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Chapter 1
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I grabbed my red weekly sales engineering report folder and sprinted along the catwalk to the atrium elevator. My thumb jammed the call button several times, subscribing to the foolish notion that it would arrive more quickly. The elevator dinged, and the doors took their sweet time opening. The cab was already half-filled with salespeople. I stepped in, nodding to a few familiar faces, and leaned against the cool metal wall. I opened my sales engineering report folder.

As the doors were closing, an attractive woman entered and positioned herself directly in front, with her back to me. Her long raven-black hair swept over my open file folder. Gently brushing her hair to one side, the cool softness of her tresses tantalized my fingers.

A soft melodic voice said in Spanish, “Desculpe.”

“No problem,” I said as I resumed reading. But my concentration evaporated when her perfume reached my nose. I’ve always been sensitive to aromas, but this one was an intoxicating blend of floral notes and maybe vanilla. “Mmm, what is that delightful perfume?” I blurted out.

Within the confines of the elevator cab, the atmosphere shifted, the air thickened, and a few heads turned sharply in my direction.

“Um, it’s just something I picked up. It’s okay, I suppose,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

I noticed the scowls from the other passengers I didn’t recognize. My attempt at a contrite smile faltered. Two younger women standing next to me exchanged incredulous glances, then aimed their disdain at me. Feeling their contempt scorch my face, my heart rate ticked up. I wished I could retract the words, but the elevator dinged again at the next floor up, and the doors slid open to admit more people. They squeezed in, pushing the perfume owner closer. Her back brushed against the folder, prompting her to move forward a little. An arm thrust its way into the narrowing gap between the closing doors, causing them to recoil, evoking a variety of muttered groans from some passengers who were already late for the meeting, like me. The owner of the arm pushed in with a triumphant grin, tie askew and one sleeve halfway up his arm. The source of the perfume had no choice but to move back into contact, not that I minded.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I get off on the next floor.”

“So do I,” I said, being careful not to smirk, lest the gazers take my remark the wrong way.

Who cares about the report? Her closeness had my complete attention.

The packed elevator bounced to a halt, and the doors opened, disgorging the passengers onto the atrium catwalk. I followed the perfume trail of the smartly dressed lady, while feeling the weight of the judgment of the other passengers follow me until they hurried on by. The woman stepped to one side, pivoting to look at me.

Her eyes were espresso-brown pools, her skin crème colored. Her ruby lipstick outlined a perfectly delicious mouth.

“I apologize again for crowding you on the elevator.”

“I’m sorry for what I said about your perfume.”

“No need. I’m glad you like it. Men rarely say what they are thinking these days.”

“Or, like me, they speak out of turn.”

She chuckled; the sweet sound of her voice pleased my ears.

Stay cool. Be your most charming self. Smile and be attentive. Don’t blow it.

“I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced. My name is Graeme Fletcher, director of system planning.”

The woman gave me a warm smile as she offered her hand. It was a decisive handshake, but her hand was soft and warm to my touch. I didn’t want to let go of it, hoping the tingle from our physical connection would continue.

“I know,” she said, the glow of her smile illuminating her oval face. I raised an eyebrow a fraction. “I’m Carolina Muñoz, director of Pacific sales.” She pronounced her name as Caroleena. “You don’t remember me—”

“We’ve crossed paths before?”

“You’re usually too busy with my salespeople to notice me,” she said, lowering her long lashes.

I blew it! How could I have possibly overlooked this beautiful woman?

I could feel my neck redden, and my collar tighten. Her cheeks dimpled as her smile deepened, apparently enjoying the effect she was having on me. I didn’t give a hoot about the sales meeting anymore. It was the first time any woman had looked at me with more than just a passing glance in the last two years. I didn’t realize I had been on emotional life support until I looked into her eyes. I soaked up the attention.

“Oh, before I forget, we need to talk about what I can sell on the fifteen-o-five satellite when it’s at its new location,” she said as the whites of her eyes widened. The rapture of her spell on me splintered into a thousand shards, thrusting me back into the real world.

“Huh? What? — Oh, yes. Perhaps later in the week. I'm flying to Paris on the red eye tonight; my boss insisted that I go. Gloria knows my schedule.”

It was all about business, nothing personal. What a pity.

“Thank you. I’ll ask her to set up a meeting for when you return,” Carolina said, releasing my hand slowly. Her lips enthralled me as they moved, forming letters and words. The tip of her tongue barely caressed them as they relaxed from each syllable she uttered. I couldn’t look away as a powerful surge of attraction swept through me; the heat continued rising to engulf my face.

She lingered a moment, maintaining eye contact, grinning at me. “Sit next to me in the sales meeting, and we can pass notes about fifteen-o-five,” she said as she turned and walked beside me toward the large meeting room.

“Like in grade school?”

“We’ll be discreet. We don’t want anyone getting the wrong idea.” She sat down in the row with the other department directors and patted the chair next to her. I couldn’t help but give her a beaming smile as I sat down. Someone came into the same row of seats. I recognized him immediately.

“Hey, Mr. Smith, what’s new?” I asked as Steve Nguyen slumped into the chair next to me. My use of “Mr. Smith” was a running joke we’d had for years. He said upon our first meeting that, like Smith in the US, Nguyen is a very common Vietnamese surname. From then on, the “Mr. Smith” moniker stuck.

He grinned and jabbed my right shoulder. “Hubba, hubba. Who’s the hottie?” he said, glancing at Carolina.

I nudged him back. “Stop it,” I whispered. Sometimes Steve could be a little too free with his comments. I hoped Carolina hadn’t heard him.

“We’re just working out some details on the fifteen-o-five and will have it operational soon. When are we on for our next ‘guys’ night?”

Carolina cleared her throat and gave me a pointed look. “Won’t you introduce me?”

She’d heard.

“Steve, this is Carolina Muñoz, the director of Pacific sales. Carolina, this is my best friend, Steve Nguyen, director of flight dynamics.” Steve reached across in front of me to shake hands with Carolina.

“It sounds like you two are the frat boys of Worldsat,” Carolina said with a chuckle, an eyebrow raised just a fraction in disapproval.

“Nah,” said Steve, still smiling, “We are just good friends.”

Enrico Brazza called the meeting to order, and the hubbub in the room died down.

As I listened to the sales presentations, I could feel her warmth as I sat shoulder to shoulder with her. I tried to resume reading the contents of the folder. It may as well have been blank. When it was my turn to speak, I ad-libbed about the fifteen-o-five and handed off to Steve. I had lost all ability to concentrate.

Was it the sensuous perfume she wore, the beguiling smile she gave me every time our eyes met, or was I just unable to think straight near her? Her loveliness had caught my attention, and her deep brown eyes held it.

***
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I arrived in Paris in the early evening, tired and hungry, and craving a drink. On impulse, I had called and left a message for my ex-girlfriend, Guillemette Valon, suggesting we meet at the bistro Saint Germain near Notre Dame at eight. She had texted me that she’d be there. After I had eaten, I was sitting with a half-finished bottle of red wine, waiting. She was always late. Annoyance pushed aside anticipation as the minutes accumulated beyond an hour.

She entered the crowded bistro, her warm, inviting smile lighting up her face when she spotted me. She personified the classy, successful businesswoman, looking like she had just left a photo shoot for a fashion magazine. The hubbub of conversation lessened as heads turned to admire her high style, just like she used to when mixing with the executives at Worldsat.

She said she had dumped me because of my work hours and travel schedule, although she didn’t mind going with me to Europe, especially Paris, on business, in first class, of course. I stood up as she approached. The half-empty bottle of wine on the table caught her eye, and her smile evaporated.

“Hello Graeme, I see you haven’t lost your love of red wine.” Her eyes gave me a piercing look as she removed her haute couture coat, revealing a low-cut black cocktail dress. I remembered how we used to argue regularly about my drinking. I let out an involuntary sigh when I realized she hadn’t changed. She draped the coat over the back of the chair next to her.

“Not so much these days,” I said, trying to sound convincing.

“You always were a poor liar.”

She leaned in and kissed me on each cheek. The tingle she used to cause when she touched me was gone, but her perfume brought back a flood of suppressed memories. It unlocked them all, like a prison riot, each one now a stiletto plunged deep into what was left of my heart. The wounds were raw and bleeding once more. She had walked out of my life over two years ago, tearing my heart apart. What terrified me the most was my urgent desire to see her again. Honestly, I wanted more. My life was an empty void without her. Her tender ministrations, when she was in the mood ...

The noise of her chair scraping on the floor as she pulled it out to sit dispelled my reverie.

“You’re an hour late,” I said in a disdainful tone as I placed my cutlery together on my dinner plate. She ignored me. “You still wear the same perfume. You remembered how sensitive I am to aromas.”

“I thought you would like it,” she said as she made herself comfortable. “May I?” she asked, as she picked up the wine bottle and poured herself a glass.

She gazed at me from behind the rim. A thin-lipped smile had appeared. Guillemette had something on her mind.

I wasn’t even sure why I had called her when I arrived in Paris. For two years, I had endured the social isolation of a leper, trying to drown my pain in booze, but without success. Now, here she was, with her smart, personable style, making it easy to be with her again. Too easy.

“I’m hungry,” she said, scanning the menu. “What did you have?”

“The boeuf au poivre was quite good,” I said, and then paused. “I thought you just wanted to meet for drinks.”

Again, she ignored me. “I’ll have that,” she said as she turned to attract the attention of my waiter.

“Garçon!” I called out, attracting indignant looks in my direction, probably thinking I was another gauche American tourist. I was turning heads because of my poor manners. So what? I didn’t give a damn.

Guillemette cringed, knotting her brows, just as she used to when I tried to speak classical French from high school. She once told me that the French didn’t care what I said, so long as I pronounced it properly. A glass or two of wine often facilitated my ability to sound like a local, except now I was an inebriated one.

“I don’t know why I called,” I said after the waiter took her order. She returned the menu to the holder and gazed intently into my eyes.

“I sensed a degree of uncertainty in your voice message. Perhaps loneliness and regret have worn away some of your resolve. I know it has mine. Is that why you called?” she asked as she leaned forward, deepening her cleavage.

Damn, I hate how she can read my thoughts.

“It’s been a while; I miss Paris and familiar faces,” I said, looking around the bistro.

“Is that all? Is there nothing left between us? No trace of the love we once shared. Something, I hoped, remained. I’ve missed you more than I thought I would.”

“Last I knew that you were engaged, possibly even married by now,” I remarked, glancing at her.

“No, Graeme,” Guillemette said, incipient tears welling in her lower lids. “I am alone, just like you.” The tears trickled down her cheeks, but the mascara stayed intact.

Perfectly timed, Guillemette. You played me effortlessly.

I disliked being toyed with as much as I disliked confrontation, especially with her. I looked down at the table, and I shrank into myself. I poured the last of the wine in my glass and emptied it in one gulp. I didn’t say anything as I placed the empty glass on the table. I donned my coat.

Guillemette’s eyes widened. “What are you doing, Graeme? We have a lot to talk about. Your boldness once drove you to pursue everything you wanted, including me. I loved that about you. Now you’re just a...”

“...a bitter drunk? I don’t think so. I’ve been sitting here for an hour, a long time to be alone with your thoughts, even in a crowded bistro, contemplating the highs and lows of our relationship, the happy moments, and the painful ones.”

After a sip of wine, Guillemette leaned back in her chair. Her eyes are narrowing.

“You remember the good times, making love on hot summer nights, and cuddling like spoons on cold ones. I remember you being there, night and day, when I had the flu,” she said. “I always thought that was one of your finest hours.” Her eyes gave me a pleading look. She took another sip and said, “Perhaps we could go to somewhere quieter. My apartment is nearby, in Le Marais...”

Her voice trailed off, when my cold stare gave her the answer she didn’t want to hear.

"I realized in the hour I’ve been waiting — watching the second hand of my watch tick by in silence — just how deep the pain you inflicted has been. You walked out the door without even the courtesy of a goodbye. I couldn’t endure that again.” I shook my head slowly back and forth. “This has been a terrible mistake.”

I pulled out my money clip and placed several Euro banknotes on the table. “Gentlemen still pick up the tab.”

“Graeme! Wait — please,” she said, trying to catch my sleeve as I rose from the table. Her eyes showing, she finally grasped the depth of my pain. “I’m sorry I hurt you so deeply. How callous and thoughtless I’ve been. I didn’t realize just how much until now. Please forgive me. I will do anything...”

“I’m the one who’s sorry. I should never have called you. I’ll extend the courtesy of saying goodbye to you, Guillemette.”

I walked away from the table. I could feel her angry glare follow me until I stepped outside the bistro. Icy rain sprinkled my face, forcing me back into my bitter reality. I leaned against a lamppost, my feelings swinging wildly between the thought of her being back in my life and my profound feeling of emptiness. I pulled up my coat collar to keep out the cold and damp. I hailed a cab splashing its way toward me.

Crossing the Île-de-la Cité in front of the restored Notre Dame and across the bridge, my hotel was close to the Tour d’Argent, my favorite Parisian restaurant.

“Stop here, please,” I said to the driver. She stopped next to the curb at the corner of boulevard Saint Germain. I paid the fare, plus a generous tip and climbed out. The wipers arced across the windshield at a brisk pace, sweeping the cold, heavy rain aside. The driver waved to me as she pulled forward onto the boulevard, splashing through the rain-filled potholes before merging into the stream of traffic. My mind was still turning over my meeting with Guillemette as I stood soaked to the skin outside my hotel. I wasn’t ready to sleep yet. My nerves were still rattled.

The hotel bar was empty, except for the bartender, who looked up and smiled.

“Parlez-vous anglais?” I asked as I pulled off my coat and draped it over the adjacent barstool.

“Good evening, sir. What can I get you?” she said with a wider smile.

She was a brunette with straight shoulder-length hair, in her mid-thirties with hazel eyes. Attractive enough, but I wasn’t looking for a “non-committed pleasure event” as they say these days.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the money clip, extracting a hundred euros worth of banknotes and putting them on the bar top.

“My name is Graeme. I’m a guest at this hotel. What’s your name?”

“Simone,” she said, as she resumed drying a wine glass, looking puzzled as I finished counting the money.

“Nice to meet you, Simone. Here’s the deal. There’s a hundred euros,” I said as I pushed the money across the bar. “Serve me house merlot until I have drunk eighty euros worth or fallen off the barstool. Either way, you keep the change.”
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Chapter 2
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Why is there a phone ringing?

I relinquished the last vestige of an alcohol-induced dream about Guillemette with an expletive. Was she calling me? Sleep was always a struggle, and the insistent ringing was winning. I fumbled for my cell on the bedside table and squinted at the screen. I groaned. Rubbing my eyes, I blinked several times, trying to focus. The incoming call was from my company, Worldsat, an ocean away. Blessed relief flooded in when I hit answer.

“Hello. Graeme Fletcher here,” I answered, my speech slurred.

“Hi, Graeme. It’s Mr. Smith. Are you awake?” he whispered, a distinct hesitation in his voice.

It was Steve’s voice, but there wasn’t the usual smile in it, and its pitch was low, like he didn’t want to be overheard.

Why is he calling me at one in the morning, Paris time? Something must be amiss.

Trying to sound upbeat and awake, I asked, “Hey, Mr. Smith. Do you know what time it is here?”

“Graeme, you sound like you’re drunk. You need to pay attention to this,” he said.

My neck hairs bristled at the growing urgency in Steve’s voice.

“Okay I was on a bender until three hours ago. You’ve got my full attention now,” I said, my voice cracking from dry mouth. I swung my feet over the edge of the bed and reached for the light switch, bathing the table and bed in a warm glow.

He sounded like he was looking over his shoulder. Must be the connection.

“It’s the fifteen-o-five-R satellite. There’s something different about it.” Uncertainty lingered in his voice. Any changes to our satellites always warranted my full attention, even if it was blurred by booze. They formed the core of the company and my job. I finger-combed my tousled hair, as I stood and stepped over to the mini- fridge to get a bottled water.

“What do you mean by different?” I asked, unscrewing the top.

“It lost earth-lock twelve hours ago.”

“Yeah? I don’t like the sound of that,” I said. I took a long pull.

I don’t like additional problems with satellites.

“We just got the satellite under control and started checking it out. I’ll s—”

What the devil? I checked my phone. LOW BATTERY WARNING. The message’s red letters glared at me. I searched for the charger. I plugged it in but remembered that any calls would go to voicemail until there was sufficient charge. I used the hotel phone to call Steve’s private office number, which returned a busy signal—no rollover to his company cell.

Dammit, Steve, call me back. What’s different about fifteen-o-five?

My trembling hands placed the handset back on the rest, willing it to ring. It was seven in the evening there. Five minutes went by with no callback. I paced back and forth in the confines of my hotel room, frequently checking my phone’s charge level. My patience reached its limit, and I cursed myself for not having his personal cell number. I would have to call the Operations Center and reach him that way.

“Worldsat Operations, Jeff Green speaking.”

The voice was overly cheerful. I dislike cheery people at one in the morning.

“This is Graeme Fletcher, director of system planning.”

“Access code, sir?”

I gave him the ten-digit code, and he said, “Code confirmed, sir.”

I could almost hear the swooping sound of a crisp salute.

“Can you give me an update on fifteen-o-five?”

“All systems are five by five, sir.”

He must be an ex-military signals guy.

“Okay, thanks,” I said and hung up.

My cell pinged—a message from Steve at last.

“I tripped over the phone cord and yanked it out of the wall. All good here. Ignore my earlier call. Too many late nights. My brain is fried.”

Deciding against calling Steve since the battery charge was still very low, I smirked, shook my head, and texted back.

“You fly a spacecraft, and trip over a phone cord?”

“Ha! Ha! Sorry, I woke you. Steve.”

“Goodnight, Mr. Smith.”

I went back to bed and turned off the light. I needed to sleep off the remnants of the Merlot. Nothing else I could do from here until HQ was at work.

I lay staring at the ceiling, sleep evading me again. My thoughts wandered uncontrolled.

Guillemette drifted into my mind in the perpetual twilight created by the City of Light, filtering through my hotel room’s window drapes.

“Oh, God, no. Leave me alone,” I murmured, pushing my face into the pillow.

***
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I stepped out of the shower and rubbed the mirror so I could shave. I looked like shit, my face gaunt from a poor diet, my black hair graying at the temples, and my eyes surrounded by crow’s feet. Too many late nights at work had taken their toll on me, or perhaps, if I’m honest with myself, I found too much solace in a bottle of scotch. My mouth tasted like the bottom of a birdcage. I swallowed, trying to unglue my tongue from my palate. French red wine, the bouquet so delightful to the olfactory passages, the caress of subtle flavors so delicious to the taste buds, the effect on the liver, so devastating.

“I must get back to DC ASAP. I’m doing “jack” here in Paris. Wetherbie will be pissed. He should never have insisted I come here.” I said aloud, justifying my decision as I adjusted my tie in the mirror. Steve’s call was a great excuse. I picked up my cell and emailed Worldsat’s local European sales rep to say that urgent business required my return to headquarters. Air France rebooked me on the noon flight out of Orly in first class without a hassle.

If all went well, I would be back in my office by 3 P.M. Eastern.

***
[image: ]


I attempted to drive Guillemette's recurring thoughts out of my mind. Closing my eyes made it worse. I consciously visualized Carolina Muñoz. That image made me smile—the warm handshake, the perfect lips, the deep brown eyes. I sipped my coffee as I thought about our elevator encounter, which had been an unmitigated disaster. I hope she finds it in her heart to forgive my faux pas. My skin rippled as I thought about her, imagining her touching me. What a rush. I doubt anything will come of it. She’s stunning. Men probably pursue her constantly. What chance would I have?

I let the image of her smile fade, resigning myself to the fact that I had blown my chance to make a favorable impression.

Now, back to work, Fletcher.

I let the air in my lungs pass through my clenched teeth and opened my laptop, pulling up my email—no messages; still early in DC. But there were always messages from European or Asian customers. That’s weird. The European sales guy I was supposed to meet this afternoon hadn’t sent an angry response. I had sent him an apology for canceling the appointment. He’ll probably call Wetherbie to complain.

Oh well, life’s a drag, and then you die. I’m so sorry. You mistook me for someone who gives a damn. I smirked involuntarily.

***
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Once the seatbelt sign was off, I opened my laptop and connected to the in-flight internet service. I remained puzzled by Steve’s call and worried by the lack of emails. It was unheard of for a day to go by without a bunch of them to answer.

I sent off a message to Gloria Alvarez, my administrative assistant, who served my department and Pacific sales, that I was on my way back to DC.

Not prepared to leave the lack of emails alone, I shifted my thinking back to the enigma and sent a test message to my account, which would forward automatically to my corporate one. Nothing showed up in my inbox, even allowing for the time delay through two satellite hops, a boatload of optical fiber, and ubiquitous mail servers. No response from Gloria, either. It’s too early for her to be at work, of course. That made sense. My unease decreased. Then I recalled that during the sales meeting, Jack Murray, the Chief Information Officer, had reminded us that the email servers were being upgraded. I hadn’t been paying attention. Too busy thinking about Carolina. Maybe the IT guys doing an update hit a snag, and it’s taking them way longer than they expected. That would explain the lack of messages. The wine, coffee, and a good in-flight meal mellowed me. Of course, it was just an IT issue. Shit happens. Feeling confident that I had cracked the email issue, I settled back in my seat, feeling drowsy. I closed my eyes.

A loud ding that startled me. The seatbelt sign came on. The captain’s voice crackled over the intercom in French, then English. Turbulence ahead. I hate turbulence. I tightened my seatbelt.

The fifteen-o-five satellite—something different. Steve’s words echoed in my mind just as the plane banked violently to the left. My head snapped against the window—lost earth-lock. A spacecraft is out of control. The plane dropped in altitude, and my stomach lurched upward. Five by five? That cheery voice from Ops—a lie? I gripped the armrest fiercely, knuckles now a bloodless white. The plane leveled, but the unease remained as a knot in my gut.

My cell buzzed—an email message from Gloria’s personal cell.

“Steve Nguyen was found dead last night. He fell from the fifth floor of the atrium catwalk. Systems are down here. No emails in or out via corporate mail servers. You’re needed here, now.”

My jaw dropped open in shock. My best friend was dead. My nose felt l

The plane dove, forcing my hips against the seatbelt. The laptop, and cell phone momentarily weightless, I grabbed them before the descent came to a jarring halt. I clamped my jaw shut as acid reflux hit the back of my throat. The engines roared as the nose pitched up; the airplane clawing its way higher. I tucked the laptop into the seatback pocket and pushed my knees against it. I re-read the email on my cell, then typed back,

“Terrible news. On Air France’s noon flight. I’ll be there about 3 P.M.”

If I ever make it back. The female passenger across the aisle from me slapped a hand over her mouth as she reached for the bag in the seat pocket. I glanced out the window. Instead of daylight, only inky blackness. The airplane was in the heart of a monster storm. I swallowed hard. Cold sweat spread across my shoulders, pooling in the small of my back.

In the vacuum created by the brilliant glare of a lightning flash close by, the aircraft dropped like a stone. The airframe shook violently; the engines revved; the aircraft surged forward as the turbofans bit into enough air to keep flying. The aircraft began to bounce its way aloft as if the thunderstorm was juggling with the aircraft. More passengers screamed with each violent lurch as the pilots parried the thunderstorm’s angry lunges at their plane, thrusting their way through it, hoping for clear air beyond.

The plane banked hard to the right. I lost my grip, my body slamming into the fuselage. I grabbed for the armrest, in a frantic effort to seek its steadying reassurance, my body feeling like it was dangling from the edge of a precipice. Fortunately, the seat next to me was not occupied. I would have scared the living daylights out of them. The woman across the aisle was dry heaving, her skin now deathly white, one hand holding on for dear life to the seat in front of her.

When is this rollercoaster going to stop? The knuckles of my left hand, numb from clenching the seat armrest, gave me no respite from mounting anxiety and nausea. The aircraft banked left and leveled off.

The turbulence eased. The pilots throttled back the engines to cruising speed. The captain announced he had requested and received approval for a modification to his flight plan, his radar now showing clear skies ahead.

Some passengers spontaneously applauded. I didn’t, still unsure whether the turbulence or Steve’s death rattled me more.

The seat belt sign remained illuminated, taunting me with the threat of renewed turbulence at any moment.

“Are you all right, Mr. Fletcher?” said the flight attendant as she leaned down to look at me.

“Huh?”

“Your face is very pale. Bottled water, sir?”

I nodded. She handed me the ice-cold bottle, and I pressed it against my forehead.

“Thank you,” I whispered. I drank half the bottle after she moved on to attend to the woman across the aisle.

Gloria was right. I needed to be in DC. If I had stayed in Washington, perhaps Steve would still be alive. I reached for my antacid tablets to quell my stomach.

I had more questions than answers in the growing mystery. What were the facts as opposed to my suppositions? I needed to decipher what seemed to be contradictory information.

Steve died in a fall. Damn, that’s tough, I thought, as I chewed on my upper lip. A straight-shooting professional at work. A fun guy to hang out with, he knew the best bars and Asian restaurants in the metro area. We had some great times together. Thinking about them made me smile briefly before my grief swept back in. I closed my eyes, remembering Steve laughing at one of my ridiculous stories. My best friend was gone. I felt more alone than I had ever known. The pressure of grieving constricted every part of my body.

Then it hit me, he had signed his text with “Steve”. He always ended his messages to me with “Mr. Smith”. That was an inside joke known only to Steve and me. I stuffed more antacid tablets in my mouth and crunched down on them. I took a sip of water to wash down their chalky remains.

A violent shudder passed through my clammy body. Someone else must have sent the text. I checked my cell and looked at the last received text. I recognized it as Steve’s company cell. My gut told me that this had been no accident.

Steve Nguyen had been murdered.

The person who pushed him over the catwalk rail must have used Steve’s phone to text me. How could someone be that cold and calculating? The killer’s proximity unsettled and scared me. Those chilling thoughts caused the hairs on the nape of my neck to bristle again. There’s some serious shit going down, and I’m in the dark. Now a killer has my cell number.
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Chapter 3
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I stepped out of the cab at the main entrance to the Worldsat building, a glass-clad monolith standing twelve stories tall. I walked across the polished lobby floor to the entrance leading to the sales division on the first floor. The standing inside joke was that salespeople couldn’t figure out how to use the elevator or stairs. George Hill, the burly security guard on duty, greeted me as I walked to the atrium door.

“Hello, Mr. Fletcher,” said George, his voice cordial with a deep resonance, and his broad smile engaging. George had always been an affable fellow. From the first time I met him, he made a favorable impression on me, and I’d carried that impression ever since.

“Hello, George. How’s your wife?” I asked.

“She’s fine, sir. Thank you.” George hesitated, and his expression changed to a puzzled one.

“You’re back early—from Paris, right?”

“Yes, I needed to be here,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t ask more questions.

He looked at me with sad eyes and nodded as if he understood why. He pulled the door open for me, and I thanked him as I walked into the soaring atrium.

Several employees were milling about on the fifth-floor catwalk leading from the sales engineering and Pacific region sales offices to the atrium elevator tower. Consumed with morbid curiosity, they peered over the handrail, looking down to where Steve’s body must have landed five floors below. I cringed, and my stomach flipped at the mental image. Steve had a little more than a second to know what would happen to him as he fell if he was conscious. The macabre scene made me shudder as I rode the elevator to the fifth floor. Without looking down, I walked along the catwalk into my department.

Opening the door to my office, I parked my carry-on in the corner by the coat rack. Gloria followed me in, closing the door before I could take off my jacket.

“Hola, Jefe,” she said in her Mexican lilt. She enjoyed using the Spanish word “Jefe,” for “boss.” I turned to meet her gaze with my eyebrows raised in anticipation of her usual situational update. She always did that when I returned from trips or all-day events, giving me an insider’s view of corporate gossip.

“I don’t have any new information about Steve,” she said lowering her eyes. Then she looked up at me and continued. “Systems are back online, except for email and other shared applications. The current rumor says it was a cyberattack. They didn’t get into key systems like personnel, payroll, or spacecraft operations and planning.”

“Holy moly! Have the department heads been called to a briefing yet?”

“Yes, at nine. I heard about it from a friend whose boss was in the meeting. Xander Heyden tore a strip off Jack Murray for failure to stop the cyberattack. Murray resigned on the spot, leaving IT without a director. He stormed out of the meeting, poor man. Then would you believe the Chief Executive Officer went after the Chief Financial Officer, Martin Graves next. The company’s market valuation took a big hit when the news reached Wall Street. Heyden blamed Graves for failing to put a positive spin on the event in the press statement. Xander Heyden’s actions in front of the other executives were inappropriate. Graves’s face was bright red, so I’ve been told.”

I whispered to her, “Sounds like a lot of TLAs.”

Gloria looked puzzled. “Three letter acronyms.” She rolled her eyes. “It will all get straightened out. Please don’t worry. Senior management always get jittery when they don’t know what to do. They run around pointing fingers.”

Gloria gave me a brief smile but seemed unconvinced. A seasoned Worldsat employee long before I arrived, she was used to the endless cycles of reorganization that characterized the CEO’s corporate management style. She was in her late forties or early fifties from the tinge of gray in her short, wavy, auburn hair.

I reflected for a moment on what she had told me as I glanced at my schedule planner. No meetings, thank heaven. I was still supposed to be in Paris.

“Who’s running Information Technology?” I asked.

“Bill Waters from the software development group is now acting Chief Information Officer.”

Gloria clenched and relaxed her fingers repeatedly, signaling her anxiety. I tried to ease the tension of the situation.

“Bill’s an okay guy. He’ll get the systems back up fast. He’s a Brit like me. I trust him.”

Gloria grinned. “God help us,” she quipped, rolling her eyes and tilting her head back a little.

I chuckled, intent on not causing her any further concern. However, I remained unsure my words would have a lasting effect.

Glancing at my watch I said, “Ask the planners to join me in the conference room in ten minutes, please.”

“Sure, Jefe.” Gloria moved closer to me, inspecting my face. “You need a shave,” she said with a smile.

“Five o’clock shadow at three. It has been a long day,” I said.

“It’s nine in the evening in Paris, Jefe,” she said, patting my shoulder, then she turned and left my office chuckling, leaving the door wide open.

As I moved to go behind my desk, John Wetherbie, the chief operating officer, strode in without his usual grand and boisterous style.

“The cavalry has arrived, and you’re it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I tried to present a neutral expression. With the sudden death of Steve Nguyen likely haunting everyone, this wasn’t the time to make light of the loss of a friend and colleague. I’d always thought it strange when everyone knows about something, no one discusses it.

“You’ve always been Worldsat’s go-to guy. You have the uncanny ability to solve the intractable problems in sales, often before senior management knows there are
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