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CHAPTER ONE











Saturday, June 25, 1994

Above the Green Mountains, Vermont






With the call-sign Boots boldly
embossed on her flight helmet, Eva Castilo tightened her
right hand around the HOTAS joystick control of a sleek, prototype
fighter-jet. She rechecked her heading to make sure it lined up on
the assigned vector as the twin engines settled into super-cruise.
The heads-up display (HUD) confirmed she was on course and slowly
closing the distance on her quarry. She instinctively glanced to
the side of her cockpit to catch a glimpse of reassurance, but her
lucky cross necklace wasn't in its usual spot. Its absence was
unsettling. The venerable gold necklace typically accompanied her
on training and military sorties, but her current mission was
governed under far more restrictive guidelines.

With a brief sigh she looked ahead to see the
glow of lights from Worcester and Boston below, invoking a brief
yearning to explore a region she rarely overflew.

“Sentinel-One, Blanchard Control,” she heard
in her headset, resharpening her focus on the mission. “Update
position.”

“Sentinel-One,” she spoke into her oxygen
mask microphone. “Heading one-three-one at flight level
four-five-zero. Speed 1800. Locking up bandit at seven-niner miles,
heading one-two-five at flight level four-eight-zero, and
descending.”

“Blanchard Control, copy. Are you being
spiked?”

“Sentinel-One, negative nails. Bandit is
cold. No way this guy sees me.”

“Blanchard Control, copy. You’re clear to
establish data-link.”

Eva flipped a switch that started
transmitting her flight tactical data to Blanchard Control.
“Sentinel-One, data-link active.”

A few seconds passed before a different voice
came over the radio. “Sentinel-One, Blanchard Control Actual,
you're authorized to go weapons hot.”

Eva flipped on the master arming switch.
“Affirmative, Sentinel-One is weapons hot.”

“Sentinel-One, Blanchard Control Actual, your
MAR (Minimum Abort Range) is five-zero miles. You are cleared
hot.”

“Affirmative, Sentinel-One is Judy. MAR is
five-zero,” Eva confirmed with a tinge of irritation as she made a
quick selection on the missile control system. Her effort was
rewarded by a fire prompt flashing in the HUD. She let out a
quick sigh and pulled the trigger switch.

“Sentinel-One, fox three!”

The weapons bay door underneath opened, and a
hefty, dart-like missile dropped out and ignited. Eva averted her
eyes so her night-vision wouldn't be corrupted by the brief but
intense glow of the launch.

The HUD flashed a warning indicator just as
the missile veered sharply left.

“Shit,” she whispered to herself and quickly
rechecked the system. “Sentinel-One, missile just went stupid.
Reengaging. Fox three!”

A second missile dropped, ignited, and flew
straight as it climbed.

“Sentinel-One, missile two is tracking.”

“Sentinel-One, Blanchard Control Actual,
you’re on the MAR. Disengage and turn to one-eight-zero. Descend to
flight level three-five-zero. Maintain target lock for us over
data-link.”

“Sentinel-One, permission to press.”

“Blanchard Control Actual, that’s a negative.
Disengage and turn south.”

Eva reluctantly deactivated the master arming
switch and turned her fighter-jet away, all while quelling her
growing frustration. Her role was abruptly reduced to a spectator
watching the progress of the missile on her cockpit monitor
display.

“Affirmative,” Eva grumbled. “Sentinel-One
disengaging. Turning to one-eight-zero. Oh, and falcon
one-zero-eight!”






West Swanzey, New Hampshire






“Did you see that?” Sam Maxwell asked while
reclining against the base of a small lifeguard stand. The water of
Swanzey Lake glistened in the moonlight before him.

“See what?” Carlos Esposito replied. His slim
silhouette was visible in the moonlight from his perch at the top
of the stand. He was distracted while swatting away mosquitoes that
dared penetrate his liberal dose of insect repellent.

“You missed it.”

“Shit, again?” Carlos looked up into the
night sky to see an endless umbrella of stars above. No clouds or
city lights obscured them. “How in the hell can you pick them out
from all these stars? I've never seen so many.”

“You just have to keep watching--” Sam was
interrupted by a sudden, pale flash that seemed to originate from
behind them.

“That I saw. Lightning? On a clear
night?”

“Heat lightning, maybe.”

A subtle thud followed, which was more felt
than heard.

“Weird sounding thunder,” Carlos
observed.

“Above us, there.” Sam pointed to a small
speck of light moving quickly to the southeastern horizon.

“Yeah, I see it.”

The speck glimmered slightly brighter and
abruptly vanished just before the tree line.

“So, that's what a shooting-star looks like,”
Carlos said with a satisfied smile. “That was pretty cool.”

“I've never seen one like that before.”

“Whatever. Totally worth ditching that chapel
thing to see.”

“You’d think watching paint dry would be
better than chapel.”

“Damn skippy,” Carlos emphatically
replied.

“Are you really having any fun this
weekend?”

“Buddy, believe it or not, I’ve actually
enjoyed this retreat thing with your weird religious friends. Good
swimming, decent Ultimate, some epic softball, and I’ll even
overlook that sketchy volleyball game. But I just can’t waste a
Saturday night trapped in some chapel service. What’s wrong with
these people?”

Sam chuckled. “They can get pretty intense
when they're in church-mode.”

“No shit. I had some dude trying to tell me
something about spiritual laws this afternoon. What's up with
that?”

“Just roll with it. It's harmless
Kool-Aid.”

“The same shit your housemates are getting
you to drink?”

Sam snickered as they returned to quietly
scanning the night sky. A few minutes passed with no further
celestial activity. All they could hear was an occasional whisper
coming off the lake, from a few who ventured out in canoes from
other campgrounds.

“How long do these chapel things usually
take?” Carlos asked, growing impatient after the lengthy lull of
shooting stars.

“Probably another ten minutes, tops. What’s
the hurry?”

“What’s the hurry?” Carlos repeated with a
suggestive chuckle.

“Carlos, seriously, this isn’t the time or
place. Turn that shit off.”

“Hey, you’re the one who brought me into this
candy store. Who knew how many smokin'-hot beeotch's were part of
this group? The type we never see at the pubs and clubs. But I'll
find a way to forgive you for holding out on me, particularly about
Angela.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “Not surprised she got
your attention.”

Carlos blurted a laugh. “Oh my god, she has
me at full attention.”

“Find a cold shower,” Sam retorted. “Because
you're not going to tap any of that.”

“Oh?”

“Trust me, she's not the type.”

“Oh, god, no!” Carlos recoiled. “Why didn’t
you tell me she was playing for the other team?”

Sam laughed. “Wrong, it’s not that.”

“Then what?”

“She's padlocked at the knees, like the rest
of them. Chastity for Jesus, or something like that. So please, for
the last time, this isn’t the place for hookups.”

Carlos laughed. “Oh, listen to you. You're so
full of it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Asks the guy who spent the whole day
stalking Laura.”

“Stalking?”

“Oh, come on. You're sitting out here waiting
for her to come along after that chapel thing is done, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“Maxie,” Carlos groaned, using his own
personal nickname for Sam, “you're seriously giving me shit while
trying to close the deal on a beeotch who's probably just as tight
as the rest of them are?”

“Who says I’m trying to close the deal on
her?”

“What else could you have planned for a night
like this?”

“How about a nice canoe ride and just
talking?”

“Just talking? Seriously, that’s something
guys our age shouldn’t ever be allowed to say.”

“Well, I said it. And yeah, I really meant
it.”

Carlos sighed. “Do you even remember your old
girlfriend, Nikki? If this was last year, she’d be giving you a
little piece of heaven in one of those canoes. I doubt a girl like
Laura would even know what she's doing.”

“Maybe that's what I like about her. She’s
principled.”

Carlos chuckled. “Principled? My god, you've
lost your fucking mind. Never understood why you ditched Nikki. She
was insanely hot. Now you’re chasing a two-beer rating, at
most.”

“Two?” Sam scoffed. The beer rating system
went back to their college days. The higher the rating, the more
beers it would take to get interested.

“She’s a bit too skinny for my taste.
Especially when they’re so many lower-beer ratings around us.”

“Don't you feel a little strange talking like
this while everyone else is in a church service?”

“Uh, no, and since when did it start
bothering you that much?”

“Can’t you just chill out and show a little
respect?”

“Chill? To what? Oh, yeah, drink down our
Kool-Aid but don't touch the chicks. Glad I don't hang with your
church homey's very often.”

Sam sighed in exasperation. “Can’t you just
behave for one night?”

“Hey,” Carlos replied in a more serious tone.
“Don't freak on me. I'm just messing with you. You know it's all
talk.”

“Yeah, sorry.”

“But, Jesus, stop and think it through before
you try to do whatever you’re trying to do with Laura. Please?”

“I already have,” Sam mumbled as they heard
the distant murmur of people exiting the chapel. The approaching
crowd broke into smaller groups. Some headed back to their rooms
while others went to the canoe rack. One small group walked
directly towards them.

“Is that Sam and Carlos?” a voice called
out.

“Yeah, over here,” Sam called back and
started to wave. He sheepishly withdrew his hand upon remembering
he was in the dark and they couldn’t see it. A flashlight beam
shined out at him.

“Why in the hell didn't we think to bring a
flashlight?” Carlos muttered to Sam while hopping off the lifeguard
stand. “They're like goddamn Boy Scouts.”

“Language,” Sam softly scolded as a trio
approached.

“Nice spot,” Ron Campbell, Sam's roommate
said as they reached the lifeguard stand.

“We should start a fire,” Emily Avery
cheerily added.

“Why? It still has to be eighty degrees out,”
Ralph Mead complained. All were part of the CYA (Calvary Young
Adult) church group that Sam attended over the past year. Ralph was
the oldest, at twenty-six.

“Let's just sit and chill for a while,” Ron
suggested as he sat. “Looks like some prime star-gazing here.”

“Yeah, we've been seeing some shooting
stars,” Sam said. “Anyone else coming?”

“I don’t think so,” Ralph replied, looking
back to a small crowd carefully removing canoes from the rack.
“Some went back to their rooms and the rest are trying to get
canoes. I'm pretty sure Angela and Laura are in there somewhere
with Sues. They talked about taking one out.”

Carlos leaned into Sam and whispered into his
ear. “I guess we're both S-O-L.”

“Sam, do you still have that interview on
Monday?” Ron asked.

“Yeah, Blanchard Corporation.”

“Have you heard back from any of the other
places?” Emily asked. “We've all been praying really hard for
you.”

“Thanks, but it's still too soon to hear
anything,” Sam politely replied. He could almost see Carlos rolling
his eyes in the darkness over Emily's prayer remark. “I had three
interviews last week alone.”

“Nice to know you're in demand,” Ralph
said.

“Particularly after walking away from your
old job,” Carlos slyly added with a slight jab of his elbow. “That
took faith.”

“That place was going nowhere,” Sam lamented.
“It would've been nice to find a new job first, but I just couldn't
bear another hour in that endless maze of soul-sucking
cubicles.”

“I admire your courage,” Ron said. “I wish I
had the nerve to do the same.”

“Yeah, I understand how hanging too long in a
place like that can hurt you,” Ralph added. “You sort of get
brainwashed into staying.”






Undisclosed Location - Outside of Lancaster,
California






“Don't even start with me,” Eva growled as
she entered the prep-room, whipping her flight helmet to a young
technician. He caught it, winced, and immediately started waving
the sting off his hand.

“Did I say anything?” an older technician
with a clipboard asked.

“Oh, fuck you and that smirk,” Eva retorted
as she plopped her weary, petite frame on a bench. “I’d have my
first kill if they’d just let me press instead of slinging those
sketchy AM-54’s at BVR (Beyond Visual Range). Goddamn missiles.
Still fucking useless.”

“I don’t think anyone’s ready to throw our
very expensive prototype into a dogfight just yet.”

“No chance of that when the MAR is set at
fifty miles. Fifty miles? What in the hell are they worried about?
My RCS (Radar Cross Section) was zilch. I was a fucking ghost up
there! Nobody in the whole damn hemisphere could see me. I bet that
asshole didn’t even realize he was fired at.”

“I heard your first missile didn’t track
after launch. What happened to the second?”

“It tracked but never went pit-bull, so go
figure,” Eva replied as she removed her kneeboard and tossed it to
the quiet young technician. “A couple of million bucks flushed down
the toilet. That's the type of shit that happens when you don't let
me take my lucky cross with me.”

“Is that what you're going to say in
debrief?” the senior technician asked while tapping a pen on his
clipboard. “Superstition, because that always explains
everything.”

“I'll be sure to add this in,” Eva snarled
while flipping her middle finger. Her dark brown eyes narrowed on
him. She could turn heads with her striking Portuguese beauty, but
her angry scowl could cause a battle seasoned operator to
falter.

“Now, temper,” the senior technician replied
with a calm smile. “I'd suggest a cold shower before you get
dressed and head over.”

“You don't want to know what I'd
suggest.”

“Yeah, I get it. Just remember that the guys
in debrief don't appreciate your adorable charm as much as I
do.”

Eva let out a deep exhale. “I really need to
hit something.”

The young technician gave his older
supervisor a nervous smile before making a hasty exit.











Sunday, June 26, 1994

Blanchard Corporation - Chelmsford,
Massachusetts






“Let's finish the list of candidates,”
Merrill Drake, CEO announced to a stately conference table of
twelve. Despite being in his late sixties, with a head of thin
grayed hair, and a worn face, Merrill was a formidable presence.
His mind was as sharp as ever and his icy glare could undermine the
resolve of the most seasoned sales executive.

The meeting had already gone on for over two
hours, but Merrill never rushed an agenda. Despite a shared
anxiousness to wrap things up, no one dared show any hint of
annoyance towards his meticulous manner.

Merrill turned to the Vice President of Human
Resources, Christine Haynes. “Tell us about your nine-o'clock
tomorrow.”

“That would be Samuel Maxwell,” Christine
started as she shuffled her folders. “Our strongest candidate who
we want to put into the quality assurance auditor position. Age
twenty-three, and a--”

“Twenty-three?” Merrill grumbled.

“Yes,” Christine carefully confirmed. “He's a
bit young, but among the first screened under our new recruitment
program.”

Merrill looked around the table and allowed a
faint snicker. “Who am I to doubt the new recruiting program?
Please continue.”

“Sam's a graduate of Boston Polytechnic, and
originally from Naperville, Illinois. Formerly employed at
Smithfield Technology until recently--”

“Until recently?” Merrill again interrupted
as he reached for his coffee mug. “Please elaborate.”

Christine was accustomed to his interruptions
and continued in stride. “He was employed a little over a year in
that position with no issues. In fact, they attempted to retain him
with a generous raise. That was unusual because Smithfield's a
sweatshop that churns through their younger employees. They hardly
ever make an effort to keep them from leaving.”

“But why did he leave?” Merrill asked in a
more demanding tone.

“As far as we can ascertain, it had nothing
to do with his job performance or any interpersonal issues. He
simply got bored and wanted something better.”

Merrill allowed a grin to surface on his
wrinkled face. “So, he's hungry. What did background and
surveillance turn up?”

Christine changed folders. She opened a
thicker file with the word confidential plastered in bold
letters on the front. “Both parents are deceased, involved in a
fatal automobile accident four years ago. He's an only child. No
police record. No apparent drug use. Occasional binge drinking,
which has been on the decrease. No health issues. He regularly
exercises and is in good physical shape. Not currently in a
relationship, although he ended one a while back. It was a clean
break with no complications. He resides in Lexington in a rented
house with two other roommates. Both are gainfully employed and
have no police records. Overall, we're not seeing any red
flags.”

“Except his involvement with that church,”
Merrill commented after a pause.

Christine flipped over a page and took in a
deep breath. It was finally time to address a delicate issue. “He's
still indirectly involved.”

“Define indirectly.”

“Both of his roommates are involved with the
Calvary Bible Church of Lexington. Despite their influence, Sam
remains on the fringe. He intermittently attends their church
services, plays on their softball team, and attends an occasional
group outing. But that's the extent of his involvement, which has
been holding at its current level for the past year.”

“Merrill,” a smartly dressed attendee at the
other side of the conference table chimed in. “His psych and
personality profile indexes don't show a strong inclination to
organized religion. So far, his behavior is lining up with those
conclusions.”

“Our guess is that he's merely being polite,
just to keep in good graces with his roommates,” Christine
carefully finished and glanced around the table with a wry grin.
“Hey, it's a nice rental house in an upscale town.”

Merrill disregarded her attempt at levity and
exhaled deeply. It instantly erased the smiles Christine had
garnered. “And just where is he now, exactly?”

Christine froze and exchanged a near panicked
glance with another attendee. “Well, probably on his way home from
a church outing, one of the rare ones he attends.”

“And where was this church outing held?”

Christine looked down to one of her folders
with a confused expression. After shuffling through the first
couple of pages, she found the answer. “At a conference center in
West Swanzey, New Hampshire.”

Merrill leaned back in his chair, slightly
shaking his head. “How ironic.”

“Merrill, he's by far the strongest
Initiative candidate we've had in a long time,” Christine tactfully
asserted. “We've spent a lot of effort evaluating him. All his
rankings are at the top of the scale. He's exactly the type we want
to use to test our new recruitment program.”

After a thoughtful pause, Merrill rose from
his seat. “You have a green light for the interview. Reel him in
with the offer, and then we'll toss him in the deep end to see if
he can swim. But I also want you to keep a very close eye on his
involvement with that church. We don't need another religious
screwball to contend with.”

“We'll keep full surveillance in place,”
Christine replied, holding back a strong sigh of relief.

“That concludes our meeting. I'll see you all
again next week.” Merrill picked up his briefcase and exited the
room. Christine lingered in her seat as all but one of the
attendees filed out.

“He's still skeptical of the new program,”
Christine commented after the door closed.

“What did you expect?” Walt Thompson replied
with a smirk from the other side of the table. “He was overruled by
director-board majority, so he's forced to implement it. I'm not
totally sold on this new program, either. Auditing a large-scale
project is something a seasoned veteran should be handling.
Instead, we're going to shove a twenty-three-year-old kid into the
job because this new testing protocol told us he'll be able to
handle it. After a few weeks in that blender, and assuming he steps
up to handle the responsibility, we put him in a five-year
candidate program he'll never know he's a part of until it's over.
There's got to be a better way to do this.”

“You know it's all about Gen-X.”

Walt rolled his eyes. “Hey, I tried to tell
them it's nothing a few new perks wouldn't be able to solve. Put
some of those new video games in the break room.”

Christine snickered. “Spoken like an
old-timer.”

“Old-timer?” Walt protested with a chuckle.
“I'm not that far past forty.”

“Hey, I'm still a bit south of forty, but I
might as well be fifty in the eyes of the kids I interview these
days.”

“Not even close,” Walt rebutted with a gleam
in his eye.

“We all need to face reality. Our legacy
recruiting efforts don't work with this new generation. These kids
would rather stay teenagers than grow up. They call it Peter Pan
syndrome. Trust me, it's a bitch to deal with. We have to change
things up to better screen for Initiative candidates.”

Walt sighed. “I hope your team of terribly
expensive HR consultants are right about this.”

“So, what was Drake going on about West
Swanzey for?” Christine asked as she gathered her folders. “Not
that I'm surprised he knew where Sam was, or that he'd make a snide
remark about it. I just got the feeling there was something more to
it than him reminding us of how big an asshole he can be.”

“You didn't hear?”

“Well, obviously not.”

Walt grinned. “There was an intercept attempt
right over that area last night.”

“No shit, really? Why didn't it come up
during the meeting?”

“Still too early for a postmortem, but I
think Drake's pissed that we whiffed again.”

“No wonder he's in a foul mood.”

“Look, I'm more concerned about this
anti-religious bullshit we have to put up with. I've counted three
level-one candidates he's summarily bounced from the list over the
past six months. It was all because of their religious
affiliations. Do you know how much effort it takes just to vet
people for that list?”

“You don't need to lecture me on that, Walt,”
Christine seethed, finally allowing her frustration to show. “It
sucks and there's bound to be more, so get used to it. Drake’s not
going to let up, no matter how many employment laws he's violating.
He just can't get himself to move past McLarin.”



CHAPTER TWO



Monday, June 27, 1994

Lexington, Massachusetts


Sam took one last look at his boyish
reflection to make sure he hadn't missed anything. Everything
needed to be flawless for the interview, although he could easily
get by with a less than perfect appearance.

Once finished with the bathroom, he went
downstairs to the kitchen for breakfast. He found Ron sitting at
their butcher-block table with a local newscast playing on a small
television in the corner.

“Anything left for breakfast?” Sam asked.

“Cereal,” Ron grunted, picking up a box of
corn flakes without looking up from the newspaper he was
reading.

“Milk?”

“Should be a little left in the fridge. My
turn to grocery shop this week. I'll try to get it done before
everyone comes over tonight.”

“Good,” Sam replied as he went to the sink to
retrieve the cleanest looking bowl from the pile of dirty dishes.
“Did you make coffee?”

“We're out. I’m going to make a Dunkies run
on my way to work.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Sam said as he sat and
poured himself a bowl of cereal.

“You're looking nice and polished,” Ron said
after he lifted his head from the newspaper. “Ready for the
interview?”

“Hope so.” Sam pointed to his head. “Anything
out of place?”

“I can't speak for your mind, but your hair
looks good.”

“You think the red tie is overreaching?”

“Nope, smooth and professional.”

“Thanks,” Sam replied as he rose to get the
milk he forgot.

“Hey, got a minute to talk?”

“What's up?” Sam asked as he opened the
refrigerator and reached in.

“Laura.”

Sam stopped as the refrigerator door closed.
He allowed a perplexed expression as he stood holding a carton of
milk. “What about her?”

“Are you, um, planning to make a move on
her?”

“What gave you that idea?” Sam asked as he
returned to the table, sat, and poured some milk into his bowl.

“I kinda got that vibe over the weekend.”

Sam snickered as he chewed on a spoonful of
cereal. “So, was someone else planning to?”

“A lot of guys in the group would love to,
but that’s not the problem.”

Sam paused and lowered a spoonful of soggy
cornflakes back to his bowl. “You don't think I have a chance with
her, do you?”

Ron hesitated. “Honestly? Not really.”

“Wow, thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Look, please don’t take it personally. I
know her pretty well. She’s extremely picky. If it makes you feel
any better, I don’t think anyone else in the group would have a
chance, either.”

Sam nodded and quietly pondered as he
continued to eat his cereal.

“Hey,” Ron said, breaking the uncomfortable
silence. “I'm just trying to save my buddy from a crash-and-burn.
But it’s your call.”

A polite smile emerged on Sam's face.
“Thanks.”

“So, you're still going to make a move?”

“I think it’s worth a try, despite my
apparent chances of success.”

“I hope it goes better than I predict.”

Sam finished his breakfast, brushed his
teeth, and gave himself another quick look-over in the mirror
before heading to his car. A hot and humid day was building as he
walked out the side door to the driveway. He carefully put his suit
jacket on a hanger in the back seat of his Honda. Before opening
the driver's door, he looked back at their house.

It was their jewel; an extremely rare find.
Quality rental properties, especially houses, were difficult to
ferret out in a market brimming with dilapidated prospects situated
in shabby neighborhoods. Then there was always the question of
affordability. Cost disqualified many rental possibilities before a
visit could be considered. After the affordability factor came
creditworthiness, assuming a suitable homestead could be found. For
three single men in their early twenties, lack of credit history
was not always the biggest obstacle to overcome. Most landlords
thought it too risky to rent to this demographic, thinking they
possessed a strong potential for them to wreak havoc on precious
and expensive income properties. Owners would make tactful excuses,
most often involving a reference to credit unworthiness to dispatch
undesirable tenant candidates. This occurred often, despite
stringent rental laws to prevent this type of discrimination.

Despite these challenges, three recent
college graduates managed to acquire a prize: a nice rental house
in Lexington. They thought it crazy that a landlord who seemed so
shrewd would allow such a thing to happen, and at a low monthly
rental fee.

Whatever the cause for their good fortune, it
was a house they took exceptional care of. Rental payments were
always made on time, and occasionally a couple of days early.
Landscaping upkeep was rarely neglected and carried out with an
attention to detail that impressed the neighbors. The yard was
spotless and meticulously mowed on a weekly basis, despite a
standing offer from the landlord to take care of it. The
possibility of losing their jewel hung over the trio like the
threat of losing their jobs. As a result, the landlord was pleased
and never neglected his responsibilities. He promptly took care of
any repairs that his faithful tenants couldn't handle. The driveway
was even widened to accommodate three cars whose owners had
overlapping work schedules.

To everyone in the CYA group, it was known
simply as the Bridge House. An epicenter of activity where
they often held their cookouts, Bible studies, or just hung out to
watch a Red Sox or Celtics game. The quaint three-bedroom colonial,
built thirty years earlier, was treated like a precious stone by
three young men who appreciated what they had.


Blanchard Corporation - Chelmsford,
Massachusetts


The radio station cycled through another
traffic report as Sam exited the highway. His journey north was
something new, and aside from a brief hang-up around an
interchange, he was pleased to be going against the flow of
commuters streaming down from New Hampshire. He lowered the windows
a little further as he approached the end of the ramp. The air
conditioner in his aging Honda Accord wasn't working, which forced
him to endure a warm, sticky morning trip with only a fan and
cracked windows to preserve his perfectly combed hair. His old
Honda had been faithful, but age was catching up with it. Certain
accessories, such as the air conditioner, had failed. He simply
didn’t have enough money to fix it or to buy another car.

He crossed over the highway and turned onto
Blanchard Drive. The Blanchard Corporation owned all the
modern-looking office buildings on the road, and Sam eventually
located the corporate headquarters office at the end of the
cul-de-sac. After parking his car in one of the visitor spots, he
rolled up the windows, and took in a deep breath. He picked up a
black portfolio folder on the passenger seat and got out, pausing
to open the back door to retrieve his suit jacket. He put it on and
took a quick look at his dim reflection in the side window. His
charcoal suit appeared to be in order, but he still wondered if the
bright red tie was a little too much. Most important, his hair was
still in order. As he turned to walk to the entrance, he couldn’t
help but notice the newer, expensive cars parked around him. He
looked back to his fading beige Honda and sighed.

Sam entered the main lobby, a two-story open
concept featuring a tall wall of windows at the entrance. Numerous
over-sized planter boxes displayed a variety of green leafy plants,
and meticulously arranged small trees gave it an arboretum-like
appearance.

An attractive, slender receptionist sat at a
large desk at the far side with a pair of elevator doors behind
her. She looked up and greeted Sam with a pleasant smile. “Can I
help you?”

“Hi, I've got a nine-o'clock interview with
Christine Haynes.”

“You must be Samuel Maxwell,” she replied
with a melodic voice. “I'll let her know you're here. You can have
a seat over there and we'll need you to fill out this employment
application.”

“Okay,” Sam replied as she handed him a
clipboard. He walked over and sat near a garden of flowers next to
the front windows.

As he finished the application, one of the
elevator doors opened. A petite, blonde woman walked out, dressed
in a red, form-fitting, pencil skirt suit that gave off a
noticeably alluring presence.

“Samuel?”

“Yes,” Sam replied as he rose and walked
over.

“I'm Christine Haynes, welcome.” A handshake
ensued. “Am I correct that people normally call you Sam?”

“They certainly do.”

“Good, and I see you've filled out the
application.”

“I have.” Sam handed her the clipboard.

“Excellent, we can get started.” Christine
motioned to the elevator and Sam followed. He found himself having
to resist staring at her too much. It was obvious she spent a great
deal of effort keeping herself well-toned and strode to the
elevator as though she was a runway model. “Did you find us
okay?”

“Not a problem.”

“I imagine the traffic was pretty light
coming up from the south,” Christine said as she pressed a button
to summon the elevator.

“Once I got past the interchange, it was a
speed limit ride all the way up.”

“The traffic patterns on Route 3 favor a
commute from where you live. There's talk they're going to widen it
soon, too.”

“It’s much better than my old commute.”

“I saw on your resume that your last job was
at Smithfield,” Christine replied with a shake of her head as the
elevator chimed and the doors opened. “I admire your slugging it
out in heavy traffic every morning to work at a place like
that.”

“Trust me, it got old pretty quickly.”

They exited the elevator at the third floor
and Christine led him to a small conference room. It was occupied
by someone waiting patiently, wearing a dark Brooks Brothers
pinstripe suit, accented by a bright yellow tie. Sam was instantly
at ease with his own choice of tie.

“Sam, this is Walter Thompson, executive vice
president of our advanced technologies division.”

Walt stood up and extended his hand for a
handshake. He too was in good physical shape, even though his
neatly trimmed but mostly balding head suggested he was well into
his forties. “Sam, it's really great to meet you.”

“Walt's going to sit in with us,” Christine
explained as she found a seat. “The position will be working in his
division.”

“We in senior management like to take a
hands-on approach to hiring new talent,” Walt added in a congenial
tone. “I’m not the direct manager, but I still like to meet our
candidates.”

“Can we get you anything to drink?” Christine
asked. “Coffee perhaps?”

“No thanks,” Sam replied as he sat in the
comfortable high-backed chair, “I already stopped for some on my
way here. I'm all set.”

“Dunkin Donuts?” Walt asked.

“Nothing better,” Sam replied with a
grin.

Walt smiled, satisfied that a small
connection was made in the introduction. “I wholeheartedly
agree.”

“Before we start,” Christine said as she
reached into a folder, “there's a little bit of paperwork we need
to address. Please don't be alarmed, but we need you to sign an NDA
(Non-Disclosure Agreement). It's necessary because we're going to
discuss aspects of this position that involve certain confidential
company developments.”

“It's basically something to prevent you from
saying anything to potential competitors if you aren't hired to
work here,” Walt continued as Christine slid a two-page document
across the table to Sam. “Pretty standard for this type of
position, and don't worry, we're not interested in your first-born
or anything like that.”

Sam chuckled as he glanced over the document.
After a minute of attempting to decipher the legalese, he gave up
and reached for a pen from inside his suit jacket.

“I always like it when someone comes
prepared,” Christine noted with a smile to Walt as Sam signed both
pages of the document. “Great, we can get started.”

“Sam,” Walt began with a winsome smile, “this
is not going to be a typical interview. We'll get right to the
bottom line because we've done all our homework on you. I'm
hopefully going to make your day by saying we've already made up
our minds. We want you on the team, so you don't need to sit here
and put on a show to convince us to hire you. Instead, I’m here to
give you a clear picture of the position so you can decide if you
want the job.” Walt paused to carefully observe Sam's reaction,
which was predictably baffled.

“That part usually throws people,” Christine
interjected with a grin.

“I can see why,” Sam replied.

“Sam,” Christine continued in a confident
tone, “you probably know we're a seven-billion-dollar company that
employs over fifty thousand people. We pride ourselves on having
the lowest employee turnover in the industry, mainly because of our
record setting employee satisfaction. But it's all because we spend
a lot of effort vetting our candidates ahead of time. We want this
to be the place people choose to work for and end up staying for a
long career.”

“Sam,” Walt said after a pause, “what do you
know about LIDAR?”

It took Sam a second to collect himself to
answer. “Um, that's light detection and ranging, right?”

“Correct. It's considered the next generation
of remote sensing technology. Radar on steroids. My division has
developed a first generation of ultrahigh resolution LIDAR. Now
we're attempting to further refine it for several commercial and
military applications. The project is named Dignosco, which
is Latin for to distinguish. The position we want you to
consider is the quality assurance auditor for this project. This is
a critical function that reports to and works alongside the project
manager, or PM as we call them. You'll interact with the
development teams and finance support to monitor processes to
assure compliance to our project guidelines. You'll learn about the
various aspects of the project and basically be the PM's second set
of eyes on everything. I won't sugarcoat it; it's going to be
challenging. It'll test and stretch everything you know, and it'll
require solid interpersonal skills as well as a keen aptitude for
engineering so you can keep up. But we're certain you can handle
it.”

“Due to government contract requirements,”
Christine continued, “the position requires a secret level
clearance. We don't see any issue with you being able to obtain
that. There will be some travel involved, possibly international,
but your office will be located here in the Chelmsford campus.
We'll also help you obtain a passport. We've prepared a detailed
written offer that I'd like you to take and read over. In addition
to the salary, I want you to note you'll receive a generous hiring
bonus. We have full medical, dental, and 401k. Vacation and sick
time are handled as needed, but you're eligible for three paid
weeks after three months. Most everything else is standard and
there are some nice little perks you won't see at other
companies.”

“Now that we have your head spinning,” Walt
said with a chuckle, “we'd like you to take some time to study the
offer. I'm sure you'll notice our salary offer is on the higher
end. It's because we know you're interviewing with other companies,
and quite frankly, we want our salary offer to help make your
decision much easier to make. When you've made up your mind, simply
call and give us your answer. Do you have any questions?”

Sam paused as he looked over the offer
summary page. Walt and Christine took careful note of his
expressions. A faint grin came to Walt's face after he saw Sam's
eyes widen ever so slightly.

“So, what authority would I have as a quality
assurance auditor?” Sam asked after his short perusal.

“Good question,” Walt acknowledged with a
smile. “Once you're up to speed, which will likely take a few
weeks, you're going to be like a federal marshal among the local
sheriffs. While you'll leave the locals to oversee their issues,
you'll have override on anything you see as an ongoing problem.
This is a large budget program, and the PM will be relying on you
as the final line of oversight.”

“That sounds like a lot of responsibility,”
Sam noted with some hesitancy.

“We're confident you'll learn to handle it,”
Walt replied. “We have a lot of very good people on this project,
so I doubt you'll run into anything that will cause significant
trouble or friction. The PM is top shelf, too. You'll have a lot of
strong support.”

“When do you need an answer?” Sam asked
Walt.

“Let's say if you haven't made up your mind
by the end of the week, give me a call and we can talk more about
it.”

“Okay, that works for me.”

“My phone number is in there with
Christine’s,” Walt pointed out. “Please, don't hesitate to call me
if you have any questions or concerns. When you've come to a
decision, all you have to do is to give Christine a call.”

“And I'll be looking forward to that call,”
Christine added with a gleam.

Sam closed the offer and put it into his
portfolio folder. “Well, I guess I have some thinking to do. Do we
need to cover anything else?”

“That's it,” Walt said with a wave of his
hands. “I told you it would be a different kind of interview.”

“The best one I've ever had,” Sam admitted as
he stood up and exchanged handshakes. Christine escorted him back
to the elevator and left him to ride it alone to the lobby.

Once Sam was on his way down, she walked down
the hallway and found Walt standing at a large window overlooking
the front parking lot. They watched Sam leave the building and walk
to his car.

“So?” Christine asked.

“I have to admit, he gave me a much better
impression than I expected.”

“Told you so.”

Walt turned to Christine and looked her over.
“I see you went with the tight red outfit.”

“Too much?”

“I think it was very effective.”

“It's my go-to for these pitches,” Christine
confessed as she tugged at the backside of her skirt. “But I'm
concerned I'm getting a little too old to pull it off anymore.”

“Oh, you still have it,” Walt teased with a
gleaming smile.

Christine gave a dismissive smirk as they
turned to watch Sam drive away. “So, do you think we hooked
him?”

“No doubt that kid thinks he just won the
damn lottery.”

“Really? I saw some doubt.”

“I'll bet you a hundred dollars he'll accept
by the end of Wednesday.”

“You're that sure?”

Walt nodded and turned back to the window.
“Did you notice the way he eyed the newer cars as he walked to his
old Honda? It told me everything I needed to know. His mind is
already at a car dealership.”

“You seem to have him all figured out.”

Walt allowed a faint grin. “Christine, I look
at him every day in the mirror. So, what about that bet?”

Christine laughed. “Do I look that
stupid?”

“Worth a try.”

“Do you think it's even worth our time to
poison his other interviews?”

“Don't bother. He's all ours.”


Bridge House - Lexington, Massachusetts


Sam drove home in a state of euphoria, yet he
was resolved to follow the advice of an old professor when facing a
life-changing decision: Step away for a while, calm down, and
approach the details with a reset perspective. But the offer, which
protruded from his black portfolio folder on the passenger seat,
beckoned to him. Several times he barely resisted the temptation to
pull off the highway and carefully study it over.

Once home, he went for a long jog to clear
his mind and bleed off pent up energy. His excitement needed to be
tempered in order to carefully examine the offer details. A long,
cool shower would follow, which did little to blunt his
anticipation.

After a careful read-through, he took a break
to stretch out his legs, then returned to reread the details of the
offer. He meticulously reviewed each word, as if some might have
magically disappeared or somehow altered themselves while he
stepped away.

Every time he reread the offer, his verdict
was the same. It was a generous salary with an unusually high
signing bonus. No hooks. No catches. No fine print to blunt his
elation. There was no way any other company would come close to
matching this offer.

But a paranoia soon crept over him because it
all looked too good to be true.

Repeatedly, he desperately tried to find a
reason to doubt that it was really the best offer of his life. His
mind raced over what wasn't in the offer, or what questions he
failed to ask during the interview. What were the hidden risks? Bad
management? Or perhaps the job itself would prove to be too
stressful? Despite the dire scenarios that ran through his mind, he
would return to one conclusion: if the job wasn't what he thought
it was, he could just quit and move on.

Ron's shift at his car rental agency job
ended early that day, and he came home with a few bags of needed
groceries. Sam heard him drive up and looked out the side door in
time to see him pulling paper sacks out of his trunk.

“Need help?” Sam asked after opening the
door.

“Yeah, we've got to get this frozen stuff put
away before we lose it in this heat.”

Sam grabbed a couple of bags, brought them
in, and immediately started to put the refrigerated items away. Ron
stumbled in shortly after with the remaining sacks piled high in
his arms.

“Hey, how did it go?” Ron asked as he
maneuvered a controlled spill of the bags onto the table.

Sam paused and looked at Ron with a perplexed
smile. “I don't know if you'll believe it.”

“Is that in a good or bad way?”

“Honestly? Still trying to figure that
out.”

Sam spent the next few minutes recounting the
short but stunning interview to Ron, who listened with a bemused
fascination as he helped put the groceries away.

“That's unbelievable,” Ron concluded with a
large grin as he fished out a can of Spaghetti-Os from the last
sack. He tossed it over to Sam, who caught it and shoved it into an
overstuffed cabinet.

“I've been combing over the offer all
afternoon and can't find anything wrong with it.”

“Maybe you ought to have a lawyer look it
over?”

“I couldn't afford one. Besides, there isn't
a lot of fine print.”

“I haven't heard anything bad about
Blanchard. They're supposed to be a great company to work for. I
think there are at least three people in our church who work for
them, although I'm pretty sure they work out of their Waltham
facility.”

“They have lots of offices around the
area.”

“And the world.” Ron sat down to look over
the summary page Sam left on the table. His gaze froze on the
compensation section. “Seriously? That's what they're offering
you?”

Sam cringed. “Like I said, almost too good to
be true.”

“Sam, dude, looks like you hit a home run.
We've been praying for you, but never expected anything like this
to happen. I'm jealous!”


* * *


It was nearing seven o'clock in the evening
as Sam sat alone on the couch in their spacious family room. The
CYA crowd would start arriving for their weekly Bible study soon,
and he'd retreat up to his bedroom. He had no interest in
attending.

At the urging of his housemates, Sam gave the
Bible study a try soon after they moved in together. He pulled away
after a few weeks because it became too intense for his liking. The
group tended to discuss weighty issues that mostly went over his
head and put him to sleep. To Sam, it was something that better
served those who were more serious about their religion.

Sam heard the first car arrive and knew
exactly who it was. She was a fixture of the CYA group and was
always comfortable enough to just walk in without a knock. While
the rest of the group typically showed up fashionably late, she
always liked to arrive a bit early to spend a little time chatting
with the guys of the house.

The side door opened, followed by footsteps,
and he soon felt a pair of hands gently rub the top of his
shoulders from behind.

“Hey, kiddo,” Sam cheerily greeted as he
turned to see Susan Ray.

“Hey, Sam,” Susan replied with a beaming
smile as she plopped down next to him on the couch. Her chirpy
voice that seemed like it belonged on a cartoon show, and her
bubbly personality always put a smile on his face. She stood a
smidgen over five feet, and her slender, petite frame accented with
a golden-blonde, pixie haircut made her appear much younger than
she was. At first glance, most would mistake her for a
fifteen-year-old instead of a recent college graduate. She was full
of life and her wide, glowing eyes could instantly brighten any
place she came into. “So, were you thinking of sticking around with
us tonight?”

“Sorry, Sues, not tonight.”

She was nicknamed Sues with a fond
affection by all who knew her and had developed a close friendship
with Sam over the past year. He became her protective big brother
and quickly found they could talk about anything with each
other.

Instead of showing disappointment that Sam
once again wouldn't stick around for their Bible study, she wrapped
her arms around him and gave a quick hug. “We'll get you back in
here someday.”

“Maybe,” Sam politely conceded.

Susan instantly read his pensive expression.
“What's up?”

“Mulling over a job offer.”

Susan gasped. “No, sir! That fast?”

“Yeah, that fast.”

“Awesome!” Another hug followed. As Susan
released her embrace, she noticed an unsettled look in his eyes.
“What’s the matter? You seem conflicted.”

“You know me, just thinking things through.
Trying to make sure it's the right fit.”

“Oh,” Susan groaned. “That really means
you're over-thinking it, as usual. Please disconnect your brain
before it overheats.”

“Been trying to do that all day.”

“Sam, if you don’t stop your obsessing,
someday you're going to wake up in a straight-jacket while a nurse
shoves a paper cup full of colorful pills down your throat.”

Sam chuckled. “But if the job works out, I
might be visiting that car dealership you work at.”

Her expression uncharacteristically dropped
as she whispered into his ear. “Not a very good idea. You're
forgetting most of the sales guys there are crooks.”

Sam leaned in and gave her a quick kiss on
the side of her head. “You always take good care of me.”

“Always,” Susan replied with a determined
grin.

“Sues!” Ron
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