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  ONE


  The apartment was small, unattractive and possessed of an unsettling musty odor that suggested long neglect. However, the few furnishings and
  personal belongings were clean and well organized; several of the chairs and a small side table were clearly antiques of high quality. The largest occupant of the tiny living room was a
  meticulously crafted maple bookcase that might as well have rested on the moon, so out of place did it seem in the modest, unremarkable space. Most of the volumes neatly lining the shelves were
  financial in nature and dealt with such subjects as international monetary policy and complex investment theories.


  The only light in the room came from a floor lamp next to a rumpled couch. Its small arc of illumination outlined the tall, narrow-shouldered man sitting there, his eyes closed as though he were
  asleep. The slender watch on his wrist showed it to be four o’clock in the morning. Conservative gray cuffed suit pants hovered over gleaming black-tasseled shoes. Hunter-green suspenders ran
  down the front of a rigid white dress shirt. The collar of the shirt was open, the ends of a bow tie dangled around the neck. The large bald head was like an afterthought, because what captured
  one’s attention was the thick, steel-gray beard that fronted the wide, deeply lined face. However, when the man abruptly opened his eyes, all other physical characteristics became secondary;
  the eyes were chestnut brown in color and piercing; they seemed to swell to a size that completely engulfed the eye sockets as they swept across the room.


  Then the pain wracked the man and he ripped at his left side; actually the hurt was everywhere now. Its origins, however, had been at the spot he now attacked with a fierce, if futile,
  vengeance. The breaths came in gushes, the face grossly contorted.


  His hand slipped down to the apparatus attached to this belt. About the shape and size of a Walkman, it was actually a CADD pump attached to a Groshong catheter that was fully hidden under the
  man’s shirt, where its other end was embedded in his chest. His finger found the correct button and the computer resting inside the CADD pump immediately delivered an incredibly potent dose
  of painkilling medication over and above what it automatically dispensed at regular intervals throughout the day. As the combination of drugs flowed directly into the man’s bloodstream, the
  pain finally retreated. But it would return; it always did.


  The man lay back, exhausted, his face clammy, his freshly laundered shirt soaked with perspiration. Thank God for the pump’s on-demand feature. He had an incredible tolerance for pain, as
  his mental prowess could easily overpower any physical discomforts, but the beast now devouring his insides had introduced him to an altogether new level of physical anguish. He wondered briefly
  which would come first: his death or the drugs’ total and complete defeat at the hands of the enemy. He prayed for the former.


  He stumbled to the bathroom and looked into the mirror. It was at that moment that Arthur Lieberman started to laugh. The near-hysterical howls continued upward, threatening to explode through
  the thin walls of the apartment, until the uncontrollable outburst ended in sobs and then choked vomiting. A few minutes later, having replaced his soiled shirt with a clean one, Lieberman began
  calmly to coax his bow tie into shape in the reflection of the bathroom mirror. The violent mood swings were to be expected, he had been told. He shook his head.


  He had always taken care of himself. Exercised regularly, never smoked, never drank, watched his diet. Now, at a youthful sixty-two, he would not live to see sixty-three. That fact had been
  confirmed by so many specialists that, finally, even Lieberman’s massive will to live had given way. But he would not go quietly. He had one card left to play. He smiled as he suddenly
  realized that impending death had granted him a maneuverability that had been denied in life. It would indeed be an ironic twist that such a distinguished career as his would end on such an ignoble
  note. But the shock waves that would accompany his exit would be worth it at this point. What did he care? He walked into the small bedroom and took a moment to glance at the photos on the desk.
  Tears welled up in his eyes and he quickly left the room.


  At five-thirty precisely Lieberman left the apartment and rode the small elevator down to the street level, where a Crown Victoria, its government license plates a gleaming white in the wash of
  the streetlight, was parked at the curb, its engine idling. The chauffeur exited the car briskly and opened and held the door for Lieberman. The driver respectfully tipped his cap to this esteemed
  passenger and, as usual, received no response. In a few moments the car had disappeared down the street.


   


  At about the time Lieberman’s car entered the on ramp to the Beltway, the Mariner L500 jetliner was being rolled out of its hangar at Dulles International Airport in preparation for the
  nonstop flight to Los Angeles. Maintenance checks completed, the 155-foot-long plane was now being fueled. Western Airlines subcontracted out the fueling component of its operation. The fuel truck,
  squat and bulky, was parked underneath the starboard wing. On the L500 the standard configuration had fuel tanks located within each wing and in the fuselage. The fuel panel under the wing, located
  about a third of the way out from the fuselage, had been dropped down and the long fuel hose snaked upward into the wing’s interior, where it had been locked into place around the fuel intake
  valve. The one valve served to fuel all three tanks through a series of connecting manifolds. The solitary fueler, wearing thick gloves and dirty overalls, monitored the hose as the highly
  combustible mixture flowed into the tank. The man looked slowly around at the increasing activity surrounding the aircraft: mail and freight cargo were being loaded on, baggage carts were wending
  their way to the terminal. Satisfied that he wasn’t being observed, the fueler used one gloved hand to casually spray the exposed part of the fuel tank around the intake valve with a
  substance in a plastic container. The metal of the fuel tank gleamed where it had been sprayed. Closer examination would have revealed a slight misting on the metal’s surface, but no closer
  examination would be made. Even the first officer making the rounds on the preflight check would never discover this little surprise lurking within the massive machine.


  The man replaced the small plastic container deep within one pocket of his overalls. He pulled from his other pocket a slender rectangular-shaped object and raised his hand up into the
  wing’s interior. When his hand came back down, it was empty. The fueling completed, the hose was loaded back on the truck and fuel panel on the wing was reattached. The truck drove off to
  complete work on another jet. The man looked back once at the L500 and then continued on. He was scheduled to get off duty at seven this morning. He did not intend to stay a minute longer.


   


  The 220,000-pound Mariner L500 lifted off the runway, easily powering through the early morning cloud cover. A single-aisle jet with twin high bypass ratio Rolls-Royce engines, the L500 was the
  most technologically advanced aircraft currently operating outside those flown by pilots of the U.S. Air Force.


  Flight 3223 carried 174 passengers and a seven-member flight crew. Most passengers were settling into their seats with newspapers and magazines while the plane climbed swiftly over the Virginia
  countryside to its cruising altitude of thirty-five thousand feet. The onboard navigational computer had established a flight time to Los Angeles of five hours and five minutes.


  One of the passengers in the first-class section was reading the Wall Street Journal. A hand played across the bushy, steel-gray beard as large, active eyes scanned the pages of
  financial information. Down the narrow aisle, in the coach section, other passengers sat quietly, some with hands folded across their chests, some with eyes half closed and others reading. In one
  seat, an old woman gripped rosary beads in her right hand, her mouth silently reciting the familiar words.


  As the L500 climbed to thirty-five thousand feet and leveled off, the captain came on the loudspeaker to make her perfunctory greetings while the flight attendants went about their normal
  routine – a routine that was about to be interrupted.


  All heads turned to the red flash that erupted on the right side of the aircraft. Those sitting in the window seats on that side watched in the starkest horror as the right wing buckled, metal
  skin tearing, rivets popping free. Bare seconds passed before two-thirds of the wing sheared off, carrying with it the starboard-side Rolls-Royce engine. Like savaged veins, shredded hydraulic
  lines and cables whipped back and forth in the fierce headwind as jet fuel from the cracked fuel tank doused the fuselage.


  The L500 immediately rolled left over on its back, making a shambles of the cabin. Inside the fuselage every single human being screamed in mortal terror as the plane whipped across the sky like
  a tumbleweed, completely out of control. Passengers up and down the aisle were violently torn from their seats. For most of them the short trip from the seats was fatal. Screams of pain were heard
  as heavy pieces of luggage, disgorged from compartments torn open when the shock waves of air pressure gone wild exceeded their locking mechanism’s strength limits, collided with soft human
  flesh.


  The old woman’s hand slipped open and the rosary beads slid down to the floor, which was now the ceiling of the upside-down plane. Her eyes were wide open now, but not in fear. She was one
  of the fortunate ones. A fatal heart attack had rescued her from the next several minutes of sheer terror.


  Twin-engine commercial jetliners are certified to fly on only one engine. No jetliner, however, can fly with only one wing. The air-worthiness of Flight 3223 had been irreversibly destroyed. The
  L500 settled into a tight nose-to-ground death spiral.


  On the flight deck the two-member crew struggled valiantly with the controls as their damaged aircraft shot downward through the overcast skies like a spear through cotton. Unsure of the precise
  nature of this catastrophe, they nevertheless were well aware that the aircraft and all lives on board were in significant jeopardy. As they frantically tried to regain control of the aircraft, the
  two pilots silently prayed they would collide with no other plane as they hurtled to earth. “Oh, my God!” The captain stared in disbelief at the altimeter as it raced on its unstoppable
  course to zero. Neither the most sophisticated avionics system in the world nor the most exceptional piloting skills could reverse the startling truth facing every human being on the fractured
  projectile: They were all going to die, and very soon. And as happens in virtually all air crashes, the two pilots would be the first to leave this world; but the others on board Flight 3223 would
  only be a fraction of a second behind.


  Lieberman’s mouth sagged open as he gripped the armrests in total disbelief. As the plane’s nose dropped to six o’clock, Lieberman was looking face down at the back of the seat
  in front of him, as if he were at the very top of some absurd roller coaster. Unfortunately for him, Arthur Lieberman would remain conscious until the very second the aircraft met the immovable
  object that it was now racing toward. His exit from the living would come several months ahead of schedule and not at all according to plan. As the plane started its final descent, one word escaped
  from Lieberman’s lips. Though monosyllabic, it was uttered in one continuous shriek that could be heard over all of the other terrifying sounds flooding the cabin.


  “Noooo!”

  





  TWO


  WASHINGTON, D.C., METROPOLITAN AREA, ONE MONTH EARLIER


  Jason Archer, his starched shirt dirty, his tie askew, labored through the contents of the piles of boxes. A laptop sat beside him. Every few
  minutes he would stop, pull a piece of paper from the morass and, using a handheld device, scan the contents of the paper into his laptop. Sweat trickled down his nose. The storage warehouse he was
  in was hot and filthy. Suddenly a voice called out to him from somewhere within the vast space. “Jason?” Footsteps approached. “Jason, are you here?”


  Jason quickly closed up the box he was working on, shut down his laptop and slid it between a crevice in the stacks of boxes. A few seconds later a man appeared. Quentin Rowe stood about
  five-eight, weighed perhaps a hundred fifty, with narrow shoulders; slender oval glasses rested above a hairless face. His long, thin blond hair was tied back into a neat ponytail. He was dressed
  casually in faded jeans and a white cotton shirt. The antenna of a cellular phone sprouted from his shirt pocket. His hands were stuffed into his back pockets. “I happened to be in the area.
  How’s it coming?”


  Jason stood up and stretched his long, muscular frame. “It’s coming, Quentin, it’s coming.”


  “The CyberCom deal is really heating up and a they want the financials ASAP. How much longer do you think it will take you?” Despite his carefree appearance, Rowe looked anxious.


  Jason eyed the stack of boxes. “Another week, ten days tops.”


  “You’re sure?”


  Jason nodded and methodically wiped his hands off before resting his eyes on Rowe. “I won’t let you down, Quentin. I know how important CyberCom is to you. To all of us.” A
  twinge of guilt hit Jason between the shoulder blades, but his features were inscrutable.


  Rowe relaxed somewhat. “We won’t forget your efforts, Jason. What with this and the job you did on the tape backups. Gamble was particularly impressed, to the extent he can
  understand it.”


  “I think it’ll be remembered for a long time,” Jason agreed.


  Rowe surveyed the warehouse with incredulity. “To think the contents of this entire warehouse could fit comfortably on a stack of floppy disks. What a waste.”


  Jason grinned. “Well, Nathan Gamble isn’t the most computer literate person in the world.” Rowe snorted. “His investment operations generated a lot of paper,
  Quentin,” Jason continued, “and you can’t argue with success. The man’s made a lot of money over the years.”


  “Exactly, Jason. That’s our only hope. Gamble understands money. The CyberCom deal will make all the others look puny by comparison.” Rowe looked admiringly up at Jason Archer.
  “After all this work you’ve got a great future ahead of you.”


  Jason’s eyes took on a soft gleam and then he smiled at his colleague. “My thoughts exactly.”


   


  Jason Archer climbed into the passenger seat of the Ford Explorer, leaned across and kissed his wife. Sidney Archer was tall and blond. Her chiseled features had softened after the birth of
  their daughter. She inclined her head toward the rear seat. Jason smiled as his eyes fell upon Amy, two years old and dead asleep in her baby seat. Winnie the Pooh automatically clutched in one
  fist.


  “Long day for her,” Jason said as he unknotted his tie.


  “For us all,” Sidney replied. “I thought being a part-time law partner would be a breeze. Now it seems like I cram the same fifty-hour week into three days.” She shook
  her head wearily and pulled the truck on to the road. Behind them soared the world headquarters building of Triton Global, her husband’s employer and the world’s undisputed leader in
  technologies ranging from global computer networks to children’s educational software and just about everything in between.


  Jason took one of his wife’s hands in his and squeezed it tenderly. “I know, Sid. I know it’s rough, but I might have some news soon that’ll let you chuck the practice
  for good.”


  She looked at him and smiled. “You devised a computer program that’ll let you pick the correct Lotto numbers?”


  “Maybe something better.” A grin flashed across his handsome features.


  “Okay, you’ve definitely got my attention. What is it?”


  He shook his head. “Uh-uh. Not until I know for sure.”


  “Jason, don’t do this to me.” Her mock plea brought a broader smile to his lips. He patted her hand. “You know I’m real good at keeping secrets. And I know how you
  love surprises.”


  She stopped at a red light and turned to him. “I also like opening presents on Christmas Eve. So come on, talk.”


  “Not this time, sorry, no way, nohow. Hey, how about we go out to eat tonight?”


  “I’m a very tenacious attorney, so don’t try to change the subject on me. Besides, eating out is not in this month’s budget. I want details.” She playfully poked
  him as she went through the green light.


  “Very, very soon, Sid. I promise. But not now, okay?” His tone had suddenly become more serious, as though he regretted bringing up the subject. She looked over at him. He was
  staring rigidly out the window. A trace of concern came over her face. He turned back to her, caught the look of worry, put a hand against her cheek and winked. “When we got married, I
  promised you the world, didn’t I?”


  “You’ve given me the world, Jason.” She stared at Amy in the rearview mirror. “More than the world.”


  He rubbed her shoulder. “I love you, Sid, more than anything. You deserve the best. One day I’ll give it to you.”


  She smiled at him; however, as he turned to look out the window the look of concern returned to her features.


   


  The man was bent over the computer, his face bare inches from the screen. His fingers were pounding the keys so fiercely they resembled a column of miniature jackhammers. The battered keyboard
  appeared ready to disintegrate under the relentless attack. Like pouring water, digital images flowed down the computer screen too fast for the eye to follow. A weak light overhead provided
  illumination for the man’s task. Thick droplets of sweat clustered on his face, although the room temperature hovered at a comfortable seventy degrees. He swiped at the moisture as the salty
  liquid slid behind his glasses and stung his already painful, bloodshot eyes.


  So intent was he on his work that he did not notice the door to the room slowly open. Nor did he hear the three pairs of feet as they made their way in, moving across the thick carpet until they
  stood directly behind him. Their movements were unhurried; the intruders’ superior numbers apparently provided them with overwhelming confidence.


  Finally the man at the computer turned around. His limbs started to quake uncontrollably, as though he had foreseen what was about to happen to him.


  He would not even have time to scream.


  As the triggers snapped back simultaneously and the firing pins rammed home, the guns roared in deafening unison.


  Jason Archer jerked upright in the chair where he had fallen asleep. Real sweat clung to his face while the vision of violent death clung to his mind. The damn dream, it wouldn’t let go.
  He quickly looked around. Sidney was dozing on the couch; the TV droned on in the background. Jason rose and covered his wife with a blanket. Then he went down to Amy’s room. It was almost
  midnight. As he peeked in the door he could hear her tossing in her sleep. He went to the edge of her bed and watched the tiny form as it moved restlessly around. She must be having a bad dream,
  something her father could well relate to. Jason gently rubbed his daughter’s forehead and then picked her up and held her, slowly swaying from side to side in the quiet darkness. This
  normally chased away the nightmares; and in a few minutes Amy was back in a peaceful sleep. Jason covered her up and kissed her on the cheek. Then he went to the kitchen, scribbled a note to his
  wife, put it on the table next to the couch where Sidney continued to doze and headed to the garage, where he climbed into his old Cougar convertible.


  As he backed out of the garage, he did not notice Sidney at the front window watching him, his note clutched in her hand. After his taillights disappeared down the street, Sidney turned from the
  window and read the note again. Her husband was heading back to the office to do some work. He would be home when he could. She looked at the clock on the fireplace mantel. It was nearly midnight.
  She checked on Amy and then put a teakettle on the stove. She suddenly slumped against the kitchen counter as a deeply buried suspicion exploded to the surface. This wasn’t the first time she
  had awoken to find her husband backing his car out of the garage, leaving a note behind telling her he had gone back to work.


  She made her tea and then on impulse raced up the stairs to the bathroom. She looked at her face in the mirror. A little fuller than when they had first married. She abruptly stripped off her
  sleeping gown and underwear. She looked from the front, side and, finally, the back, holding up a hand mirror to check this most depressing angle. Pregnancy had done some damage; the stomach had
  pretty much recovered, but her bottom was definitely not as firm. Were her breasts sagging? The hips did seem slightly wider than before. Not so unusual after giving birth. With nervous fingers she
  pinched the millimeter of extra skin under her chin as acute depression sunk in. Jason’s body was as iron-hard as it had been when they first started dating. Her husband’s amazing
  physique and classic good looks were only part of a very attractive package that included a remarkable intellect. The package would be immensely attractive to every woman Sidney knew and certainly
  most of those she didn’t. As she traced her jawline she gasped as she realized what she was doing. A highly intelligent, well-respected attorney, she was examining herself like a piece of
  meat, just as generations of men had routinely done to womankind. She threw her gown back on. She was attractive. Jason loved her. He was going to work to catch up on
  things. He was building his career rapidly. Soon, both their dreams would be fulfilled. His to run his own company; hers to be a full-time mother to Amy and the other children they expected to
  have. If that sounded like a 1950s sitcom, so be it, because that’s exactly what the Archers wanted. And Jason, she firmly believed, was right this minute working furiously to get there.


   


  At about the time Sidney wandered off to bed, Jason Archer stopped at a pay phone and dialed a number he had memorized long before. The call was answered immediately.


  “Hello, Jason.”


  “I’m telling you this has to be over soon, or I may not make it.”


  “Bad dreams again?” The tone managed to sound sympathetic and patronizing at the same time.


  “You’re implying that they come and go. Actually they’re always with me,” Jason curtly replied.


  “It won’t be long now.” The voice was now reassuring.


  “You’re sure they’re not on to me? I get these funny feelings, like everyone’s watching me.”


  “It’s normal, Jason. Happens all the time. If you were in trouble, we’d know it, believe me. We’ve been through this before.”


  “I have believed you. I just hope that belief is not misplaced.” Jason’s voice grew more tense. “I’m not a pro at this. Dammit, it’s getting to me.”


  “We understand that. Don’t go crazy on us now. As I said, it’s almost over. A few more items and then you officially retire.”


  “Look, I don’t understand why we can’t go with what I’ve already gotten.”


  “Jason, it’s not your job to think about those things. We need to dig a little deeper and you’re just going to have to accept that. Keep your head up. We’re not exactly
  babes in the woods on things like this; we’ve got it all planned out. You just hold up your end and we’re fine. Everybody will be fine.”


  “Well, I’m going to finish up tonight, that’s for damn sure. Do we use the same drop routine?”


  “No. This time it’ll be a personal exchange.”


  Jason’s tone registered surprise. “Why?”


  “We’re nearing the end and any mistakes could jeopardize the entire operation. While we have no reason to believe they’re on to you, we can’t be absolutely sure
  we’re not being watched. Remember, we’re all taking chances here. Drops are usually safe, but there’s always a margin of error built in. A face-to-face out of the area
  with fresh people eliminates that margin, simple as that. It keeps you safer too. And your family.”


  “My family? What the hell do they have to do with this?”


  “Don’t be stupid, Jason. These are high stakes. The risks were explained to you from the start. It’s a violent world. Understand?”


  “Look—”


  “Everything will be fine. You just have to follow the instructions to the letter.” The last three words were said with particular force. “You haven’t told anyone, have
  you? Particularly not your wife.”


  “No. Who the hell would I tell? Who would believe me?”


  “You’d be surprised. Just remember: Anyone you tell is in danger, just as you are.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know,” Jason snapped back. “So what are the details?”


  “Not now. Soon. The usual channels. Hang in there, Jason. We’re almost through the tunnel.”


  “Yeah, well, let’s hope the damn thing doesn’t collapse on me before then.”


  The response drew a small chuckle and then the line went dead.


   


  Jason slipped his thumb out of the fingerprint scanner, spoke his name into the small speaker mounted on the wall and patiently waited as the computer matched his thumb and voice prints to the
  ones residing in its massive files. He smiled and nodded at the uniformed security guard sitting at a large console in the middle of the eighth-floor reception area. Jason was conscious of the name
  TRITON GLOBAL spelled out in foot-long silver letters behind the guard’s broad back.


  “Too bad they don’t give you the authority to just let me in, Charlie. You know, one human being to another.”


  Charlie was a large black man in his early sixties, with a bald head and a quick wit.


  “Hell, Jason, for all I know you could be Saddam Hussein in disguise. These days you can’t trust outward appearances. Nice sweater, by the way, Saddam.” Charlie chuckled.
  “Besides, how could this big, sophisticated company possibly trust the judgment of a little old security guard like me when they got all these gadgets to tell them who’s who? Computers
  are king, Jason. The sad truth is human beings don’t measure up anymore.”


  “Don’t sound so depressed, Charlie. Technology has its good points. Hey, I tell you what, why don’t we switch jobs for a while? Then you can see the good stuff.” Jason
  grinned.


  “Sure thing, Jason. I’ll play with all those million-dollar toys and you can go sniffing around the rest room every thirty minutes looking for bad guys. I won’t even charge you
  for use of the uniform. Of course, if we switch jobs we also switch paychecks. I wouldn’t want you to miss out on a windfall like seven bucks an hour. It’s only fair.”


  “You’re too damn smart for your own good, Charlie.”


  Charlie laughed and went back to studying the numerous TV monitors mounted into the console.


  As the massive door opened on whisper-quiet hinges, the smile on Jason’s face abruptly disappeared. He moved through the opening. Striding down the hallway, he pulled something from his
  coat pocket. It was the size and shape of a typical credit card and was also made of plastic.


  Jason stopped in front of a doorway. The card slid neatly into the slot in the metal box bolted to the door. The microchip buried within the card silently communicated with its counterpart
  attached to the portal. Jason’s index finger pecked four times at the adjacent numeric pad. There was an audible click. He gripped the doorknob, turned it and the three-inch-thick door swung
  back into the darkened space.


  As the lights came on, Jason was illuminated briefly in the doorway. He quickly closed the door; the twin dead bolts slid back into place. As he looked around the neatly arranged office, his
  hands were shaking and his heart was beating so hard he was absolutely certain it could be heard throughout the entire building. This was not the first time. It was far from the first time. He
  allowed himself a brief smile as he focused on the fact that this would be the last time. Regardless of what happened, this was it. Everyone had a limit, and tonight he had reached his.


  He moved to the desk, sat down and turned on the computer. Attached to the monitor was a small microphone mounted on a long flexible metal neck that one could speak into for voice commands.
  Jason impatiently pushed it out of the way so he would have a clear view of the computer screen. His back ramrod straight, eyes glued to the screen, hands poised to strike, he was now clearly in
  his element. Like a pianist’s in full swing, his fingers flashed across the keyboard. He peered at the screen, which fed instructions back to him, instructions so familiar as to be rote.
  Jason hit four digits on the numeric pad attached to the base of the computer’s microprocessor unit, then he leaned forward and fixed his gaze at a spot in the upper right-hand corner of the
  monitor. Jason knew that a video camera had just that instant electronically interrogated his right iris, transmitting a host of unique discriminators contained within his eye to a central
  database, which, in turn, compared the image of his iris to the thirty thousand residing in that computerized file. The entire process had taken barely four seconds. As accustomed as he was to the
  ever-expanding muscle of technology, even Jason Archer had to shake his head occasionally over what was really out there. Iris scanners were also used to closely monitor worker productivity. Jason
  grimaced. Truth be known, Orwell had actually underestimated.


  He refocused on the machine in front of him. For the next twenty minutes Jason worked away at the keyboard, pausing only when more data flashed across the screen in answer to his queries. The
  system was fast, yet it had a difficult time keeping up with the fluid swiftness of Jason’s commands. Suddenly his head jerked around as a noise from the hallway filtered into the office. The
  damn dream again. Probably just Charlie making rounds. He looked at the screen. He wasn’t getting much of anything. A waste of time. He wrote down a list of file names on a piece of paper,
  shut the computer down, rose and went to the door. Pausing, he leaned his ear against the wood. Satisfied, he slid the dead bolts back and opened the door, turning off the lights as he closed the
  door behind him. A moment later the dead bolts automatically moved back into locked positions.


  He moved quickly down the hallway, finally stopping at the far end of the corridor in a little-used section of the office space. This door had an ordinary lock that Jason opened using a special
  tool. He locked the door behind him. He did not turn on the overhead light. Instead, he produced a flashlight from his coat pocket and turned it on. The computer console was in the far corner of
  the room next to a low filing cabinet piled three feet high with cardboard packing boxes.


  Jason pulled the computer workstation away from the wall, exposing cables that dangled down from the back of the computer. He knelt down and gripped the cables while at the same time inching
  aside a filing cabinet adjacent to the worktable, revealing an outlet on the wall with several data ports. Jason attached a cable line from the computer into a port, making sure it was tight. Then
  he sat down in front of the computer and turned it on. As the computer came to life, Jason perched his flashlight on a box top so that the light shone directly on the keyboard. There was no numeric
  keypad on which to input a security pass code. Nor did Jason have to stare at the upper right-hand corner of the computer screen waiting to be positively identified. In fact, as far as
  Triton’s computer network was concerned, this workstation didn’t even exist.


  He slipped the piece of paper from his pocket and laid it in the flashlight’s beam atop the keyboard. Suddenly he was conscious of movement outside the door. Holding his breath, he buried
  the flashlight into his armpit with his hand before hitting the off button. He dimmed the monitor until the images on the screen receded into blackness. Minutes went by as Jason sat in the
  darkness. A drop of sweat formed on his forehead and then lazily made its way down his nose before settling on the top of his lip. He was too afraid to wipe it away.


  After five minutes of silence he turned the flashlight and computer monitor back on and resumed his work. He grinned once as a particularly stubborn firewall – an internal security system
  designed to prevent unauthorized access to computerized databases – collapsed under his persistent nudgings. Working quickly now, he made his way to the end of the files listed on the paper.
  Then he reached inside his coat and withdrew a three-and-a-half-inch micro floppy disk and placed it in the computer’s disk drive. A couple of minutes later, Jason withdrew the disk, turned
  off the computer and left. He walked quietly back through the maze of security, said good-bye to Charlie and moved out into the night.


  





  THREE


  The moonlight drifted through the window, giving shape to certain objects in the darkened interior of the large room. On a long, solid pine bureau
  a number of framed photos stood in three tiers. In one photo, set in the back row, Sidney Archer, dressed in a dark blue business suit, leaned against a gleaming silver Jaguar sedan. Next to her
  Jason Archer wore a smile along with his suspenders and dress shirt as he looked lovingly into Sidney’s eyes. Another photo showed the same couple, dressed casually, standing in front of the
  Eiffel Tower, their fingers pointing up, mouths opened in spontaneous laughter.


  In the middle row of photos, Sidney, some years older, her face bloated, hair wet and clinging to the sides of her head, reclined in a hospital bed. A tiny bundle, eyes scrunched shut, was
  clutched in her arms. The picture next to that showed Jason, bleary-eyed and unshaven, wearing only a T-shirt and Looney Tunes boxer shorts, lying on the floor. The little one, the eyes now wide
  open and the brightest of blues, formed a small and contented hump on her father’s chest.


  The center photo in the front row had clearly been taken at Halloween. The little bundle was now two years old and dressed as a princess replete with tiara and slippers. Mother and father
  hovered proudly behind, eyes staring into the camera, their hands cradling the little girl’s back and shoulders.


  Jason and Sidney lay in the four-poster bed. Jason tossed and turned. It had been a week since the last late-night visit to his office. Now the payoff finally was here, making it impossible to
  sleep. Next to the bedroom door a fully packed, large and particularly ugly canvas bag with blue crisscross stripes and the initials JWA sat next to a black metal case. The clock on the nightstand
  limped to two A.M. Sidney’s long, slender arm reached out from under the covers and glided around Jason’s head, slowly pushing his hair around.


  Sidney propped herself up on one elbow and continued to play with her husband’s hair as she moved closer to him, finally matching his contours with her own. The flimsy nightgown clung to
  her. “Are you asleep?” she murmured. In the background the muted creaks and groans of the aged house were the only sounds to break the silence.


  Jason rolled over to look at his wife. “Not really.”


  “I could tell – you’ve been moving around a lot. Sometimes you do it in your sleep. You and Amy.”


  “I hope I haven’t been talking in my sleep. Don’t want to give any secrets away.” He smiled weakly.


  Her hands dropped to his face, which she gently stroked. “Everyone needs to keep some secrets, I guess, although I thought we agreed not to have any.” She gave a little laugh, but
  it was hollow. Jason’s mouth parted for a moment as if he were going to speak, but he quickly closed it, stretched his arms and looked at the clock. He groaned when he saw the time.
  “Jesus, I might as well get up now. The cab will be here at five-thirty.”


  Sidney glanced over at the bags by the doorway and frowned. “This trip really came out of the blue, Jason.”


  Jason didn’t look at her. Instead he wiped his eyes and yawned. “I know. I didn’t even find out about it until late yesterday afternoon. When the boss says go, I go.”


  Sidney sighed. “I knew the day would come when we’d both be out of town at the same time.”


  Jason’s voice was anxious as he looked at her. “But you worked it out with the day-care center?”


  “I had to arrange for someone to stay past the regular closing, but that’s okay. You won’t be longer than three days, though, right?”


  “Three tops, Sid. I promise.” He rubbed vigorously at his scalp. “You couldn’t get out of the New York trip?”


  Sidney shook her head. “Lawyers don’t get excused from business trips. It’s not in the Tyler, Stone manual of being a productive attorney.”


  “Christ, you do more in three days than most of them do in five.”


  “Well, sweetie, I don’t have to tell you, but in our shop, it’s what did you do for me today, and, more important, what are you going to do for me tomorrow, and the day after
  that.”


  Jason pulled himself up to a sitting position. “Same at Triton; however, being in the advanced technology business, their expectations go into the next millennium. One day our ship will
  come in, Sid. Maybe today.” He looked at her.


  She shook her head. “Right. So while you’re waiting down at the docks for our yacht, I’ll keep depositing our paychecks and paying down debt. Deal?”


  “Okay. But sometimes you have to be optimistic. Look into the future.”


  “Speaking of the future, have you given any more thought to working on another baby?”


  “I’m more than ready. If the next one’s like Amy, it’ll be a breeze.”


  Sidney pressed her full thighs against him, quietly pleased that he voiced no objection to enlarging the family. If he was seeing someone else . . . ? “Speak for yourself, Mr Male Half of
  this little equation.” She pushed him.


  “Sorry, Sid. Typical brain-dead man thing to say. It won’t happen again, promise.”


  Sidney lay back on the pillow and stared at the ceiling as she gently rubbed his shoulder. Three years ago the thought of leaving the practice of law would have been out of the question. Now,
  even part-time seemed too intrusive on her life with Amy and Jason. She longed for total freedom to be with her child. Freedom they could not yet afford solely on Jason’s salary, even with
  all the cutbacks they had made, constantly fighting the American-consumer compulsion to spend as much as they earned. But if Jason kept moving up at Triton, who knew?


  Sidney had never wanted to be financially dependent on anyone else. She looked at Jason. If she was going to tie her economic survival to one person, who better than a man she had loved almost
  from the moment she had laid her eyes on him? As she continued to watch him, a glimmer of moisture appeared in her eyes. She sat up, leaning into him.


  “Well, at least while you’re in Los Angeles you can look up some of your old friends – just skip the old flames, please.” She tousled his hair. “Besides, you could
  never leave me. My father would stalk you.” Her eyes slowly drifted over his shirtless torso: abdominal muscles stacked on top of one another, cords of muscle rippling just beneath the skin
  of his shoulders. Sidney was once again reminded of how lucky she had been to collide with Jason Archer’s life. And she also knew beyond doubt that her husband believed he was the lucky one
  for finding her. He didn’t answer, just stared off. “You know you’ve really been burning the midnight oil the last few months, Jason. At the office at all hours, leaving me notes
  in the middle of the night. I miss you.” She nudged him with her hip. “You remember how much fun it is to snuggle at night, don’t you?”


  In response he kissed her on the cheek.


  “Besides, Triton has a lot of employees. You don’t have to do it all yourself,” she added.


  He looked at her and there was a painful weariness in his eyes. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?”


  Sidney sighed. “After the CyberCom acquisition closes, you’ll probably be busier than ever. Maybe I should sabotage the deal. I am lead counsel for Triton, after all.” She
  smiled.


  He chuckled halfheartedly, his mind clearly elsewhere.


  “The meeting in New York should be interesting, anyway.”


  He abruptly focused on her. “Why’s that?”


  “Because we’re meeting on the CyberCom deal. Nathan Gamble and your buddy Quentin Rowe will both be there.”


  The blood slowly drained from her husband’s face. He stammered, “I – I thought the meeting was for the BelTek proposal.”


  “No, I was taken off that a month ago so I could focus on Triton’s acquisition of CyberCom. I thought I told you.”


  “Why are you meeting them in New York?”


  “Nathan Gamble is there this week. He has that penthouse overlooking the park. Billionaires get their way. So off I go to New York.”


  Jason sat up, his face so gray she thought he was going to be sick.


  “Jason, what is it?” She gripped his shoulder.


  He finally recovered and faced her, his expression an acutely disturbing one to her – dominated as it was by guilt.


  “Sid, I’m not exactly going to L.A. on business for Triton.”


  She took her hand off his shoulder and stared at him, her eyes wide with astonishment. Every suspicion she had dutifully battled during the last several months now shot back to the surface. Her
  throat went completely dry. “What do you mean, Jason?”


  “I mean” – he took a deep breath and gripped one of her hands – “I mean, this trip is not for Triton.”


  “Then who exactly is it for?” she demanded, her face flushed.


  “For me, us! It’s for us, Sidney.”


  Scowling, she sat back against the headboard and crossed her arms. “Jason, you’re going to tell me what’s going on and you’re going to do it right now.”


  He looked down and played with the bedcovers. She took his chin in her hand and gave him a searching look. “Jason?” She paused, sensing his inner struggle. “Pretend it’s
  Christmas Eve, honey.”


  He sighed. “I’m going to L.A. to interview with another firm.”


  She took her hand away. “What?”


  He spoke quickly. “AllegraPort Technology, they’re one of the largest speciality software manufacturers in the world. They’ve offered me, well, they’ve offered me a vice
  presidency and would be grooming me for the top spot eventually. Triple my salary, huge year-end bonus, stock options, beautiful retirement plan, the whole ball game, Sid. A home run.”


  Sidney’s face instantly brightened; her shoulders slumped in relief. “That was your big secret? Jason, that’s wonderful. Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I didn’t want to put you in an awkward position. You’re Triton’s counsel, after all. All the late hours at the office? I was trying to finish up my work. I didn’t
  want to leave them in the lurch. Triton’s a powerful company; I didn’t want any hard feelings.”


  “Honey, there’s no law against your joining another company. They’d be happy for you.”


  “Right!” His bitter tone puzzled her for a moment, but he hurried on before she had a chance to question him about it. “They’d also pay for all our relocation expenses.
  In fact, we’d make a nice profit on this place, enough to pay off all our bills.”


  She stiffened. “Relocation?”


  “Allegra’s headquarters are in Los Angeles. That’s where we’d be moving. If you don’t want me to take it, then I’ll respect your decision.”


  “Jason, you know my firm has an L.A. office. It’ll be perfect.” She sat back against the headboard again and stared at the ceiling. She looked over at him, a twinkle in her
  eye. “And let’s see, at triple your current salary, the profit from this house and stock options to boot, I just might be able to become a full-time mom a little sooner than I
  thought.”


  He smiled as she gave him a congratulatory hug. “That’s why I was so surprised when you told me you were meeting with Triton.”


  She looked at him, confused.


  “They think I took some time off to work around the house.”


  “Oh. Well, sweetie, don’t worry. I’ll play along. You know there’s attorney-client privilege and then there’s the much stronger privilege between a horny wife and
  her big, beautiful husband.” Her soft eyes met his and she nuzzled her lips against his cheek. He swung his legs over the side of the bed. “Thanks, babe, I’m glad I told
  you.” He shrugged. “Well, I might as well jump in the shower. Maybe I can accomplish a few things before I leave.”


  Before he could stand up, her arms clamped around his waist.


  “I’d love to help you accomplish something, Jason.”


  He turned his head to look at her. She was wearing nothing; the nightgown lay over the footboard. Her large breasts pushed into his lower back. He smiled and slid one hand down her smooth back
  and gripped her soft bottom appreciatively.


  “I’ve always said, you’ve got the world’s greatest ass, Sid.”


  She grunted. “If you like a little additional padding, but I’m working on it.”


  His strong hands slid under her armpits, hoisting her up so they were face-to-face. His eyes looked deeply into hers and his mouth formed a solemn line before he spoke. “You’re more
  beautiful now than the day I met you, Sidney Archer, and every day I love you more and more.” The words came out slowly and gently, and made her tremble just as always. It wasn’t the
  words he used that had that effect on her. You could find them in any Hallmark aisle. It was how he said them. The utter conviction in his voice, his eyes, the pressure of his touch against her
  skin.


  Jason looked at the clock again and grinned mischievously. “I’ve gotta leave in three hours to make my plane.”


  She crooked her arm around his neck, pulled him down on top of her. “Well, three hours can be a lifetime.”


   


  Two hours later, his hair still wet from the shower, Jason Archer walked down the hallway of his home and opened the door to a small room. Set up as a home office with computer, filing cabinets,
  wood desk and two small bookcases, the space was cramped but tidy. One small window looked out on to the darkness.


  Jason closed the door to his office, took a key from his desk drawer and unlocked the top drawer of the filing cabinet. He stopped and listened for any sound. This had become habitual even in
  the confines of his own house. That revelation was suddenly profoundly disturbing to him. His wife had gone back to sleep. Amy was sleeping soundly two doors down. He reached in the drawer and
  carefully pulled out a large old-fashioned leather briefcase with double straps, brass buckles and a worn, glossy finish. Jason opened the briefcase and pulled out a blank floppy disk. The
  instructions he had been given were precise. Put everything he had on one floppy disk, make one hard copy of the documents and then destroy everything else.


  He put the floppy disk in the drive slot and copied all the other materials he had collected on to that same floppy. That completed, his finger hovered over the delete key as he prepared to
  follow his instructions on destruction of all pertinent files on his hard drive.


  His finger wavered, however, and, finally, he chose to follow his instincts instead.


  It took him only a few minutes to make a duplicate copy of the floppy, after which he deleted the files on his hard drive. After perusing the contents of the duplicate floppy on his screen for
  several moments, he took a few minutes to perform some additional functions on his computer. As he watched, the text on the screen turned to gibberish. He saved the changes, exited out of the file,
  slipped the duplicate disk out of the computer and inserted it in a small padded envelope, which he secreted far down in a side pouch of the leather briefcase. As instructed, he then printed out a
  hard copy of the contents of the original floppy and put the printed pages and the original floppy disk in the briefcase’s main compartment.


  Next, he took out his wallet and withdrew the plastic card he had used to enter his office earlier. He would no longer be needing it. He flipped the card into his desk drawer and shut it.


  He studied the briefcase, his thoughts hovering far away from the little room. He didn’t enjoy lying to his wife. He had never done that before and the feeling of prevarication was
  particularly repugnant to him. But it was almost over. He shuddered when he thought of all the risks he had taken. His body shook again when he dwelled on the fact that his wife knew absolutely
  nothing about it. He silently went over the plan again. The route he would take, the evasive steps he would employ, the code names of the people who would be meeting him. In spite of it all his
  mind continued to wander. He looked out the window, seeming to stare across the horizon as, behind the glasses he wore, his eyes seemed to grow larger and larger as the possibilities were swiftly
  sorted through. After today he could actually say for the first time that the risk had been worth it. All he had to do was survive today.


  





  FOUR


  The darkness that enveloped Dulles International Airport would soon be dispelled by the fast-approaching dawn. As the new day began stretching
  itself awake, a cab pulled up in front of the airport’s terminal. The rear door of the cab opened and Jason Archer stepped out. He carried the leather briefcase in one hand and the black
  metal case, housing his laptop computer, in the other. He put a dark green wide-brimmed hat with a leather band on his head.


  Jason smiled as the memory of making love to his wife commanded his thoughts. They had both showered, but the scent of recent sex lingered, and, had there been time, Jason Archer would have made
  love to his wife a second time.


  He put down the computer case for a moment, stretched his arm back inside the cab and pulled out the oversized canvas bag, which he slung over his shoulder.


  At the Western Airlines ticket counter Jason exhibited his driver’s license, got his seat assignment and boarding pass and checked the canvas bag. He took a moment to smooth down the
  collar on his camel-hair overcoat, push his hat farther down on his head and adjust his tie, which bore soft swirls of gold, hazel and lavender. His pants were dark gray and baggy. Not that anyone
  would have noticed, but the socks were white athletic ones and the dark shoes were, in fact, tennis shoes. A few minutes later, Jason purchased a USA Today and a cup of coffee along the
  terminal’s vendors’ row. He then passed through the security gates.


  The shuttle to the midfield terminal was three-quarters full. Jason stood among men and women dressed much as he was: dark suits, touches of color at the neck, rolling racks stacked with bags
  clenched in many a weary hand.


  Jason’s hand never left the leather briefcase; his legs straddled the computer case. He occasionally looked round the interior of the shuttle examining its sleepy occupants. Then his eyes
  would eventually wander back to his newspaper as the shuttle swayed and bumped over to the midfield terminal.


  Sitting in the large, open waiting area in front of Gate 11, Jason checked the time. Boarding would begin soon. He glanced outside the broad window, where a row of Western Airline jets sporting
  the familiar brown and yellow stripes were being readied for early morning flights. Slashes of pink streaked the sky as the sun slowly rose to illuminate the East Coast. Outside, the wind pushed
  fiercely against the thick glass; airline workers hunched forward against the invisible thrusts of nature. The full measure of winter would be settling in soon and the winds and icy precipitation
  would blanket the area until the following April.


  Jason pulled out the boarding pass from his inner coat pocket and studied its contents: Western Airlines Flight 3223 from Washington’s Dulles International Airport to Los Angeles
  International Airport with direct, nonstop service. Jason had been born and raised in the Los Angeles area but hadn’t been back there in over two years. Across the aisle of the massive
  terminal a Western Airlines flight destined for Seattle, after a brief layover in Chicago, would also be boarding shortly. Jason licked his lips, a trickle of apprehension playing through his
  nervous system. He swallowed a couple of times to work through the dryness in his throat. As he finished his coffee, he thumbed through the newspaper, halfheartedly observing the collective aches
  and miseries of the world that poured forth from every colorful page.


  As he glanced over the headlines, Jason noted a man striding resolutely down the middle of the concourse. He was a six-footer with a lean build and blond hair. He was dressed in a camel-hair
  overcoat and baggy gray pants. A tie identical to Jason’s peeped out at his neck. Like Jason, he carried a leather briefcase and black laptop computer case. In the hand holding the computer
  case he also held a white envelope.


  Jason quickly rose and walked to the men’s room. It had just reopened after having been cleaned.


  Entering the last stall, Jason locked the door, hung his overcoat on the door hook, opened the leather briefcase and extracted a large collapsible nylon bag. He pulled out a four-by-eight-inch
  mirror. He pushed it against the wall of the stall and it held due to its magnetized back. He next pulled out a pair of thick black glasses to replace his wire-rimmed pair, and a paste-on black
  mustache. A short-haired wig matched the inky darkness of the mustache. The tie and jacket came off, were stuffed in the bag and replaced with a Washington Huskies sweatshirt. The baggy pants came
  off, revealing matching sweats underneath. Now the tennis shoes did not look so out of place. The overcoat was reversible and, instead of camel, it became dark blue in color. Jason checked his
  appearance again in the mirror. The leather briefcase and the metal case disappeared into the nylon bag along with the mirror. He left the hat on the hook behind the stall door. Unlocking the door,
  he stepped out and walked over to the sink.


  After washing his hands, Jason studied his new bespectacled face in the mirror. In the reflection the tall blond man he had seen earlier appeared in the doorway, moved over to the stall Jason
  had just exited and closed the door. Jason took a moment to carefully dry his hands and swipe at his new hair. By that time the man had emerged from the stall, Jason’s hat perched on his
  head. Without his disguise Jason and the man could have passed as twins. Leaving through the exit door, they momentarily collided. Jason quickly mouthed an apology; the man never looked at him. He
  quickly walked away, Jason’s plane ticket disappearing into his shirt pocket, while Jason tucked the white envelope into his coat.


  Jason was about to return to his seat when he looked over at the bank of phones. Hesitating for an instant, he hurried over and dialed a number.


  “Sid?”


  “Jason?” Sidney was simultaneously dressing and feeding a struggling Amy Archer and stuffing files into her briefcase. “What’s wrong? Is your flight delayed?”


  “No, no, it leaves in a few minutes.” He fell silent as he caught his altered reflection in the shiny face of the telephone. He felt embarrassed to be talking to his wife while
  disguised.


  Sidney struggled with Amy’s coat. “Well, is anything wrong?”


  “No, I just thought I’d call, to check on things.”


  Sidney let out an exasperated grunt. “Well, let me give you the rundown: I’m late, your daughter is being uncooperative as usual, and I just realized I left my plane ticket
  and some documents I need at work, which means instead of having thirty minutes to spare I’ve got maybe ten seconds.”


  “I’m . . . I’m sorry, Sid. I . . .” Jason’s hand tightly gripped the nylon bag. Today was the last day. The last day, he kept repeating to himself. If anything were
  to happen to him – if for some reason, despite the precautions, he didn’t make it back – she would never know, would she?


  Sidney was seething now. Amy had just spilled her bowl of Cheerios all over her coat and a good part of the milk had made its way into Sidney’s crammed briefcase as she struggled to hold
  the phone under her chin. “I’ve gotta go, Jason.”


  “No, Sid, wait, I need to tell you some—”


  Sidney stood up. Her tone allowed for no compromise as she surveyed the damage wrought by her two-year-old, who now stared defiantly up at her mother with a chin sharply reminiscent of her own.
  “Jason, it’s going to have to wait. I’ve got a plane to catch too. Goodbye.” She hung up the phone and snatched up her writhing daughter under one arm. Cheerios and all,
  they headed out the door.


  Jason slowly put down the phone and turned away. He let out a deep breath and for the hundredth time prayed today would end the way it had been planned to. He did not observe a man glance
  casually in his direction and then turn away. Earlier, the same man had passed by him before Jason had made the change in the rest room, close enough in fact to read the identification tag on his
  travel bag. It was one small but significant oversight on Jason’s part, because the tag set forth his real name and address.


  A few minutes later Jason stood in line to board his flight. He pulled out the white envelope he had been given by the man in the rest room and took out the plane ticket that was in it. He
  wondered what Seattle would be like. He glanced across the aisle in time to see his “twin” get on the flight to Los Angeles. Then Jason caught a glimpse of another passenger in line for
  the flight to Los Angeles. Tall and lean, the man had a bald pate that topped a square face partially covered by a massive beard. The expressive features looked familiar, but Jason couldn’t
  quite place their owner, as the man disappeared through the doorway on his way to the waiting plane. Jason shrugged, dutifully handed over his boarding pass and walked down the jetwalk.


   


  Barely half an hour later, as the jet Arthur Lieberman was on slammed into the ground and coils of black smoke soared toward white clouds, hundreds of miles to the north Jason Archer sipped a
  fresh cup of coffee and opened his laptop computer. Smiling, he looked out the plane’s window as it rocketed on to Chicago. The first leg of his trip had gone off without a hitch, and the
  captain had just announced smooth sailing for the duration of the flight.


  





  FIVE


  Sidney Archer tapped the horn impatiently and the car in front of her sped through the green light. With a reflex motion she checked the backseat
  in her Ford Explorer’s rearview mirror. Amy, her Winnie the Pooh bear clutched tightly in one tiny hand, was fast asleep in her baby seat. Amy shared her mother’s thick blond hair,
  strong chin and slender nose. Her dancing blue eyes and much of her athletic grace came from her father, although Sidney Archer had in college been a wick-thin power forward on the women’s
  basketball team.


  She turned into the blacktop parking lot and pulled into a parking space in front of the low brick building. She got out, opened the rear door of the Ford and gently disengaged her daughter from
  the confines of the baby seat, taking care to bring Pooh and Amy’s day bag. Sidney pulled up the hood of Amy’s jacket and shielded her daughter’s face from the biting wind with
  her overcoat. A sign over the double glass doors said JEFFERSON COUNTY DAY-CARE CENTER.


  Inside, Sidney removed Amy’s coat, taking a moment to wipe off the remains of the earlier cereal incident, and checked the provisions in her carry bag before handing it over to Karen, one
  of the day-care people. The front of Karen’s white jumpsuit was already smeared with red crayon, and a large spot of what looked to be grape jelly was visible on her right sleeve.


  “Hi, Amy. We’ve got some new toys you probably want to check out.” Karen knelt down in front of her. Amy still gripped her bear, her right thumb firmly in her little mouth.


  Sidney held up Amy’s bag. “Beans and franks, and some juice and a banana. She’s already had breakfast. Potato chips, and a brownie if she’s really good. Let her sleep a
  little longer at nap time, Karen, she had a rough night.”


  Karen put out a finger for Amy to take. “Okay, Mrs. Archer. Amy’s always good, aren’t you?”


  Sidney knelt down and pressed a small kiss on her daughter’s cheek. “You’ve got that right. Except when she doesn’t want to eat, sleep or do what she’s
  told.”


  Karen was the mother of a little boy the same age as Amy. The two moms shared a knowing smile.


  “I’ll be here by seven-thirty tonight, Karen.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Bye-bye, Mommy. I love chu.”


  Sidney turned to see Amy waving at her. The little fingers floated up and down. The sharp chin had dissolved into a cute little bump and, with it, Sidney’s anger from the morning’s
  battle. Sidney returned the wave.


  “I love you too. We’ll get some ice cream tonight, sweetie, after dinner. And I’m sure Daddy will be calling to talk to you, okay?” A wonderful smile broke across
  Amy’s features.


  Thirty minutes later Sidney pulled into her office parking garage, grabbed her briefcase from the passenger seat and slammed the truck door as she raced to the elevator. The chilly wind
  funneling down the underground garage entrance brightened her thoughts. Soon the old stone fireplace in their living room would be in use. She had come to love the smell of a fire; it was
  comforting and made her feel safe. The coming of winter had turned her thoughts to Christmas. This would be the first December in which Amy could actually appreciate its very special time. Sidney
  felt herself growing more and more excited about the approaching holidays. They were going to her parents’ place for Thanksgiving, but this year Jason, Sidney and Amy were staying home for
  Christmas. Just the three of them. In front of the popping fire flanked by a fat-bottomed white pine Christmas tree and a mountain of presents for their little girl.


  Although technically only a part-timer, she was still one of the hardest working attorneys at the firm. The senior partners at Tyler, Stone smiled every time they passed Sidney Archer’s
  office as they saw their respective pieces of the partnership pie grow even larger through her efforts. Though they probably believed they were using her, Sidney had her own agenda. The part-time
  scenario was only an interim measure. Sidney could always practice law; however, she only had one opportunity to be Amy’s mother while Amy was still a little girl.


  The old stone and brick house had been purchased at roughly half price because of all the renovation work needed. Work that Sidney and Jason and a group of subcontractors had completed at
  fiercely negotiated prices over the last two years. The jag had been traded in for the cranky six-year-old Ford. The last of the massive student loans were almost gone, and their monthly living
  expenses had been reduced by almost fifty percent through common sense and sacrifice. In another year the Archers would be almost completely debt-free.


  Her thoughts went back to the early morning hours. Jason’s news had been truly stunning. But she felt the tuggings of a smile as she considered the ramifications. She was proud of Jason.
  He deserved this kind of success, more than anyone. It was shaping up to be quite a good year. All those late nights. He had probably been putting together the details of his job. All those hours
  of needless worry on her part. She now felt bad about hanging up on him earlier. She would make it up to him when he got back.


  Sidney stepped off the elevator, hurried down the richly appointed hallway and opened the door to her office. She checked her e-mail and voice mail; neither revealed any emergencies. She loaded
  her briefcase with the documents she would need for her trip, grabbed the airplane tickets from her chair where her secretary had left them and slid her laptop into a carry case. She left a stream
  of voice-mail instructions for her secretary and four other lawyers at the firm assisting her on various matters. Sufficiently weighed down, she managed to stagger back out to the elevator.


  Sidney checked in at the USAir shuttle desk at National Airport and a few minutes later was settling into her seat on the Boeing 737. She was confident the plane would take off right on time for
  the barely fifty-minute trip to New York’s La Guardia Airport. Unfortunately, it took almost as long to drive into the city from the airport as it did to traverse the two hundred and thirty
  or so miles from the nation’s capital to the capital of the financial world.


  The flight, as usual, was full. As she assumed her seat, she noted that sitting next to her was an elderly man dressed in an old-fashioned three-piece pinstripe suit. A wide-knotted bright red
  tie shone out from the background of a crisp button-down shirt. In his lap sat a battered leather briefcase. Slender hands nervously clasped and unclasped as he looked out the window. Small tufts
  of white hair clung around his earlobes. The shirt collar hung loosely around the skinny neck like walls pulling loose from their foundation. Sidney noticed beads of perspiration adhering to his
  left temple and over his thin lips.


  The plane lumbered clumsily to the main runway. The whir of wing flaps settling into the down takeoff position seemed to calm the old man. He turned to Sidney.


  “That’s all I listen for anymore,” he said, his voice deep and rocky and laced with the front-porch drawl of a lifetime spent in the South.


  Sidney looked at him curiously. “What’s that?”


  He pointed out the small window. “Make sure they set the damn flaps on the wings so this thing’ll get off the ground. Remember that plane up in Deetroit?” He said the word as
  if it were actually two. “Damn pilots forgot to set the flaps right and killed everybody on board except for that little girl.”


  Sidney looked out the window for a moment. “I’m sure the pilots are well aware of that,” she replied. She sighed inwardly. The last thing she needed was to be sitting next to a
  nervous flier. Sidney turned back to her notes, doing a quick scan for her presentation before the flight attendants made everyone stow their belongings under the seats. As the flight attendants
  came by for another check, she slipped the papers back in her briefcase and slid it under the seat in front of her. She looked out the window at the dark, choppy waters of the Potomac. Flocks of
  seagulls scattered across the water; from a distance they resembled swirling pieces of paper. The captain crisply announced over the intercom that the USAir shuttle was next in line to take
  off.


  A few seconds later the plane rose smoothly off the ground. After banking left to avoid flying over the restricted airspace above the Capitol and the
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