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“I have seen the wicked a tyrant
And spreading himself as a
Luxuriant tree in native soil.
And yet he proceeded to pass away,
And there he was not;
And I kept seeking him,

And he was not found.”

Psalm 37: 35, 36

Sic transit gloria mundli.



PROLOGUE

“What time ya’ got, Ed?”

Ed Lemanski threw a quick glance at his watch. “Eight forty-five, Charlie.”

They had one minute to live.

Courtesy of Muzak, Vernon Duke's “Autumn in New York” hung hauntingly in the
office air. Charlie Kroger rose from his desk. “How about some coffee, Ed?”

Fifty-six seconds remained.

Lemanski nodded and smiled. “Yeah, I could go for that.”

He organized some papers he was working on and stood. Together they walked
across the office.

Forty-four seconds now.

A short walk down a hallway brought them to the employee’s lounge. Others were
there.

Thirty-two seconds.

Kroger was drawing a cup as Natalie Forrest remarked from her seat, “Gonna be a
warm one today, Charlie. I can feel it.”

Twenty-one seconds.

“Yeah, you might be right,” Kroger replied, casting an appraising glance at the
window’s bright, glassy expanse. “It’s sure a sunny one.”

And he walked to where Natalie was sitting. “Did you catch Leno on The Tonight
Show last night?”

Twelve seconds now.

“No, not last night. I went to bed early. I seldom watch that anyway.”



Seven seconds remained.

Lemanski was drawing coffee now and laughing. Over his shoulder he said, “Oh,
you should've heard him, Nat. He really had Bush’s number. [ was ... ”

Lemanski suddenly staggered as coffee flew abruptly from his cup.

It was 8:46.

In New York's World Trade Center, the 93rd floor of the north tower suddenly
trembled; it shuddered as though struck by the very fist of God. In that nanosecond of
time their lives ended.

True, that they were still alive, that is, they were still sentient, still breathing. But
below them on the 90th floor, there was limitless wreckage and chaos; there were fire and
blood, terror and death beyond conception.

And they were trapped. There was no way down save to fall; an immutable truth,
a morbid dread that galvanized everyone in the room.

There were no alarms, and the lights had gone out; there was no power. Everyone
stood dumbstruck. From other offices on the floor, cries of helpless panic began to be
heard. There was weeping. The awful reality — the unacceptable and inconceivable reality
— was being understood by all. Here is where they would die; they would never be seen
again.

Ed’s coffee cup would never be filled.



CHAPTER 1

Three days have passed since the never-to-be-forgotten tragedy in New York City.
Friday, the 14th of September 2001 sees a humid evening in Orlando, Florida, unusually
humid for this time of the year. Blowing in from off Lake Weston, bringing the smells of
autumn and disturbing the air occasionally, is a pleasant, island-like breeze.

Earlier he had strolled across the lakefront lawn lying between his home and that
of his father. And now George Perantoni, his crisp white shirt open at the neck, sleeves
rolled up, is seated on a deck that extends over the lake’s placid water; a deck he and his
brother Roberto had built twenty years earlier. It had been a gift to their father upon his
retirement, a deck he had promised his father would survive any hurricane ... survive
even Armageddon!

In company with his 90 year-old father Vittorio, known to his friends as Victor,
they have been in animated discussion over a rare Italian stamp. Understood by knowing
philatelists to be a forgery, the stamp bears the likeness of Benito Mussolini, Italy’s
fascist leader in the early decades of the 20th century.

Using his pet name for Robert, Victor said, “Have you spoken with Beto?”

George looked up from scanning the stamp with a magnifying glass as Victor
casts a critical eye on a glass of wine he is enjoying.

“Oh, yes. They’re on the road, he and Mary; they left Milwaukee this afternoon
and expect to arrive here in a couple days. Roberto said not to worry if he’s late; he’s
expecting huge traffic delays. Since that New York thing, half of America is on the road.

Nobody’s flying.” And his attention returned to the stamp.
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