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Prologue

HONG KONG, PRC

Thank you, Lin Mei said absently as the owner of the restaurant brought her tea and a bowl of noodles with fish.

She had arrived early at the tiny dockside restaurant, the anticipation of word from her brother in Beijing being almost more than she could contain. Since the handover last summer, each new day brought with it the reality of Hong Kongs transformation from British Crown Colony into a Red Chinese city. Despite Beijings assurances that little would change, residents of capitalisms strongest beachhead on the Chinese mainland still carried a nagging sense of uncertainty about the future.

Like Hong Kong, Lin was as much a part of China as she was of the West, and the delicate balance between those conflicting forces was difficult for both.An attractive young woman in her mid-twenties, she had been fortunate to study in the United States and was soon to marry a young man from San Francisco. On a personal level, Lin Meis future was full of promise.

She picked at her food, but the anxiety she felt made eating difficult. Instead, she resigned herself to quietly sipping tea while she waited for her brothers emissary.

She spoke with Zhenyi as often as she could, but getting a phone connection to Beijing was still no simple task.Most of her communication with him was through letters carried by private couriers across the slowly dissolving border.

Lin Zhenyi had surprised her when he joined the Party and took a position with the PRC government rather than going West, as she had. He believed that China could change but that the change would have to come from within the government.

Despite his Party membership, Zhenyi maintained discreet contact with democratic reformers. His belief that change was coming deepened with the expansion of Chinas economy and the return of Hong Kong and, soon,Macao. He felt that strong international ties would draw China out of her self-imposed isolation.When Lin Mei received his call three nights before, she sensed that her brothers optimism had been crushed.

Mei, I cant talk now, Zhenyi had apologized at the end of that brief conversation, but my next letter will explain everything. You can pick it up at the usual place on Tuesday, at eight oclock. Read it carefully and youll understand. Ive also enclosed some important research for a friend of mine. He will make arrangements to meet with you. It is crucial that you give him what I found.

Tonight, she waited, just as he had asked.

Kang Fa circled the restaurant for twenty minutes, looking for watchers before entering. Hong Kong was still Hong Kong, and he knew that there were many eyes in the city that still worked for foreign intelligence services. Through the window, he saw twelve cramped seats, half-filled with evening diners. Near the window sat Lin Mei.

She is beautiful,Kang thought as he approached,more so than any photograph could render.

Her long black hair was drawn back in a French braid that descended to the small of her back like a silken cord against the red satin of her dress. Life in Hong Kong had been very kind to this exquisite young woman.

As Kang entered the restaurant, he saw her look cautiously in his direction.

Shes expecting me, he thought, and he smiled back to acknowledge her attention.

Lin Mei? he asked politely as he approached her table.

Yes, she replied. The man was older than she, well over forty, with graying black hair and a kind face.

My name is Kang Fa. I am an acquaintance of your brother. I apologize if I have kept you waiting.

Lin only nodded, almost afraid to speak. Kang sat in the lacquer chair beside hers and ordered tea from the owner of the tiny restaurant.

Zhenyi asked me to bring you this letter. I know he wished that he could have delivered it himself.

Lin Mei accepted a sealed envelope that bore the characters of her name; the handwriting was Zhenyis. She opened it and began to read, devouring each of her brothers quickly drawn characters. He spoke of his  disillusion with China, of his lost hope for the future. As she read, she realized that the rambling letter was her brothers final confession; he wrote as a man facing certain death. She began to weep as the depth of her brothers despair unfolded before her. Zhenyi ended the letter by imploring her to deliver the attached pages to a friend, who, he said, would know what to do with them.

She turned to the next page of the letter. It was a grainy photocopy of an official document that authorized the relocation of the listed individuals into Mainland China for an undetermined period of time. All those named were members of Hong Kongs most prominent Chinese families. The pages were excerpts from Beijings ten-year plan for the pacification of Hong Kong.

China is going to take hostages to keep Hong Kong in line, Lin Mei realized. The Communists are no different from the warlord emperors who held key families at court to prevent rebellion.

She placed the letter and the list in her purse while struggling to maintain her composure. Thank you for delivering this letter.

Kang saw that she was visibly shaken by what shed read. You must share an uncommonly strong bond with Zhenyi. He has expressed his deepest fears to you, and his news is quite disturbing.

She looked at Kangs bowed head and sensed that he, too, was concerned for her brother. Do you know him well?

Ive only known Lin for a short time, but it has been long enough to know that he cares a great deal for you.

Mr Kang, I really dont feel much like eating right now, and I have another appointment not far from here. If you have the time, Id like you to walk with me there. I havent seen Zhenyi in months, and I want to hear more about him from a friend.

I would be honored.

Kang accompanied her on a meandering walk through the narrow streets of Hong Kong. They talked about Lin Zhenyi, and she was grateful for his presence; Kang was a sympathetic audience. The list had given her a glimpse of something terrible, and she felt as if she held the lives of those people in her hands. Lin hoped that the man she was to meet would know what to do with the list.

An hour slipped by quickly, and Lin ended their walk at the dock where she was to wait. Vessels of all kinds were tied up along the pier, aging junks, fishing boats, and small barges. As evening slipped into darkness, odd circles and squares of light from the boats illuminated the dock in an irregular rhythm of light and shadow.

Lin turned to Kang as they approached the site of her expected rendezvous. I would like to thank you for the kindness you have shown me tonight.

The pleasure was all mine. Your brother was a decent man.

Lin nodded and prepared to part company, when a sudden icy fear swept over her. She looked carefully at Kang. He smiled back pleasantly, but his eyes spoke of something deeper and darker beyond the innocent facade. He read her fear and his smile widened.

Why do you say my brother was a decent man? What has happened to him?

Your brother was arrested for espionage.

Lin swallowed back her fears. Is he dead?

Yes, Kang replied.

She looked into his eyes and saw the truth, and beyond the truth, she saw something else; Kang Fa seemed to be taking pleasure in her anguish, as only a truly evil person could.

A single tear fell from her eye as she stood there, paralyzed with fear of this man. Kang gently brushed her cheek with his hand to collect the droplet, his touch nearly causing her to faint.

A tear for the fallen, how poetic. Zhenyi shed many tears before he died, especially when I told him that I would be visiting you.

The certainty with which he confirmed her brothers death caused Lins worst fears to explode in her mind. She was in the presence of a sadistic monster.

I broke your brothers pitiful group of subversives. I infiltrated it with my own agents and destroyed each cell of resistance.With your brothers help, I intercepted the courier who was to meet you tonight. Everyone involved has been captured or killed, and you,my beautiful flower, are all that remains of Lin Zhenyis ring of spies.

This man is a killer! her mind screamed out. Run!

Lin bolted to one side, trying to escape, but Kang just laughed and grabbed her as she tried to pass, locking his left arm tightly around her torso. His forearm clamped over her breasts, holding her back firmly against his  chest. Her warmth aroused him as she trembled in his crushing embrace.

You are a very beautiful woman, more beautiful than your brother described. When I told him that I would visit you, he pleaded with me not to harm you. He said that you were not involved in his crimes. Kang pulled at her dress and ran his hand slowly, intimately across her thigh. This was the image that I placed in your brothers mind, the single thought that forced him to tell me everything.

You bastard! She choked, sobbing.

Kangs free hand moved away from beneath her dress, and with it went the fear of a brutal rape. Hed brought her on a journey from trust to fear, enjoying each subtle turn and its effect upon her, but time grew short and Lins contact would soon arrive. His grip tightened and her sobbing abruptly halted with the violent snap of her neck.

Neville Axton walked confidently down the darkened pier. Every place in this city held its own special dangers for the inattentive, and a man had to know how to carry himself if he expected to walk about unaccosted.His thirty years as an agent in Her Majestys Secret Service, most of which had been spent in Hong Kong, allowed him to project an outward demeanor that, while not overtly hostile, left the impression that he was not someone to be trifled with.

He had been worried about tonights exchange from the moment he learned that Lin Mei would be involved. Axton had warned his Chinese agent about the dangers  of using his sister as a mule, but Zhenyis situation had become desperate and there was simply no alternative.

He strolled along the pier, ignoring the private lives going on inside the floating homes to either side of him. Near the end of the long dock, he saw the silhouette of a woman in the reflected lights ofHong Kong.The woman made no move, no glance toward him as he approached.

At ten feet, he knew that it was Lin Mei seated on the crates near the end of the jetty. Axton sensed something amiss and approached cautiously.

Crouching down in front of her, he stared into the quiet of her eyes. In place of the animation that usually shone out of someone her age, there was emptiness. Her lips were slightly parted, as if to speak, but no words or warning came.

In Lin Meis hands, Axton found Zhenyis letter held out like an offering. The list was gone. Axton placed his hand upon her shoulder. His gentle touch caused her to topple forward, crumpling in his arms like a rag doll.

Lin Mei,Axton vowed, his mind filling with rage and sorrow, I swear to you that I will find your murderer.

LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

Jackson Barnett wiped the offending smudge from the right lens of his wire-framed bifocals and, satisfied that his vision would be hampered by nothing more than his aging eyes, perched them back on his face. His face was long and thin, favoring his mothers side of the family, and framed with a full head of neatly trimmed silver  hair. Barnett possessed the look and demeanor of a lifelong scholar: physically unimposing yet possessing the confidence of a well-trained mind.

Barnett read the intelligence report a second time to clarify his grasp of the details. The report identified the means used to divert the shipment of an American-made supercomputer to a North Korean military testing facility. The machines sale was restricted to only the closest allies of the United States, and its theft was considered a serious breech of national security. Unfortunately, this was just one of the many problems facing the Director of Central Intelligence this afternoon, problems well beyond those he had faced as a prosecutor in South Carolina a quarter of a century ago.

As Barnett studied the mechanics of the computer theft, his speaker phone buzzed.

Yes, Sally? he answered.

Phillip Moy is here to see you.

Barnett glanced at his wristwatch and quickly noticed two things. First, the hours between 1:00 and 4:30 P.M. had passed very quickly today, and, second, Phillip Moy was as punctual as ever. Show him right in.

Sally Kirsch escorted an Asian man of average height and build into Barnetts office. The man wore the corporate uniform of highly paid executives around the worlda well-tailored conservative gray suit with a starched white shirt, a floral-print silk tie, and a pair of black Italian loafers whose sheen cast no doubt about the suppleness of the leather. Phillip Moys face was nearly round and had, as its most dominating feature, a pair of dark brown eyes that burned with a fiery intelligence.

Moy was the founder and CEO of the computer corporation that bore his name. He looked remarkably sharp and unperturbed following a day of briefings and testimony on Capitol Hill.Todays session had, no doubt, added a few more gray hairs to his otherwise blue-black mane.

Kirsch placed several pink message slips on Barnetts desk and collected a small stack of classified files from his out-basket for a return trip to the file room.

Barnett rose to greet his guest. Both men, who had started from humble beginnings,were in their early fifties and nearing the pinnacle of their careers.

Can I get you a drink, Phillip? Barnett asked as he poured himself a scotch and soda.

Sure, just splash a little scotch over some ice. Keep the water.

Barnett brought the drinks over and sat in a brown leather chair opposite Moy. He sipped on his drink, then loosened his tie, signaling an end to any formality for this meeting. How are things going with the Gatekeeper Project?

Were still on schedule, so far. Our initial tests show the device is capable of monitoring all the signal traffic moving over a major computer network without degrading that networks performance. The defensive aspects of the Gatekeeper appear to be equally impressive.

Im glad to hear that. Lord knows that we need to get those units in place ASAP. Just last week, some kid broke through an Internet server into one of the Pentagons low-level computers. Barnett took a hard swallow of scotch and smacked his lips, sighing.

She spoofed the router, a real nice hack. It was dumb luck she got caught.Moy noticed Barnetts eyebrow arch slightly. Professional admiration, Jacksonthe young lady has talent.

Maybe you should hire her.

Shed fit right in. Some of my best and brightest programmers have a similar wild, inventive streak. I just give them a constructive way to express their creativity. Its a good thing she wasnt working for someone else, like Ames.

Barnett nodded in agreement, recalling as if it were yesterday the arrest of the CIA counterintelligence officer on charges of spying for the Soviets. By exploiting the weak internal security on Langleys computer network, Ames used his office PC to steal dozens of files classified beyond his clearance. It was in the aftermath of the Aldrich Ames affair that Moys security projects with the government began.

Weve come a long way since the early nineties, but the memory of Ames wont soon be forgotten.

I understand and share your concerns, Jackson. The Gatekeepers will provide our governments computers with the security they need.

Moy was a firm believer in the Gatekeeper vision, a strategy for protecting the governments vast computer networks by providing those machines with the tools necessary to thwart a computer-based attack and pursue the attacker.The Gatekeeper vision was born from a fortunate accident in the Moy Electronics research labs. Almost a year earlier, a group of engineers working on a method to increase the flow of information inside a new type of  parallel-processing computer hit an impasse. Unlike traditional computer designs, which relied upon a single chip to perform each instruction one after another, the new design linked hundreds of individual chips together like the oarsmen of a Roman galley. Each chip in the new design would tackle just a piece of a larger problem, allowing the team of small processors to outperform the massive single processor of a supercomputer.

The problem the engineers encountered was a simple matter of communication. The faster they tried to run the team of parallel processors, the more tangled the flow of information among individual chips became. They were ready to start over, when the project leader of the parallel-processing team had a discussion about their problems with the young woman who led Moy Electronics most esoteric group of researchersthe neural and cognitive sciences team.

Over a two-hour lunch, the two project leaders brainstormed an idea that later evolved into the Gatekeeper, an artificially intelligent device capable of learning and adapting itself to its host computers environment.

It was a giant step in programming, giving the Gatekeeper the ability to determine from where a user was calling and if the user was legitimate. In its current form, the device could discover a hacker trying to break into its host computer and trace the connection back to its source. Like taking a picture of a burglar in your house, Moys Gatekeeper could follow the electronic trail to the hackers computer and even strip evidence from the intruders machine. The hacker wouldnt know he had been traced until the police showed up at the front door.

Phillip, Ive been thinking about something since you first explained these neural-network systems to me. Given that a Gatekeeper is capable of learning everything about the computer environment that its attached toand I believe you said that includes every machine that it comes into contact withcan it be taught to look for other things while its out there?

Moy arched an eyebrow at his friend as he thought about the question. You want to turn my Gatekeeper into a hacker?

Barnett nodded and took another sip of his drink as Moy settled back a little farther into the soft leather chair to consider the idea. He didnt disturb his colleague, knowing that Moys outward calm belied the furious pace of thought within. True geniuses, he mused, seemed to possess a remarkable ability to block out distractions and focus their minds completely. While different thoughts floated in and out of his consciousness, Barnett knew that Moys mind was racing through the possibilities posed by his question. After a few quiet moments, Moy looked up from his swirling glass with a mischievous smile.

Barnett broke the silence. Judging from that look on your face, I assume youve found an answer. Can you program your Gatekeeper to break into another computer?

Of course, the tools are already there. To Moy, the technical issues seemed trivial. The Gatekeeper is driven to learn about its computer environment in order to protect that environment. This includes the host computer and every system within its network. Each time another computer comes into contact with the Gatekeeper,  it becomes a learned part of the Gatekeepers experience. This mutant Gatekeeper would share a similar thirst to learn, but the intentions behind its actions would be markedly different.

Give me an example, Phillip.

Okay, Moy replied, relishing his role as computer villain. Say I wanted to break into the network here at Langley.Your high-security computers arent on the Net, so I cant hack my way in.And breaking into this building is obviously a little more difficult than getting into the English Department at Podunk State University.

Obviously, Barnett agreed, playing along.

If I wanted to get into your information, and I had one of these devices, I would find out where the CIA buys their personal computers and laptops. Then I would get a job at that company, say testing the computers before they get delivered. As soon as an order for the CIA came through, Id plant my device in one of your computers and ship it. With any luck, that computer would be connected to the information that Im interested in. The odds are also very high that the CIAs well-protected intranet has at least one dedicated phone line to the outside world. My device would find that line and stealthily contact me for further instructions.

Barnett was intrigued by the hacker-Gatekeeper scenario Moy proposed. Could such a device be easily detected?

Moy shook his head. I envision this device as something very similar physically to our Gatekeeper, just one of a hundred anonymous black chips on a circuit board. Operationally, it would be completely invisible, and it  would have total control over its host. In all likelihood, no one would ever know the device was there. Even if its activities could be detected, they would be dismissed as the work of a person. After all, who in their right mind would suspect a computer of espionage?

Barnett sipped his drink, then smiled. I think youve reached the conclusion that I was hoping for. Recent international events are forcing the White House to reevaluate our diplomatic and trade relations with several countries, including Iraq, Iran, North Korea, and the Peoples Republic of China.

The Red Chinese will rot in hell before I sell them any ofmy computers, regardless of what the White House thinks of them.

Barnett showed no surprise at Moys reaction. The defection of Moys father, a Chinese Oppenheimer, had resulted in the imprisonment of several relatives. Little word ever came out of China about the people they left behind.

I would never ask you to deal with the PRC. I know your family history well enough not to make such a request.With that assurance made, Barnett returned to his original point. What I wanted you to consider is what might happen if a computer equipped with one of these devices was to disappear in shipment and find itself someplace that we dont officially want it. Further suppose that once our electronic spy had learned its way around this hostile nations computer network, it found a way to call home.

Interesting.Moys eyes narrowed as he studied the DCIs face. Is China to be a target for this type of operation?

Barnett just shrugged his shoulders. This is purely speculation on my part, nothing more than an exercise in wishful thinking. I will admit that our current shortage of intelligence assets in the PRC, coupled with their desire for high-end computers, make them an ideal target.

Moy took the hint. The modifications you propose would require significant funding and man-hoursat least a year of software development and testing. I expect that youll want the accounting for this little venture kept separate from the Gatekeeper Project.

Thats correct. Well assign some of our technical people to work with yours on developing theBarnett paused as he found himself at a momentary loss for words. What shall we call this new device?

Im not sure. Whats the word you used to describe someone like Aldrich Ames, a hidden spy working for your enemies?

Ames was a mole. Like its namesake, intelligence moles burrow deep and are difficult to root out.

Mole, Moy mused. Im sure my marketing people could dream up something from that, but it just doesnt sound right. Its too cute. The device were talking about is coldly logical, calculating and precise. Its a finely tuned machine.

Sounds like one of your sports cars.

Exactly. A glint then appeared in Moys eyes, a flash of inspiration that could only have been more obvious had a cartoonist drawn a lightbulb over his head. He flipped to a blank page on his legal pad and sketched something very quickly. I recently acquired an old Porsche, one identical to the car that James Dean drove  into oblivion. This particular model had a very unique name. If the goal of this project is to create an electronic spy, one that operates exclusively in a World Wide Web of networked computers, then the resulting device would be a

Moy paused dramatically as he handed the legal pad to Barnett. Barnett saw on it a menacing arachnid leering at him, and one word in large block letters.

Spyder, Barnett said, finishing the sentence. He thought about the name for a minute as Moy sat back, pleased with his quick wit. I give up, Phillip; Spyder it is. Ill get everything arranged on this end to get you started. Ill fund the project through my discretionary budget. That should keep it hidden long enough for us to complete development.
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ANN ARBOR, MICHIGAN

November 17

The masonry walls of the Canham Natatorium reverberated with the rhythmic sound of swimmers pounding the shimmering surface of the fifty-meter pool into a froth. All the lanes were occupied by members of the defending champion Michigan womens swim team. At the far end of the pool, Kelsey Newton carefully studied the strokes of the young women who swam the eighthundredmeter freestyle relay.

The sophomore who normally swam the third leg of the four-part event was lagging slightly behind the others, hampered no doubt by a badly bruised thigh that she had injured while traying. Traying was the collegiate version of sledding, in which trays borrowed from dormitory cafeterias were used instead of toboggans. The injured swimmer had lost control of her tray and tumbled harshly near the bottom of the hill.Kelsey barely suppressed a smile as she thought about her own pathetic  attempts to steer those unwieldy slabs of fiberglass down the bumpy hills of the Nichols Arboretum.

These morning workouts were for conditioning and building endurance; the girls essentially swam on autopilot. Kelsey made a few notes on her clipboard and returned to the poolside office. She remembered these early-morning sessions from her four years as an undergraduate at Michigan and from the thousands of miles she had swum before and since. A wall in the basement of her parents home bore the trophies, medals, and ribbons from her days as a competitive swimmer. As a senior, she had been the captain of this team and had led it to a collegiate conference championship and earned for herself honours as an all-American athlete.

All the years of swimming had molded Kelsey Newton, sculpting every muscle of her five-nine body into curvaceous perfection. Her shoulders were broad, which only served to accentuate the curves of her chest, waist, and hips. A waterfall of straight blond hair, which she normally wore in a French braid, fell just below the level of her shoulder blades, and her eyes glittered with a shade of blue that she described scientifically as lapis lazuli.

The door of the mens locker room opened and out came a man dressed in a dark gray swimsuit. A pair of swim goggles dangled loosely around his neck and a towel was draped like a rope across his shoulders. He looked over the cavernous space, as if it was the first time hed been here, and then began walking toward the office where Kelsey Newton sat.

Like Newton, the mans physique was the product of years spent in the water.His fair, freckled skin was tightly  stretched over a lean base of chiseled muscles that were well defined, but not to the point of a bodybuilders exaggeration. There was a harshness to his form that suggested that the waters he was drawn from were far more turbulent than those of a fifty-meter pool. The scars that marked various points of impact on his body clearly indicated that this man was a product of the forge of violence.

He was six feet tall and his clean-shaven face was accented by a thick crop of flaming red hair that he wore short. The final evidence of his Irish heritage were the green eyes that sparkled with recognition when he reached the office.

Morning, Kelsey, he said, leaning against the door frame.

I see you found the place.How are you feeling,Nolan?

A little rough around the edges, but not too bad.How about you?

Im fine, thanks to your grandmother. After the first toast, she and I switched from whiskey to ginger ale. There is no way I can keep up with a bunch of Irish mourners.

Tis true, lass, and there are quite a few casualties at the Kilkenny home this morning. Nolan then glanced down, suddenly struck by the real truth in his reply. I still cant believe my mother is gone. Every time I turn a corner, or walk into a room in that house, I expect to see her. Its so strange not to find her there.

I know, Nolan, Kelsey said as she clasped his hand. I know.

Kelsey had spent most of the previous day with Nolan  and his family, grieving with them and paying her last respects to Nolans mother, Meghan Kilkenny, who was laid to rest. Kelseys parents had been close friends with Nolans since college, and the bond between the families was, in many ways, stronger than blood. Kelsey and Nolan had been close friends during childhood. Both were highly intelligent and, to the chagrin of their mothers, equally uninterested in romantic social encounters throughout their adolescence. Together, they went to proms and other gatherings that seemed to require a couple, but theirs was a friendship more of the mind than the heart, and both seemed reluctant to risk what they had for the elusive promise of the unknown.

Since graduating from high school, both had taken different paths. Kelsey had attended the University of Michigan, where she swam and majored in what she called John Galt studies, physics and philosophy. Her keen mind and aggressive determination had brought her to the point where, at the age of thirty, she had earned a Ph.D., a position as associate professor of physics at the university, and a sizable grant for her research into the young field of optical electronics. Her position as assistant coach of the womens swim team, which brought her to the pool in the wee hours of the morning, was something she did out of her love for the sport.

Nolan had stripped his life to the bare essentials and left the comfortable upper-middle-class world of his parents to enter the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis. His success as a swimmer paralleled Kelseys, and a wall in his old bedroom was similarly adorned with the symbols of his athletic accomplishments.Nolans  brilliance in the field of computer science had led the navy to defer his enlistment for two years while he pursued a graduate degree at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. After that, Nolans life took what many considered to be an unexpected turnthe quiet scholarathlete joined the navys elite Special Warfare Command and became a SEAL. Assignment to the SEAL teams was considered the most demanding mental and physical challenge the navy offeredit was precisely the kind of challenge that Nolan Kilkenny found irresistible.

From Kelseys point of view, Nolans assignment caused him to go from distant to secretive, but their friendship endured and their short, infrequent reunions were something they both enjoyed.

Are you ready to swim some laps? Kelsey asked.

I can wait until practice is done.

Its not a problem, I can clear a lane for you.

Kelsey walked over to the pools edge and waited in front of the far lane. As the first swimmer from the relay team approached, she blew the whistle that dangled from a yellow cord around her neck.

Startled, the girls head popped out of the water. Whats up, coach?

You guys are done for the day. Hit the showers. One by one, the swimmers stopped at the end of the pool.

Lisa, Kelsey called out as the bruised swimmer emerged from the water, have the trainer take a look at your leg. Maybe he can loosen it up a little.

Sure, Kelsey, the swimmer replied as she gingerly climbed the ladder. Is this your new boyfriend?

No, Kelsey replied, in a tone that said the matter was  none of the girls business. The girl joined her teammates and a few giggles were heard as they entered the locker room.

What happened to your last boyfriendwhats his name?

Scott, Kelsey answered. Scott and I broke up over a month ago.

I thought you said he had real potential, that he might even be the one.

There were glimmers of hope there. In the end, though, he was intimidated by me. For some reason, he felt that my accomplishments made him less of a man.

Doesnt sound like much of a man to start with.

How about you? Any luck?

Nope, my social life is just as barren as always. Ive dated a lot of women, but there was no depth to them. I guess Im looking for someone who is more than the sum of her fashion accessories.

Well, quit moping and hit the water. Ill join you in a few minutes.

Nolan tossed his towel against the wall, where the floor was dry, adjusted his goggles, loosened up his arms, and dove in. The water was brisk, deliberately cool to keep the swimmers moving. His heart rate quickened as he pulled himself through the water, accelerating to match his muscles increased demand for oxygen.

He swam four miles every day, an effort more a mental exercise than a physical one. Then again, so much of Kilkennys life over the past six years had been that way. As a Navy SEAL, his life was designed to be that way.

This was Kilkennys eighth day home, his eighth day  as a civilian. Technically a civilian, his captain had cautioned. Kilkenny had returned to Ann Arbor on a compassionate leave to help care for his ailing mother. Technically a civilian meant that he could still be called back to duty should a crisis arise. Thankfully, the world looked calm on this November day in Ann Arbor.

He counted off the distance in his mind, tuning out the world beyond. The rhythm of his stroke and the surging of the water around his body had an almost hypnotic effect, allowing him to enter a calm, meditative state. Kilkenny found that he did his best thinking while swimming long distances, and today he had a lot on his mind.

Death had always been an abstraction for himsomething he had understood intellectually but not emotionally. Prior to his mothers death from cancer, hed never lost anyone so close as to feel the hurt of death, to understand its meaning. Until he became a SEAL, hed never known how it felt to be the cause of death.

Kilkennys entire tour of duty with the navy had been spent training and working with the SEALs. In their company, he had mastered the skills necessary to achieve military objectives, skills that would keep himself and his squad alive behind enemy lines, skills that included killing.

The medals and ribbons on Kilkennys dress uniform bespoke his leadership on missions recorded only in the classified files of the Pentagon, but they also served as reminders of those he had killed. Each of those deaths was a necessity required by either the missions  objectives or the safety of his squad. Killing was a part of his job, but he took no pleasure from it. He had never boasted of his kills, never bragged about how many of the enemy hed taken out on a mission, but he also felt no emotion, no connection to those who died.

In reaching out to take his mother, death had taken on a new meaning for Nolan Kilkenny, one that numbed his heart with cruel grief and denied his mind a sensible reason.And for the first time in his life, death was personal. Kilkenny wanted to strike out against his mothers killer, but the disease was as efficient and unemotional about death as he had been. In another part of his mind,Kilkenny now questioned whether or not he could again take another life.

Nearing the end of the pool, he reached out for the side and prepared to flip-turn into another lap. Instead of touching the smooth tile wall, his hand grazed a warm, firm leg. Startled, he abruptly stopped and lifted his goggled face out of the water. On the pools edge sat Kelsey Newton, smiling back at him.

Ive been trying to get your attention for the last two laps. If this didnt work, I was going to jump in after you. Youve got a phone call, she said, her voice both sympathetic and concerned. Its Captain Dawson.

Kilkenny nodded and stripped off his goggles as Newton pulled her supple legs from the water and walked back to the pool office.

He pulled himself from the cool water and quickly ran a towel over his dripping body before entering the office and picking up the phone. Kilkenny here, sir.

Nolan, I know youre on leave, but a situation has  developed that requires our immediate attention. Tickets have already been cut and are waiting for you at the airport.

Part of his mind cursed at the thought of being pulled back, but he knew Dawson wouldnt have called unless hed had to. I hope its a quick one, Nolan thought as he copied down the flight information, knowing he couldnt refuse the summons.Next month, Im a full-time civilian.

Im under way, sir.
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Kilkenny followed the yeoman into Capt. Jack Dawsons office. Kilkenny stood two inches taller than his commanding officer, but the difference in their physiques exaggerated the distance. Dawsons sturdy, well-muscled ebony frame and severely cropped hair often caused complete strangers to mistake him for one of the Washington Redskins. In contrast, Kilkennys taut, lean carriage and freckled Irish skin reminded people of nothing more than a marathon runner in need of a strong sun-block.

An unexpected wave of nostalgia swept over Dawson as Kilkenny reported for duty. Theyd first met six years earlier, when Ens. Nolan Kilkenny reported to Coronado for BUD/S, Basic Underwater Demolition/ SEALs training. Dawson had taken one look at this wiry redhaired college kid and saw nothing more than a future Pentagon technoweenie whod wash out before the gruelling middle-stretch of the nine-week program known as Hell Week. Dawson had been wrong.

Take a seat, Lieutenant, Dawson ordered as he returned Kilkennys salute. Nolan, do you remember why you became a SEAL?

Kilkenny knew this wasnt small talk, and he wondered about the motivation behind Dawsons question. Yes, sir, it was the challenge. I knew that command of the SEAL squad would test my limits, both physically and mentally.

And do you remember who encouraged you to undertake this challenge?

Yes, sir. Rear Adm. Roger Hopwood.

Like Kilkenny, Rear Admiral Hopwood was a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy. Hopwood had also swum for the Academy, and Kilkennys performance with the team during his senior year caught the admirals attention. The admiral was also a decorated SEAL, and he now served as NavSpecWarGruCom, commander of the navys Special Warfare Group.

Upon learning that Kilkenny was both an accomplished scuba diver and a black belt in the Isshinryu style of karate, Hopwood took the future ensign under his wing and encouraged him to join the SEALs. It was Hopwood who also made sure that Dawson, who then oversaw SEAL training in Coronado, received a carefully edited file regarding Kilkennys background. It wasnt until Kilkenny flattened the hand-to-hand combat instructor that Dawson became suspicious. Roger Hopwood loved surprises, and the quiet Ensign Kilkenny was a ringer. Kilkenny not only survived SEAL training, but excelled and eventually became one of Dawsons most valued squad leaders.

Thats right, Admiral Hopwood is one of your sea daddies. Now heres the situation.

Situation was Dawsons polite way of saying that the Pentagon had an ugly job that needed to be done quickly and quietly.

How well do you remember Haiti?

Well enough to get around if I had to, sir, but why Haiti now? I thought things were pretty quiet down there.

Take a look at this tape and I think youll understand.

Dawson punched the play button on the VCR and the image of a Haitian fishing village filled the screen. Center frame was the recognizable face of Jean Arno, the junior Republican congressman from Florida.Arno was smiling and talking in fluent Haitian French, which was no surprise, since the lawmaker was the youngest son of Haitian immigrants.

Accompanying the congressman were his aides, relief workers, and a few military officers. An officer near the rear of the group caught Kilkennys attention; it was Admiral Hopwood. The whole scene looked like a wellchoreographed photo opportunity designed to show the viewing audience at home how well American aid was working in Haiti. A loud popping sound from the jungle preceded a dizzying spin by the camera before it struck the ground. Though now skewed at a bizarre upward angle, the camera kept rolling, recording the screams of people and rapid blasts of approaching gunfire. Legs rushed past the lens, captured in their panicked flight. Then a group of men in black emerged from the jungle, spraying bullets wildly into the crowd as they entered  the cameras view. Soon, the only sounds to be heard were those of gunfire and the cries of the dying.

One of the figures in black stood alone in the center of the village, dispassionately watching the carnage unfold. What struck Kilkenny most about the man was his eyes; they displayed nothing save a ruthless efficiency.

Are those my eyes in battle? Kilkenny wondered.

Three minutes into the massacre, several of the blackgarbed men dragged Arno and the surviving Americans before their leader. This man looked over the prisoners, stopping at the congressman, whom he viewed with disgust.

Fool! he spat in Arnos face. Will you never learn that your kind are not welcome in Haiti!

Arno and the others remained silent, denying the man any satisfaction he might find in their pleas for mercy. The leader studied his prisoners carefully as he finished a cigarette, weighing their fate in his mind. A flick of his fingers sent the smoldering butt arcing to the ground. He stared down for a moment, then pulled the machete from his belt and swung furiously into Arnos neck. The others joined their leader, quickly hacking the Americans to death in an orgy of blood and violence.

Once the Americans were dead, the leader raised his bloodstained machete and ordered his men back into the jungle. The raiding party left with their plunder and several female captives. Soon, the only sound that remained was the buzzing of flies under the hot Caribbean sun.

Kilkenny swallowed back the bile in his throat as Dawson stopped the tape.

What you just saw happened yesterday. The central  figure in this massacre is Etienne Masson, the leader of a tribe, for lack of a better word, that controls a large piece of rain forest surrounding Jacmel. He was a twenty-year veteran of the Haitian military and even attended the Green Beret program at Bragg before going native.

So hes not one of those cardboard generals we usually find in Third World hellholes.

Just the opposite. Masson doesnt seem to be after anything. While our troops were there, he laid low. He doesnt care who is ruling Port-au-Prince as long as they stay out of his way. His cabal doesnt even have a name, but the people living in their shadow call them la Mort Noir, the Black Death. What you just saw was the first bit of carelessness on Massons part.

The camera,Kilkenny answered, the gruesome images still playing in his mind.

Right. His men took out the cameraman first, but nobody bothered to get the tape. This is the first time that anyone outside of Haiti has seen Masson in nine years. The Haitians have tried to deal quietly with him on their own, without much luck. After yesterday, the Haitian government not only approves of the United States taking action; they expect it.Weve got carte blanche, as long as were quiet about it. Everyone over there is scared shitless of this guy.

Understandably so; it looks like he actually enjoys killing people.

Dawson sensed something beneath the surface of Kilkennys comment. He knew that Nolan was taking his mothers death hard. Hed experienced similar feelings  of self-doubt following his own parents deaths several years ago.

Masson does enjoy killing, and hes good at it, but hes not like you and me. Were trained to kill, but we do it only when we have to. Masson is something else altogether. Dawson slid a folder bearing the CIA logo across his desk to Kilkenny. Heres the intelligence briefing on Masson.Whats known of his activities reads like a voodoo version of Apocalypse Now, with Masson playing the role of Colonel Kurtz.

Kilkenny began thumbing through the intelligence report. Fine, whats the op?

Dawson slipped a thick binder of materials across the desk to Kilkenny, then leaned back in his chair. Quiet in, quiet out.You and your squad will launch in minisubs from the Columbia, six miles off Haitis southern coast. Youll land on a remote beach and go hunting incountry. Your orders are to seek out and destroy the enemy.

Kilkenny looked over the preliminary mission time line. A three-week op in December is cutting it a little close, sir. My tour is up at the end of next month.

Im well aware of your status, Lieutenant, and I know that youre ready to get on with your life. I want you to know that I wouldnt have called you back without a damn good reason.

I know, Kilkenny replied, staring at the picture of a pair of young SEALs in Vietnam that Dawson proudly displayed on his wall. Adm. Roger Hopwood.

Dawson looked over at the picture. Jolly Roger and I go way back; we toured Nam together. I owe that man  my life. Hes the reason JSOC chose us to carry out this mission. This is war, Nolan, and we need some meateaters on this op.

Dawson stood up and Kilkenny snapped to attention. Lieutenant Kilkenny, you are to assemble your squad and brief them on this assignment. Go over the plan and be ready to brief me on your deployment preparations at eighteen hundred hours. Whatever you need, youll get. This ones for Hopwood.

Aye, aye, sir.
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Alex Roe slipped out of bed and into the oversized Georgia Bulldog sweatshirt that shed left on the floor the night before. The shirt draped from her softly curved shoulders to a point on her thigh that was an inch below immodest. She pushed the sleeves up past her elbows, ran her fingers through her disheveled shoulder-length brunette hair, and set about finding something to eat. Roe firmly believed that her daily regimen of diet and exercise had kept her lithe body free of the fatty deposits that accumulate on so many people over the age of forty.

Inside the master bathroom, Randall Johnson was in the midst of his morning ablutions. She marveled at the beauty of the renovated turn-of-the-century factory that now housed Johnsons multilevel condominium. Many of the buildings original architectural features remained exposed, lending an historic flavor to the contemporary elements of modern living.

The sun, barely over the horizon, poured light through the tall arched windows of the condos great room. Long shadows cast by the morning light exaggerated the depth of the brickworks relief; the terracotta details formed a study in contrast.

In the kitchen, she ground some fresh gourmet beans and started the coffeemaker. The morning was cold, but pleasant for November in New York, and, after digging out from an early snow, the city was preparing for tomorrows Thanksgiving parade. Roe took an apple from the refrigerator, sat down at the sunlit kitchen table, and spread out the morning paper.

Twenty minutes later, she finished her morning reverie, poured another cup of coffee, and walked into the den, where her laptop computer sat waiting for her. With the machine switched on and herself recharged, she set about the task of completing her article by deadline.

Her story on Pangen Research was nearly complete, requiring only a few finishing touches. She was engrossed in a fine point of grammar when Randall Johnson entered quietly behind her, wearing only a robe cinched about his waist. He peered over her shoulder and read some of the text.

You better not misquote me, Alex. I want to come across as an intelligent and decisive financial officer who just happens to be a great guy.

Hmm, a CFO who is intelligent and decisive, yet still a great guy. Arent those conflicting traits for someone in your position? Im not sure the readers of NetWorth magazine would believe that.

From what youve told me, neither would your editors. That, my dear Randy, Roe replied while nuzzling his freshly shaven neck,goes without saying. Editors, by their very nature, are a cynical lot, prone to doubt any journalists objectivity.

I would doubt your objectivity, too, if I knew youd spent the night with a key player in your story.

Roe pulled away from Johnsons neck, feigning betrayed surprise. Et tu, Randy? Though the occasional editor may criticize minor points of my work, none have ever questioned the quality of my research or the depth of my interviews.

Roe stood and pressed her hand into the matted hairs on his chest, pushed him back into a leather wing-back chair, and straddled his lap. Johnson was six inches taller than she, but the position of their bodies allowed her to gaze down at his salt-and-pepper hair. His body had softened slightly over the past twenty years, but neither of them were college students, and both found that the matured version of their old flame was still quite attractive.

Cradling him against her breasts, she began to kiss his forehead, slowly working her way down to his mouth. Johnsons arms caressed her back beneath the sweatshirt, gently massaging the muscles along her spine.Her mouth pressed deeply into his; their tongues engaged with a feverish intensity. Gradually, the kisses softened and the embrace grew gentle and close.

I dont have a problem with the depth of your interviews, either. He pulled back enough so they were eye-to-eye. Now remember, Pangen Research is the  hottest biotech company you have ever seen and their CFO is both brilliant and a great guy.

Yes, sir, she answered dutifully. You know, this insecurity over my article is really unbecoming. I dont recall you ever being this nervous back in college.

Johnson slumped back in the chair. Back in college, I didnt have twenty-five million dollars of venture capital and an IPO riding on some term paper. Its not your article thats got me on edge; its everything with this little company. My little company.

Johnson stared through the window without really looking at anything. His mind instead focused on the events that had led to his present role as the financial shepherd of a hot young biotech research company.

When those scientists came to me with a proposal to bring gene-therapy technologies out of the lab and into medical practice, I believed in them. They had these Nobel Prize-caliber ideas and no clue how to get a company going. I did a little investigation on their work and found what may be the next high-growth industry. It was like discovering Apple back when it was in the garage. I worked damn hard to design a workable business plan, and my board bought into it. In less than two years, Ive built a company thats ready to go public, a company that owns a patented stable of purebred retroviruses that could start the biggest medical revolution since antibiotics.

You have a serious case of mother-hen syndrome. Pangen is a textbook example of venture capitalism at its best. Youve got a group of idealistic research scientists with a vision and no money, matched with a savvy  young financier who makes the dream come true against incredible odds. When youre finished launching this company into the golden land of NASDAQ,were writing a book about your adventures.

Maybe, he replied coyly, but only if I grant you the rights to the story. I, of course, will retain the movie rights. I wonder whom we can get to play me.

Roe gave him a reassuring hug. In public, he was the Rock of Gibraltarexuding confidence and focused leadership. Pangen Research owed its very existence to the forty-two-year-old man in her arms.He was preparing to let his fledgling company go out into the world on its own. Like any parent when a child finally leaves home, he felt the same pride in his work and the same worries about the future.

Thanks, Alex, for everything. The past few weeks have been unbelievably tough for me. Your timing couldnt have been any better.

Actually, its an accident I came at all. I just happened to be available when NetWorth needed a piece on Pangen for a special issue. Freelancers motto: Have Computer, Will Travel. Discovering a long-lost love was an unexpected bonus. I am glad that I found you again.

They held each other close in the morning light.How did I ever let you get away?

As I recall, you felt it would be best if we started seeing other people.

That, Little Miss Smart-Ass, was a rhetorical question. You dont answer those kinds of questions. You just nod your head politely. His expression softened as his thoughts retraced their shared history.

I know, Randy. Harvard and UCLA were half a world apart then. Her mouth curled into a light smirk as she peered into his eyes. You didnt have to take that scholarship.

Thats right, Johnson replied as he slipped her off his lap and leapt onto a long coffee table in front of the couch, balancing himself as if he were riding the California surf. I couldve tossed my Harvard MBA and gone surfinwith you. If everybody had an ocean, across the USA.

Roe laughed as Johnson butchered the Beach Boys classic and rode an imaginary curl of water across the den. Suddenly, she tackled him, and they both fell onto the couch.

What the hell was that? Johnson shouted as Roe smothered him with a pair of soft throw pillows.

Wipeout. She laughed in her best Valley girl imitation. If youre gonna surf, dude, you gotta, like, learn how to scope the waves and watch the curl or youll end up fish food.

They held each other for several minutes, nibbling and kissing as the early-morning light streamed through the windows. Eventually, he gave her one last kiss and got up to ready himself for the day.

At the door, he turned and pointed toward her computer, whose colorful screen saver was randomly painting the active-matrix display. Back to work, Hemingway. Theres an editor just waiting for your wonderful story, and Ill be lucky to make the office by eight.

Slave driver, Roe mumbled under her breath as she got up. All right, Ill be good and finish my story,  but Id rather blow it off and have fun with you today. At least we have this weekend. Roe planted a quick kiss on his cheek and swatted his behind. Now off to work with you. All those lawyers and stockbrokers are waiting to pour tons of new money into Pangen, and you dont want to disappoint them, do you?

Johnsons quiet demeanor barely covered the enthusiasm he felt. That will be exciting. Do you think you can make it? Id love to have you there.

Alex tapped the keyboard, looked at the unfinished story, and shrugged her shoulders. I dont think Ill be done with this in time, but I promise to watch your debut on CNN and write the appropriate closer for my piece. Editors just love it when my stories are timely.

Johnson departed by cab, leaving Roe to refine her prose. At the appointed hour, the CNN commentator switched to live coverage on the trading floor, where a member of the exchanges board formally welcomed Pangen Research to the roster of publicly traded companies.

In a brief announcement, Johnson confirmed rumors that the FDA had approved Pangens latest generation of retroviruses for clinical trials in human-gene-therapy research. Pangen Research gained seven points in the first thirty minutes of trading.

Roe completed her article with a brief description of the companys frenzied debut on the New York Stock Exchange. She left a space for the final share price to be filled in later by the fact checkers. She then clicked on the appropriate icons to save the file and brought up the window for communications.

After a few keystrokes, she connected with the magazines editorial computer and delivered her story. The combined effect of the stocks strong activity and the governments regulatory blessing gave her Pangen story an excellent shot at the cover. She imagined Johnsons surprise at receiving the Biotech Special Issue with his handsome face smiling back at him.

With her article completed, Roe set to work on her next task. She hadnt been completely truthful with Johnson about her reason for visiting Pangen, and this lack of honesty with an old friend bothered her. However, the piece for NetWorth provided an excellent cover for a more detailed search into Pangens corporate secrets.

Using a SCSI cable, she wired her laptop directly to Johnsons home computer and activated a linkup program. Immediately, her machine began to sift through the data encoded on his hard drive, searching for the keys to the Pangen mainframe. Twenty minutes later, she cracked through the system security, posing as Pangens CFO.

The researchers at Pangen had provided her with as much access as she desired, access that allowed her to develop an excellent understanding of their operational strengths and weaknesses.After several months of working overtime, Pangens computer group had taken a welldeserved holiday to watch the days excitement.

The stock offering also coincided with a major medical conference on human genetics in Washington, a meeting that had drawn most of the companys research staff away from their lab-office complex, leaving only a skeleton crew behind to keep things running.Roe knew that there would  never be a better opportunity to steal Pangens secrets than today.

She located the scientific-research libraries and issued a backup command to the host computer. The dedicated data line from Johnsons home into Pangens computer network allowed Roe to take information as fast as her computer could handle it.

In seconds, the magneto-optic disk drive attached to her laptop began to spin, absorbing megabytes of information. In less than an hour, the sum of Pangens intellectual wealth lay on three blue-green disks.

Since Roes connection to Pangens computer flowed over a dedicated data line, one that logged total time usage rather than individual calls, there was no need for her to access the phone companys billing computer to erase any record of the call. The host computer, on the other hand, did record the time she logged in and how long she remained connected. That record held the only evidence that Pangens computer system had been accessed.

Roe released two programs into Pangens network. The first modified the networks system security, giving her access to the internal record-keeping files. After editing those files to remove all traces of her presence, she triggered the second. In less than a minute, the program logged Roe off the system, returned Pangens network to its original configuration, and erased itself from memory.

Confident that shed left no evidence of her intrusion, Roe disconnected the two machines and prepared to transfer the stolen information. Unlike the old days of  le Carré-style espionage, there was no need for her to skulk around town in a trench
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