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BEIJING, CHINA

December 1, 1990

Not a whisper or rustle escaped from the three hundred handpicked men of the Central Committee. Like automatons, they awaited their Paramount Leader’s message in the packed auditorium. The Party faithful wore their best suits for this special occasion, crisply pressed with similar crimson ties, their almost identical thick black hair combed back, feet placed in precise stance on the blood red carpet. 

Rushing to Beijing with only two-day’s notice of this important conference, the bravest put subtle questions to the senior officials to determine which of the rumors were true. The elders refused to answer any questions. They learned their lessons too well during the bloody purges of their youth.

No one dare stray from China’s Communist Party rules. To do so meant death—to oneself, to one’s family. Better to serve those in power than be killed swiftly and brutally in disgrace.

At least that was the Party line perpetuated throughout the country for decades, ever since Chairman Mao Zedong began his bloody transformation of their huge nation. This was the culmination of following Mao’s revolutionary teachings—to be included in the elite new leadership modernizing their homeland. Only now, they would be enforcing slightly different orders.

Anything was better than being on the receiving end.

The enormous red flags with the symbolic five stars hung from the ceiling, a calculated, dramatic backdrop for the leader’s entrance onto the stage. A charismatic presence despite his age, his cap of silver and black hair glistened in the bright lights. He advanced to the podium and briefly glanced up at painted golden star shining down from the high domed ceiling. This was his last time to shine, to provide unusual guidance to his apprehensive audience. He gripped the podium, impatient with his own nervousness. Destiny was on their side.

“My fellow Communists, we have a unique opportunity to take advantage of the power vacuum created a few weeks ago, when the last of the U.S.S.R.’s influence crumbled in front of the world via television. With the fall of the Berlin Wall, our historic ally to the west is no longer the leading Communist country. Now, our Party’s destiny is to pick up the mantle of leadership and show the world how our centrally planned social order is the best way, the only way, for all people to live a fruitful life.”

A wave of thunderous clapping echoed through the cavernous hall. His well-trained men recognized the important phrases and responded accordingly. The dutiful applause died down and their expectant faces turned toward him—no side whispers, no early exits, not even a stray cough.

He only hoped they would interpret his next words astutely, without the need to be specific. His speechwriter had assured him even the vague words would give Party loyalists the comfort of his leadership as they set out seeking vital solutions for China. Glancing down at the printed words highlighted by the podium’s tiny lamp, he continued.

“To do that we must propel ourselves even further, not just in sheer industrial strength, but in all areas of development—especially technological. Only through the acquisition of the vast array of technology tools, and especially the know-how to use them, will we take our rightful place as world leader. California’s Silicon Valley is the center of this new gold mine of innovation and engineering prowess. Their entrepreneurs are willing and able to sell their companies to the highest bidder, even to foreign interests. By acquiring their key technology, we will show the world that we can blend the strengths of socialism into the world’s capitalistic marketplace.” 

He sensed an undercurrent of hesitation in the split second before a new wave of applause washed over him. Even his best followers were not confident in either the technological or free market arenas. He needed to reveal the true purpose for them to overcome their fears. He raised his voice to ring clear and strong throughout the hall.

“Once we have the technology on our soil, used by our very productive Chinese workers, we will be able to fully develop our financial and economic strength, then our social leadership and global influence, and eventually our military dominance for centuries to come. Our future is now. No sacrifice is too great. We must do all we can to make our Party and country the most powerful in the world again.”

The elite audience surged to their feet as if on cue. They shouted and clapped with enthusiasm, knowing that the call for action coupled with Party allegiance signaled the end of the brief speech.

It was their turn to spin the world on its axis so China would remain on top forever.
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SILICON VALLEY, CALIFORNIA

Current Day

Eric Coleman headed up Sand Hill Road past shining new Teslas and Ferraris, weaving in and out of the lanes toward the freeway. Raw buildings hosting brand new entrants to the decades-old venture capital community stuck out like sore thumbs, announcing their partners’ lowly place in the financial pecking order for the hottest technology deals and the chance to bring a lucky few to Wall Street for an Initial Public Offering.

Pointing his vintage Mustang convertible south, he reveled in the wind rippling his short hair. The constant noise battered his brain and calmed him, putting on hold his smoldering anger. Instead, he relaxed under hot waves of noontime sunshine. Rolling knolls dotted with grazing cows beckoned for his attention. These beautiful hills—sometimes green, now brown—always framed the valley below with their golden embrace.

Fortunately, he’d beaten the rush-hour traffic. He sped through the interchanges connecting eastern sprawl to western coast, northern cities and southern ranches. Usually they jammed up with workers pouring into the central hub running the western length of San Francisco Bay. Years ago, he’d studied Silicon Valley’s commute patterns and bought his own little oasis in the eastern foothills of San Jose. Nestled within the steep canyon that originally provided respite and forgiveness to the Spanish missionaries, it had convenient access to both country roads and new expressways. His neighbors clung to their parents’ homesteads in lieu of pocketing millions from an enterprising land developer, content to watch others scramble for newer housing.

He floored the ancient accelerator on the last climb toward his rambling ranch house. Too bad Peter Baxter’s head wasn’t under his foot instead, so he could make him squirm and feel powerless, too.

With familiar expertise, he maneuvered up the steep drive and into the covered carport. He snagged his briefcase, jogged up the front steps, and fumbled for his cell. Maybe his best friend would have an idea how to pull his butt out of this wringer.

“What’s up, buddy?” Don Salazar’s low voice rumbled in his ear.

“I can’t believe it, Don. Baxter put the proxy issue on the agenda and the entire board voted against me. They have majority control now. They can vote the Trust’s shares instead of me at the next meeting. I’m screwed. I’ve lost all control of my own damn company.”

Pushing open the front door with his hip, Eric scratched Fred’s ears, the mutt greeting him with head and body bumps. Sunlight poured through the skylight in the hall, lighting the way to his corner den, Fred pattering behind.

“You knew you risked this when you gave up your position as majority shareholder,” Don reminded him. “As chairman of the board, Baxter’s simply doing what’s best for SDS as he sees it.”

Eric winced. “Why not just come out and say I told you so?” He plopped into the scarred desk chair. He’d screwed up big time, and this morning’s vote just proved it. Fred’s heavy sigh as he settled onto his ratty blanket matched his sentiments exactly.

“Because I’m not a jerk. You needed funding to get your technology developed, and the venture capitalists provided it—for a price. That’s their job, including sitting on your board of directors.”

Eric opened the bottom drawer and braced his feet on its edge. Yellowed papers and scribbled notes filled it almost to the brim, reminding him of his fruitless search culminating in this morning’s catastrophe. “Yeah, but we always had the majority vote. They just took that away from me.” He scratched his head with his knuckles. “Why the hell have I worked all these years if I have no say in how my ideas get used?”

Fatigue washed over him. Too many long hours. Too much agonizing. And for what? So he could be a pawn of his own company rather than its President? “I should just quit and let them handle the IPO and the Wall Street boys the traditional way.”

“Stop whining. There’s still time to end around the proxy situation. What’s the date you’re up against?”

Eric pressed the button on his fluorescent desk lamp and squinted at his calendar. “According to Baxter, we have to be ready to sell shares of our stock to the public within two months, so we have to get all our existing shareholders in lockstep over the next few weeks.” He grunted. “I guess Peter thinks they’ll turn into goblins or something after Halloween.”

“So we search for her some more. I can spend this afternoon re–checking my sources before I pick you up for the banquet.”

“Damn! I forgot all about that.”

“If you’re thinking about blowing it off—”

“Of course not,” Eric said. “Those kids’ dreams are too important. I wish there had been a program like that when I was struggling to figure out which direction to go.”

He stared at the framed black–and–white photo adorning his scarred desktop. His dad stood so proud and tall in his white uniform at his Annapolis graduation ceremony. He had been in Eric’s life for too short a time; just long enough to set him on a path, but not nearly long enough to guide him down it.

Don chuckled. “Yeah, I kinda think once Freeman introduced you to DuMont, your direction was set.”

“Until today. Now I’m not sure where I’m heading.” His foot slipped off the drawer, tilting it forward. A heavy necklace slithered onto the floor, its silver dollar coin winking up at him, reminding of the last time he’d relied on its luck. And the consequences.

“Keep the big picture in mind, kid. I haven’t worked with you all these years just for a little obstacle to stop you. We need to wrap up this IPO with a pretty bow, and fast.”

“I’m tired of the secrecy, Don.” He picked up the necklace and swung it until it wrapped around his finger. Guilt for all his deceptions tightened his throat like a noose.

“Yeah, well, it’s going to take even more of your Southern charm to sway the board this time. Frankly, I’m tired of bailing your ass out of muck you created with all this idealism and atonement crap.”

“It should never have come to this. How can someone just disappear from the face of the earth?”

Silence filled his ear. “Death will do that to you, son.”

Eric didn’t dare consider all that Don’s sympathetic tones implied. “Until we find proof, I won’t believe that. The future of SDS is too important to make any assumptions. Not now. Not this close to the finish line.”

“Whatever you say, kid. I’ll get cracking on my search. Pick you up at six.”

Eric tossed his phone onto the pile of old bills. He’d followed Colonel DuMont’s orders to the letter. Secrecy and scheming. Loyalty and lies.

Winning funding from the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency had been the best and worst moment of his young life. Because he’d lived with that choice for way too long.
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BEIJING, CHINA

“Does the American Ambassador understand fully the consequences of this official position?” Zheng Yinglong strode down the wide corridor, shaking his coat dry. Pounding rain from the rising storm pummeled the red tile roof. Zheng pressed his phone tight against his ear. “The Premier is very disappointed there has been no movement on this issue.”

Hearing the same excuses and affirmations of the negative message, Zheng terminated the call, pausing at the ajar door leading into the historic auditorium.

Spotlights illuminated the raised podium, where a technician switched the microphone on and adjusted it to a precise height. Hundreds of the Communist Party members milled in the aisles, the elite six-percent governing China, waiting for the signal that the Premier’s annual speech would soon begin. The speech that promised to set a more promising direction for China.

Only the Americans weren’t cooperating, as the Premier had hoped. As his speechwriter had written.

As Zheng had planned.

He searched the crowd for his three key strategists, masters of their particular spheres of influence. There, he spotted Tong Xiao, his silver cap of hair a beacon against the Western cuts of the youthful new generation, standing military erect. Across the room, Zhu Zhien lounged against a seat arm, an ever-present cigarette animating what was surely a lecture on investments. And Du Wenlin, huddled in the corner with his political lackeys, surveyed the chaotic crowd with cool disdain.

He sighed in relief. Good. The Premier could rely on his fail–safe option starting today.

Spinning away, he hurried down the hall into the anteroom. The Premier sat in front of an ornate mirror, the white cloth around his shoulders spattered with stray drips of black dye. His hairdresser fussed and combed his hair. His speechwriter hovered in the background, perusing the papers in his hand.

“Premier, I apologize for my lateness.” Zheng bowed low.

“You are forgiven—as long as you bring good news.” The Premier flicked lint from his pants.

“Actually, the Americans insist on the status quo until we meet their most recent demands we lift controls on the Internet.”

A scowl crossed the Premier’s face. “What do they hope to gain by holding politics over progress? What is it about their top–secret technology that is so special?” He removed the towel from his shoulders and tossed it aside. “Heh? Don’t we have engineers, too?”

“Of course. The best. But to catch up and surpass the Americans, we must have the same technological tools as they do—as soon as they do.”

“So what’s your solution, if they won’t transfer the technology to us?”

“Long-term, make our own and make it better. But in the short term—buy what we need. Whatever it costs. Whatever it takes.”

Lifting one finger for silence, the Premier dismissed his hovering attendants with an impatient wave of his other hand. Zheng crossed to a low bench and sat down, locking gazes with the Premier.

“What are you saying, Old Zheng?”

“We do not have to kowtow to them, Premier, like we did to the British centuries ago. We have a few ambitious leaders who have already taken the appropriate steps, positioning themselves as our Paramount Leader recommended, waiting for the right moment.”

The Premier raised his eyebrows in silent query. Zheng knew he wouldn’t officially sanction his now decades–old plan, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t shrewd enough to recognize it—and leverage an opportunity.

“Think of it this way.” Zheng pointed in the direction of the audience. “You are about to unleash the productive power of our population onto the world. We are ready to gather whatever we need for our people, our country, our future. This is what your speech will encourage, correct?”

The Premier nodded. His gaze remained focused, intent.

Zheng took a deep breath. “I harnessed three key scorpions over the years, powerful men who have been kept bottled up, unable to fight for their country, waiting for the time to escape their false confinement and follow their true nature—to fight and win at all costs. If I had let only one loose, the other two would have destroyed each other—and us—in their struggle for power. But all three...they kept each other in check.”

“And now?”

“Now we let them all loose immediately. The Party officials and their minions will follow your official guidance and policies to the letter, as they should. The three scorpions, however ... they will make their own progress.”

“And perhaps sting our American allies in ways to motivate them to change their policies?” A smug smile settled on the Premier’s face.

Zheng bowed his head. “It is never good to be in the path of a scorpion.”
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SILICON VALLEY

Lynn Baker sighed, letting the warmth melt her into a blissful puddle of oblivion on the stark white hotel patio. California sun beat Colorado snow, hands down.

She shoved out of her mind the unread email from her mortgage company. They could handle another month without her payment. She’ll call them in a few days and tell them she’d be starting a new contract. Surely they’ll grant her an extension. The penalty fees might be high, but what choice did she have? 

At the rate her consultancy work was drying up, she’ll be moving out of the foreclosed condominium before she could even finish unpacking her boxes.

She intended to lie here next to this gorgeous swimming pool and forget all about the business world until tomorrow morning. Then she would finally meet the President and Chief Executive Officer of her only client, the up–and–coming high–tech firm cryptically named SDS Technologies. Even with a hush–hush product, they’d gained a stellar reputation. Over breakfast, she would scan the last few pages of their web site to glean any tidbit of information she could use to wow him. She’d better have a glowing recommendation at the end of this two–month stint or she might as well start looking for a regular job. All her prospects for new contracts had dried up in the last few weeks.

As jazzy music pumped into her earplugs, Lynn imagined names that would fit their mysterious acronym. “Silly Dumb Software”? “Sorta Does Stuff”? “Sends Data Somewhere”?

Her intended fifty laps in the pool faded away. She didn’t mind at all when the music stopped and lazy murmurs of Sunday afternoon traffic drifted into her ears instead.

A shoe scuffed against the patio. She threw a languid glance to her right, her lowered lashes obscuring her vision. She glimpsed the back of a gray–suited man stepping into the riotously flowering oleander bushes lining the pool area.

Low voices directly behind caught her attention. Did she just hear “SDS” muttered? Tugging on the thin earplug cord, she tilted her head toward the conversation. If it concerned her new client, it was her business now.

“There is a woman close by who might overhear us,” a man complained in a vehement whisper.

“Stop worrying.” The scolding came from a heavily accented voice. Lynn couldn’t quite place the modulation. Vietnamese? Chinese? Not Japanese. She heard the rustle of cellophane and the flick of a lighter. The acrid smell of smoke wafted through the bushes. “She cannot hear us. These Americans love their music players, and go into a world of their own.”

“Is the press release prepared?” The first man’s voice had sharpened. “We have to get it to the news agency by midnight Eastern Time.”

“Yes, it’s complete and sent off already. My representative guarantees it will be the lead story of all IPO summaries for the week.” The other man snorted. “It is so easy to control the American financial markets. They will carry any story sent to them, regardless of the source.”

“And the release makes it clear there is a bug in the SDS software? We have to hold up their IPO if our most important customer is to have the negotiating advantage he needs. He may want to buy all the shares of SDS stock himself while it is still privately owned, rather than let the American public and mutual funds get their hands on it.”

“There will be no misunderstanding. The IPO will be delayed with news of this sort. Our customer will be pleased.”

“He better be. He’s paying top dollar for our inside information. We can’t afford a mistake.”

“I am delivering what I promised.” Ire thickened the man’s accent. “Do your part, and this will succeed.”

“I control the American contacts, remember. I’ll use them against you and cut you out of this and any future deal if you venture to insult me again.”

An angry hiss was the only reply. The bushes parted near Lynn. She kept her eyes closed, tapping her foot in rhythm. She swore eyes raked her from the tip of her head to her aqua toenails. A muffled snort whispered above her head, and then the rapid tap–tap of hard–soled shoes on the patio deck faded away into soft echoes. Moments later the bushes rustled again, and the thrum of a second pair of footsteps diminished behind her.

Her eyes flew open. SDS was at a critical juncture. Three months ago, they had filed with the Securities and Exchange Commission for their Initial Public Offering. The SDS CEO had hired Lynn as a public relations consultant to help with their marketing and advertising efforts during this sensitive time.

If these men had a negative press release ready to hit tomorrow morning, her job just got a lot harder—if not impossible!

Lynn scrambled to her feet, grabbed her flowered silk sarong and hastily wrapped it around her waist. She slipped her feet into flip–flops. Tote in hand and white plugs still stuffed into her ears, she hastened back to her room while keeping an eye out for anyone who didn’t belong.

As if she would be able to tell. Who was she kidding? Playing spy games as a kid did not mean she was cut out for this cloak and dagger stuff.

How should she handle this crisis? Her business thrived on providing answers to her clients, but she drew a blank. How ironic was that?

Disgusted, she struggled with the electronic card key to unlock her door before finally gaining access to the anonymous two–room suite. She dropped her tote onto the oak–laminate table and headed to the sink for a glass of water. Gulping too fast, she poured half over her chin. The cold shock of what spilled between her breasts and down to her tummy snapped her out of her stupor.

Pull it together, Lynn. Deep breaths. She sank onto the lumpy sofa, replaying the overheard conversation in her mind. Someone wants to damage SDS’ reputation prior to going public and is deliberately using the press to do it.

No way. No one was going to screw her or the client she needed so badly. She had built a reputation that put her client’s best interests first, and she saw no reason to behave differently this time. Despite possibly turning into a no–win contract.

Her gaze fell on the complimentary local newspaper delivered this morning. The initials “SDS” jumped out from a column of news briefs running down the left side, pointing to the full story in the business section.

She freed those pages from the clutter of advertisements. Hmm. As Lynn scanned the news item, she pursed her lips. Crazy, but...She glanced at her watch and frowned at the time. Maybe...She paced the small living area, muttering under her breath. Her plan might just work.

The cell phone’s insistent ring wrenched her out of her thoughts. Checking caller ID, she groaned. Her sister loved to chat insipidly for hours.

“Hi, Bernie,” she sing–songed into the phone. The hated nickname would set off her temper and end the conversation that much sooner. Names were such sore point in their family. Bernie had insisted she keep their father’s last name, but Mom had changed Lynn’s when Mitch had adopted them. “How’s the snow?”

“Don’t call me that,” Bernadette sniffed. “If you do it again, I’ll start calling you Gwendolyn. Would you like that?”

“No, thanks,” Lynn said. “The best decision I ever made was changing my name when I went to college. If only I could break Mom and the boys of the habit.” She hated the name and all the bad memories associated with it. Especially the one of a soft voice whispering it in her ear.

“The snow is the least of your worries. There’s a foreclosure notice tacked to your condo door! Where are you?”

Foreclosure notice? Her knees buckled, and she dropped back onto the sofa. Lynn could swear she had another month grace period. Unless that last email was her final notice. Ouch!

“Better go on home, Bernadette.” Lynn fought to steady her voice. “I’m in San Jose sunbathing in eighty–degree heat. And don’t worry about the notice. I’ve worked it all out with the bank. They’re just making a point, and a rude one at that.” She crossed her fingers, praying Bernadette would buy her story.

A lengthy pause met her announcement. “San Jose? Whatever for?”

“A client for Baker & Associates, of course. What else?”

“Well, I heard Kip was working in Silicon Valley again, and I thought maybe you two were getting back together.” Bernadette’s voice drifted off with a slight questioning lilt at the end.

“Nothing like that and you know it. Kip and I were over long before he checked into rehab.” Did Bernadette really need to hear the facts yet again? What a protective mother hen. “The divorce is final, and we’ve both moved on.” If having to still pay his bills and deal with her mental scars from his selfish disregard was moving on.

“Oh, well, that’s good, I suppose.” Lynn wondered at the relief in Bernadette’s voice. “Have you talked to Mom recently? Mitch is worried about his lab test results. You’d think they’d hurry when every day counts.”

Lynn winced. How could she have forgotten her stepfather’s scheduled biopsy last week? When had she let her business problems trump her family? “I’m sure they’ll get the results in a day or so. Let me know what they are, okay? I’ve got to run now.”

“What? Don’t you even take Sundays off?”

“One of the joys of running your own business, don’t you know? There’s no one to delegate to when you want free time. Besides, I just overheard a couple of guys talking about ruining SDS Technologies’ IPO and I’ve got to work tonight.”

“SDS? Isn’t that the company founded by that guy at Northwestern? The one who put the moves on you at the May Day dance when you visited me?”

Lynn blinked, clenching the phone tightly and swallowing hard. As if she could ever forget the night that started all her mistrust of men. “Are you sure?”

“I think so. I remember looking up his picture in the yearbook last year after some story came out about selling their software to the military.” Bernie sounded confident. “What a nerd!”

Lynn remembered. He’d left her nothing but heartache. If this was the same Eric, boy, did she have a bone to pick with him!

“Gotta go, Bernadette. In my business, if you snooze, you lose! Bye.”

Lynn punched the end button in the middle of Bernadette’s protest. She’d live.

She picked up the newspaper again and re–read the details of the story. “The CEO of SDS Technologies, Eric Coleman, will be presenting the annual ‘Young Entrepreneur of the Year Award’ to a deserving local high school student at the sold–out black–tie banquet held at the exclusive San Francisco Buena Vista Hotel tonight at 7 pm. The proceeds will provide a college scholarship for the winner.”

She gritted her teeth at the ambitiousness of her plan.

Not quite the relaxing evening she’d anticipated. But she had to talk to Eric Coleman, and fast. He’d never believe her unless they were face to face. And they needed to act tonight.

Lynn stepped into the bedroom, shedding her sarong and unclasping the halter neck of her swimsuit. She caught a glimpse of herself in the full–length mirror and hesitated.

The image staring back at her was a mass of contradictions.

Visible scars crisscrossed her torso and neck. The ones on her face were so slight they looked like premature old-age wrinkles. Body—good, but skin—ugly.

She still had a hard time recognizing herself with her new straight nose, high cheeks, and narrow chin. Miraculously her eyes had escaped unscathed, looking like crystal-blue, shattered marbles, scattered with hints of gray and green. She’d had laser surgery, so no more contact lenses. Her eyebrows were different, too—the reconstructive surgeon had given one of them a perpetual arch.

Lynn sighed at her tousled hair. White as snow, at age thirty–four.

Good thing having an indeterminate age helped her more often than not in her business. Some clients believed she had decades of experience that showed in her white hair and fine lines, while others thought of her as young and a bit eccentric.

To her, it was a daily reminder of her luck to survive and live each day to its fullest.

She could handle her life, even if she had to do it all on her own. She wouldn’t risk getting hurt again—not her heart, her body, or her mind. Three times was more than enough for anyone to bear.

Entering the bathroom, she turned on the hot water in the shower, inspecting her sarong before hanging it on the nylon rope to steam out the wrinkles. She shook her head at the image she would make among San Francisco’s society and business community.

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” she quipped, ducking under the spray. “I never did learn to follow the rules, did I?”
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Eric squinted at the cryptic text message. “1 of 3 Chinese scorpions loose.” He hadn’t heard from Paul Freeman since he’d recruited Eric from Northwestern University for DARPA. Did Paul discover his top–secret project became SDS?

Tugging at his strangling bow tie, he glanced around the noisy hotel ballroom. He wanted Don’s take on this, since he’d known Paul longer. Not catching sight of him among the tuxedoed guests, he forwarded the message to Don’s cell before pocketing his phone.

Usually Eric had too much work to attend the annual banquet in San Francisco, but this year the low–key publicity and goodwill it generated could only help the SDS IPO. Mingling with potential investors with gobs of money and established networks of high–level business and government contacts seemed the right thing to do. He approached a small circle of attendees to greet the organization’s largest donor, C.J. Rogers, and stepped in close at the first lull in the conversation.

A warm hand inched along the front of his scarlet cummerbund. He flinched. His eyebrows shot up. His eyes flashed down. A huge diamond ring twinkled against his waist. He caught Crystal’s too–friendly gaze. Wonderful, just wonderful. Roger’s wife was making a pass at him. That’s all he needed.

Tugging Eric toward the open bar, she smiled with a naughty suggestiveness. He rotated in the opposite direction, moving out of her reach. Her hand dropped, as he fully intended. Except Crystal dragged her palm over his crotch and winked, watching him out of the corner of her eye.

This was tiresome, as well as potentially embarrassing. His body, though, was paying attention all right. Polite chitchat with Rogers be damned. He needed someone to rescue him discreetly—and soon.

A soft smack and dismayed cry caught Eric’s ear. Turning his head, he saw perfectly shaped female hips and long legs, a lithe arm outstretched toward a fallen purse. Spinning deftly away from Crystal’s advances, Eric assessed the rest of this vision—high heels, slender ankles, slim waist, bare and toned back. Without a conscious thought, he stepped forward.

“I was sure I put my ticket in here when I switched purses,” a husky voice informed the doorman in an apologetic tone. “Eric will be so angry that I’m late, but I told him I just had to get my hair done today for such a special occasion. He’ll kill me if I don’t show!”

The doorman scowled. He squatted, helping her pick up the scattered cosmetics, muttering under his breath. “All right, ma’am, go on in. But next time....”

Her soft, low laugh drew Eric closer. “I know, I know. I’m such a scatterbrain. Thanks. You’re a sweetie!” A slim hand patted the doorman gently on the cheek. The woman straightened to full height and a cascade of white hair tumbled over her naked shoulder. Eric stopped mid–step, stunned.

“Do you know where Mr. Coleman, er, Eric, might be? I have important news to tell him right away,” the woman asked the doorman, stuffing a black scarf into her tiny handbag.

“Right behind you, ma’am. Have a good evening.” The doorman nodded at Eric and returned to the top of the stairs.

The woman pivoted in slow motion. A stricken expression crossed her face. Straightening her shoulders, she sought his eyes.

Eric crossed his arms over his chest, scrutinizing the mysterious interloper. Her snowy hair was loosely gathered in a pink scarf tied at the base of one shoulder. She wore a lacy top with a narrow, plunging neckline. The filmy swirls covered most of her skin, but the open pattern invited his slow perusal between the design whorls to gleaming flesh underneath.

Then there was her skirt. Angled low around her hips, contrasting green leaves and pink flowers shot through a background of the same teal blue as her top. A long slit ending at mid–thigh disclosed a silky leg.

Never before had he seen a woman’s outfit so perfectly attuned to her body. It made the rest of the women’s expensive gowns look dowdy by comparison. No jewels were necessary to make this woman glitter and glow.

“Mr. Coleman?” A deep, throaty voice reached his ears. He drew his gaze from her ankles up the length of her body, watching a flush rise from her slender neck to her high cheekbones.

“I thought I was just Eric.” He met turquoise eyes and cocked his head toward the doorman. “Remember? You did your hair special for me.”

“You like it? Most men prefer a younger look.”

“I’d have to say it’s very unusual, just like you. Did you really dye it for tonight?” He snagged one white strand curling against her exposed arm.

“Nope.” Her lips twisted in a rueful moue. “This is how it is all the time. Disappointed?”

“Actually, thrilled. I need an escort, and you fit the bill perfectly. No one will know if you’re my mother or my date.” He tugged her lock and released it.

Her chin jutted out and her eyes narrowed. “Your mother? I think not!”

Eric laughed while tucking her hand firmly into the crook of his arm. “At least you weren’t horrified at the idea of being my date.”

Grinning, he led her through the crowds spilling into the entrance of the ballroom. “Play along with me and don’t let people know we just met,” he whispered. “It will blow both our covers—and put you back on the street before you get a chance to tell me what’s so important.” He glanced down, wondering what had caused her to crash this event. “You were looking for me, right?”

His mystery lady nodded. “Just for tonight though. And remember, whatever I say or do is because you asked me to pretend to be your date.” Tension colored her husky voice.

Although curious about her very clear boundaries, Eric shrugged. Since he needed her cooperation, he couldn’t complain. But something about her caused the hair on the back of his neck tickle with warning. And made the hound dog in him sit up and howl.

“Whatever you say or do this evening is fine by me. We’ll talk later. Promise,” he reassured.

Her breath came out in a relieved sigh. A broad smile crossed her lips as she twinkled blue eyes up at him. “Don’t you even want to know my name...baby?”

Eric growled, pulling her close to his side and threading their way through the ballroom. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

She nodded with an unapologetic grin.

“What’s your name, you shameless flirt?” He tilted his head down.

“Lynn Baker,” she breathed into his ear, heating his blood. He shut his eyes, concentrating on controlling the surprising surge of lust, and felt a hard slap on his forearm.

Eric opened his eyes to Don’s challenging gaze. “There you are,” Eric exclaimed. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Did you get my text message?”

Don nodded, his brows arching and his shoulder lifting under his too–snug suit jacket. “We’ll talk later.”

Eric studied Don’s impassive face, but couldn’t read a thing. Okay, apparently Paul’s message about scorpions wasn’t too urgent. “When does this banquet start?”

Don’s gaze flickered over Lynn’s hand. He scowled, further deepening the scar that furrowed his swarthy cheek. His silver mustache twitched as he scrutinized her with a speculative expression on his face. “Now. They want you up on the dais with the other honorees so this gaggle will get the idea and start eating the rubber chicken.”

Eric nodded, taking a step toward the front. Don’s firm hand stopped him. 

“Who’s this?” Don asked in a quiet voice.

Eric shook his head. “I forgot my manners,” he chuckled, drawing Lynn closer. “Lynn, let me introduce you to my old friend, Don Salazar. Don, Lynn Baker.”

“Don, I’m happy to meet you.” Lynn smiled and held out slender fingers.

Don grasped her hand, shaking it briefly. He glanced at Eric. “I thought you didn’t have a date.”

Eric grasped for a plausible explanation. His work always came first—and Don knew why. So what was up with the third degree?

“Actually, we bumped into each other rather unexpectedly,” Lynn answered. “Since I needed to talk to Eric about his business, he graciously asked me to join him.” Her glance at Eric begged for corroboration.

Eric met Don’s skeptical glare, guessing Don was more worried for his safety than offended that he didn’t know Eric’s plans. With the increasing dangers in the technology world, Don’s FBI background came in handy. And given Paul’s unexpected text warning, maybe Don was right to be on alert.

“Don’t worry. I’m perfectly safe in Lynn’s hands. I didn’t notice a gun hidden anywhere, did you?”

Don relaxed his sturdy shoulders, glancing at the slinky material skimming Lynn’s body. “I’ll trust you’ve searched her thoroughly—or will eventually.” He jerked his thumb to the front. “Lynn can take my seat. I’m happy to sit back here and talk to these young kids about their business ideas. They’re amazing. Maybe I’ll invest in them myself.”

“Just check over their business plans before you part with any money,” Eric called over his shoulder, pulling Lynn behind him.

Stepping into the glare of the footlights, Lynn glanced back at the other women heading toward the head table. Eric pulled out her chair, but she leaned into him instead.

“Let me sit down with Don,” she hissed. “I’m not dressed for this!”

“Why? I think you look beautiful.” Quite happy to take advantage of the opportunity, Eric inspected her body again. It was the most luscious one he’d seen in years. “Everyone will be dying to know where to get an outfit like yours.”

Lynn glowered. “Well, why don’t you just go ahead and announce they can buy it online from Frederick’s of Hollywood and Catalina Swimwear? That will make them all feel better.”

“I will if you want, but maybe we should keep that our little secret.” Eric curved his lips into a lazy smile. “Though I admit it’s rather titillating you’re confident enough to wear lingerie in public to attract me.”

Lynn snapped her mouth closed. A matronly woman and her distinguished husband paused to greet Eric. He quickly made introductions, overriding Lynn’s objections.

The woman oohed and aahed over Lynn’s stunning outfit. Eric bit the inside of his cheeks to keep a straight face. Lynn bowed her head in gracious acceptance and returned the compliment. The other dignitaries all stopped by as well, forcing Lynn to repeat her performance. Only the high color in her cheeks indicated her discomfort.

When everyone was finally seated on the dais, Eric felt her relax beside him. He picked up her hand and gave it a squeeze. “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“No, it’s actually funny when you think of it. Makes you wonder whether the fashion industry is as crucial to high society as it tells its customers.”

He chuckled at her soft banter and dug into his salad. Lynn chatted with the gentleman on her other side, disclosing she was the owner of a small consulting firm, Baker & Associates.

As Eric overheard this exchange, it hit him. Of course. He had an appointment scheduled with her in the morning. With perfect references from another local firm, Eric hadn’t bothered interviewing other candidates. Immersed in the IPO, he barely remembered their phone conversation last month.

But he should have remembered her voice. Sitting so close to Lynn now, in person, her low tones describing her education at Stanford rasped against his heightened nerve endings. They discussed trends in the technology world while her floral perfume tickled his nose. Asking polite questions about the organization sponsoring the event, she glowed with confidence.

She was a powerful package of a woman. He was looking forward to getting to know her much, much better.
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The waiters arrived with dessert and poured coffee. Excusing himself, Eric stepped to the podium, finally giving Lynn her chance to study him.

Wow! Was this really the longhaired lanky nerd she flirted with and kissed eons ago? She never would have recognized him.

His sure command of the topic of entrepreneurship radiated confidence and leadership, probably from building SDS from scratch. Engineers considered it a real coup to work with him, now a Silicon Valley legend. But boy, she itched to give him a good dressing down for the way he treated her on that fateful night seventeen years ago.

Her mind wandered back to May Day at Northwestern, when they first met, by chance. He’d been nervous about his upcoming interview with the Defense Department, certain he’d blow his future because his software project wasn’t good enough. She pumped up his ego, and then lent him her Dad’s lucky necklace for his meeting. That night they danced and she let him believe she was his classmate, not the high–school senior she really was, visiting her sister for the weekend. Her heart was floating with teenage dreams of forever—until he announced he’d just used her for messing around. As if that wasn’t enough, he went on to say her advice and support before going into that crucial interview had been worse than worthless. Then he just walked off, without even a backward glance—and kept her Dad’s necklace to boot. She had never even asked his last name!

The audience laughed as he mentioned getting his initial funding from DARPA. Lynn crumpled the program in her fist, that old anger welling up again. He had lied to her about winning his precious funding that afternoon. He’ll pay for that, big time.

Because this time, her advice will come with a hefty price tag. She’ll give him her professional best, of course. She could really have fun playing with his mind, though. He didn’t recognize her! No surprise, given how much her appearance had changed since the accident. And besides that, he only knew her as Gwen.

Eric set his hands on the corner of the podium. She watched his fingers massaging the corners and remembered how those fingers felt as they ran down her spine. A warm, fluttering rush like heated brandy hit her. She always chalked up her impulsive actions that May Day to her youth. But maybe it was more. Maybe she had one of those pheromone reactions she’d read about.

Eric’s well–fitted tuxedo showed off a magnificent physique. She took it all in as she sipped her coffee. Even his hair gleamed; Bernadette spent a fortune and couldn’t get her highlights to look as good as his. He smiled, announcing the winner’s name, and twin creases lined his lean cheeks, from his cheekbones to his square jaw. It wouldn’t too much of a hardship for her to lead him on and then dump him the way he had dumped her. Who could blame her for that? Fair’s fair, after all—and she could finally put that teenage crush to rest.

Joining in the enthusiastic applause at the end of Eric’s speech, she sighed. It’s time to forget all that and concentrate on business. She ignored the pang of disappointment. Her work was worth more than any man, she reminded herself. But why did those words seem so empty this time? Because it’s this man, or because her consultancy was failing?

She gathered her purse and put on her professional face. They’d put the threat to the IPO on hold long enough.

“Dance?” Eric whispered in her ear. His warm breath sent shivers along her nerve endings.

She grabbed hold of her ricocheting reactions. “Only if we can talk. It really is important,” she added, noticing the disappointment crossing his face as he led her onto the dance floor. Good! Let him hang a bit.

“It can’t wait until our appointment in the morning?” He whirled them into the first steps, his large hand brushing her bare back. Lynn hoped he missed how she arched into his touch, like that time long ago, when the moon shone over them and he’d kissed her—until Bernie suddenly found them and blurted out her real age.

“How long have you known who I am?” Lynn asked. Who did he recognize—the roly–poly seventeen year–old with a crush on him, or the consultant he’d hired?

“Not until you started talking at dinner. I didn’t expect you until tomorrow, so your name didn’t ring a bell.” His hooded eyes glimmered with heat. “I certainly wasn’t expecting someone who looked like you to have such a dynamite professional reputation.” His fingers drifted along her exposed shoulder.

A rush of warmth followed his caress, stimulating and hot, with just a tingle of warning. “What’s that supposed to mean?” She halted mid–step, waiting for his answer. He led her toward the edge of the thinning crowd. And, just like years ago, she followed him.

“Nothing insulting. Now, Ms. Baker, suppose you tell me what’s so important that made you crash this party.”

“I overheard a conversation at my hotel about SDS.” Fighting to control her emotions, still prickling from his comments, Lynn drew her professionalism around her like a familiar blanket. “There’s a press release going out tonight announcing problems with your software, apparently to delay your IPO. Are you aware of that?”

The abrupt clenching of his arm around her waist supplied the answer. He jerked to a stop, holding her snug against his broad chest and bending his head down next to hers.

“Do you know who released it?” His deep voice was clipped and hushed, his gaze intent. He held her fingers so tightly his nails dug into her flesh.

She shook her head, dropping her voice even lower to match his. “I caught a glimpse of only one of the two men. He was in business dress, middle–aged, black hair. One of the voices had an Asian accent. That’s all I can tell you.” She bit her lip. “I figured it was better to let them think I didn’t hear anything than confront them.”

“You were right.” He squeezed her briefly before dropping his arms. “Thanks for telling me. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He stepped away, scanning the crowd.

Lynn seized his wrist, twisting him back toward her. Surprise raked his features. 

“This is what I do for a living,” she scolded in a whisper. “You need my help. After all, that’s what you hired me for, right?”

“You know how to stop the press release?”

“No, but I know of a way to dissipate its effect. But we have to act tonight. Otherwise, you might as well give up. Those guys were serious about blocking your IPO.”

He sighed. “All right. Can you give me a lift back to the office so we can work? Don can take my car home.”

Lynn winced at the memory of her nerve–racking drive through the steep hills of San Francisco. “Couldn’t I ride with you, and let Don drive my rental car instead?”

Eric’s eyebrow lifted. “If that’s what you want. Where’s your car?”

“Valet parking.” Lynn rummaged in her purse for the claim ticket.

“Excuse me, Mr. Coleman?” The bravado in the tenor-pitched voice barely covered its quaver. “Would it be all right if I asked your date to dance?”

Eric spun around so fast he almost knocked over the young man hovering behind him. A scowl crossed his features, and then a polite smile settled on his face. “Hello, Alex. Lynn, this is Alexander Tran, tonight’s winner. Alex, Lynn Baker.”

A teenager of Vietnamese descent, Alex’s slight build reflected the hours he probably spent studying rather than building an athletic body. His thick black hair was close–cropped on the sides and stuck straight up on top. An eager smile flitted across his face.

Lynn extended her hand. “Congratulations, Alex. It’s nice to meet you.” She gave his damp palm a firm squeeze.

“I’m sure Lynn would be happy to dance with you, since I have to find a friend before he leaves.” Eric stepped aside, holding Lynn’s gaze.

Lynn got the message, smiling at Alex while she handed Eric her claim ticket. “Why of course, I’d love to dance with the winner. You’ll have to tell me more about your business plan.”

Heading toward the dance floor, she caught Eric’s eye over her shoulder. Would he return for her? He dropped his head in a brisk nod and disappeared into the crowd.
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Lynn gripped Eric’s elbow as they left the hotel vestibule, pausing at the top of the steep street. A frigid fog floated over the hill in wispy waves, partially obscuring the million–dollar view of the surrounding mansions and the expanse of San Francisco Bay. The triangular top of the Transamerica pyramid loomed to the right above the fog belt, eerily detached from its foundation.

“Would you mind terribly getting the car and picking me up here?” Lynn drew her shoulders up and shifted behind him. A fierce windblast off the bay made her shiver. “I’m freezing, and these hills are impossible to navigate in high heels.”

“Of course,” Eric said. “I’ll just be a minute. Why don’t you wait around the corner, out of this breeze?” He tugged the black scarf snugly around her neck and toyed with it a little longer than necessary. He surely didn’t resent Alex Tran’s audacity. On the contrary, it took guts to cut in. The kind of guts the kid would need if he wanted to make a name for himself in the tech world.

But Eric knew better than to lie to himself. He had felt envious. His time for fun was so limited, the brief respite of enjoyment with Lynn was refreshing—at least before she turned all cool and professional. Her shocking announcement refocused his attention like a laser onto business as usual. Never mind that she felt so right in his arms, cozy and stimulating at the same time.

Familiar is more like it. But he could swear he’d never seen her face before, or heard that husky voice that kept him aroused all evening.

Wrestling with his unruly body as it responded to his vivid imagination, Eric jogged down the hill, pondering the threat to SDS. How did Paul’s text message fit into all this? He would trust Don’s assessment of its urgency, but his own gut warned him something big was happening, and SDS was right smack in the middle of it.

It only took three minutes to reach his vintage Mustang and roar back up to rescue Lynn from the harsh elements, heater on at full blast. Eric helped her settle into the low–slung seat before climbing back in. Lynn nudged off her heels, tucking one foot under her and the other under the vent.

Wow, her knockout legs sure look hot against red leather.

Forcing his gaze away, he angled the long white hood into the intersection toward the sharp hill of California Street.

A jogger darted in front of them. Eric jammed the brakes.

Lynn gasped. Jerking upright, she gripped the seat with one hand and the dashboard with the other. The man slapped the hood, passing with a quick wave and a forced smile.

“These hills bother you?” He waited until she sank back into her seat before he pressed the accelerator again. “Join the rest of the tourists. I’ve seen cars roll backwards into traffic because the driver didn’t know how to work the gears.”

“It’s just so easy to lose control.” Her whispery voice seemed strained.

Eric reined in the powerful engine, keeping it from gathering speed on its free-fall toward the highway on-ramp.

“Nice car.” Lynn let out a loud breath, finally releasing her death grip from the dash. “What year is it?”

“An original ’64.” Eric patted the steering wheel. “Three engineering friends from home fixed it up and gave it to me as a college graduation present. I’ve babied it ever since.” Driving on the open road was the closest to freedom he got these days. When he turned onto Interstate 280, he accelerated well past the posted speed limit, the norm for the informal racetrack between San Francisco and San Jose.

Eric checked the rearview mirror. Yep, virtually no traffic. No cops either. He glanced at Lynn. “Okay, so what’s your big idea for my company?”

She turned halfway in the seat, facing him. “How much do you know about the actual process of releasing press announcements?”

“Not much. We only started putting them out this past year. Whenever we had news, I asked Kay Chiang, our sales VP, to take care of it. I have no idea what happens once I approve the release itself.”

“I do, so let me give you a quick overview,” she said in a brisk tone. “You send PR News Alerts the final announcement with the date and
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