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Praise for Hard Fall:


“Pearson excels at novels that grip the imagination. Hard Fall is an adventure with all engines churning.”


—People magazine


“Mesmerizing urgency.”


—Los Angeles Times Book Review


“Nifty cat-and-mouse caper. Crisply written tale.”


—Chicago Tribune
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“Tough and intelligent.”


—Fort Worth Star Telegram


“Up-to-the-nanosecond techno-thriller.”


—New York Times


“Infused with astonishingly effective overtones.”


—Boston Globe


“Good old-fashioned storytelling.”


—Washington Post Book World


“A serious, well-researched, complex thriller.”


—Los Angeles Times
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“Exceptionally gripping and full of amazing forensic lore: a top-flight offering from an author who has clearly found his groove.”
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“A chilling thriller.”
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Cam Daggett shook his watch, questioning its accuracy, and glanced a quarter-mile ahead at the dirty, exhaust-encrusted sign that indicated the lane change for National Airport. Heat waves rose in fluid sheets from the pavement, distorting the distance, carrying gray exhaust into the canopy of smog. Given this traffic, they would never make it in time.


News radio explained that the congestion was the result of a three-car pileup with injury. Daggett checked the rearview mirror, wondering if he could pull some stunt with the car. He feared that if he didn’t, there might be a hell of a lot more injury to come. And it wouldn’t be a few cars on a highway; it would be the burning hulk of an airliner spread over several acres.


“What about a helicopter? We could call for a helicopter.”


The big man on the seat next to him mopped his forehead and said nothing. Daggett’s anxiety threatened again. He felt boxed in. By the traffic. By this obese man sitting next to him. He could feel his hair turning gray.


A yellow hamburger wrapper replete with golden arches fluttered like a bird with a broken wing and dove into traffic, adhering to the side of a Mercedes where it smeared catsup across the side panel doors like blood from an open wound.


He felt wounded, too, if pride could be wounded. Marcel Bernard had escaped FBI surveillance six days earlier in Los Angeles.


Now, through a fluke, a stroke of luck, they had the man in their sights once more. Daggett had no intention of losing him again. Bernard built bombs for a living. He was one of the best, or one of the worst, depending on which side of the interrogation table you sat. The interrogation. Impatience gnawed at Daggett like a stray dog at the mailman’s heel. A bulging file back in his office at Buzzard Point contained a grainy black-and-white photograph of what had proved to be a portion of Bernard’s thumbprint. Laboratory evidence. As good as a noose around the neck. Hopefully, the gallows might be traded for information vital to Daggett’s continuing investigation into the downing of EuroTours flight 1023. The man who built the bomb was one thing; but the man who planted the bomb—he was the real killer.


Up ahead, a driver climbed out of his car and popped the hood. The August heat and humidity had claimed another victim.


“Twenty-two minutes,” he announced through clenched teeth to the overweight Bob Backman, enthroned in the seat next to him. Behind his back, they called him Falstaff because of his enormous gut. Coat off, wheezing like an asthmatic, Backman was soaked through in a sweat. “That plane goes in twenty-two minutes,” Daggett repeated.


Backman attempted to appear calm. He was a bad actor. Perhaps he intended to part the traffic, a fat Moses at the George Washington Memorial Parkway.


Daggett had the leathery features of a major league first baseman. He had a hard brow, dark, intimidating eyes, and a prominent nose. His lips didn’t move much when he spoke, a holdover from wearing braces during his adolescence. He was soft-spoken—a family trait—though by his build one might have expected more of a growl.


“Why exactly did you come along?” Daggett asked Backman.


“I wondered when we would get to that,” Backman admitted, blotting a drip of sweat from his double chin. Backman was a bookish man, with a receding hairline and chapped lips. He tended toward shirt collars a size too big and suits a size too small. “You’re not debriefing him. I am.”


Backman conduct an interrogation? Impossible. It was like asking Ty Cobb back into the batter’s box. Daggett gripped the wheel tightly in frustration. His Casio read: MON 8–13.


Backman said, “I suppose you think I’m trying to steal your thunder. You do all the legwork, I do the debriefing and take the credit. That’s not how it is.” He struck a pose, imagining himself a heavy, but this attempt also failed.


Daggett was thinking: To come all this way—to within a mile or two of finally interrogating Bernard—and now this loaf taps me on the shoulder and steals the dance. Again.


He and Backman had long since parted ways. Trust formed the cornerstone of any relationship, especially FBI agents working the same case; Daggett would never trust Backman again. A year earlier, Backman had pilfered a file from Daggett’s desk, hand-carried it to the Special-Agent-in-Charge, and claimed credit for its authorship—a file that connected Bernard with the little-known West German terrorist group Der Grund. In that one move, he had effectively stolen eighteen months of Daggett’s life. Afraid it might backfire on him, Daggett had not attempted to correct the injustice—authorship of such files was difficult, if not impossible, to prove.


As a direct result of this stolen credit, Backman had been promoted to chief of the foreign counterterrorism squad. The man was nothing but a lazy, unimaginative parasite who grew fat on the hard work of others. Over the past twelve months, he had developed this into something of an art. Everyone in the C-3 bullpen now took their files home with them out of habit.


When the chief of C-3 had climbed into his car thirty minutes earlier, Daggett had experienced an immediate déjà vu. The more things change, he thought. How many times had they ridden together like this? It seemed like ages ago. Despite his assertion to the contrary, Backman was here for only one reason: to claim credit for the apprehension of Bernard and any information gleaned through interrogation. Daggett plotted a way around this while Backman wheezed in the seat next to him, and lived up to his reputation as the human pork belly.


Backman knew little, if anything, about Bernard, and hadn’t conducted an interrogation in at least a year, maybe longer.


“Nineteen minutes,” Daggett said bluntly, wanting some action. “Neither of us is going to debrief him if we don’t get him off that plane.” He yanked on the door handle. He could run a mile in seven or eight minutes. He ran every morning of his life. He could escape on foot and conduct the interrogation himself. He had no intention of watching Bernard’s plane take off overhead while he sat trapped in a car breathing in Backman’s body odor.


“You wouldn’t want to miss a chance to get Kort, would you?” the fat man asked.


Daggett pulled his foot back inside and shut the door. The dome light went off. He felt chilled.


“You’re the one who gave us Bernard. You deserve to hear this.” He nodded at Daggett with something like respect. The heat was obviously getting to him. Fat people had more trouble than most with the heat. “The Germans raided Der Grund last night.” Daggett felt wounded: this was not the schedule he had hoped for. This had been his investigation, and now it was running away from him.


“They didn’t get Kort,” Backman added in a voice filled with regret and failure, yet tinged with a hint of apology.


Daggett nodded and coughed up nervous laughter, and along with it, a bitter taste at the back of his throat. Blood or bile; all the same. Nothing could hurt him now; he had gone numb. He tugged at his shirt collar. The button popped loose. It slid down his shirt and rolled down his leg. He grabbed for the button but missed, which held significance for him.


His pursuit of Bernard, his passing of information about Der Grund on to the Germans—the last two years of his life—had all been directed at but one aim: to apprehend Anthony Kort. The carrot at the end of the stick that had kept him going. And now …


Backman interrupted his thoughts. Backman always interrupted. “Are you following this, Michigan?”


Daggett nodded, annoyed that Backman felt free to use the nickname. They called him that because of the college-letter jacket he lived in. It was a lucky jacket. If one looked real closely at the right-hand pocket, a small gather of thread about the size of a bullet stuck out there. There had been no Bible carried in Cam Daggett’s pocket on the day he had been shot at, but instead an autographed baseball he had intended to present to his son on the boy’s fifth birthday. The baseball now resided on Duncan’s shelf, the hollow-point slug lodged deeply within it, and Duncan wore the jacket whenever possible. Daggett’s friends called him Michigan, not people like Backman.


“If you think Bernard can get you Kort, you’re dreaming,” Daggett said. “The Germans shouldn’t have gone ahead with the bust. How many times did we discuss that with them? Kort would have shown up sooner or later. ... There would have been a lead of some sort. We’re fucked. We’ll never get him now.”


“Bernard—”


“Bernard won’t know squat about Kort. We don’t know squat about Kort. A name, that’s all. What else do we have? No face to attach to it, no file. Just the name from an untrustworthy squeal. We put too much faith in that in the first place. Who knows if there even is an Anthony Kort?” Depression caved in on him. The air in the car had gone impossibly stale.


“Of course Kort exists,” Backman said angrily. “You know that as well as I.” But you could hear in his voice that he didn’t believe it.


“He’s a starting point,” Backman insisted, grasping at straws. “In all likelihood, Bernard built a detonator in his Los Angeles hotel room. Right? And now, thanks to you, we have no idea where that detonator is! If we did, we might find Kort yet.”


The Los Angeles Field Office had fouled up the Bernard surveillance, not Daggett. As the case-agent-in-charge, he was only indirectly responsible. It was a cheap shot and both men knew it.


Daggett argued, “We don’t know that Bernard built a detonator. We don’t know shit. And if you think he’s just going to offer up the information—”


“It’s my interrogation, Michigan. Mine, and mine alone. Got it?”


Bernard was Daggett’s only hope. At all costs, Backman had to be prevented from conducting the interrogation. He reopened the car door, overwhelmed once again by the fumes. “Sixteen minutes.” He still had a chance.


Attempting to sound calm, Backman said, “The Airport Police are on notice to keep that plane on the ground. The passengers will be told the delay is for mechanical reasons. Don’t worry about it.”


“You think a stunt like that will fool Bernard? You think the Airport Police can handle Bernard?” He slapped the car keys into Backman’s damp, pudgy hand. “I’m going on foot.”


“You’re what?”


He hurried from the car before Backman could object.


To his complete surprise, only seconds into his run, he heard the heavy thump of a car door behind him, and knew without looking it was Backman. So it was going to be a race, was it? He lengthened his stride, lifted his chin, and pushed on toward the exit, far in the shimmering distance.


As Daggett ran, his body fell into the familiar rhythm, and his anger lifted. Running had a way of cleansing him, even in the heat and smog of Washington in August. Running to the airport, to an interrogation—how was that for dedication to the job? If the boys in the bullpen ever found out, he was sure to be razzed. At least he was running away from Backman—that much was in his favor.


His gun thumped at his waist annoyingly. A dozen sea gulls flew overhead, in search of landfill to plunder. Maybe one of them would shit on Backman.


Soaking wet with perspiration, Daggett reached the dingy Airport Police office on the ground floor of Terminal One, where he was greeted by two men in permanent-press suits who introduced themselves as detectives. Airport Police, a private company, had no legitimate connection to the metropolitan police force. These men were not detectives.


The security at any major airport consisted of a cruel assortment of various levels of authority. Metropolitan Police—real cops—had the power to arrest; their presence was typically small, confined to a half-dozen cars and twice that many men; city budgets didn’t allow for the policing of airports on a large scale. That task was passed on to Airport Police, a private company that had the authority and necessary licenses for their patrolmen to carry arms, though these patrolmen could only detain individuals for later arrest by the proper metropolitan boys. Airport Police ran about a hundred men and women. Security, the people in blazers at X-ray machines, represented yet another private contract. They had virtually no authority, other than to search personal property; they passed their problem passengers into the hands of Airport Police, who then passed them on to Metropolitan Police. Communication between these various private and public organizations was as good as could be expected. That bad.


The FBI, the Federal Aviation Administration, and a half-dozen other investigative agencies fit into this command structure somewhere so difficult to define that they were viewed both suspiciously and often with a good deal of contempt by the private companies. Daggett felt this fully as he reached out his hand, and the two men facing him shook it reluctantly.


Following these uncomfortable introductions, they all headed off at a brisk pace toward the gate. By the sound of his voice and the color of his teeth, the taller of the two was a smoker. He didn’t offer a name. Daggett sensed immediately that these guys carried chips on their shoulders. They acted nervous and falsely overconfident. The Smoker was gravel-voiced and rough-skinned; he moved frantically, gesticulating wildly, the kind of man who probably ground his teeth in his sleep.


His sidekick—Daggett thought he heard the name as Henderson but wasn’t sure—looked like an Italian version of the Leakey ape. He was hard-featured and stood firmly planted in well-worn shoes. He had almost no hair. Daggett saw him not as Henderson, but as Hairless. He had the look of a veteran field agent, stoic and inquisitive, the kind to ask questions, not answer them.


The airport was old. The basement corridor connecting the terminals was walled with a red carpet wainscoting. The ceiling was yellowing acoustical tile, the floor linoleum. A few brightly lit and recently remodeled concession areas seemed incongruous with their surroundings.


They climbed the unmoving steps of a broken escalator and approached the security check. “You’re going to have to leave your piece with one of our boys at the security check. It takes a fucking mountain of paperwork to carry past the checks.” The Smoker pointed to an armed cop in uniform who stood off to the side, intentionally distancing himself from the people who ran the X-ray machines and conveyor belt. “He’s ours,” the Smoker said, as if Daggett cared. All Daggett could think of was Bernard on that plane. “The blue coats are Security,” he added distastefully. Daggett handed the cop his weapon, and the three hurried on.


The Smoker explained in his sandpaper voice, “We’ve got both the terminal and the plane covered. Six people in place: two women as flight attendants, a passenger in row nineteen, two maintenance guys, and a baggage handler.” He paused. Daggett was thinking: And a partridge in a pear tree. This guy was full of self-importance. “Bernard’s in eighteen-B—window exit to his left. We’re told he bought both seats. I suppose that window exit is his way out if he needs one.” He paused. “Don’t worry; we got it covered.”


The gate drew closer. Daggett’s throat was dry and his heart was still pounding hard from the run. A commotion erupted behind them. It was Bob Backman. He looked as if he’d been swimming with his clothes on. He was refusing to surrender his gun.


Daggett said, “He’s ours,” mimicking the Smoker’s expression, but in a tone of voice that disowned Backman.


The Smoker returned to Security to straighten it out.


Hairless spoke for the first time. “Security don’t like us much. The feeling is mutual.”


Backman reluctantly surrendered his weapon. Hairless, who didn’t seem to miss much, was the first to spot Backman’s wing tips. He nudged the Smoker and pointed out the shoes, which instantly reestablished the chain of command. Only desk jocks wore wing tips. Daggett wore a pair of scuffed Rockports. “Let’s go,” Backman said anxiously, taking the lead position. A fat duck in a drenched pinstripe.


The Smoker flashed his badge at the gate. They went down the hot jetway at something close to a run, Backman wheezing.


Daggett ducked through the plane’s entry hatch, fourth in line behind Hairless. They hurried past a nervous steward. “We’ll be out of your way in a minute,” Backman said, trying to sound in control, but he was clearly uncomfortable here.


As a group, they quickly moved down the aisle. Inquisitive faces rose to greet them, some sensing excitement, others expressing a mixture of curiosity and sudden fright.


To Daggett they were the faces of the innocent, faces with lives behind them—and hopefully ahead of them. Faces of people like his parents and his boy.


With their approach, a man in row 19 rose and stepped into the aisle, blocking it. A flight attendant, a woman with hard eyes and gray-flecked hair, came up the aisle immediately behind him. Two of the Smoker’s people, Daggett assumed. Bernard was now at the center of a well-executed squeeze play with nowhere to go. The emergency exit to the wing was effectively blocked by two “maintenance mechanics.” Beautiful—like when the shortstop stepped up to take over second base in time to trap the steal. Daggett loved to see runners pinned; the “pickle” was one of his favorite plays of the game.


The Smoker’s calm was impressive. Daggett heard some soft talking and saw Bernard’s upraised palms as he was carefully drawn from the seat, patted down and advised to cooperate. Hairless quickly extricated his hardshell carry-on briefcase. Everyone’s attention was fixed on the scene, heads craned.


Suddenly, Bernard’s eyes caught Daggett’s and their gazes locked. Daggett thought this must be the sensation a hunter feels as the animal lifts its head, suddenly alert to the hunter’s presence.


Daggett knew this face all too well: he had lived with it for months. Bernard was dark-haired, with gray eyes, not quite handsome, just the kind of unremarkable countenance easily forgotten by even those who prided themselves on being observant. A vein pulsed strongly in his forehead. His occupation had cost him: His left hand was missing two fingers. But it wasn’t the man’s face, or his missing fingers that Daggett remembered. It was the black-and-white photographs of his work—the demolished restaurants, the aircraft, a half-dozen vehicles. A body count in the hundreds.


A monster.


The group filed out in professional silence. Daggett and Backman had their handguns returned to them at the security check.


The five men rode in the back of a Marriott food service van to a dull green building that seemed abandoned. A narrow hallway that smelled of grease and sweat led them to a windowless room that the Smoker had chosen for the interrogation. Daggett had a bad feeling about this room. Something terrible was about to happen.


Gunmetal desks in various states of disrepair, stacked three high, occupied most of the small room. A black, oily residue crusted the dysfunctional ventilation grate. The stale, dead air and the thick dust that rose with each footstep hazed the room in a curtain of gray, increasing Daggett’s sense of claustrophobia. His throat went powder dry. The stifling heat prickled his skin and scalp, and he longed to be anywhere but here.


A handcuffed Bernard was seated in a chair in the center of the room. Hairless, the Smoker, and Daggett pulled a desk from the corner and used it as a bench, like fans in the bleachers. Backman wormed his sweaty hands together and glowered, pacing in front of Bernard like a man attempting a stage audition. He looked more suited for the role of headwaiter than cop.


“We’ve read you your rights. You’re lucky to have them. Officially, you’re being detained under the Terrorism Act of 1988. It gives us some rather broad powers, Bernard. Perhaps you’re familiar with it?” He added, “You seem like a reasonable man.”


Daggett cringed with the line. The Smoker lit a cigarette and exhaled toward the grate. The smoke mushroomed into an enormous cone and seemed to hang in the air. Hairless cleaned his impeccably clean nails with a penknife.


Backman tried again. “I can see what you’re thinking. You’re thinking that maybe it’s not so bad you were caught here in the United States. After all, we guarantee due process even to international terrorists. You’re thinking that on the federal level we haven’t used the death penalty in decades, that if you remain silent and wait me out, some crafty attorney may take your case just for the publicity. What the fuck? Maybe somebody’ll turn you into a TV movie, right?” It was true. Bernard displayed a disturbing confidence. Where did such monsters come from? Justice for a man like Bernard came at the end of a weapon. No jury. No trial. Two or three randomly placed shots and the excuse the man had tried to escape.


“Don’t even think about it,” Hairless whispered. He went back to his nails like an old lady at the hair salon.


Daggett realized that his hand was on his weapon. It was as if that hand didn’t belong to him. He withdrew it, leaving the gun in the holster, and nodded as if he understood; but he didn’t. Who was he becoming? What had this investigation done to him?


Backman continued, “What you probably aren’t aware of is that two years ago Scotland Yard lifted a partial print from EuroTours flight ten twenty-three. A piece of your handiwork.”


Daggett cringed. This was just the kind of technical information they should protectively guard at all costs. You tell a person like Bernard this, and if he should get word to his people, no one in Der Grund will ever make this same mistake again. In point of fact, the tiny partial print in question had required four weeks of sifting through rubble to locate, another ten months to identify, an identification that, because the print was only a partial, would not be considered hard evidence by any court of law, but was nonetheless one those in law enforcement felt could be trusted. Backman had stupidly volunteered this information. “Sir,” Daggett interrupted, quickly silenced by Backman’s harsh expression.


Backman continued, “We know what you were up to in your Los Angeles hotel room.”


That snapped Bernard’s head. He was losing his confidence. His eyes began blinking quickly.


Backman paced. “One thing you don’t know,” he said, “is that Daggett’s parents and little boy were on flight ten twenty-three.” The Smoker and Hairless looked over and stared at Daggett in disbelief.


Bernard also glanced at him, but showed no remorse whatsoever.


“I could leave you and Daggett alone for a few minutes,” Backman suggested, his implication obvious but again ineffective. There would be no rough play in a dingy room at National Airport. It just wasn’t done that way.


“You have an offer to make?” Bernard asked Backman a little too quickly, a little too hopefully.


Backman asked, “What if there is no deal? What if we’re merely awaiting the papers to deport you? Ten-twenty-three was British. You realize that, don’t you?”


The roar of a jet taking off made it feel hotter. Daggett loosened his tie further.


“You want that again?” Backman asked with an authority he had previously lacked. Daggett sensed the man’s rebound. Backman, it suddenly seemed, was not weak but merely soft. Out of practice. He seized the moment effectively by asking the Smoker for a cigarette, as if he had all the time in the world. He didn’t smoke, but Bernard didn’t know this.


Bernard repeated, “There is or is not an offer?”


A sharp knock on the door shattered the resulting silence. The Smoker rose and opened it, spoke to an unseen person in a hushed voice, and then pulled the man’s briefcase through. He closed the door. Daggett came off the table as the Smoker placed the briefcase at Bernard’s feet. Backman said, “Your briefcase. Shall we have a look-see?”


They knew what was inside: deutsche marks. But to what purpose? A payoff? Financing? This briefcase had been a vital part of their investigation. What was Backman doing?


“You are not going to open that,” Daggett stated. “Are you forgetting this man’s occupation?”


“It was X-rayed,” the Smoker said. “Twice. No sign of any wiring. No explosives. It’s been cleared: we have nothing to worry about.”


“Has it been sniffed? Has it been checked with ultrasound? That bag should be handled by the bomb squad. That bag has been on the move since—” He caught himself before making the same mistakes Backman had made. He dried his palms on his pants legs. He was terrified. His eyes jumped between that bag and Bernard.


“Put yourself in his position,” Daggett said, stepping close to Backman. “What if the suitcase is rigged? Unless he cuts himself one hell of a deal, he faces life imprisonment, at best. But what if he could take out the chief of C-three and the investigator responsible for ten twenty-three all in one move? What kind of a hero would that make him?”


“A dead hero,” Backman said, unimpressed. “No one kills himself over principles anymore, Daggett. Use your head.” He bent down toward the bag and released one of its two latches.


Daggett jumped forward and pushed him away from the bag. Backman slipped, reached for purchase, but fell to the dirty floor. His weight gave him trouble getting back to his feet. It was a pitiful attempt. Daggett offered his hand, but Backman refused any help. It took him several, embarrassingly long, seconds to return to his feet. “Get out of here, both of you,” Daggett shouted at the two others.


When the Smoker didn’t move, Daggett added, “Now!” his focus still on the briefcase. Hairless pushed his friend quickly out the door.


Backman mopped his face with his handkerchief. “That was a stupid thing to do, Michigan. Really fucking stupid. That’s going to cost you, big time.”


Bernard said nothing. His attention remained fixed on the briefcase with its one open latch.


“You can order me to leave this room with you. Right? You can report me. Christ, you can probably get me fired.”


“Damn right I can.”


“So do it! Come on, let’s go. Your only witnesses are getting away.”


Backman pouted his lips and nodded. “Okay, I guess you’re right.” He took a step toward the door. Then, abandoning his ruse, he threw his weight into Daggett and knocked him off his feet.


Daggett hit the floor hard, slid, and careened into the door.


Backman lumbered back to the briefcase and struggled with the other latch.


Bernard glanced up hotly and looked at Daggett with dark, wet eyes.


Daggett knew. “No!” he shouted as he reached for the door handle and dove into the hallway.


The door blew as a unit, straight across the hall, through the opposing wall, and out onto the tarmac. An orange ball of burning gas rolled down the hall like a tongue uncurling. The Smoker, Hairless, and the uniformed security guard they were escorting between them were all three knocked off their feet by the concussion. Fire licked out angrily and set the ceiling ablaze.


In a world of silence, Daggett belly-crawled for an exit door jarred open by the blast. Hairless appeared through the smoke, crawling on hands and knees. Partially blinded, he climbed right over Daggett. The two took shelter behind a cinderblock wall. The uniformed cop was on his feet, his pants on fire, running fast across the open field of blacktop, the Smoker trying to catch up with him. A surreal sight, punctuated by the slowly moving heaviness of a taxiing jet.


Daggett heard nothing; he’d gone deaf. He didn’t want to hear; he didn’t want to see. Bernard had won, even in death. He felt half crazy with frustration, the loss of life, the whole mess. He tried to scream. Still heard nothing. But the frightened expression he drew from Hairless told him his voice still worked. He wondered about his state of mind: maybe he wasn’t half crazy, maybe he’d gone all the way. It certainly couldn’t be snowing in August, but that was what he saw.


He extended his hand—there was no hair on the back of it, he noticed—and awkwardly caught hold of some of the falling snow, like a child in his first winter storm.


Slowly, his fingers uncoiled. He still could not hear, but his eyes worked well enough. His hand was filled with confetti. He wasn’t crazy after all.


Deutsche marks.
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Anthony Kort sat behind the wheel of the rental car carving a potato. He recalled his Bavarian grandmother doing the same thing. She wore thick cotton dresses, which covered her calves, and a tired white butcher’s apron as she sat in a dark wicker chair on her back porch preparing a bucketful of potatoes to mash and later lather with butter, pepper, and generous chunks of pork bacon. Kort had no intention of eating this potato.


It was Tuesday, August 21. He had been anticipating this day for months. He needed detailed information on the behavior and performance of a Duhning 959 Skybus. A hundred yards away, on the other side of some cinderblock and glass, his chance to obtain that information, a Dr. Roger Ward, was in the throes of passion.


A pair of candles cast a yellow light on the windows beyond the small balcony of the third-story apartment on the corner of East Olive Street and Bellevue Avenue. It was the kind of light that flattered women, that witnessed whispers of affection with wine-sweetened breath, that failed to mask the distinctive, intoxicating smell of arousal. The building, a clean-lined, setback, double-box structure of ivory stucco, had low-walled balconies enclosed by steel pipe banisters painted indigo blue. Its basement held two parking garages, both secured behind heavy metal gates. A placard sign on the sidewalk out front announced: SPACE AVAILABLE. The real estate agency used Seattle’s Space Needle as part of its logo.


Kort continued his work on the potato, dividing his attention between Ward’s Taurus, parked in the Pay-and-Park, and the apartment window. The second game of the Mariners’ doubleheader played softly from the car radio despite Kort’s basic lack of understanding of the American game.


Kort wore stone-washed canvas pants, brown leather Italian walking shoes with rubber soles, a short-sleeved olive-green permanent-press shirt, and a navy-blue Nike windbreaker. For reasons of anonymity, his face was not entirely his, but instead the repository of theatrical cosmetics, pigmented contact lenses, a wig, and fake eyebrows. He was no expert at such things, but he got the job done.


Sarah Pritchet was obviously a good lover: Ward had been with her for hours. Kort couldn’t help but imagine the sensations this man was experiencing. What he wouldn’t give to be in the clutches of a willing woman instead of carving a potato in the front seat of a rent-a-car. But even so, his concentration remained fixed. With German efficiency, he compartmentalized the tasks before him: abduct Ward; gain access to the Duhning simulator. A mind cluttered with too much information, too many considerations, was incapable of quick reaction. Anthony Kort had the reactions of a cat.


As the sixth inning drew to a close behind the failed attempts of a Mariners’ relief pitcher, the ember-red August sun sought the coolness of the Pacific, issuing a candy-pink glow to everything not in shadow. Kort left his rental and deposited the potato firmly into the exhaust pipe of the gray Ford Taurus. He slipped off into the corner of the Pay-and-Park lot, positioning himself behind a tow trailer bearing the weathered logo and address of Stoneway Asphalt and Paving. He lit a cigarette and waited.


Up the street a block, a group of six kids loitered outside the Malstrom’s Market smoking cigarettes; 99¢ VIDEO, the sign read. He wished they would move on. Thankfully, a few moments later they did.


The relief pitcher must have found a second wind, or was himself relieved, for the arrival of the seventh-inning stretch took another three cigarettes. This was fine with Kort because the sunset blush and subsequent twilight had darkened into a starry summer night sky when three dimensions are reduced to silhouette and any measure of distance becomes unreliable.


Roger Ward appeared behind the polished bars of the security gate at the entrance to the apartment building. He paused to check the street carefully in order to protect his infidelity.


Like a lion in hiding before the kill, Kort watched him. He snuffed out the cigarette. He temporarily snuffed out his concerns as well: that he was now on his own; that Michael and the other members of Der Grund were, at this very moment, fighting the chill of Bonn jail cells; that many of his previously arranged contacts might now be compromised and/or conspiring with U.S. authorities to lay traps to catch him; that he now relied on a young woman whom he had neither seen nor worked with in over two years, a woman he had contacted less than twenty-four hours before, abruptly changing the timing and the degree of her involvement in this project; that this was the most ambitious undertaking Der Grund had ever attempted—fourteen months in planning.


He lightly brushed ashes from the front of his dark blue windbreaker, stepping completely out of sight of the Taurus, awaiting the sound of an uncooperative engine. That was his cue.


The Taurus ground away, refusing to catch. Kort waited patiently for the sound of the driver’s door opening, which finally came, accompanied by a muttered curse of complaint. Now Kort approached, making sure to be seen so he wouldn’t surprise the man. He needed the man to feel comfortable. He needed the man to feel rescued.


From a distance, Roger Ward seemed smaller than he actually was. He had hair the color of dead bamboo, a lantern jaw with a cleft chin, and gray-white sideburns improperly trimmed: the right a bit longer than the left. He wore a lime-green woven short-sleeved sport shirt and cuffed khaki trousers. His ankles were bare above shiny penny loafers. The left shoe had a new heel. Even peering angrily into the darkness of a raised hood at the uncooperative engine, he gave Kort the impression of a man who had boundless energy and a great vitality. To spend a doubleheader with your mistress you needed great vitality, Kort supposed.


Too distracted by his engine problems, Ward took little notice of Kort, except to say “Damn thing” as Kort walked past.


“Problems?” Kort asked, stopping a few feet past the car.


“Know anything about ignition systems?”


“Not in those things. Computerized, aren’t they?” Kort said. In a perfect world, he might have kept walking, but he couldn’t play this too loose. He needed Ward to find it easier to go with him rather than bother his lovely Sarah Pritchet. If he elected to involve Pritchet, then the potato would be secretly removed, and the actual confrontation would have to wait until Ward was in his car and driving home. Kort had left himself options in either case. “Are you sure it isn’t flooded?”


“Fuel injected,” Ward replied. “I doubt it.”


If the report on Ward was accurate, then he should be feeling rushed by now. The seventh-inning stretch left him only one inning to reach the Kingdome in order to catch the ninth, and make his appearance for a drink at his neighbor’s balcony box. The drink was part of an insurance plan designed to support his alibi. He and Sarah Pritchet ran their own bases during home games, and if his wife happened to ask, then the neighbor would unknowingly support Ward’s false claim to having been at the game. It was a neat little package that had been going on the better part of twelve months. With season tickets to the Mariners, Seahawks, and ’Sonics, it left only a few weeks a year where he had to come up with something more creative. And again, according to the report, Ward was not as creative as predictable, which made him the perfect mark. He was reportedly pragmatic and terribly afraid of his wife: two key elements that made him attractive to Anthony Kort.


“I’m heading over on Denny Way,” Kort said, bending the rules. Not quite an offer, but as close as he dare come.


“Are you?” Ward said. “Right now?”


“Yes. Right away.” Kort watched as Ward lifted his head in the direction of the apartment. He was prepared to lose Ward at this juncture, and almost preferred that it happen this way: it would make their second encounter all the more powerful and therefore effective.


But the man asked, “Could I hitch a ride with you down to a gas station?”


Kort shrugged. “Sure.”


Ward hurriedly lowered the hood and scurried around to the driver’s door. Leaning in, he retrieved the keys and locked up.


Anthony Kort licked his chops—like shooting fish in a barrel.


Ward took the passenger seat. Having broken the seat belt’s release mechanism, Kort suggested that Ward buckle up, waited for him to do so, and then started the car and drove off. The seat belt’s ratchets took out the slack and Kort knew he had him—Ward could escape easily but not quickly. Time now favored Kort.


He knew the impact of immediacy, just as he knew the impact of claustrophobia, and so he hesitated only long enough to get the car up to speed. Hard to jump from a moving car. When he turned right on Olive Way, Ward spun his head curiously. “I thought you said Denny Way?”


Kort elected not to look at the man. “There’s no need for your wife to find out about Sarah Pritchet, Dr. Ward.” He wanted to look, to see the man crumble, his face drained of blood, his hands trembling. But he remained aloof.


“What?” Ward finally coughed out. “You’re a private eye?” he asked after some thought. “Oh, my God. How long has she suspected?” And then, “Oh, my God” several more times. He concluded with the very astute “I can’t believe this.”


“You made a few mistakes. I won’t bother you with all the details, but this thing you and Sarah Pritchet have for furniture … for positions … and your neglect, I suppose due to … excitement? … to close the blinds on several occasions. Well … what is it about a picture being worth a thousand words?” He tapped a manila envelope on the seat between them. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Ward’s attention fix on the envelope.


He stopped at a red light. Ward seized the envelope, punched the seat belt release button, popped the door open, and got one leg out, only to find himself still strapped in the seat. Kort placed a firm hand on the man’s left forearm and now looked over at him, waiting for eye contact. Ward continued to wrestle with the seat belt. “Close the door,” the captor said sternly. Ward wheezed in defeat and obeyed. Then he looked into Kort’s unflinching eyes.


Kort said with deliberate calmness, “We should talk for a minute before you go running off.” The light changed, Kort accelerated strongly and threw Ward’s head back. Disorientation was equally effective. “If you run out on me, I won’t have any choice but to go to your wife, will I? And how would your supervisor over at Duhning feel about you snaking your assistant? Mm? My experience is that they tend to frown on affairs within the company. Mm? In a perfect world they’d let us snake whomever we damn well pleased, wouldn’t they, Roger?” He waited a second and then added, “Mind if I call you Roger?”


Ward tentatively slipped the black-and-white photo out of the envelope. The shot wouldn’t win any prizes for lighting or composition, but the two lovers had been caught in perfect profile in a particularly frantic moment: Sarah Pritchet’s back arched, legs spread across him as Ward sat submissively in the chair. Their faces clear as day. “Picked that out myself,” Kort said. “You can keep it if you like.”


Ward breathed heavily as if about to cry. He asked, “Are you working for Karen?”


“Not working for anyone,” Kort replied. “I need access to the 959-600 simulator. Thirty or forty minutes is all. I need you to put it through a few moves. Forty-eight hours from now you’ll have the negatives.”


“The simulator?” Ward asked, as if to say, “That’s all?”


“Thirty minutes. The 959-600. I need you to run a few tests.”


“Industrial espionage? You’re blackmailing me?”


Kort hesitated a moment. He couldn’t be certain how Ward would feel about industrial espionage, but he thought he could predict the reaction to blackmail, and so he said, “Yes, I am.” When Ward failed to say anything, he added, “I’m interested in you putting the 959 through a few takeoffs, that’s all.” He paused to give Ward a chance to think. He knew what happened to people in these situations: Their minds ran out of control; all the compartments popped open at once and the bottlenecked information tended to shut the system down; the ability to think slowed to a crawl. He thought Ward was probably lost back in that black-and-white photograph of him and Pritchet in the chair. Besides, he wanted Ward to understand the depth of his preparation; the more overwhelmed he could make the man feel, the higher his chance of success. After the pause he said, “We’ll take your Taurus, because of the parking sticker. If we make good time, we may get you back for that drink at the Kingdome.” With that he punched the radio’s volume knob and the game came on. They listened while Ward collected his astonishment and repaved his face to a smoother surface. “Still the top of the eighth,” Kort noted with the lilt of optimism in his voice. “Let’s hope they make a game of it.”


He gloated privately at Ward’s reaction. Complete submission. Like a child with a parent. No objection. No questioning. One-on-one and he was outnumbered. Kort had written the script, and without the gift of improvisation, Ward found himself betrayed by his own inabilities. He turned to face Kort twice, as if about to say something, but apparently reconsidered or experienced a failed synapse, settling back in the seat with a dulled expression. Kort had to smile.


“This is a beautiful city,” Kort said, admiring the lush vegetation in the headlights, the cool evening air. “I could live in a place like this.” Ward wasn’t listening. His privacy had been stripped to the bone in a matter of minutes. There was nothing quite as disturbing. He would never realize that someone had followed him to Sarah Pritchet’s and on to the Kingdome, had pieced his alibi together by simply staying with him for a few short hours on only a few nights. But are any of us protected from such discoveries? Kort wondered. Without living in complete paranoia, is there any way to find true privacy? In his line of work one existed only through such privacy and anonymity. But this was not the result of paranoia; it came at the price of never repeating one’s actions, never staying too long in the same place, never contacting anyone else. Staying ahead of those behind you. It came in the form of a solitary world of self-discipline and silence.


Kort wanted to lessen the chance of Sarah Pritchet seeing the two of them, so they made the switch from his rental to Ward’s Taurus quickly. The Pay-and-Park, void of lights, provided a perfect spot to make the transfer. Ward was told to drive. Kort removed the potato from the exhaust pipe and tossed it into the bushes on the west edge of the lot. As he took the passenger seat he explained, “Causes enough back pressure that the car won’t start. Muggers use the technique in parking garages. Always check your exhaust pipe before you get in the car. It may save you your wallet.” Then he added, “Or your life.” Kort mentally checked off another step from his itinerary, pleased with how well things were going. He needed his full attention and concentration for the minutes immediately ahead. They drove onto Aurora Avenue and headed south to where it would become East Marginal Way, with the worldwide headquarters of Duhning Aerospace only a few short miles ahead. There, the random elements of this operation would multiply like breeding rats. Kort prepared himself for it.


“Slow down,” he instructed Ward, “you’re driving too fast. If it’s intentional, you’re stupid; if it’s not, you’re nervous. I can’t afford for you to be either. Understand, Roger? You’re simply going to work. You’ve done this a thousand times. I’m a visitor in town from Europe who is interested in the 959-600. That’s all that needs to be said. Now pull yourself together, friend, in case we have to speak to someone.”


Ward glanced over at Kort from the driver’s seat, a bit more wide-eyed than Kort had hoped. But then he nodded, exhaled, and seemed to settle down.


“That’s good,” Kort said a few seconds later. “Now let’s go to work.”


For the next few minutes they drove along a road bordered to the right with derricks and loading cranes. Kort rolled down his window and inhaled some of the pungent salt air of the wharfs. He wondered what it would be like to be a crane operator, a fisherman, a captain, or a deckhand. So different from his own life. He thought of the bizarre twists and turns that had led him to this particular place on this particular night. The air felt as if it might rain. In a perfect world the rain would hold off for another few hours.


When Ward signaled for a right turn, Kort mustered a sense of authority in his voice and said, “Where do you think you’re going? Not here. Not yet. The badge room first.”


“There’s no security at Simulation,” Ward protested.


“No security inside,” Kort corrected. “I know that.” In fact, this blatant lack of security had led them to select a Duhning aircraft as their target. Simplification bred success; he knew it to be true. For unexplained reasons, the human mind tended toward complication. Chaos over order. Kort played the part of mathematician, constantly seeking the lowest common denominator; he continually reassessed the operation, searching out the lower ground in order to circumvent the foothills of potential problems. “But if you don’t check in, then the patrol may question why you are parked over there. And anyway, all guests must be issued a pass.” Ward’s frightened eyes found Kort—knowledge often proved the most powerful tool of all. He continued on and turned the car left at a small guard booth. Seeing the sticker on the car, the guard waved him through. They drove through several large parking lots and stopped outside a well-lit office, all glass and steel.


“You needn’t worry,” Kort reminded before leaving the safety of the vehicle. He said it as much for himself as for Ward.


“They’ll ask for identification,” Ward worried aloud.


“And I will present identification.” Then, in the clear voice of confidence, Kort told Ward, “Doctor, it is quite possible—probable even—that I know more about their jobs than they do. Yes? There will be no surprises.” He dug into his pocket and came up with the fountain pen he sought. “You will remember as a child, disappearing ink?” He faked a smile, attempting to comfort the man. “We will use this pen in signing me in. Yes?” He handed it to Ward. So simple when you planned ahead; such disaster when you did not.


Two men in dark blue uniforms with arm patches showing an airplane silhouetted by a gibbous moon, sat behind the Formica counter. Kort heard the low-volume soundtrack of a movie, indicating a television kept out of sight below the counter. One of the men passed them a visitor’s badge as Ward signed them in.


“You have some form of ID?” the bigger of the two asked.


Kort produced his shiny new wallet and opened it to the German driving license. As he offered it, the guard, apparently satisfied by the likeness of the photo, waved him off. “That’s okay. Thanks.”


Kort and Ward left them to the late show. As they reached the car, Kort asked for his pen back. He slipped it into his pocket. Everything in its place.


Ward set the turn signal and a red light pulsed across his face. He turned right onto Marginal Way and then negotiated a quick left onto a narrow road a block north of Duhning’s main office. The car bumped over an obsolete railroad track. Huge corrugated steel buildings rose out of the darkness, their skylights lit brightly as the night shift continued the day’s work. Ward turned left and left again, parking at the side of a smooth-metal building with curved corners and narrow glass windows that reminded Kort of an aquarium or a science center. It was labeled in bold black letters: E-17.


The interior of the building proved unimaginative. The center of the mustard-colored carpet was worn smooth by decades of foot traffic. The walls held the mandatory, self-indulgent color photographs of Duhning’s history. The lighting was good, the air a bit stale. The place needed a face-lift.


Ward was walking too fast. “No hurry,” Kort said quietly, both hands held in his pockets to hide the gloves. “Let’s stop by your office. Yes?”


Kort shut the door. Piles of paperwork dominated both the desk and bulletin boards. A computer occupied the desk’s return that fronted a window framing the dreary southern parking lot. On the far wall, a series of color photographs showed Ward alongside a variety of private aircraft. He looked much, much older at the moment: his eyes puffy with worry, his shoulders slumped forward in defeat. Ward consulted the simulator schedule. He confirmed that Kort’s information was correct: the 959-600 was free until maintenance took over at two in the morning.


“Are we likely to run into anyone?” Kort asked.


“No. Not at this time of night.”


“If we do, I’m nothing but another visitor. That won’t be too difficult, will it?”


“I don’t see why it should be. As you said in the car, we have hundreds of visitors a year, and at all hours. No. I don’t see it as being any problem.”


Kort noticed that the man’s attention was fixed on the photograph of a middle-aged woman with waxy brown hair, and beside her a young girl of six or seven in a bathing suit, her face wreathed in a big smile for the camera. Kort said, “They needn’t ever know about it. I’m a man of my word.”


“Oh, I’m sure you are.”


“You don’t believe me …”


“Does it matter?” Ward asked. “I don’t know what you’re after, but if you intend to string me along, it won’t work. Just so we understand one another.” He was gaining his strength back, a result of his familiarity with his surroundings, no doubt. Kort needed him strong, but not to the point of rebelliousness. “Tonight is all you’ll get from me,” Ward said defiantly.


Kort couldn’t risk giving the man any more time to pull himself together. “If need be, you’ll introduce me as David Anthony, a pilot’s representative of Belgian Airways. We’ve broken off negotiations with Air Bus and are considering buying four of Continental’s 1996 options on 959s for our shorter routes. If we take the deal then we’ll need a simulator and an instructor course. Easy enough?”


“You’ve thought it all out, haven’t you?” Ward asked bitterly.


Kort said confidently, “I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t.”


They passed down a long hall, climbed a set of metal stairs, and stopped at the steel door, which had a keypad cipher lock requiring that a number be entered. Ward hesitated; it seemed to occur to him that he could still prevent this from happening. Kort said, “I’m aware of the nonsecurity access on the first floor.” He knew that the irony of this building was that where the second floor used the special locks, the first floor did not.


Ward entered the code without argument and opened the door to an enormous, brightly lit room with a high vaulted ceiling. Like a giant gymnasium.


They stepped out onto the catwalk that ran some forty feet straight ahead into the tremendous open space. To the right of the catwalk, rising on hydraulics from the cement floor like ambulatory space pods, were four enamel-white simulators. The space was immaculately clean. Each simulator had a large “elephant’s trunk” carrying the mass of cables to a hole in the floor. Three of the pods moved silently, rising slightly up or down, careening left or right. The sophisticated hydraulics realistically duplicated the flight as unseen trainees worked the controls. Wrapped off the far face of each pod like opaque sunglasses, a series of flat metal surfaces indicated the screens for the computerized visual effects, so that once inside, trainees witnessed real-time moving images in a sweep of 190 degrees around them. These were among the most sophisticated flight simulators in the world.


“These are the runway specifics,” Kort said, producing a folded piece of paper and handing it to Ward.


Ward accepted the note paper reluctantly. He located a pair of reading glasses and looked them over.


“Wait here,” Ward said, crossing the aluminum bridge between catwalk and simulator. He stepped inside the machine, leaving the door open, and then came back out, passed Kort closely and indicated that he should join him.


The room marked Simulator Computers used filtered air, chilled to 64 degrees and pumped into the room with enough velocity that opening the door required a good strong push. The cold air slapped Kort in the face. He buckled under the surprise of the door’s resistance, stepped through, and followed Ward as the door eased shut. The room had a false floor raised to allow space for computer cables. Windows looked out on the four simulators. Mainframes capable of crunching eighty million bytes of data thirty times a second purred as they went about their work. Ward spent five minutes programming the runway specifications.


Ward spoke softly as they left the room. “We have LAX in our database, you know. You should have just asked.” The comment froze Kort, and a hot jolt of anger flushed through him despite the chill of the room—Ward’s knowledge and his resulting confidence could become a problem. He hadn’t realized Ward might recognize LAX just by some numbers. He had given him too much information, he decided. Would a man with this much background in avionics realize his purpose in conducting these tests? His intentions? Anxiety took hold.


Once Kort had crossed the drawbridge between the catwalk and the simulator, Ward raised it electronically, isolating the two and leaving the simulator independent and detached, able to move freely on its hydraulics.


The smell of the simulator was immediately electronic as Ward closed and locked the door behind them. The two men ducked and crossed into the flight deck, and Kort felt disoriented. The cockpit was ablaze with instrument lights. The windows looked out on an airfield—a simulated airfield, but one so impossibly close to reality that within seconds, Kort felt as if he were actually out on a runway. The parallel lights of the runway blinked in unison. “Amazing,” he said, without meaning to.


Ward scowled as he worked a small-screen computer at the instructor’s post. Then he moved into the pilot’s seat.


Kort took the instructor’s seat behind the pilot’s chair. His stomach turned. He didn’t want Ward to see him like this.


Anthony Kort suffered from acrophobia. Even the thought of taking off in a plane, much less from a position in the nose of the aircraft, knotted his stomach. Originally intended as part of this operation’s preliminary research, and scheduled for another operative, this responsibility had fallen onto his shoulders. The situation required he avoid revealing his weakness. He had to maintain his domination over Ward. “What I want you to do is this: You will take off, fully loaded, and begin your ascent. When I say, you will release the controls.”


“She’ll crash if I do that,” Ward replied, waiting for a different command. “And it’ll be no fault of the plane,” he added, defending his baby. “Thrust won’t maintain the climb. She’ll fall like a stone.”


Kort said, “Just do as I say.”


“You want it to crash? That’s absurd.”


“I want you to do as I say.” He glanced away from the dizzying screen and studied his watch. He had to avoid looking at that screen at all costs; he had to avoid any sign of weakness. Besides, it was important he look at his watch: The timing had to be perfect.


Engineers working for Der Grund had spent months studying the specifications of the 959 to make this predictability as exact a science as possible. Kort was now to use the simulator to test their theories and discover their accuracy.


As the plane lifted off the runway, Kort counted off the seconds on his watch. When his watch read fifty-four seconds, Kort called out, “Now!”


Ward removed his hands from the controls and sat back as the speakers inside the simulator screamed loudly, the plane complaining violently, sliding toward impact, the combined effects horribly real. Louder and louder it grew until silenced by impact.


Even without watching, it took Kort a moment to recover after the crash. He checked several of the flight deck’s instruments. The results of this first test were not right; he would have Ward repeat the simulation using a different duration of time between takeoff and loss of pilot control. He would try fifty-two seconds next.


Ward reset the simulator. The hydraulics leveled; the screen flickered and cleared. And there was the same runway again—LAX—stretching out before them.


Ward, as pilot, flew six takeoffs, each using a slightly different elapsed air time. On this sixth attempt, he got remarkably close to obtaining the data Kort sought. Dizzy with victory, and badly nauseated from his acrophobia, Kort ordered Ward to try exactly forty-seven seconds. This time would be perfect.


The flight deck’s sixty-four-track stereo sound system duplicated everything from the sound of the jets and the wind to the grinding of the hydraulics and the thud of the wheels as they were drawn into the aircraft. The nose lifted dramatically from the runway, engines whining; Ward released the controls when instructed by Kort. Pilotless, the plane slipped helplessly and crashed. Kort leaned forward and again checked several of the instruments. He smiled triumphantly, and drew a box around the number 47. One last time—that was all he needed to be absolutely certain.


“You don’t like flying,” Ward suggested. “You haven’t looked at the screens once.”


Kort wanted one last run-through, but Ward’s observation worried him. This last attempt had gone perfectly. The sense of achievement welled up in him, and had he been alone he might have cheered his own success. Perfection was everything to Anthony Kort. Forty-seven seconds. But he wanted desperately to repeat the test one final time—to duplicate his success precisely, to relive that success, to make absolutely certain his success could be duplicated. That was the point. His pursuit of perfection wouldn’t allow it any other way. In a perfect world …


“Let’s repeat that once more,” he ordered.


“Forty-seven seconds again?”


“Exactly as we just did it.”


“What is it that you’re after? Who are you? This isn’t corporate espionage, is it? It’s something else.” He turned around to face Kort.


“Just fly the plane,” Kort instructed.


Ward had troubled eyes. He couldn’t hide the anger on his face as his earlier fear gave way to a growing understanding of Kort’s purpose. Kort thought about stopping here; he had what he needed. Ward’s impatience was suddenly a liability. He was about to call it off when Ward encouraged the throttle forward and sent the plane charging down the runway. As the yoke came back, the hydraulics at the rear of the pod contracted, and the nose angled into the pale blue electronic sky. The jets screamed in stereo. The steep-pitched climb continued. This was wrong! Kort turned to chastise the pilot, and in doing so, made the mistake of looking into the hypnotic screen. He couldn’t take his eyes off it. The ground faded below them; the nose aimed into the blue. The plane banked sharply left and right, up and down, as the pod physically responded to Ward’s erratic piloting. Kort, who wore no restraining belt, fell from his seat. “Stop it,” he demanded in a weak voice. The simulator continued to heave and jerk unpredictably on the hydraulics. “Stop it!” he tried again, but this time his food came up.


Ward spun around wild-eyed, and shouted above the roar. “You may ruin my marriage,” he said in a menacing voice, “but there’s not much left there anyway. You will not sabotage one of our planes, or whatever it is you have planned. I will not contribute to that.”


“Stop it!” Kort demanded, feeling slightly better from vomiting.


Ward came out of the pilot’s chair, the plane slipping into a devastating dive, and laid a knee into the side of Kort’s face—right into his bad tooth—as he pushed past. He was escaping!


Kort lunged forward and caught the man’s ankle.


Ward went down hard.


The plane continued to dive. The sound grew to a fevered pitch. Kort climbed over him. Ward screamed for help. They wrestled. When Ward screamed again, Kort silenced him with a choke hold. He maintained the hold tightly until Ward lost consciousness.


The plane continued its long, eerie dive toward destruction. And although Kort knew he must release his hold, he could not. He took out his fear on the man’s neck.


The 959 crashed. The sudden quiet was almost as deafening. Kort, regaining his senses, released his grip. Roger Ward fell away from him and rolled over, his eyes open and enlarged, his face a sickening blue. He was dead.


In the silence of the now motionless simulator, the stark reality of Kort’s predicament slammed home. He had murdered Ward. An investigation would follow. There would be links to the simulator, to the 959—to everything he had hoped to prevent.


He was not a man to panic, but despite his training he did just that. He slapped the face of the warm corpse, repeatedly murmuring impossible demands that it return to life. He talked to himself trying to explain, to rationalize: he had wanted to gain control; to silence him; to scare him into behaving. Now this! He shook the man by the shirt. Come alive! The head flopped, ungainly, from side to side as if to say, “No.”


Come to life, you bastard! Kort willed. But where he had the power to take the life away, he had none to restore it.


Slowly, he collected himself. Killing men was not something entirely new to him—he reminded himself. He released Ward for the second time. Ward fell heavily to the carpet, a soft thud. The man had made his contribution; Kort had what he was after. Kort threw the switch to lower the drawbridge, listening intently as it fell securely into place. He opened the door and peered around the edge at the three other simulators, all of which were still moving, their drawbridges up. He checked his watch: just under two hours before this four-hour shift ended.


It offered him a chance.


To leave the corpse inside the simulator module was unthinkable for it would undoubtedly be quickly discovered, bringing the police and reducing his lead time, which in turn would limit any chance of effective escape.


He collected Ward, throwing one of the man’s arms over his own shoulders and supporting his weight by taking him below the ribs. He peered around the door once again. Seeing all was clear, he struggled across the drawbridge. Ward’s feet dragged lifelessly. The catwalk seemed to grow longer with each step, but eventually he reached it and, just beyond, the door to the computer room. He shoved against the door, managed to open it, and lost his hold on Ward just as he stepped inside. Ward fell to the false floor. Kort had planned to hide the body amid the large computers, but the hollow sound of the false floor gave him a better idea.


He dragged him to the very back of the room, passing six rows of machinery in the process. He removed one of the false plates, revealing a network of tangled wire. He removed four more plates and was able to use the slack in the various wires to push them aside.


As he grabbed for Ward, the drawbridge to the third simulator began to lower. One of the crews was taking a break! Panic jolted through him like a live current. He grabbed Ward and stuffed him under the false floor as outside, the drawbridge continued its descent. Frantically, he replaced the floor sections, remembering at the last moment to search the man’s pockets for the car keys. He grappled with the last sections of flooring—pieces to a puzzle. Finally, they went together.


He paused at the door, his mind racing ahead of him: He would have to call her from here; she would have to change her plans; he would have to trust her completely. So much to do.


The drawbridge lowered to within inches of clicking into place. Should he run for it, or bide his time and wait for the trainees to pass by before he attempted to leave unnoticed? No time existed for such thought; he had to act, to go with his instincts.


He tugged open the stiff door, and ran like hell.


Kort saw no way around returning to the hotel. He had to collect his things; he had to wipe down the room thoroughly and, as best as possible, remove any evidence of his having been there. He was practiced in such last-minute ordeals; they came as an accepted, though unwanted, part of his existence. The room had been paid in full through Friday morning, so that much he counted in his favor—a grace period. Enough time to train to Los Angeles and kill a couple of days in preparation. Yes, he still might pull it off.


He had a plane to bomb.


He left Ward’s car parked on a residential street where he assumed it might take the police days, perhaps weeks, to locate, and removed his rental from the Pay-and-Park.


He had never intended to kill Ward. Now, for his actions, he paid the price in hasty departure preparations that put him at a much greater risk than he would have wished. In a perfect world, Ward would have lived, would have awakened the next day and gone about his business as usual, the secret of his affair, of his hour in the Duhning simulator, carefully preserved.


Inside the lobby, Kort watched a slightly hunchbacked woman continuously vacuum the same spot on the immense red throw rug that lay beneath the embroidered couches and marble-topped coffee table that formed the focal point of the lobby. She appeared to have fallen asleep. A young man with hard hair that appeared permanently wet, and a bow tie that showed elastic at the mouth of the collar, stood sentry behind the registration desk, his dark eyes glassy with fatigue, his cup of much-needed coffee tucked appropriately out of sight, its rising steam giving it away.


Kort didn’t stop at the desk. No sense in giving this kid a chance to remember his face. He rode the elevator to his room and phoned instead.


“Front desk,” this same young man said, chewing his words through a yawn. “How may I help you?”


“Could you scare me up a pair of pliers?” Kort asked.


“Pliers?” the front desk replied, somewhat surprised. “Is it anything housekeeping could help with, sir?”
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