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      Times Square on New Year’s Eve was magic.

      Vast, happy crowds as far as the eye could see, laughing and talking and dancing, sometimes to music Lucy Mitchell could actually hear. Wearing silly, oversized keepsake glasses shaped like 2000 on their noses, absurd swaying hats on their heads, huge grins on their faces.

      Lucy and her husband Dan staked out their spot at just after five pm. Just in time to make it into the last closed-off section with a view of the famous, glittering ball high overhead.

      The Winter Garden Theatre’s old-fashioned script sign loomed over their right shoulders, with a rather threatening image of two gigantic pairs of Cats eyes floating just above. It seemed the longest running show in the history of Broadway would make it into the new millennium.

      The mass of people who’d squeezed inside that last section of metal barricades chanted along with Dan and Lucy, counting down the New Year in each time zone to their east. The only time the crowd quieted at all was when a phalanx of New York police officers—in full uniform and astride great, gorgeous horses—paraded by.

      Surely no one would cause trouble even in this vast sea of humanity after that display.

      At the same time, Times Square on New Year’s Eve was nightmarish.

      None of Lucy’s lifelong daydreams of welcoming in the New Year right here included the smells. Spilled beer, stale coffee, the acrid results of people who weren’t allowed to leave the barricaded area for several hours relieving themselves where they stood.

      Years of watching Dick Clark and his rockin’ eve hadn’t prepared Lucy for the bitter, sharp cold, either. Her and Dan’s Atlanta wardrobe didn’t have a thing that could stand up to the wind-tunnel effect of the Valley of Endless Skyscrapers.

      And while it was kind of cool standing (and standing, and standing) next to the historic theatre with its historic long-running musical, the music blaring out from one of the parties nearby had long since grown horribly repetitive. If Lucy never heard Prince singing 1999 or Sting’s Brand New Day again, she’d die a happy woman.

      Well, at least if she didn’t hear them for a few months.

      Still, when she sipped her own coffee to warm up a bit and thought about where she was, right that minute, Lucy couldn’t help but tear up a little. Of all the years to be right here, in this exact place, she would have picked 1999 every single time.

      Nothing else and nowhere else could have suited her better.

      People could argue about the real start of the century and the millennium until they turned as blue as Lucy’s under-insulated feet probably were. She knew this year was the one that really mattered to her, and to the millions still crowding into place all around her.

      Shouted conversation rose behind her and Dan, yet another round of conspiracy theory-laden fear about the dreaded Y2K Bug. This group was discussing how much cash they’d each drawn out of ATMs across the city on their way here, making sure none of them would face January 1 with no means of getting their favorite hangover cure.

      None of them seemed to realize yelling about how much cash they were collectively carrying in the middle of a huge crowd might not be the best plan.

      Lucy rolled her eyes at Dan, smiling when he laughed out loud.

      “You got sick of hearing about this, when?” he said. “Last January?”

      “Yeah in January, but try 1998! A couple of years spent in the middle of the biggest software update in history will do that to you.”

      He leaned in and kissed her cheek, his lips warm against her chilled skin.

      “It’s almost over, sweets. You’ll be bored before Valentine’s Day.”

      Lucy snorted, but she couldn’t argue with him. She’d been irresistibly drawn to the puzzle and rush of deciphering code written before she was in middle school, and some from before she was even born.

      Of course it made no sense to leave the first two digits of the year off from a modern perspective, when computer memory was cheap and plentiful. But she held great sympathy for those original programmers who fought to squeeze out every last byte of performance using punch cards in computers with less memory than the Nokia phone in her pocket.

      Lucy swore under her breath, hoping against all logic and the gods of the on-call schedule that she hadn’t just cursed herself by simply thinking of her electronic tether. She might have escaped, if Dan hadn’t waved another flag of temptation to the fates.

      “No problems at work, huh?”

      She opened her mouth, ready to scold him for breaching her mental safety protocols.

      Don’t think about it, don’t check on it, and never, ever mention it out loud.

      Too late.

      The phone buzzed.

      Lucy lowered her head and sighed. She pulled the phone out, turning it toward Dan with one eyebrow raised. She might have laughed at his wrinkled forehead and lips drawn back in dismay if the blasted thing hadn’t kept vibrating in her hand.

      “Parker,” he said, reading the tiny screen. “I’m sorry.”

      She started to say it couldn’t really be his fault, but the words died in her throat when she read the message for herself. Black text on a green background took up all five lines, and she had to push the arrow button to scroll down twice.

      How long had it taken Chuck Parker to write this, pushing each numeric key over and over until he got to the right letter?

      And why had he bothered?

      “No no no,” she said, pushing the tiny left arrow button to get away from the message screen. “This is impossible. Chuckie’s already been hitting the hard eggnog, and it’s just now eight pm in St. Louis.”

      Lucy started to respond to the text message, but after the second time she pushed the 7 key one too many times and overshot “s,” she dialed instead. Even with the noise of Times Square all around her, it would be easier to talk.

      “Parker here. Lucy? You calling from the middle of a jet engine?”

      Lucy raised her voice to shouting level, annoyed enough that she didn’t care if she was too loud.

      “Not quite. Listen, that message you sent doesn’t make any sense. You say the login authentication server is down in Rio? I updated that one back in July.”

      “Sorry, Lu, getting date range errors all over the place. Same in Brasilia and Sau Paulo. Everywhere it’s already hit midnight. The damn Y2K bug got ’em all.”

      Lucy couldn’t move her hand from her opposite ear, but she shifted backward on one leg as much as she could in the press of bodies. Even without the telltale hand on her hip that she couldn’t seem to stop when she was well into frustrated and heading toward pissed off, Dan recognized her mood.

      He mouthed “trouble,” or maybe he spoke out loud. She couldn’t really tell.

      She nodded and kept shouting.

      “I’m telling you, those authentication servers are all solid. Any other servers having trouble in that time zone?”

      “Checking. Hang on.”

      Lucy could see Chuck in his back-office domain. Brown hair standing on end, Code Red Mountain Dew within reach, surrounded by geeky movie posters, with toys and collectibles on every surface that wasn’t already full of technical and financial manuals. Her office down in Atlanta wasn’t any better if she counted gallons of coffee in various nerdy mugs and way too many printed upgrade plans and technical bulletins.

      Any smart company—no matter how formal and buttoned-up they were out front—knew to look the other way and hide the IT department out of sight.

      “Not seeing any errors, no,” Chuck said. “But several are offline. A couple of database servers, and…huh. HR servers. Email is working, same with the rest of the servers.”

      “What the hell? If one’s down, they should all be down. They all key off the same authentication server and run the same operating system. Okay, I’m going to have to take a look at this myself, and I can’t exactly get to Rio right now. We won’t be back in Atlanta until the second.”

      “I’d hate to say this, but we can’t wait that long. We’ve got less than an hour until we find out if this bug is going to be widespread in our systems.”

      “When it hits Buenos Aires,” Lucy said, closing her eyes. “No signs of it in Paris or London?”

      “Nope, not a trace. If it does hit the Argentina offices, we’ll be in for a much bigger shitstorm not long after.”

      “Yeah. Two hours after that, the whole East Coast. Okay, Chuck. Can you get me the address and phone for our office closest to Times Square? I didn’t do the updates here, I trained Jack and Meera to. They’re both out of the country tonight. Can’t say I blame them.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll send it to your phone and call ahead to warn whoever else is about to get caught up in this mess. Probably a security guard who drew the unlucky straw and couldn’t get the night off. I’ll keep investigating from here, but we really do need your eyes on this. Call me when you’re set up. I’m sorry to ruin your night, Lucy.”

      “You too. We’ll both bill them enough to make up for it. Talk to you in a few.”

      Lucy ended the call and stared into Dan’s worried eyes. This was her childhood dream, standing here freezing with a few million screaming people, waiting to scream louder at midnight. But he’d been so excited to make it happen, to arrange the flights and hotel and everything else while she worked eighty hours these last many weeks. He’d even signed them up for a walking tour of lower Manhattan early on the first day of a new millennium, a tour she now wasn’t sure she’d be able to make.

      The last thing she wanted was to drag him away and make him sit and wait while she dealt with a work crisis. The last two years put them through more than enough of that.

      Every minute of it to avoid what might be happening right this second.

      She stepped into his arms and spoke close to his ear.

      “I’m really sorry to do this to you, but I’ve got to get to a computer. We’ve got server failures in all the Brazil offices.”

      “You’re not doing a thing to me. You’ve scrambled plans for my latest law firm emergency more than enough times. Where are we going?”

      “You don’t have to go with—”

      He interrupted her protests with a kiss, almost as good as the one she’d been looking forward to at midnight. For the first time in hours, Lucy felt warm from head to toe and everywhere in between.

      Dan grinned, obviously aware of her distracted state, and more than a little bit proud of himself.

      “Got the address yet?”

      Lucy smiled and held up her buzzing phone.
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      Lucy’s ideas about smart businesses hiding their IT departments certainly held true at the office three blocks away from their prime spot on Times Square.

      Three blocks that took close to an hour to navigate even after they got away from the police barricades.

      In this twenty-eighth floor version of computer-nerd paradise, two walls were taken up by three angular metal desks that each held multiple keyboards and monitors. The typical overhead fluorescent lights were likely perfectly functional, but like in so many IT domains, they were off in favor of various shapes and sizes of desk lamps.

      Lucy found the lack of eye-searing bright light and constant infernal buzz refreshing. Once this mess was over, she thought she might finally do the same in her own office.

      A fairly new couch sat along the third wall with a couple of rumpled pillows and a blanket. Between that and the collection of books and DVDs on the coffee table, scattered around a small television, someone in this department spent the night fairly often.

      Lucy decided they must have been working the same absurdly long hours she did instead of asking questions.

      The friendly and quite clearly curious security guard welcomed Lucy and Dan once she saw they matched the description Chuck Parker called in from St. Louis. Cheryl McHugh wore the usual uniform of navy blue pants and a lighter blue shirt, but she also wore her curly bright red hair in a striking asymmetrical style that set her apart from most guards Lucy worked with.

      “I think your best bet is to use Kenji’s desk,” Cheryl said in a stream of rapid-fire New York accent, pointing to the closest one. “We’d all three have to shovel the other two clean. You can at least see the top of his. Hate that you had to cut your night in the city short, that stinks to have to work. Your friend in St. Louis has called three times
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