it. Sometimes she wore too much blush on her cheeks and screaming shades of lipstick. And her mascara was much too thick. It was not the sleek model look with which he had become so familiar in New York. But most of the imperfections could be taken care of quickly with a trip to a Fifth Avenue salon. And he shouldn’t expect so much anyway. After all, she was just a working-class Jersey girl. And though he had just come to meet her, he had known her all of his life.

			His gaze strayed to the plunging neckline of her light sweater. The V ran deeply into her full chest, a style of dress Falcon would have to speak to Jenny about at some point. It was rendering the software engineers at MD Link helpless.

			He looked down quickly as she rose from her workstation and entered his office with a stack of letters.

			“Andrew?”

			Falcon pretended to be immersed in paperwork.

			“Andrew,” she said again, not altering the intensity of her tone.

			He glanced up from the numbers. “Yes, Jenny.”

			“Here are those letters you wanted.”

			“Sure, give them to me. I’ll sign them right now.”

			Jenny watched him closely as he whipped off signatures on the paper. She had never known a man like Andrew Falcon. He was tall, over six-two, with long jet black hair, chiseled facial features, and broad shoulders. But it wasn’t simply the physical attributes that made Falcon so attractive. He had what she termed “the edge”—an understated but certain confidence that manifested itself in his voice, his walk, his slightly crooked smile, and the way he constantly and methodically flexed his left hand. As she stood watching him sign the letters, Jenny suddenly realized how strongly she was attracted to him. But that was foolish, and she knew it.

			“Do you want some coffee?” she asked as she retrieved the letters.

			“Yes, I would. Thank you.”

			Jenny hesitated for a moment. Andrew’s response was so formal, so distant. “Everything all right?”

			Falcon nodded without looking up from the spreadsheet. In his peripheral vision he watched her short skirt swinging easily from side to side around those thighs as she moved toward the office door. “Oh, Jenny?”

			She stopped at the door. “Yes?”

			Falcon resisted the temptation to stare at her legs again. “Have you been able to find Reid?”

			Jenny seemed slightly disappointed at the question, as if she had anticipated something else. She shook her head, causing the long auburn hair to fall down about her face. “No. I’ve tried him several times at home. I’ve tried his car phone. I even tried him at Professor Bryant’s office at the university. No luck.”

			“Okay. Keep trying, will you? It is extremely important that he get here for our four-thirty meeting with Lord Froworth.”

			“Sure.” Again Jenny hesitated at the doorway, as if she wanted to ask him a question. But she thought better of the idea and disappeared.

			Andrew returned to the gloomy financial prognosis. MD Link was well behind its financial projections, and the money, though not gone, was cascading out of the corporate checkbook. The concept had been pretty simple: connect physicians’ offices directly with insurance companies via a computer system so that medical claims could be processed immediately—before the patient left the office. Doctors would receive their payments in days versus months and cut down significantly on paperwork. Insurance companies would slash multiple layers of overhead and therefore save lots of salary costs. MD Link would produce the computer software for the system, sell it to the insurance companies and the doctors, and make a good bit of money not only selling the software, but also servicing and upgrading it down the road.

			It sounded like a win-win situation for everyone except the poor bastards who would be laid off at the insurance companies. And of course the patients who could no longer bluff their way into free medical service. But the hell with the freeloaders and the insurance company employees. Cost cutting and downsizing were the business buzzwords of the nineties. Excess jobs represented opportunity for entrepreneurs who could replace people with software—software, which didn’t push for outrageous labor contracts, amass sick days, or develop emotional problems that translated into downtime and inefficiency. Tiny software companies had become wildly profitable overnight as bloated manufacturing firms paid hundreds of millions of dollars for “solutions.” Then the software firms went public, making the entrepreneurs wealthy beyond imagination.

			Hundreds of millions of dollars of revenue. That was what MD Link was supposed to have generated so far. But it hadn’t. Last fall the software had developed a bug. Initially, Reid Bernstein, the engineer with whom Falcon had partnered to found MD Link, had described the problem as a minor glitch that would be corrected quickly. But October had become December, and now February, and still the problem remained, embedded somewhere in the logic of the huge program. In fact, the problem had worsened, even with the assistance of several Princeton University professors with whom Falcon was acquainted. Bernstein resented the academic aid, but it was Falcon’s money funneling down the toilet, not Bernstein’s, so Bernstein was forced to accept the help.

			Last week, the firm’s largest customer, two huge insurance companies, had discontinued the system as a result of the problem. These two customers accounted for seventy-five percent of MD Link’s annual revenues, and their discontinued use of the product made sales to other firms all but impossible. Both companies were willing to reinstitute the product once the problem was fixed, but soon there wouldn’t be an MD Link Limited Partnership, much less a product, unless he could find more money to keep the company afloat while they continued to try to solve the problem.

			Falcon shifted uncomfortably in the chair. By nature he was calm, inhumanly calm, in the face of pressure. But the walls were closing in as they never had before. His eyes moved slowly to the spreadsheets lying across the oak desktop. His life was falling apart, and he felt the pangs of panic, an emotion which until now had been foreign to him.

			“Here’s your coffee, Andrew.” Jenny moved slowly back into Falcon’s spacious office, the steaming mug held out away from her body.

			“Thanks.” He did not look up from the figures.

			Jenny put the mug down on a coaster. She gazed at him momentarily, hoping he would look up from the stupid numbers. But she knew he was under immense strain and had no time for that. Suddenly, Jenny realized that she was staring directly into the steel-blue eyes.

			“Is there something I can do for you?” Falcon raised one eyebrow.

			“Um, ah, no. No, I was just wondering, um, if we should have this Sir Frothwith picked up at the Princeton Junction train station by limousine.”

			“It’s Lord Froworth, and no we don’t need to do that, but thanks for asking. He will be flying down from New York by helicopter, and I’ve asked one of the technicians to pick him up.”

			This time Falcon didn’t watch her go, but gazed out the window instead. After the partners’ dinner, so long ago it seemed now, Falcon had over seven hundred thousand dollars in the bank, even after paying taxes on the huge bonus. Now he had next to nothing, except for twenty-five thousand dollars in a numbered Citibank squirrel account—an account he had managed to keep secret from Bernstein. But twenty-five thousand dollars wouldn’t keep him afloat for more than six months. Hell, the mortgage payment alone was three thousand dollars, and the monthly nut for the Porsche was another six hundred dollars.

			Falcon rubbed his chin slowly. MD Link could survive. All it needed was one more round of seed capital. He was convinced of that. One more investment would see them through this difficult period, and then things would get better. For the last several months Falcon had attempted to raise that money from outside investors to keep the firm going while the software program was being debugged. However, the problems at the company had made raising money from outside sources extremely difficult. Only one potential investor remained out of all of the people Falcon had approached. This was Lord Froworth, who ran a stuffy British venture capital firm. Froworth had been considering the investment for some time but as yet had not committed the five-hundred-thousand-dollar infusion Falcon was seeking. MD Link needed Froworth’s decision quickly if anything was to be salvaged, because the wolves were at the door.

			

			—

			Arms folded across his chest, Falcon watched the sleek navy-blue chopper touch down gently atop the giant X of the heliport on the far side of Route 1. “Jenny!” He turned his head slightly without taking his eyes from the helicopter.

			“Yes, I’ll be there in a second.” Her voice came from the outer-office workstation.

			Two figures emerged from the helicopter and walked quickly toward a waiting Buick sedan. They stooped as they moved out from beneath the rotating blades toward the car.

			Falcon grasped his elbows as he watched their progress. Here was another one of those precious moments that determined life’s direction. This meeting with Lord Froworth was going to decide if his five-hundred-thousand-dollar investment in MD Link would ultimately be worth anything, or if he would have to head back to New York into another finance job with nothing to show for his huge risk but a very few dollars and an aging wardrobe. Everything hinged upon this meeting—and Bernstein was still nowhere to be found.

			He followed the sedan and its precious cargo as it reached the traffic light at Route 1. The car paused for a moment, then proceeded across the main road into MD Link’s office park. Froworth would be in the office momentarily. “Jen.”

			“I’m right here, Andrew.” Jenny stood just a few feet behind Falcon. His voice seemed strained, a tone she had not heard before.

			“When was the last time you tried Bernstein?”

			“Five minutes ago.”

			Falcon picked up the receiver from the desk phone and punched the engineer’s home number. He fixed his gaze upon Jenny as he listened to the maddening rings continue at Bernstein’s home. “Reid is going to blow this whole thing. He’s known about this meeting for three weeks. I’ve reminded him every day. I can’t answer the technical questions.”

			“Maybe one of the other engineers could answer those questions.”

			Falcon shook his head. “Lord Froworth wants to talk to Bernstein.” He replaced the receiver. “Go greet Froworth. And, Jenny, smile at him very sweetly. You know what I mean.”

			Jenny did not respond as she walked away.

			Five minutes later Jenny returned with the two figures who had emerged from the helicopter.

			Lord Froworth was tall and thin. He was about sixty-five years old, Andrew judged, but well kept for his age. His long gray hair was perfectly styled, as was his mustache. His expensive-looking, three-button charcoal suit was exactingly tailored, and his black wingtip shoes were spit-shined.

			Falcon met the man at the office doorway. “Hello, Lord Froworth. It certainly is a pleasure to finally meet you after talking so many times by telephone.” He spoke in a somewhat insincere tone as he shook the Brit’s hand. If you were too friendly or too aggressive, venture capitalists, like all shrewd investors, sensed panic. And if they sensed even the slightest hint of panic, you would never hear from them again. Somehow they liked you better if you seemed disinterested. It meant you didn’t need the money that badly, and that made them mad to invest. “We appreciate your taking time away from your meetings in New York to see us,” he continued, leading Froworth into the office.

			“I had to come to Princeton anyway,” Froworth said with an aristocratic English accent. His tone was even more insincere than Falcon’s. “My sister is at Princeton University on some sort of professorial exchange program with Oxford, though for the life of me I can’t understand why she would want to leave England for four years in the United States.” Froworth moved to the office window and looked out over Route 1.

			Falcon shook hands quickly with Froworth’s assistant, a small, mousy woman with short brown hair. The petite woman smiled meekly at Falcon, but his attention did not remain with her for long. She was not the decision maker.

			“Why don’t you have a seat, Lord Froworth?”

			“Yes, why don’t I.”

			Falcon could hardly bear the accent, but he needed Froworth’s money—badly. “Would you care for some coffee?”

			“Tea. Hot tea,” said Froworth as he and his assistant settled into chairs in front of Falcon’s desk. “You Americans seem to think tea means iced tea, you know.” Froworth and his mousy assistant cackled at each other over the inane observation.

			Falcon nodded at Jenny, who rolled her eyes and walked from the room, exaggerating the swing in her hips. He sat down in the desk chair, and as he did, noticed Froworth’s longing gaze. Froworth was watching the short skirt move to and fro.

			“Is that chair leather, Mr. Falcon?” Froworth asked, turning back toward Andrew.

			“It is.”

			“Expensive, I’m sure.”

			“I really couldn’t tell you.” Falcon knew where this line of questioning was headed. Venture capitalists didn’t like to see a dime wasted on anything superfluous—at least not until just before the initial public offering. Then they spent lavishly to spruce up the company so as to make it more attractive to public investors. “It was a gift from a friend,” Falcon continued, careful to avoid the word girlfriend so that he would not appear to have any serious interests outside MD Link.

			“I see.” Froworth paused. “Where is this man Bernstein? The brains of the organization.”

			Falcon allowed the backhanded insult to deflect away. Then his demeanor became quite serious. “Unfortunately, a relative of Mr. Bernstein’s died very suddenly, this morning, and he went to Philadelphia to be with his family. He is going to try to make it back by five-thirty.” Falcon shook his head slowly, as if the death had affected him also. He could lie convincingly when he had to.

			“A terrible shame, Mr. Falcon, but you see I brought Ms. Mullins with me for the express purpose of having her discuss the logic behind the software and, of course, the defect directly with Mr. Bernstein.” Froworth nodded at the mousy woman. “Is he Jewish, by the way?” His upper lip lifted slightly to one side.

			“I believe he is.”

			Froworth sniffed.

			“Is that a problem?” Falcon could feel his pulse quicken ever so slightly. He was not particularly religious or particularly close to Bernstein, despite the fact that they had cofounded MD Link. But Falcon had never lost his working-class hatred of snobbery.

			“Of course not. Mr. Bernstein’s denomination is none of my concern.”

			Froworth was not nearly as good a liar, a fact Falcon noted.

			Jenny returned with tea for Lord Froworth and his assistant, and gently placed the saucers onto the front of Falcon’s desk. “Hot tea. American style.” Jenny smiled effusively at Froworth as she waited for him to taste the tea.

			Froworth took a small sip.

			“Is that all right?” she asked seductively.

			“Oh, yes, quite.” Froworth was suddenly flustered.

			Falcon suppressed a smile. Jenny was doing all she could to help.

			She winked once at Falcon as she walked from the office.

			Froworth watched her go with an old man’s longing, but once she had gone his demeanor changed rapidly. “What kind of car do you drive, Mr. Falcon?”

			This guy is incredible, Falcon thought. He wants to make sure I am living a pauper’s life so that I will be motivated. So I’ll do anything to make the company a success. What a prick. But Falcon’s expression did not betray his emotion. “Toyota Corolla. It has over one hundred thousand miles on it.” He was going to kill Bernstein for making him go through this alone.

			“Really?” Froworth sounded surprised.

			Falcon nodded.

			Since Froworth had entered the office, Falcon had been aware that the mousy assistant had not taken her eyes from him. Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, he thought he noticed her look away.

			“And in what kind of dwelling do you live?”

			“I’m not sure what you mean.” Falcon knew exactly what Froworth meant.

			“Do you live in a house or a flat?”

			“I rent a two-bedroom town house. I use one bedroom as a study.”

			Again Falcon thought he noticed the mousy woman look away.

			“Tell me about your family.”

			Falcon took a long breath. “My father lives in a very small house in a lower-middle-class section of Philadelphia. My mother died twenty-four years ago. I have no siblings.”

			Froworth took a long sip from the teacup, replaced it on the saucer, then stared directly at Falcon. “Well, we finally receive a truthful answer from you. Did you inherit your ability to lie from your father?”

			Falcon did not hesitate. “No, from my mother.” Falcon thought he noticed the small hint of a smile cross the older man’s face.

			“I’ll give you one more chance, Mr. Falcon. How much money do you have in the bank?”

			There was no reason to attempt further deception. Lord Froworth, or more likely his obnoxious assistant, had done the homework. They probably knew more about his house and his Porsche than he did. “Just over four thousand dollars in a local checking account and twenty-five thousand in a numbered Citibank account.”

			“Very good, Mr. Falcon. Now we’re getting somewhere.” Froworth leaned back in his chair. “So you want me to take five hundred thousand of my good money and throw it in after five hundred thousand of yours. Is that correct?”

			Falcon was suddenly very tired of the pompous Lord Froworth and his wordless assistant. He had been down this road many times before in the last three months with various investors, most of whom weren’t nearly as bombastic as the snide individual sitting before him now. But they were all basically the same. They asked a lot of questions to make themselves feel intelligent and then ultimately decided against putting money into MD Link: “Too risky. A good opportunity but not for us. We just can’t get our hands around the industry.” Falcon had heard all of the excuses. Froworth would be no different. So it would be back to a job on Wall Street. He might as well resign himself to this fact now.

			“Yes, Lord Froworth, that is exactly what I want you to do.”

			Froworth appeared ready to ask another question but hesitated. For a few moments he stared out the window behind Falcon, then slowly shook his head. “Mr. Falcon, I was going to ask you a lot of questions, you know, really begin the due diligence process. But I must tell you, after reviewing the numbers and the problems with the software, I just don’t think it’s worth wasting my time or yours. I mean, you can’t even make your partner available…”

			Falcon did not hear the remainder of Froworth’s sentence. He was distracted by the growing commotion outside the closed office door. He could hear voices increasing in intensity; a banging noise; and then a door slamming wildly. Froworth stopped speaking and stared at the door. The mousy woman huddled near the wall.

			Just then Jenny screamed. Falcon rose instinctively from the desk chair. At the same time the office door burst open, and Jenny tumbled into the room, falling onto her knees. She was crying hysterically. Calmly, Reid Bernstein stepped into the office and closed the door. He carried a large shotgun. Falcon instantly recognized it as the one he had loaned Bernstein for a supposed duck-hunting trip several weeks before.

			“Reid, what in God’s name…” Falcon began to move toward Jenny to see if she was all right.

			“Shut up, Falcon. I’m tired of all your bullshit. Just shut the hell up!” Bernstein waved the gun menacingly at Falcon, who instinctively took a step back toward the window.

			Jenny sobbed, hands covering her eyes.

			“Shut up, you stupid tramp. I’ve been so nice to you and you’ve never even noticed me. But of course you could never do enough for Falcon. I hate you!” Bernstein kicked her in the ribs, and she crumpled to the floor. Again Falcon moved toward Jenny. Again Bernstein angled the shotgun in Falcon’s general direction. But this time he pulled the trigger. The blast destroyed the window behind Falcon’s desk.

			“Jesus Christ, you idiot!” Falcon had felt the heat of the shot pass by him. He rose and started toward Bernstein.

			“Falcon, stay where you are!” Bernstein hissed. He brought the barrel of the gun down so that it was pointed directly at Falcon’s chest. “Is that clear?”

			Falcon stopped and stared at the end of the gun barrel. It occurred to him at that moment that he had always wondered how he would react to being held at gunpoint. Now he wished he had never had to find out.

			Bernstein turned slowly toward Lord Froworth. “So you must be the British venture capitalist who was going to be our savior. Stand up.” Bernstein sneered at the elderly man. He was smiling a crazy smile.

			Falcon could see that the pressure of the last few months and his failure to correct the software problem had driven Reid over the edge. Falcon glanced quickly at Froworth. Clearly he had never been held at gunpoint before either.

			The older man rose slowly. “I am Lord Froworth.” His stuffy voice shook noticeably. “I am the managing—”

			“I don’t care if you’re Mahatma Gandhi.” Bernstein grinned at Falcon. “I wonder why I thought of Gandhi at this moment. I’ll have to reflect on that sometime.” His voice became suddenly serious. Then he burst into laughter.

			“Reid.”

			“I told you to shut up, Falcon.” Bernstein glanced around the room. “Speak only when spoken to. That’s what my mother always told me. Children were made to be seen, not heard. What a wonderful old broad she was.”

			Falcon saw the beads of perspiration pouring down Bernstein’s face from beneath the dirty Boston Red Sox baseball cap that covered most of his curly dark hair.

			“So did the limey come through, Andrew, or is he just like all of the others? Is he going to invest money into MD Link, or tell us to go screw ourselves?”

			Falcon could feel Froworth’s glance, but he did not return it. “Why don’t you ask him yourself, Reid?”

			“Well, hell. Why didn’t I think of that?” Bernstein waved the gun at Froworth. “So, are you going to put some money into my little invention despite its itsy-bitsy problem? Well…are you?” Bernstein’s voice became chillingly serious.

			“I…I don’t know yet.”

			“Do better than that, old man,” Bernstein sneered.

			“I am certain we can come to some sort of accommodation.” Froworth’s voice shook uncontrollably. Ms. Mullins suddenly let out an audible sob.

			“You’re lying!” Without hesitation Bernstein aimed at Froworth and fired. Steel shot burst through Froworth’s chest and out his back, spraying the wall with blood. The older man was thrust backward over the chair and onto the floor.

			Falcon pressed himself against the wall. The two women screamed loudly, panic-stricken.

			“Shut up, shut up!” Bernstein’s eyes darted around the room. In turn he pointed the gun quickly at Jenny, Falcon, and the mousy woman. “Just shut up!”

			“Put the gun down, Reid.” Falcon’s voice sliced through the room. He could hear Froworth gasping for his last few breaths on the other side of the desk.

			“Hey, what the heck’s going on in there?” The unidentified voice came from outside the closed door.

			Before Falcon could respond, Bernstein turned and fired another blast, this time through the door toward the voice. The door disintegrated under the hail of steel. Again the women screamed.

			Immediately Bernstein turned back toward Falcon and leveled the barrel of the shotgun at him. Bernstein ignored the women’s screams. His eyes were set in a death stare.

			Slowly, Falcon began to move toward Bernstein, staring straight down the barrel into the crazed man’s burning eyes.

			“Don’t come any closer, Andrew!”

			“Are you going to kill me too?” Falcon inched toward Bernstein. He could see the body of Troy Hudson, a technician—the unfortunate voice on the other side of the door—lying facedown in a pool of blood in the outer office.

			“I ought to. If you hadn’t convinced me to leave my job at Microsoft, I’d probably be a sane and happy man right now.”

			“Give me the gun, Reid,” Falcon whispered. He could hear sirens coming up Route 1. “It’s over, and you know it.”

			“Oh, I do?”

			“Yes, you do. That’s the shotgun I loaned you for the duck-hunting trip. Three shots, Reid. That’s all that gun will fire.” The sirens were growing louder. “And you have fired all three already.”

			“This gun fires five rounds, Andrew.”

			“It would if it didn’t have a plug in it, Reid. But it does. New Jersey law. Three shots. That’s it.”

			Bernstein glanced quickly at the two women on the floor. They were staring at him, not daring to breathe. He looked back at Falcon. The gun dropped slightly, and Bernstein’s expression became suddenly sad. His eyes dropped to the floor.

			Falcon relaxed. “It’s over, Reid.” His voice was gentle. “Give me the gun.”

			Bernstein nodded. “Yes, it is over.” His voice was barely audible. He raised his eyes to meet Falcon’s. “You see, I may not know as much about software as I thought I knew. But I know everything there is to know about guns. I pulled the plug, Andrew.”

			With one motion Bernstein smashed the butt of the shotgun into the side of Falcon’s head, then lifted the barrel. And fired.
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			Granville Winthrop stood next to the ceiling-high window of his Plaza Hotel suite, hands clasped firmly behind his back, gazing out at the sunshine that drenched Central Park. How many times had he stood at this same window searching for solutions: thinking about how best to structure a hostile acquisition, plotting the strategy of the deal? Hundreds of times? And here he was again. Except that this time the plotting had nothing to do with business. Not directly anyway.

			He glanced at the rich, floor-length drapes covering the sides of the window. It was expensive keeping the suite, but it was easier than buying something on Park Avenue. The suite wasn’t an asset that had to be maintained for sale someday, not a situation where he had to worry whether he was buying cheap and selling dear. And that was its attraction. It wasn’t an asset. He had plenty of those. The suite was just something there for him when he needed it. He could extricate himself from the lease every year when it expired. But he never did.

			Granville did not spend many nights in the city anymore. He preferred to take the forty-minute flight from the lower Manhattan helipad to his estate. He had come to care for New York City less and less as he had aged. But it was convenient to have this place on those late nights when he entertained.

			He watched as thousands of people below milled through Sunday in Central Park
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