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			ZENITH ANGLE:

			a measured angle between the sky directly overhead and any object seen in the sky.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			COLORADO, SEPTEMBER 1999

			The Most Important Man in the World put his pants on one leg at a time. Then he put on his boots and his Stetson.

			He checked the cabin’s rusty mirror. The Most Important Man in the World looked pretty good in his cowboy hat. His haunted burnt-out eyes, his white stubble, and his lined sunken cheeks . . . wearing a cowboy hat changed all those things. In his Stetson, Tom DeFanti looked downright weather-beaten. Rugged. Solid. He was a man of the earth.

			The little cabin was stark, lonely, old, and simple. It lacked running water, wiring, and a toilet. It required this mountain cabin and the 16,812 acres of Pinecrest Ranch to free Tom DeFanti from his monuments. His cable franchises. His newspapers. His Web sites. His news magazine. His Internet fiber-optic backbone. His international charitable foundation. His monuments loomed over him like so many tombstones.

			Then there were his other, less mentionable monuments. They orbited high overhead, watching the globe around the clock.

			DeFanti carefully buttoned his thick flannel shirt. September light was fading in the small glass panes.

			Though he had been raised like an ugly swan by a working-class Italian family, Thomas DeFanti had always wanted and expected to become a very important man. However, DeFanti had never expected to become as incredibly rich as he was in the autumn of 1999. His holdings had blown up like a mushroom cloud, due to the Internet boom. This brought new attention to DeFanti that he didn’t much like. It brought new expectations that he didn’t know how to fulfill. Life for the very rich was always strange, and often dangerous.

			The man who had built this old Colorado cabin had also been a very rich man. DeFanti had studied him closely. He was grateful for the dead man’s useful lessons in how to get by.

			The dead man had once been a very important Chicago banker. In 1911 he’d built the Colorado cabin, a tiny shelter for his astronomical observatory. The cabin was a quiet place, a safe place. The banker’s ghost still hung there under the close black rafters, in a vapor of horse sweat, brandy, and fine cigars. Just like Tom DeFanti, the dead man had slept in that narrow, no-nonsense iron bed, its frame as solid as a torture rack. There was no room in that bed for his fireball society wife. The dead man’s demanding rich kids were also three days away by a good long train ride. As for the dead man’s lawyers, accountants, vice presidents, and stockholders, they might as well be stuck up on the Moon.

			Here in the mountains of Pinecrest, the world had to let a man live. Clear air, elk, forests, red granite, fine fishing, good shooting. And the telescope, of course. Telescopes justified everything, for both Tom DeFanti and his dear friend and mentor, the dead banker. Telescopes brought both of them perspective, and solace, and a true kind of happiness. Telescopes, long nights left alone, and those sweet, dark, endless skies.

			The cabin’s stone hearth held a fragrant tang of pine ashes. In an old cedar chest, the dead banker had carefully hidden the sacred books of his boyhood. They were a boy’s turn-of-the-century reading, adventure stories about industry and engineering, bought for a nickel each from the newsstands of boomtown Chicago. Steam Man of the Plains by “NoName,” and about three dozen others. On overcast nights when the seeing was bad, DeFanti had read the flaking novelettes by lantern light. They were simple, good stories. Lots of manly action.

			DeFanti removed the cowboy hat and splashed at his face from the tin bowl and white pitcher. He yanked open a rustic wooden drawer and thumbed through his private galaxy of pills. What would it be tonight? Prozac yes, aspirin yes, Viagra no thank you. Gingko yes. Valium yes, half a Valium, just to take some of the edge off. Plus yohimbe and vitamin A: they were good for his night vision.

			DeFanti knocked his pills back with sips from a steaming coffee thermos. He gnawed at buffalo jerky to settle the drugs in his gut. DeFanti had discovered bison meat in his pursuit of a heart-healthy diet. Bison meat was the very best meat in America. Tom DeFanti now owned over four thousand bison.

			DeFanti unlatched the cabin’s door and left, carrying his fringed rawhide jacket. There was no sign of civilization, not a glimmer of light, not a telephone pole. One exception: far below in a stony bowl of hills, faint amber glows flicked on at the ranch’s main hacienda. Over at the sprawling Pinecrest headquarters, Wife Number Four and her ranch staff were hosting a happy crowd of German cowboy tourists. The Germans had paid fifteen hundred dollars each to shoot a Pinecrest bull bison with their choice of Colt six-shooters or historical buffalo rifles.

			DeFanti’s fourth wife was an energetic young woman from Taipei. She was from a prominent Chinese family, spoke six languages, and had very strong working habits. Wife Number Four never slept in the astronomy cabin’s iron bed. DeFanti did his best to keep her busy.

			In the thin chill air of evening, DeFanti quickly missed his felt Stetson. He was too stubborn to climb back downhill for it. Besides, the cold dry breeze had chased off the smoke from the wildfires in the huge federal park to the east. It was the best observing he’d enjoyed all week.

			Colorado’s Continental Divide scraped at the fading orange sky. That colossal glow could restore any man’s soul, if he still owned one. A crowd of man-made satellites was busily climbing from the planet’s shadow. And if the zenith angle was exactly right, then the solar panels on a passing satellite might gleam down at the Earth for a few precious instants: a flare five times brighter than Venus.

			DeFanti had extremely personal and very complicated feelings about satellites. Especially Iridium satellites, though spy satellites had always been his premier line of work. He had wanted in on the Iridium project so very badly. He had violently hated the engineers and financiers who had somehow launched a major global satellite communications network without him. And then he’d been astounded to see the whole enterprise simply fold up and collapse.

			These wonderful Iridium satellites, dozens of high-tech metal birds each the size of a bus, beautifully designed, working perfectly and just as planned, costing more per pound than solid gold: they were glories of technology with no business model. The engineers had built them, and yet no one had come. Earthly cell phones were so much quicker, cheaper, smaller. The bankrupted satellites were doomed to be de-orbited and flung, one by one, into the black, chilly depths of the Atlantic Ocean.

			This awful fate made the Iridium satellites very precious to DeFanti. The Most Important Man in the World had known some failures of his own, true agonies of the spirit. He never gloated at the wreckage of anybody else’s grand ambitions. He had learned to watch such things with care, searching for men with drive who had the guts to survive the midnight of the soul. Such men were useful.

			A long feathery brushstroke in the west touched his steadily darkening sky. DeFanti scowled. That mark was a jet’s contrail, and by its angle across the heavens, DeFanti knew at once that the jet was headed for the Pinecrest private airstrip.

			DeFanti wheeled his heavy spotter’s binoculars on their black metal stand. The intruder, gleaming in fading sunlight high above the Rockies, was a sleek white Boeing Business Jet. It could jump the Pacific in two hops.

			The Dot-Commie had returned.

			Moments later, the jet roared overhead, shattering his serenity. The Dot-Commie had sent him some e-mail, DeFanti knew that, but the kid and his latest screaming crisis had somehow slipped DeFanti’s mind. The Dot-Commie always had dozens of irons in the fire. No e-biz fad ever escaped his notice.

			DeFanti had five adult children. He got it about the nineties generation, as far as anyone did. But the Dot-Commie was special even by those weird standards, he was like . . . DeFanti rubbed his grizzled chin. The yohimbe was coming on, with a ticklish mental itch.

			DeFanti knew that the Dot-Commie, for better or worse, was his spiritual heir. DeFanti’s two sons wanted nothing to do with their father’s empire. And properly so, because his sons, like their mothers, just didn’t have what that took. The Dot-Commie took after DeFanti, though. The Dot-Commie always took plenty.

			The Dot-Commie was entirely at home with DeFanti’s many holdings. The cable, the cell phones, the Taiwanese chip fabricators, the Houston aerospace companies, the federally subsidized fiber-optic Internet supercomputers . . . Not only was the Dot-Commie at ease with all this high technology, he was downright nostalgic about it.

			The jet slid behind a sharp ridge of pines. It missed the approach on DeFanti’s short mountain runway, roared up gushing smoke, then circled and tried again. So much for clear skies. Was the kid letting his latest girlfriend pilot the thing? Why had DeFanti ever agreed to have a runway installed here in the first place?

			Surely it would take the Dot-Commie a good long while to find him, up here in the cabin. Maybe Wife Number Four would politely force the kid to shower, shave, eat, and possibly even sleep. Maybe the German tourists would force him to drink a round of German beers.

			DeFanti opened his laptop and checked its heavy-duty battery. He loaded the latest orbits for passing spacecraft. Tom DeFanti had always been very keen about the role of computers in outer space. He had shared those professional interests with the NORAD Space Defense Operations Center, and the National Security Agency, and the National Reconnaissance Office. With the CIA Office of Imagery Analysis. With the Consolidated Space Operations Center, at Colorado Springs. With the Air Force, and with the Space Force, and with the Navy’s FLTSATCOM, and with the National Photographic Interpretation Center. With aerospace engineering labs in Houston. With R&D labs in Northern Virginia. With camera labs in Rochester, New York. With antenna labs in Boulder, Colorado. And with Communists.

			One glorious day during perestroika 1988, Tom DeFanti had found that he was helping American and Soviet space spies to share some very intimate notes. Long before the Hubble Space Telescope had ever appeared to scan the distant galaxies, Cold War spy satellites had carried giant telescopes into orbit. Those orbiting telescopes always looked down.

			Through persistence and competence, Tom DeFanti had become the planet’s go-to guy for “national technical means of verification.” Not because DeFanti himself was a spy, although passing those notes at a disarmament conference certainly made him into one. No: it was because Tom DeFanti was basically running the spy-sat business. He was carrying the technical torch for the world’s most secret industry. A very secret industry, nothing at all like normal astronomy, and not very much like normal computers, but an industry that combined both. It was quite a big, advanced, very high-tech industry. A big, dark, powerful industry. Tom DeFanti was the man within private enterprise who was most advancing that industry. He was building satellite hardware for gigantic spaceborne spy cameras. He was financing analysis software for huge torrents of visual data.

			That made him an important man. Him, Tom DeFanti: a frantic business hustler who had stuck together a Houston aerospace company on a wing, a prayer, and some very quiet yachts packed with bales of Acapulco gold. He’d done some crazy things, for some desperate reasons. But he’d always had one business goal in mind: his own personal charge card for the Deep Black. Because the Deep Black budget for spy satellites was twice the size of the CIA’s budget. And the Congress never ran any audits there.

			The spy-sat community never advertised in Aviation Week. Once you became a trusted Deep Black supplier, though, you were a made man. If you could deliver their hardware on time, quietly, and within specs, you were a miracle for them. You were a major asset and to hell with the so-called budget. Six-thousand-dollar hammers; only to be expected. Ten-thousand-dollar toilet seats; go enjoy yourself.

			To launder his Deep Black money, to try to make his own taxes make sense, DeFanti had started a cable company, and then a microwave phone network. He’d never guessed that cable TV would spread like crabgrass, or that cell phones would web Planet Earth with their white roadside antennas.

			Time passed. Tom DeFanti grew older in his boardrooms. The wives cycled through his bedrooms, and his kids grew up and left. The Space Age gently faded into the yellowing pages of Life magazine. By the 1990s, aerospace jobs were fading away by double-digit percentages, while the Cyberspace Age exploded in the NASDAQ and a million Web sites. Business and the profit motive ruled the heavens and the earth.

			But now, breaking his thoughts, here came the ugly racket of a trail bike. It was, of course, the Dot-Commie. The Dot-Commie was making a beeline for DeFanti’s hidden cabin. He must have ridden the motorbike straight down his jet’s embarkation stairs.

			The Dot-Commie waved cheerfully as his bike veered wildly up the stony, darkening slope. The Dot-Commie wore a tartan shirt, jeans, boots, and an Australian outback hat. He looked both rugged and tidy. Jet lag never bothered the Dot-Commie. He ate like a weasel and he slept like a tomcat.

			The Dot-Commie pulled up with a squeal of brand-new brakes. He hunted for the off switch on his spotless Japanese toy. Despite his fondness for fancy transportation, the Dot-Commie was no man of action. He tended toward pallor and plumpness. He would have shuddered at a horse.

			The kid leaned the spotless bike against the gray wooden hulk of the dead man’s abandoned observatory. The dead banker’s old telescope had long since gone blind. His doors to the zenith had rusted shut on their iron pulleys and chains. The place had been used as a hay barn for decades. DeFanti had never altered the dead man’s observatory, he had always just let it be. Now that the red Kawasaki trail bike leaned against its patient sides, he realized how much he loved that old building. What an affront that was.

			“Komban-wa, Chairman-san!” said the Dot-Commie.

			The Dot-Commie had a nice tapered chin and a smooth, tall genius forehead. He was the ladies’ man version of a geek. Determined to avoid the kid’s eager handshake, DeFanti absently patted the barrel of his faithful old Questar. The gingko was hitting his brain with a hot quiet rush now. The Dot-Commie had something big on his mind, and it would be complicated. It would be way too complicated. The Dot-Commie’s personal schemes always included lots of extra gears and switches, just for their geeky coolness.

			“So, kid, how’d it go across the big water?”

			“Oh, Tom, in Tokyo, they are So Over. They just don’t Get It.” The Dot-Commie removed his Australian hat. His hair looked like a nice toupee on a solid stone egg. He flipped the hat and tossed it over. “This is for you, Tom.”

			DeFanti caught the hat, startled. “I don’t need this,” he lied.

			“I bought it for you in Sydney. It’s brand-new. It’s fully adjustable, see? You just pull that little tab in the back.”

			DeFanti groaned in disbelief. Then he settled the kid’s body-heated hatband around his own chilled scalp. The hat felt pretty good, really. The hat felt great. DeFanti always wore a hat when observing. Mountain nights were bitterly cold.

			“Cell phones, the Japanese get,” said the Dot-Commie. He opened his black laptop bag. “Cameras and faxes and stereos, the Japanese get. E-commerce, that stuff the Japanese never get.” From an interior pocket of the bag he removed a two-ounce plastic windbreaker. He peeled it open with the delicacy of a man folding an origami crane.

			“I saw the Super-Kamiokande,” the Dot-Commie announced. “That was this trip’s high point. That neutrino observatory. Tom, it’s all you said it was, and it’s more. It is insanely great.”

			“So, what, they gave you the lunch tour? Take this hat back.”

			“The name of DeFanti-san opens every door in astronomy! They loved me at Kamiokande. Keep the hat, Tom. The acolyte wears no hat when the Master lacks a hat.” The Dot-Commie tunneled into his plastic windbreaker. It featured a snug little drawstring hood. He yanked the hood over his big egg head and grinned winningly. He looked like a plastic elf.

			“At Kamiokande, they’re underground and galactic at the same time!” the Dot-Commie crowed, dancing in place a little to shake off the cold. “About a billion photon tubes down there. They catch neutrinos inside giant tubs of water. The Japanese are underground, underwater, and observing the galaxy. All at the same time!”

			“That scheme works out for them, does it?”

			“They get major results!” The Dot-Commie dug into his magic black bag and retrieved his gleaming silver laptop. “So, which is bigger, DeFanti-sensei? The universe, or the screen that shows us the universe?”

			“It’s all about the screens now, kid.”

			“You bet, Ascended Master! You are beyond Zen!”

			DeFanti chewed mournfully at his grizzled lower lip. “Quit bragging. It’s more of the same, that’s all. That LINEAR nonsense. And NEAT, and LONEOS, and SPACEWATCH. Shipping astronomy on Internet routers. Why in hell did I ever pay for those things?”

			“They can search every pixel in the sky, Tom.”

			DeFanti ignored him. “Nowadays, an amateur couldn’t spot a fresh comet to save his life! Those stupid scanning machines will always beat him to that. God damn it, I always wanted to bag my own comet. Always. ‘Comet DeFanti’!”

			DeFanti put his twitching eyelid to the chilly rubber eyepiece of his Questar. He knew very well that the sky was being mapped with ruthless digital detail. That wasn’t the part that scared him. No, the scary part was what space telescopes had done to the Earth. Pinecrest Ranch was easily visible from space. Any passing cosmonaut could see the place with the naked eye. The National Reconnaissance Office, as a meaningful gesture to a favorite supplier, had sent DeFanti a digital map of his whole Colorado spread.

			The NRO had given Pinecrest Ranch the same loving attention that they gave to the garish palaces of Saddam Hussein. All the NRO data was stuffed inside DeFanti’s laptop now. It wasn’t just a flat simple map, oh, no. It was an interactive, topographic, 3-D computer model map, military-style, just like the Delta Force studied before they parachuted into some hellhole in the middle of nowhere. Tom DeFanti could ride across his Colorado spread with a mouse instead of a horse. He dreaded the day when he would really prefer life that way.

			The Dot-Commie turned with solemn interest to DeFanti’s second telescope. “So, Tom, what’s with the tarp on this cool new hardware?”

			DeFanti felt a pill-driven mental pang. He scratched below the hat brim. “I don’t much care for that one, kid.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because it auto-aligns to the zenith angle. It’s got a forty-thousand-object stellar database built in. That’s not a telescope. That thing’s a damn Nintendo.”

			“Nintendo, the Japanese get! So, mind if I boot this baby up? Looks like terrific seeing up here tonight. The clarity of those skies!”

			DeFanti clenched his chilly, wrinkled hands. “Yeah, except for your jet trail! That’s a cloud of burning kerosene! You add that filth to the smog from the drought, and those wildfires on federal land . . . What has a man got to do?”

			The Dot-Commie touched a fat black switch on the base of the telescope. The digital instrument perked up with an instant click and an obedient hum. “Wow, sweet! So, Tom, what’s on our viewing agenda tonight?”

			DeFanti glanced at the screen of his laptop. “An Iridium will flash at 9:17. There’s a wonky old Soviet booster I’ve been keeping an eye on—pretty soon, it burns out big time. And after midnight, they’re parking a MAGNUM/VORTEX in its graveyard orbit. We might catch a little glimpse of that, if we’re lucky.” He looked up. “Were you ever cleared for that one? MAGNUM/VORTEX?”

			“Oh, sure. I’m cleared. I’m Mr. Cleared. We got some time to kill, huh? Can I show you something, Tom? It’s important.” The Dot-Commie deftly spun his laptop and confronted DeFanti with the glowing screen.

			It was a long, dense computer image, all colored nodes and knobs. It looked like a galaxy, or maybe a globular cluster, violently ripped to shreds.

			“Okay, so you’re showing this to me.”

			“Tom, this is your intranet’s traceroute map.”

			“And?”

			The Dot-Commie sighed and changed gears. “Okay. The board of directors. Our latest member. That guy named Derek Vandeveer.”

			DeFanti said nothing. He’d been having a whole lot of trouble remembering proper names lately. Not even the ginkgo helped him.

			“The big blond guy. Beard. Glasses. Shy, endearing type. Stares into space a lot. Doodles whenever other people talk to him. Everybody calls him ‘Van.’ ”

			“‘Van.’ Yeah, I know Van. The big geek.”

			“That’s our man. Dr. Derek Vandeveer, star computer scientist, widely noted security expert. Van was a Stanford professor. He’s the VP for research at Mondiale. Van won the Turing Prize in 1994. The Vandeveer Algorithm was named after Van. Okay? We recruited Van, we put Van on our board. Because Van is our token super-geek. And Derek Vandeveer just made this map that I’m showing you.”

			“I knew that crazy bastard would be trouble. Is that what this is all about? This little visit of yours tonight?”

			“Tom, I love it here in Colorado. I love satellites, I love an Iridium flashing. But yes, Tom. This is an emergency.”

			DeFanti levered the scope aside. “All right, then spill it.”

			“Corporate networks are complex and dynamically changing. We’ve got supply-chain and legacy partnerships, mergers and acquisitions activity, and a lot of staff turnover. The people come and go, and the deals come and go. But the machines just sit there. They’re getting more and more cluttered as time goes on. It’s the nervous system of the enterprise, that network and all its connections, and it’s a living, growing thing, Tom. It’s like it’s got its own agenda.”

			“Yeah. I know that. Its agenda is to break our budget.”

			“Well, we didn’t keep up with it properly. We let our corporate intranet grow just like the Internet grows, like a briar patch. So check out all these unauthorized connections into our enterprise network. Look at these bad links that Van found. He’s outlined them for us in red here. They’re mostly free connections that our people gave out for handshakes and goodwill, back when the Net was still new. This is a very interesting business structure that Van has revealed to us here, Tom. I don’t think anybody has ever mapped your business activities to quite this level of detail.”

			DeFanti pulled down on the brim of his new hat. “Am I supposed to like this? I don’t like it.”

			“Neither do I. Tom, you divested Pacific Data a good six years ago. But there are still IP host links in our system that date back to 1993. They still tie into Net machines that are running your news magazine’s online presence, and running your charity foundation . . . Tom, your nonprofit people are incredible. Those clowns give away Internet access to everybody they know. Worldwide. They are tied into Russians, Czechs and Germans, the U.N., Gorbachev’s foundations, Jimmy Carter’s charities . . . They are tied into Greenpeace, Tom. We’ve got Exorbital and its deep-black projects tied into a network that is also open to Greenpeace. If the NSA ever gets wind of that, they’ll go ballistic.”

			DeFanti peered at the densely crowded screen. “So, this yellow yarn-ball here. Which one is that?”

			“That yellow one is Visual Research Labs. That’s a spin-off, too. VRL is owned by the French now. But Vandeveer’s global IP traceroute mapping has opened up VRL like a can of tuna fish. We could stroll through every machine they’ve got. Because VRL may be based in Paris now, but they’re still running their graphics code off our Sun workstations in San Diego. Not one cent do they pay us for that service, either. They’re freeloading on us!”

			DeFanti said nothing. He hated virtual reality people. They were chock-full of crazy hype. They always had weird hair and peculiar shoes. And the French virtual reality crowd was, of course, much worse.

			“We never knew the French were still hanging around in there, until Vandeveer started looking. Nobody ever asked our permission to come and go. It’s just the old-school Net. They just linked up to us, and whenever they moved, nobody ever unplugged them.”

			“So who is carrying the damn flag here, them or us?”

			“That’s the big question, and so far, luckily, it’s still us. In hackerspeak, we ‘own’ them. I mean, I’m no Derek Vandeveer. I don’t hack, I’m a conceptualist. But with this traceroute map in my hands, yeah, basically I am their Internet. With a little work, I could pose as their system administrators, and download every confidential file they’ve got. And if they catch on to this bad-security situation, then that’s much worse, of course. Because then they would ‘own’ us.”

			“I get it now. Cut to the chase. Who knows about this mess?”

			“I do. And Derek Vandeveer. And now you, Mr. Chairman.”

			“Let me drive.” DeFanti took the Dot-Commie’s laptop. He spooled across the clustered tangle of Net connections. Vandeveer’s map was the size of a bathroom carpet: tens of thousands of machines, spreading from busy hubs and linked into long, snaky webs. The networks were neatly labeled with pop-up company names and numeric IP addresses. DeFanti’s Internet backbone company ran straight through the body of it, like the cloudy spine of the Milky Way.

			The Internet backbone business was never an outfit that DeFanti had taken seriously. Running the Internet was a high-tech hobby for computer geeks. It was a favor he’d done to put a nice smile on the face of the National Science Foundation. But by now, 1999, in terms of market cap, it was by far the biggest part of DeFanti’s empire. It had never, ever cleared one dime of profit, but the day-traders had it figured for the next Ford or General Motors. They were insane. The whole world had gone crazy.

			DeFanti owned a cable company that owned movie studios. He owned a big, solemn news magazine that could make or break presidents. But in cyberspace and according to the NASDAQ, this makeshift wad of broadband fiber optics was bigger than Godzilla. And if the market believed it, well, then such was reality.

			Everything on Vandeveer’s map was piled up on DeFanti’s backbone. Even long-forgotten outfits, like Wife Number Three’s little leather-goods store, a toy he’d bought the woman to keep her out of trouble. Here was his older son’s ridiculous adventure-canoeing outfit, making some bucks off the yuppie Green idiots who loved malarial jungles in Borneo. Everything.

			“This son of a bitch knows more about us than we do about ourselves! How the hell did he find the time to draw all this?”

			“He didn’t draw it at all. That map graphs all those connections on the fly.”

			“Nobody can do that.”

			“Vandeveer does it. Van wrote that graphics program himself.”

			“Who is this guy? He’s a menace! Where did you find him?”

			The Dot-Commie was hurt. “We’re a gifted generation, all right? Van was my roommate once.” The Dot-Commie brandished his MIT Beaver graduation ring. “I hooked Van up with his girlfriend—his wife, that is. Mrs. Vandeveer. Dr. Vandeveer that is, because Dottie has a Ph.D., too.” The Dot-Commie smiled in the bluish light of the laptop. “They’re very sweet people.”

			“Do we have anything useful on this guy? Like a leash, for instance?”

			“Tom, please! Van is on our board. Van gets big comps and preferred stock. That’s a very sweet deal for a little guy like him. He never does board work for anyone else. He joined us as a personal favor.”

			“Okay, so you kissed this hacker on the lips. And for that he gives us this?”

			“We need this! This is what he does! Van would never cross us. Van’s a straight-arrow R&D type. He’s the classic white-hat hacker.”

			DeFanti scrolled across the tangle with angry flicks of his thumb. The map was a marvel. Not a marvel for himself, though. It was a marvel for federal investigators, industrial competitors, or divorce lawyers. It had unbuckled DeFanti’s pants and dropped them round his ankles. And not just his own pants, either. “Beelzebub.darpa.mil.” What clown was naming their servers over there?

			The Dot-Commie’s sleek face took on a gloomy look of serious adult concern. “Van has done us a big favor here, Tom. With this traceroute map, we can secure our infrastructure, plug our leaks, and eliminate a host of wasteful redundancies.”

			“What exactly is he trying to sell us?”

			“Van’s got nothing to do with selling. His R&D lab at Mondiale has a twenty-million-dollar budget and they let him do whatever he wants. He invented this! Tom, this is a unique competitive advantage for our outfit.”

			DeFanti set the laptop aside. “Okay, so give me the deliverable. What specific action are you recommending?”

			“Okay then!” The Dot-Commie straightened alertly. “Cleaning up our own house, that comes first. That’s a major capital expenditure, I admit that. But we have to do that, because living that loose is risky and just bad for business.

			“Once we clean up and button ourselves down with a decent security policy, then we’ve got the whip hand over all those old-school hacker slobs. We can make real money there. We’ll make our money by revealing this bad news to all these other people who were once linked to us. Their networks are buck-naked. We know that, and they don’t know that yet. How much is that worth, Tom? You tell me.”

			DeFanti grunted. “That won’t make us popular.”

			“I’m figuring this turns into a nice little sideline business all along our supply chain. Every outfit that you ever M&A’d or divested since the birth of the Internet. Every address squatter, every Internet freeloader . . . They’ve gotta pay us. That’s only right. And, Tom, it’s incredible how much just plain junk we’re still running. Computers that we own and operate that nobody ever looks at. We plugged ’em in long ago and we forgot ’em. We need to yank them out of the garages and just dump them. The software they are running is years old and it’s never been patched. They’re very dangerous.”

			“Without this Vandeveer guy, this so-called threat wouldn’t even exist.”

			“Obscurity is never security, Tom.”

			“It sure as hell is if no one ever looks.”

			“Machines will look. In cyberspace, everything looks. They’ll program some net-bots to look. It’s just a matter of time, that’s all. We’re stuck now between the old crappy Internet anarchy model, and a serious, big-time commercial industry. The only responsible course is to take appropriate steps. Before it comes apart on us, right at the seams.”

			DeFanti sighed. “Have you budgeted this?”

			“No. I didn’t. I really wanted to. I e-mailed our CIO. With a screaming yellow zonker red alert. The CIO told me to grow up and come back in ten years. That attitude won’t do, Tom. That guy’s due for retirement right now. Not ten years from now.”

			DeFanti struggled to remember the name of the Chief Information Officer. He knew the guy’s face. He had a thick brown beard and he wore bad waistcoats that his wife stitched for him. DeFanti had rescued him from the financial wreckage of a dying mainframe company, and he was very loyal. He was seasoned, reliable, and lacking in ambition, everything the Dot-Commie was not. Small wonder the kid wanted his scalp.

			“So what do I do for another CIO? Are you telling me you want that job?”

			“Of course I don’t want that job. But I’ll tell you another thing, Tom. Van’s connection map here is already out-of-date. Because my own network people have already cleaned house on my holding company, my Bangalore suppliers, those Chinese rocket people, and all of my e-commerce interests. Those are just baby companies, obviously. They’re fresh start-ups and they don’t have your legacy problems. But I don’t want ’em stuck in that briar patch with all those open back doors and those misconfigured routers. That is just unacceptable.”

			“What is it you really want from me, kid? You want me to fire my CIO? That makes you happy?”

			“No, Tom. That’s not enough. You’ve got to fire the CIO, and the system administrators, and the whole crowd of good-old-boys who make such a habit of ignoring computer security. We need to run the networks in a better, more solid way now. Vandeveer doesn’t know this, but he’s given me a new management tool. We can replace all these high-salary geeks with some young engineers from India who will follow secure procedures, and work on a B-1HB visa for one-fourth their salary. That’s what this traceroute map is telling me, Tom. Because that is this industry’s future.”

			DeFanti’s laptop broke the silence with a pinging sound. “Well, here we go then,” DeFanti said.

			“The Iridium flash already? That’s great.”

			DeFanti glanced into his laptop and rattled off coordinates.

			“How do I input those over here?” said the Dot-Commie, at his scope.

			“Do it manually.”

			“Do I look like I do things manually?”

			DeFanti stepped across and aligned the bigger telescope as well as his own. The two of them pressed their heads to their cold rubber eyepieces.

			“Been to Sri Lanka lately?” DeFanti said.

			“Nope. Should I go there? The jet’s all warmed up.”

			“I sent e-mail to Dr. Clarke there. The ‘Father of the Communications Satellite.’”

			The Dot-Commie jerked erect from his eyescope. He was stunned. “Arthur C. Clarke? The Arthur C. Clarke?”

			“Yes, and Dr. Clarke answered me. He was very polite.”

			“Tom, that is fantastic. What an honor! I saw 2001 when I was three years old.”

			They shut their glowing laptops to help their eyes adjust to night vision. “Are you seeing that haze up there?” DeFanti asked.

			“It’s pretty clear tonight, Tom. It is truly tremendous out here. What a treat.”

			“That’s wildfire smog. Two years of drought in Colorado. Fires and fire alerts everywhere. The sons of bitches lit up that public park like Coney Island. There are state and county dark-sky ordinances, but they’re feds, so they just ignore us. ‘Sue us,’ that’s their attitude. A bunch of arrogant, wise-ass, brass-bottomed jacks-in-office . . .”

			“I saw a flash!” the Dot-Commie yelped.

			DeFanti switched eyes at his rubber eyepiece. No use. You had to be there just at the instant.

			“It was like the flash off a rearview mirror,” the Dot-Commie reported. “Metallic. Brief, yet intense.”

			“Back in the good old Wild West days, the U.S. Cavalry used heliographs,” DeFanti said as he fruitlessly searched his patch of sky. There could be three, or even four flashes if the bird’s attitude-control was going. But he was seeing nothing but stars.

			“The Cavalry once sent a flash of sunlight off a mirror that was visible for ninety miles. The British Army used signal mirrors in Afghanistan. Can you imagine that? An army fighting with mirrors in Afghanistan.”

			“Afghanistan’s not a consumer market,” said the Dot-Commie. “Will there be more glints?”

			“Maybe,” said DeFanti. They waited. “No,” he said finally. He straightened his aching back.

			The Dot-Commie opened his laptop, woke the screen, and punched at keys. “So what do you make of our problem, Tom? I know it’s a lot of money. But we can do that. We’ve got loads of market money now. Buckets.”

			“Okay, straight from the gut, kid. Here’s the deal. You can’t turn an enterprise around on the word of one guy from R&D. It doesn’t matter if he’s brilliant or even if he’s technically correct. The middle-level people just won’t go for that politically.”

			“Truth and technology will win over bull and bureaucracy, Tom. That’s the story of the New Economy.”

			“No, kid, the truth does not win. For a couple of quarters the truth gets somewhere maybe. If everybody’s real excited. But never in the long run, never.” DeFanti shrugged. “The common wisdom always wins. Consensus, perception management, and the word on The Street. The markets, kid, the machine. The markets will go ape if we get all sweaty about some obscure security problem and start firing our established personnel. That move is panicky. It’s just not professional.”

			“You’re not Getting It here, Tom.”

			“Kid, I knew you would tell me that. I’m not so old that I’m blind and deaf yet. I know that it’s a dangerous situation. It’s dangerous like mixing Deep Black intelligence and also owning the media. But I do that anyway, because dangerous is what pays. Dangerous has got a high rate of return. Robert Maxwell mixed spies and media just like I did, and he jumped off his own yacht and he drowned. I knew that guy, Robert Maxwell. I knew him personally. I even knew his yacht.”

			“So we just drown our problem, that’s your solution? What about Vandeveer? He’s on the board.”

			“I’ve got nothing against Vandeveer. I’m glad that guy’s inside our tent. You keep him in the dark and feed him lots of gold. I want him kept real happy. Him and the wife—Ditsy?”

			“Dottie.”

			“Right. Nice, sweet, technical-weirdo people. I’ll give ’em the personal gold star. The big chairman pat on the back. Very appreciative. All the proper steps. All expenses paid trip to Finland for him and the missus and kids. We need some guy like him to go winkle out those little Finnish cell phone sons of bitches—what was their name again?”

			“Nokia.”

			“Yeah, them. Nokia. God, I hate those people. A full report to the board about those instant-messaging apps. Six months, eight months, whatever. Keep him busy for us.”

			The Dot-Commie rustled in the darkness turning back to his telescope. “Van is plenty busy already. He’s a VP for Mondiale. Van hates junkets, he only likes big toys. Fancy router hardware for his lab, that’s what Van wants out of his life. I can shut Vandeveer up and I can sit on him if you want, there’s no problem there. But I’ve got to tell you something, Tom: you’re making a major mistake. We’re in a high-tech revolution right now, the biggest thing since the invention of fire. If it’s even halfway possible, then it’s gonna happen.”

			“I know that you think that. But you’re wrong.”

			“Okay,” said the Dot-Commie. “If that’s your full, considered judgment, I guess that’s it, then.”

			“That’s it, kid. So give me your fallback position.”

			The Dot-Commie pulled the thin plastic hood from his head. A dark night wind had come up and he smelled of hair gel and sweat. “Okay. Vandeveer wants to install some honeypot sites for network intruders. That way, if we are penetrated, at least we can trap the hackers.”

			“It’s good to hear he’s got some common sense. And that costs us?”

			“Not much. Peanuts. He’d do it for us as a favor. He builds them for the FBI all the time.”

			DeFanti rubbed his stubbled chin. “This guy is a Bureau consultant, too?”

			“Van lives on Internet time. He’s thirty years old and he’s got students who are in the FBI.” The Dot-Commie abandoned his telescope and turned his pale face to the zenith. “Well, I’m glad we hashed that issue out, at least. It’s a load off my mind. My God, Tom, just look at all those stars. They’ve got colors. Look at that detail. You never see that near a city anymore. Nowhere in this world.”

			“This is the last place in the continental USA where a man can see truly black skies.”

			“You ever get the aurora borealis down here? I see them on over-the-pole flights. I see fantastic things, unbelievable.”

			“No. I don’t.” DeFanti paused. “What the hell is all that?”

			“What? Point.”

			DeFanti raised his arm.

			“I’d be guessing Cassiopeia, right?”

			“No, I mean that flickering up there. That flickering looks auroral.”

			The Dot-Commie’s voice dropped an octave. “You say, there’s some ‘flickering,’ Tom?”

			“There’s rotation. And it’s red . . .”

			DeFanti began to tremble. It was some kind of object . . . It was round . . . it had thickness and depth, and it spun and it sparkled . . . He was witnessing a cataclysm in his beloved sky. It was a Flying Object, floating in the sky, an impossible creature of red dancing light.

			“Look up there at that damn thing,” he croaked.

			“I’m not getting this, Tom. What exactly do you see up there?”

			“It’s flying and it’s made out of lights. And it’s big!”

			“You’re serious about this?”

			“It’s getting closer! Look at it!” DeFanti flinched and ducked. “Look out!”

			“I’d love to see it, Tom. What are you talking about?”

			“It tried to hurt us!” DeFanti shouted. “Now it’s really moving! Oh, my God, look at the speed of that thing!” Awe, terror, wonder fought within DeFanti. Good Lord, to have seen a UFO, to know that the real world really held such things, not any joke, not a dream, space travelers, that alien spacecraft were true and real, just like hammers and hamburgers were real . . .

			But that would burst the limits of the world. It meant total loss of control.

			The Dot-Commie cleared his throat politely. “Tom, did you say this thing is ‘made out of lights’? I only ask because, well, there are often good explanations for unusual visual phenomena.”

			“You can’t see it at all? Look, it’s wheeling around! It’s coming back right at us!”

			“No, Tom, I don’t see it. I do see that it’s getting a little hazier up there, as you said. So maybe it’s just car headlights, Tom. It’s reflections off low clouds.”

			“Kid, that thing is flying. I see a flying object!”

			“Car headlights can fly. Their lights move up and down on hillsides. Wait, Tom! I’ve got it! It’s those giant windmills.”

			“What?”

			“It’s flickering, right? They’re setting up megawatt windmills down in the valley now. Those windmills are huge. Light could flicker off their giant blades.”

			“Are you crazy? It’s a flying saucer! I can see it.”

			“Okay,” the Dot-Commie said calmly. “Okay, I guess you’re right. So then, it’s got to be an artifact.”

			“An alien artifact?”

			“No, an artifact of your perceptions.”

			“You’re telling me that I’m a lunatic.”

			“No, Tom. I’m telling you that you’re shaking like a leaf, and you’re saying things that make no sense to me, and I can’t see any reason why you should do that. And that’s got me very, very concerned. This UFO you’re witnessing, is it still up there?”

			Of course the UFO was still up there. It wasn’t there like a piece of aircraft metal—it was there like a terrifying bloody haze, occult, supernatural. “Yeah. It’s still there. It’s hovering. I think it’s watching us.”

			“Tom, I never thought I would have to use this with you. But I learned this in the chill-out tent at Burning Man. Tell that thing to move, Tom. Give it an order, out loud. Speak right to it. Because if it’s all in your head, then it’ll do whatever you say.”

			“That proves I’m crazy.”

			“You’re the boss, Tom. Tell that thing where to get off.”

			DeFanti craned his neck and stared. He was encountering a UFO. He didn’t have many choices. “Move left!”

			In all its uncanny majesty, the intruder slowly did as he said. It crawled across the zenith like a jellyfish.

			“Move north!” DeFanti screamed.

			The disc flickered in and out across a screen of distant stars.

			DeFanti broke into sobs. The Dot-Commie put both his hands on the trembling rawhide fringes of DeFanti’s shoulders. “Tom, let’s go inside now, all right? It’s just no good out here.”

			DeFanti’s teeth were chattering. Cold tears ran down his face. “Help me.”

			“We’ve got to talk about the medications, Tom.”

			“I need something bad . . . I need . . . I need a cigarette.”

			“Back to the ranch house, okay? Can you ride the back of my bike? You’re really shaky! Hey whoa! Let me help you up!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER

			ONE

			NEW JERSEY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2001

			With eager screams of hunger, little Ted Vandeveer drove his parents from their bed.

			Dottie slipped a rubber-coated spoon between the infant’s lips. Baby Ted blew out his chubby cheeks. Porridge spurted across the table.

			Dottie scanned the mess. Her eyelids flicked upward meaningfully.

			“Where’s the au pair?” Van hedged.

			“She didn’t come in last night.”

			Van rose from his white plastic chair, and fetched a white paper towel. With the wisdom of experience, Van tore off a second towel for Ted to use as backup. Van still felt giddy inside his mansion’s bright new kitchen. The new kitchen featured deep steel sinks, thick red granite counters, and a chromed fridge the size of a bank vault. When he’d signed up for a house renovation, Van hadn’t known that New Jersey contractors were so enthusiastic.

			At least, Van thought, Dottie approved of the changes in their house. The mansion’s original kitchen had been a nightmare straight out of H. P. Lovecraft. Dottie’s new kitchen was now the only place in the Vandeveer home where the plumbing worked properly.

			On a corner of the new stove, a small TV played WNBC out of New York City. Van had hooked the set to a pair of rabbit ears. The township of Merwinster, New Jersey, lacked cable television. This was a serious blow to the Vandeveers, who were dedicated fans of Babylon 5, Red Dwarf, and The X-Files. But Mondiale was the little town’s biggest employer, and Mondiale was in the broadband Internet business. Mondiale despised all cable TV outfits.

			Van toweled up the baby’s spew. Baby Ted enjoyed this fatherly attention. He kicked his chubby feet and emitted a joyous string of syllables.

			“He said ‘dada,’ ” Van remarked.

			Dottie yawned and stirred the baby’s porridge, propping her head on one slender hand. “Oh, Derek, he’s just babbling.”

			Van said nothing. As a telecom expert, Van knew definitely that his son’s vocalizations had contained the phonemes “dada.” Technically speaking, Van was absolutely correct. However, he had learned never to argue with Dottie about such things.

			Van dropped the dirty towel into a shiny kick-top wastebasket. He sat again in his plastic picnic chair, which popped and squeaked under his bulk. Van accepted this embarrassment quietly. He knew that it was all his own fault. He, Dr. Derek Vandeveer, famous computer scientist, owned a decaying Victorian mansion that had no proper furniture.

			Historical Merwinster, New Jersey, was a gabled, colonial village, woody and surrounded by horse farms. It also boasted the third-biggest clump of fiber optics on America’s Eastern Seaboard. Merwinster was a superb place for advancing high-tech research. Van routinely put in sixty-hour weeks inside the Mondiale R&D lab, so he was forced to live in the town.

			Dr. Dottie Vandeveer spent her days in Boston, at the Smithsonian Astrophysics Lab. Van had bought the two of them a house in Merwinster because it seemed wrong to Van for his baby, their new third party, to have no home. Besides, Van had to do something practical with his money. Van was making money, and not just a lot of money. Van was the VP for Research and Development at Mondiale. Van was making a weird amount of money.

			The TV muttered through a headache commercial, obscuring baby Ted’s eager slurps from Dottie’s rubber spoon. Van tapped at his trusty ThinkPad and checked the titles of the 117 pieces of e-mail piled up for him behind Mondiale’s corporate firewall. With an effort, Van decided to ignore his e-mail, at least until noon. Because Dottie was home with him. Dottie was sleeping with him, and lavishing her sweet attentions on him. Dottie was cooking and cleaning and changing diapers. Dottie was wandering from room to dark decaying room inside the Vandeveer mansion, and wrinkling her brow with a judgmental, wifely look. Today, furnishing the house had priority.

			So far, in his rare moments outside of the Mondiale science lab, Van had managed to buy a crib, a playpen, a feeding chair, a Spanish leather couch, a polished walnut table for the breakfast nook, a forty-six-inch flat-screen digital TV with DVD and VCR, and a nice solid marital bed. Van had also installed a sleek, modern Danish bedroom suite upstairs, for Helga the au pair girl. Helga the au pair girl was Swedish and nineteen. Helga had the best-furnished room in the Vandeveer mansion, but she almost never slept in.

			According to Dottie, when she and Helga were alone together in Boston, the girl was always gentle, very sweet to the baby, and was never into any trouble with men. But in quiet little Merwinster, Helga went nuts. Helga was hell on wheels with the local computer nerds. She was a man-eater. The geeks were falling for blond Swedish Helga like bowling pins. Van sometimes wondered if he should charge them lane fees.

			Dottie put the baby’s yellow goop aside and got up to make toast and eggs. Van took rare pleasure in watching Dottie cooking for him. Dottie was not a natural cook. However, she had memorized an efficient routine for the creation of breakfast. Dottie fetched the brown eggs out of their recycled-paper carton and cracked them on the edge of the white blue-striped bowl, hitting the same spot on the rim, precisely, perfectly, every single time.

			This sight touched something in Van that he lacked all words for. There was something silent and dark and colossal about the love he had for Dottie, like lake water moving under ice. The pleasure of watching her cooking was much like the secret pleasure he took in watching Dottie dress in the morning. Van loved to watch her, nude, tousled, and bleary, daintily attacking all her feminine rituals until she had fully assembled her public Dottieness. Watching Dottie dressing touched him even more than watching Dottie undressing.

			Baby Ted was eleven months old. Ted had some major abandonment issues. Deprived of his mommy and his rubber spoon, Ted jacked his chubby knees in his high chair, with a wild, itchy look. Van watched his baby son intensely. The baby was of deep interest to Van. With his shock of fine fluffy hair and his bulging potbelly, baby Ted looked very much like Van’s father-in-law, a solemn electrical engineer who had made a small fortune inventing specialized actuators.

			Baby Ted packed a scream that could pierce like an ice pick. However, Ted changed his mind about howling for his mother. Instead, he picked intently at four loose Cheerios with his thumb and forefinger. Van sensed that picking up and eating a Cheerio was a major achievement for Ted. It was the baby equivalent of an adult landing a job.

			Van ran his fingers through his thick sandy beard, still wet from the morning shower. He set his ThinkPad firmly aside to confront an unsteady heap of magazines. Junk-mail catalog people had gotten wind of Van’s huge paycheck. For them, a computer geek with a new house and new baby was a gold mine.

			Van didn’t enjoy shopping, generally. Van enjoyed mathematics, tech hardware, cool sci-fi movies, his wife’s company, and bowling. However, shopping had one great advantage for Van. Shopping made Van stop thinking about Nash equilibria and latency functions. Van had been thinking about these two computer-science issues for three months, seriously. Then for two weeks very seriously, and then for the last six days very, very seriously. So seriously that even Dottie became invisible to him. So seriously that sometimes Van had trouble walking.

			However, Van’s network-latency analysis had been successfully completed and written up. The white paper would be widely admired by key members of the IEEE, and cordially ignored by the Mondiale board of directors. So Van had given himself some time off.

			Dottie, slim and delicious and barefoot, was silently reading the instructions that came with her new toaster oven. Dottie always read all the instructions for everything. Dottie always studied all the safety disclaimers and even the shrink-wrap contracts on software.

			Back at MIT, classmates at the lab had teased Dottie about her compulsive habits. Van, however, had noticed that Dottie never made the dumb beginner’s mistakes that everybody else made. Dottie was pleased to have this quality of hers recognized and admired. Eventually Dottie wrote her own vows and then married him.

			Van leafed through slick colorful pages and discovered a Fortebraccio task lamp. The designer lamp looked both spoonlike and medical. It had the robust, optimistic feeling of a vintage Gene Roddenberry Star Trek episode. It rocked totally.

			Van ripped the lamp’s page from the catalog, and dumped the rest into the recycling bin at his elbow. Van’s next catalog was chock-full of chairs. Van, his attention fully snagged now, settled deeply into the problem at hand. He was sitting uncomfortably in a lousy plastic picnic chair, one of
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