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Praise for the Novels of Stephen Coonts


Liberty


“Frighteningly realistic.”


—Maxim


“Gripping…Coonts’s naval background and his legal education bring considerable authority to the story, and the narrative is loaded with detailed information about terrorist networks, modern weaponry, and international intrigue…the action is slam-bang.”


—Publishers Weekly


America


“The master of the techno-thriller spins a bone-chilling worst-case scenario involving international spies, military heroics, conniving politicians, devious agencies, a hijacked nuclear sub, lethal computer hackers, currency speculators, maniac moguls, and greedy mercenaries that rival Clancy for fiction-as-realism and Cussler for spirited action…[Coonts] never lets up with heart-racing jet/missile combat, suspenseful submarine maneuvers and doomsday scenarios that feel only too real, providing real food for thought in his dramatization of the missile-shield debate.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Fans of Coonts and his hero Grafton will love it. Great fun.”


—Library Journal






Flight of the Intruder


“Extraordinary! Once you start reading, you won’t want to stop!”


—Tom Clancy


“[Coonts’s] gripping, first-person narration of aerial combat is the best I’ve ever read. Once begun, this book cannot be laid aside.”


—The Wall Street Journal














Authors’ Note






The National Security Agency, Central Intelligence Agency, Space Agency, Federal Bureau of Investigation, National Security Council, Centers for Disease Control, U.S. Special Operations Command, Air Force, and Marines are, of course, real. While based on an actual organization affiliated with the NSA and CIA, Desk Three and all of the people associated with it in this book are fiction. The technology depicted here either exists or is being developed.


Some liberties have been taken in describing actual places and procedures to facilitate the telling of the tale.
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Athens, New York, was founded in the great rush of enthusiasm following the Revolutionary War, when Americans first came to understand that their destiny in the world involved more than religion and capitalism. Its inhabitants saw the experiment in freedom and democracy as a link with the great Greek and Roman republics, which had produced not merely riches or military might—though both were important—but intellectual and artistic achievements unparalleled in human history. The men and women who settled in upstate New York were as optimistic as any. If, like the majority of their countrymen, their lives tended more toward hardscrabble than polished marble, they nonetheless were aimed in the right direction.


This Dr. James Kegan firmly believed, and had told Charlie Dean often. It was why he had decided to relocate to the small town, buying and restoring a dilapidated Federal period house perched precariously on a cliff just off the main drag. He could see the Hudson River from his porch. He would sit there some nights and gaze at the glittering reflections in the distance, reminding himself of man’s potential and nature’s power—or so he told Charlie.


Dean tolerated his friend’s starry-eyed philosophizing for two reasons. One, he’d known Kegan just about all his life and, even though they hardly saw each other more than once or twice a year, still counted him among his best friends. Two, he figured Kegan meant pretty much everything he said, whether or not Dean understood it—and most of what the microbiologist said Dean didn’t understand.


Kegan and Dean had grown up together in Missouri in the late 1950s and early ’60s. While in many ways the two men could not be more different, their friendship had endured the many twists and turns of their convoluted and complicated lives. Kegan—more often “Keys,” a nickname earned during their first jayvee basketball practice a million years ago—was one person Dean felt he really knew. Their many differences somehow encouraged their friendship. Dean was relatively taciturn; Kegan was always talking and making friends. Dean had, if not a skeptical view of the world, at least a somewhat hardened one. Kegan remained an optimistic do-gooder, despite the fact that his early forays into altruism had ended badly.


Two years ago, Kegan had been diagnosed with cancer. But he’d come through it okay, survived the chemo with his optimism intact. He talked about it matter-of-factly, didn’t bullshit about it—he hit it straight-on, just like he played basketball. It was one of the things Dean liked about him.


Dean turned off Route 9W, driving his rented Malibu through the tiny downtown as he hunted for the crossroad that led to Kegan’s. He missed it and had to turn around; as he waited for a bus to pass he saw an old phone booth and thought of calling his friend to make sure he was home. But the trip had begun as a surprise, and it seemed ridiculous to spoil it now, five minutes from his driveway. He made the U-turn and went back, cutting down toward the river and driving slowly so he could find the sharp cut that led to the house. The Malibu dipped and groaned as he took the switchbacks on the gravel lane.


Dean’s attention was attracted to a large car carrier making its way upriver to Albany past a pack of Sunfish sailboats. He jerked his attention back on the driveway just before he would have sideswiped an eighty-year-old maple. He corrected and took the next switchback, avoiding the temptation to look down the rock gorge to his left. One more turn and he reached the macadam that ran around the back of the house to the garage and barn. Dean pulled around the side of the barn, glad to see Kegan’s Saab; he made sure as he parked to leave enough space for the afternoon of hoops he anticipated.


A wooden porch extended around three-fourths of the building. Dean jogged up the steps and rapped on the wooden portion of the large front door—the house did not have a bell and Kegan refused to add even a wireless one.


“Hey, Keys, it’s Charlie!” he yelled before rapping again. “Surprise, Keys!”


Dean glanced at his watch. It was a little past 9.00 A.M.; Kegan was a notorious early riser. He rapped again. Kegan rarely locked his front door; there was less need to here than back home in Missouri, and there was little need to do so there. Sure enough, when Dean tried the handle, the door opened.


It was possible—just—that Kegan was upstairs bedding some nubile lab assistant. Dean hesitated on the threshold, caught between wanting to be discreet and sensing the inherent humor of just that sort of situation. In the end he settled for cracking the door open and calling in.


“Hey, anybody home?” Dean yelled. “Any verifiable biology genius scientists at home?”


Kegan didn’t answer. Dean pushed the door open and took a few steps inside to the edge of the Persian rug—authentic though not an antique.


“Keys! Keys! Hey, it’s Charlie! What, are you in bed?” He took a step toward the wide staircase, which began about halfway down the hallway. “Keys, get your butt out of bed! I’m going to make some coffee. Then I’m going to whip your ass in a game of b-ball. Happy birthday, by the way.”


Dean heard something move in the rooms to his left. He stepped back toward the large front parlor, his eyes glancing from the restored nineteenth-century claw-foot couch to the large brick fireplace with its early-twentieth-century spark catcher. The floor immediately before it was made of brick, arranged in an elaborate quadruple-fan pattern, and it was this symmetry that made it easy to spot the leg lying on one corner of the bricks.


“Jesus.” Dean took a step toward the leg but stopped as the noise sounded again. He spun, heart pounding; in the same motion he reached to the back of his belt for the hideaway weapon his new employer had insisted he carry.


The tiny Glock felt like a toy in his hand. Dean took a step toward the kitchen at the rear of the hallway.


“Come out slowly with your hands where I can see them,” he said.


There was no reply.


Dean went to the doorway, flattening himself against the wall, listening. Slowly, he lowered himself into a crouch. Just as he started to spring he heard the sound again, but it was too late to stop himself; he twirled and pointed his gun into the kitchen, both hands steadying it, ready to fire.


His heart jolted as a cat jumped down from the counter island. The cat was as startled as Dean and bolted from the room.


Casper, a kitten Keys had picked up at the shelter about a month or two ago. He’d mentioned him in an E-mail.


Dean dropped to his knee, listening, waiting for what seemed like hours before convincing himself he and the cat were the only ones moving in the house. He rose and walked back to the parlor.


“Keys. Keys,” he repeated. “Is everything okay? Keys?”


A pool of blood extending out from the fireplace to the rug told him it wasn’t.
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William Rubens rose from his desk and unfolded the gray security blanket, draping it over the work surface with the same precision that he brought to every task he undertook. The corners had to be positioned just so over the shallow baskets at the corners; the creases were lined so they cut the large desk into an exact chessboard. Rubens smoothed the surface with his fingers, running them down the sides in the same manner his tailor used to set the seams on his pants. The National Security Agency’s regulations called for the blanket to be used to cover sensitive papers on a desk whenever an NSA employee left his or her office. Rubens rarely left any papers, sensitive or otherwise, on his desk, but he would sooner neglect his personal hygiene than fail to place the blanket when leaving the building. Attention to detail was the only thing that allowed the mind to make order from chaos, and in his job as the number-two man at the NSA—and the head of the agency’s ultra-high-tech covert “Deep Black” force, known officially as Desk Three—delineating order from chaos was William Rubens’ prime concern.


Desk covered, chair positioned, Rubens stepped to the wooden credenza at the side of the office, double-checking that the drawers were locked. Finally, he reached to his stereo—hand-built by the agency’s technical division to prevent the possibility of bugging devices—and turned off the Schumann midmovement.


Rubens had nearly reached the door to his office when the secure satellite phone in his jacket began to vibrate. The sat phone was one of two he carried; the other he might not have answered, as the number could be reached by anyone in the agency and quite a number of people beyond. But this phone was used exclusively for Desk Three operations, and so with a sigh he sat down in the chair near the door and entered the code to accept the transmission.


“Rubens.”


“Mr. Rubens, this is Charlie Dean.”


“Charles.”


Dean was an ex-Marine foisted on Rubens by the White House for a recent mission. Though considerably older than most of Rubens’ operatives, he had proven so capable that Rubens had added him to Desk Three’s operations team. A Vietnam veteran who’d spent the last days of that war as a sniper, Dean brought a certain maturity to the job that Rubens appreciated.


“I have a bit of a problem here,” said Dean.


“I thought you were on holiday,” said Rubens, who had given Dean and the rest of the team from Russia a few days off.


“I came up to New York to see a friend and, uh, I found a body in his house.”


“Your friend?”


“No, he’s not here. I don’t know where he is.”


Rubens stared at the painting on the wall across from him, noting the subtle use of the green shades.


“Where is your friend, Charles?” he asked again.


“Haven’t a clue. I was wondering whether I should call the police.”


“By all means, you should call the police.”


“If they ask what I do?”


“You’re a government employee, Mr. Dean. It need go no further than that. Who is your friend?”


“James Kegan. He’s a scientist.”


The name registered in Rubens’ brain, but he could not decide why. He knew Kegans and Kagans—Tom Kegan in at the Pentagon, Kagan at State, the historian, of course….


“Do you think he murdered this person?” Rubens asked.


“I don’t—I wouldn’t think so.”


“Are you there now?”


“I’m standing over the body.”


How inconvenient, thought Rubens.


“Alert the authorities. Keep me informed.” He glanced at his watch. He was due for his weekly haircut in forty minutes; after that he had a session with his yoga master. “Charlie, you were right to call me. For the next few hours I’ll be tied up. If you need anything, speak to Marie in the Art Room.”


“Yes, sir.”


Rubens clicked off, entering his security codes as required to disentangle the phone from the system. He rose and went to the desk, pulling the blanket back from the corner so he could pick up the secure phone that tied to the Art Room—Desk Three’s control room, where Marie Telach was on duty as supervisor.


“Marie, I’d like you to find out what you can on a James Kegan of New York. He lives in—” Rubens slid his thumb over the buttons on his phone to retrieve the GPS location that Dean had called from.


“Athens, New York,” said Telach. “We’re on it already. Charlie talked to me first.”


“Very good.”


“Listen, boss, you’re going to want to take a look at this.”


“Why would that be?”


“He’s some sort of expert in germ warfare. His name is on our file as a potential consultant.”


Rubens considered the painting once again. Green faded to gray; gray merged with black…shadow blurring to shade, shade to shadow: the perfect representation of the world Rubens and his people operated in.


“Is Mr. Dean aware of this?” Rubens asked.


“I don’t think so. He knows he’s a big-shot scientist, but when I spoke to him I hadn’t run the name.”


“I will be back in the building no later than eleven-thirty. Please have the details waiting in my queue.”
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“You found him just like this?”


“Haven’t touched him. You can see where the blood is. I would have to have stepped into it.”


“How’d you know he was dead?”


“Well, I guess in theory I don’t,” Dean told the plainclothes investigator.


“All right, let’s go outside. ID people have to go over the place.”


“ID?”


“Crime-scene guys.”


The state police investigator put his hand out in the direction of the door. Dean walked out to the front of the house and followed down toward the driveway, which was now filled with several troop cars, an SUV, and an unmarked Bureau of Criminal Investigation sedan.


“You mind showing me your license?”


“I went through this with the trooper.”


“Yeah, I know.” The BCI investigator didn’t sound particularly apologetic. “You right- or left-handed?”


Dean held out his arms so the investigator could look at his sleeves himself. “You want to dust me or something?”


The investigator stared at Dean’s arms and hands. Probably he was trying to decide whether Dean was smart enough to wash and change his clothes after firing a gun, so there were no traces of gunpowder.


Or blood.


“How ’bout that license?” said the investigator, looking up.


“Your name again was—”


“Achilles Gorman. License?”


Dean took out his wallet and handed over his ID. He’d already put his pistol and its holster in the car—not hiding them, exactly, just trying to avoid unnecessary questions.


Gorman called in the license information, then copied it in a small notebook he’d taken from his pocket.


“You live in California?” the detective asked.


“I’m in the process of relocating.”


“Up here?”


“Maryland.”


They went back and forth like that for a while, the investigator gathering useless background information. Even if Dean hadn’t been working for the NSA, he would have stuck to one-word answers. He didn’t particularly like being questioned, and while he’d come to respect police officers during his days as the owner of a string of gas stations, he resented the fact that Achilles Gorman treated him more like a suspect than a witness.


“So Mr. Keys, where does he hang out?”


“I just call him Keys. His name is Dr. Kegan.”


“Where does he hang out?”


“I don’t know. When I was here last we went into town. Some place called Maduro?”


“Like the cigar?”


Dean shrugged. “I guess.”


“It’s not there now.”


“Don’t know what to tell you.”


Casper the cat came out, mewing loudly. Gorman stooped down, scratching the animal’s head. He licked Gorman’s fingers as if they were covered with catnip.


“Dr. Kegan—he a rich guy?” asked Gorman.


“He’s got some money, but I wouldn’t say he’s rich.”


“Pretty big house. A lot of property.”


“Guess it depends on what you mean by rich.”


The BCI investigator smiled. “Let’s go over your arrival again from the top.”


“Again?”


“You know, Mr. Dean, the thing is, this is a pretty serious felony here.”


“Yeah?”


“Be better if you cooperated.”


“You don’t think I did this, do you?”


“Be better if you cooperated.”


 


Eventually, Charlie Dean found himself back at the troopers’ barracks, giving his statement for the third time. Gorman used two fingers to pound it into his computer. At three o’clock, as they waited for the printer to deliver a fresh draft, the investigator picked up his phone and sent one of the troopers to the deli for some sandwiches. That signaled the start of a short interval of nice-cop behavior; the investigator got a cola from the soda machine in the lobby and even offered Charlie a plastic cup to use. Charlie stuck with the can.


Gorman claimed he had a relative who worked for the GSA in Washington, and wanted to know which government agency Charlie worked for.


“I’m just a government employee and let’s leave it at that,” he said, and the nice-cop routine came to an end.


They went over the statement twice. Around four, the investigator’s boss came in, a Lieutenant Knapp. Short and so muscular that the bullet-proof vest he was wearing looked like a flat baking pan, Knapp asked Charlie exactly two questions after looking over the statement:


This true?


You think your friend did it?


He answered “yes” and “no,” respectively.


“You’re done here. Make sure Gorman has a phone number where he can reach you.”


“He does.” Dean started to leave.


“If Kegan contacts you,” said Gorman, “we’d appreciate knowing about it.”


“Sure,” said Dean.


Gorman frowned but said nothing else.
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Rubens spread his forefinger and pinkie apart, nudging the key combination to kill the program. He sat back as the screen blanked, letting all that he had read settle into his brain.


The premonition of something truly awful lurked in the corners of his consciousness. He sensed that Dean—and thus Desk Three—had inadvertently stumbled upon a conspiracy with the gravest possible consequences. And yet the actual evidence would not have persuaded a logical man that anything more than a sordid murder had taken place. Rubens, a mathematician by training, prided himself on being logical. But he was also the descendant—now some generations removed—of a famous painter, an artistic genius, and as such Rubens could not deny the validity of emotional intelligence and intuition. It was important now to combine the two, to balance premonition with cold analysis.


To block out fear yet be aware of it.


Kegan had missed a scheduled contact visit with an FBI agent a day before. That was suggestive, especially since Dean’s latest account made it seem the murder had likely taken place then. Autopsy information would not be available for some time, and the state police had apparently been uncooperative when a local Bureau liaison tried to get an update. But the FBI was extremely interested—worried more likely—and had already assigned an agent to find out where Kegan had gone.


Kegan, according to the information Marie Telach had retrieved on his behalf, was an expert on viruses and bacteria. While that in itself was not particularly noteworthy—many doctors might make similar claims—his area of expertise involved bacteria, and to a lesser degree viruses, that could be weaponized. He had served, briefly, as a consultant to the Pentagon some years before.


Was this connected to the murder?


Possibly. As best Dean and Telach could gather, the dead man had carried no identification. Officially he was a John Doe, an Asian—or Asian-American—in his twenties, no weapon, no apparent reason to be in the house. The murder sounded like a robbery gone bad: doctor comes upon an intruder, shoots him in the head, then panics when he realizes what he’s done.


Telach had asked about the possibility of something more titillating: a homosexual affair gone bad. Dean discounted that, pointing out that Kegan had been married three times; Rubens decided that was not necessarily a disqualifier.


So more than likely, the murder had nothing to do with Kegan’s profession and skills.


And yet, a connection could not be dismissed. Kegan was due to attend a conference in London on viruses in just two days, a conference that the NSA had in fact already been asked to monitor. This was merely routine; the science and technology section often gathered information for a variety of government agencies, and in this case the Agency’s involvement amounted to providing a tape recorder for a Centers of Disease Control expert who would be attending the sessions. The agency would then transcribe the information, which would in turn be disseminated to the CIA and Defense Intelligence Agency as well as the CDC.


The conference concerned penicillin-resistant bacteria, an area where Kegan had not published. It was an area of interest, however, especially for someone interested in getting government grants, so it wasn’t completely out of the ordinary that he would attend.


Of more interest was a contact by a company supposedly unknown to Kegan but tracked by the NSA to a firm named UKD. UKD was a Ukrainian pharmaceutical company with links to a Polish “entrepreneur” named Radoslaw Dlugsko. Dlugsko had made a fortune selling surplus Polish arms to third world countries. UKD, meanwhile, had been communicating with the Research Institute for Viral Preparations in Moscow, which itself had connections to the Russian military’s germ warfare program.


Connections, links—but no firm evidence of anything. Shades and shadows of great interest, but no precise forms.


Kegan had reported the contact, apparently because of a provision in one of his government contracts requiring him to note overseas contacts that might be of a suspicious nature. Rubens had the contact report on his computer—there was no mention in the report about why he thought it suspicious. And it was apparent from the processing that the people who had reviewed the report, including a low-level FBI official, had no idea, either. But the agent had at least been savvy enough to tell him to pursue the contact and then report back. Kegan had therefore sent a note saying he would be at the London conference and could be contacted there.


And into this mess walks Charles Dean, Kegan’s friend since high school.


Coincidence?


Surely.


An unexplained murder at the home of a biology expert who had been contacted by possible terrorists—precisely the sort of situation Desk Three had been created to investigate.


Well, not precisely, but the executive order establishing the organization was suitably vague. Rubens picked up the phone and dialed the FBI.
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Kjartan “Tommy” Magnor Karr walked up to the two men dressed in black and stretched out his arms.


“Maybe I can fly,” he told them.


The men didn’t laugh. As a general rule, the National Security Agency’s men in black didn’t have much of a sense of humor, and the select few who manned security at OPS 2/B—also known as the Headquarters/Operations Building National Security Operational Control Center Secure Ultra Command—were about as given to laughing as the hand-built supercomputers in the basement.


Besides, they’d heard that one many times.


The two men waved two small wands over Karr’s body. One of the devices checked for electronic recorders and bugs; the other was a metal detector sensitive enough to detect the paper clip Karr had inadvertently forgotten about in the change pocket of his jeans.


“Just testing you, guys,” said Karr, handing it over.


The two men resumed the scan. A second snag would mean a trip to a room around the corridor where, shoeless, Karr would be stood in the middle of a chamber that simultaneously conducted X-ray and magnetic resonance scans of his body; the search wasn’t painful, but it would make him even later for his meeting downstairs. The blond, blue-eyed Scandinavian-American giant waited silently, forgoing his usual kidding around in hopes that the Black Suits would quickly clear him through. The men were efficient but not particularly quick, and they stuck religiously to the security protocol, slowly running their scanners over every inch of his six-seven frame.


“Mr. Karr,” intoned his boss when he finally made it down to the conference room. William Rubens pushed back his suit jacket sleeve to expose his Hermes watch; Karr smiled and took a seat next to Charlie Dean.


“Where’s Lia?” he asked Dean.


“She’s on assignment,” said Rubens. “If we may continue.”


Karr reached for one of the 7UP cans on the table, then slid back in the seat. The NSA spent billions of dollars a year on high-tech computers and other gadgets; the table, for example, had flat-panel video screens that rose on command from the glass surface and could be tied into any number of inputs. It seemed as if no expense had been spared for Desk Three, which had its own satellite network, a small but potent air force, and hand-built weapons and sensors. But there were priorities: the seats arrayed around the table were so cheap the plastic nearly bent over backward under his weight.


Then again, Karr wouldn’t have been surprised to find that Rubens picked them purposely to make sure everyone stayed awake during his interminable briefings.


“Dr. Lester is from the CDC,” said Rubens, introducing everyone. “Bill Westhoven is with the FBI. You’ve already met Dean. Tommy Karr is one of our best people. Chris Carter, Joe Tyler, are experts in germ warfare.”


Rubens clicked a small remote control in his hand.


“This is Dr. James Kegan. He’s regarded as one of the world’s preeminent experts on bacteria and viruses, though his expertise is fairly wide-ranging.”


As Rubens spoke, the video panels began to rise. A picture of a fiftyish, ponytail-wearing man in an open-collar shirt filled the screens.


“Dr. Kegan has consulted with the FBI, CDC, and various other government agencies on facets of germ cultivation and weaponization,” said Rubens. “Recently, he was contacted by persons apparently unknown to him, contacts that he had questions about.”


Karr sipped his soda, waiting for Rubens to get to the punch line. He’d been called back to duty after only a few days of what was supposed to be a two-week vacation, so he knew something serious was up. But Rubens wasn’t exactly the explaining kind—or rather, he did explain, but always in his own way after an interminable lead-in.


Dean shifted in his seat next to Karr. He cocked his eye toward the older man, who seemed unusually uncomfortable.


It was more than just the chair. His face had tinged red.


“Dr. Kegan was due to attend a conference in London two days from now,” continued Rubens. “The FBI had hopes that the people who tried contacting him would show up. Dr. Kegan apparently did not know who it was who had contacted him. It’s not clear why, therefore, he thought it suspicious. We’ve been able to track the contact to a Ukrainian company named UKD,” continued Rubens. “Their purpose is not entirely clear. UKD, however, is connected with both the international underworld and the Research Institute for Viral Preparations in Moscow, which has some interesting intersections with the Russian germ warfare program.”


“So what’s the punch line?” Karr asked.


“The punch line is that Dr. Kegan has disappeared,” said Rubens, “after someone was found murdered in his house.”


“A John Doe,” said the FBI agent.


“Kegan’s disappearance presents us with a problem checking this connection out,” said the FBI agent. “We don’t have enough time to develop another source. So we were hoping that with your technology, you could fill the gap.”


“What are we going to do, clone him?” said Karr. He smiled at the scientists, but their expressions remained somber.


“What they have in mind is sending a replacement who can claim to be his assistant,” said Dean. “Someone who knows a lot about him.”


“Like who?” said Karr.


“He was a friend of mine,” said Dean. “I’m the one who discovered he was gone.”


“And the body,” added the FBI agent.


“And the body,” said Dean.


“You think your friend shot this guy, Charlie?” asked Karr.


“I don’t know,” said Dean. “Probably not.”


Under other circumstances, Tommy might have laughed and said something funny, something to get everyone to relax. But Charlie was too serious, and even Karr fell silent. He’d only met Dean a short time ago. The two men were very different; Dean was more than twice as old as the twenty-three-year-old Karr and even under the best of circumstances considerably less easygoing. But the danger they’d faced together had drawn them close; Tommy felt sorry for his friend. Dean had obviously learned something he didn’t want to learn about someone he’d thought he’d known.


“Kegan wouldn’t kill anyone,” said Dean, folding his arms. The room remained silent for a moment.


“So all right. When are we leaving for London?” Karr asked finally.


“Mr. Dean will spend the next day being briefed on some of the areas that Dr. Kegan was working in,” said Rubens. “Lia DeFrancesca is already en route to London to prepare for surveillance there. The FBI is in the process of obtaining subpoenas to check on the lab work that Dr. Kegan performed at a variety of institutions; we should know if there’s anything unusual in a few days.”


“What about me?” asked Karr.


“For the moment, I’d like you to go to Dr. Kegan’s home in New York and take a fresh look at it.”


“Poke through the garbage cans, huh?”


“I believe the garbage has already been inventoried.”
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While Lia DeFrancesca was in a general sense en route to London, the route was rather circuitous and included a climb down a nearly sheer cliff at a nature sanctuary in New York’s Hudson Valley. The cliff itself wasn’t much of a problem for Lia, who had done much harder climbs with full combat gear during the Army Special Forces Q, or Qualifying, Course, which she was one of the few (if not only) women to complete. But Lia was making her descent in decidedly unmilitary attire—a skirt that stopped some inches above the knees, and a pair of black heels, which went well with the skirt but not the rocks.


It did not help that her runner—a Desk Three officer monitoring her progress via a satellite link from the Art Room, Deep Black’s special situation center deep within OPS 2—thought the situation rather humorous. Lia could hear Jeff Rockman’s high-pitched giggle in her ear as she shifted her weight on one of the ledges, her backpack leaning precariously off her arm.


“I’m going to put you in a skirt and see how you like it,” she growled at him.


“You’re the one who didn’t want to wait for the next guard change, when you could have walked right down the main road,” said Rockman. “‘Let’s take the shortcut,’ you said. ‘Bring it on,’ you said.”


Lia glanced to her right and saw a middle-aged man and woman walking down the path toward her, at the moment oblivious to her. She continued to descend, unable to do anything to reinforce her modesty. As she stretched for a fresh foothold, she heard the faint yet distinct sound of over-stretched panty hose giving way.


“Son of a bitch,” she complained as the stockings ran halfway up her left leg.


“Well!” said the woman, stopping just below her.


Lia looked down. She was now only eight feet above the path. “Get the hell out of my way,” said Lia, kicking off her shoes.


“What?” demanded the man.


“Move or catch me,” Lia told them as she leaned down. She intended to grab onto the footholds but missed and so did, in fact, practically jump on them. She rolled as she hit the ground; naturally her skirt hiked in the process.


Disgusted, she got up and reached into her backpack for a substitute pair of panty hose.


“Hanes Her Way. Satisfied?” she snapped as she reached up to change.


The couple started to back away. Lia rolled off the panty hose, exposing her sensible cotton to the fauna. She put on her shoes and began walking up the trail, which led to a gravel road.


“Turnoff in another hundred yards,” said Rockman.


Lia could hear him through a small device implanted in her skull just behind her ear. His voice was like a whisper in her head, audible only to her. The microphone and an antenna array were embedded in her jacket.


“Any more surprises?” she asked. “And I’m telling you, I’m not swimming a moat.”


“There’s no moat,” Rockman assured her. “Just the cameras and the physical security, plus the fence.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”


Lia continued up the path, slipping her handheld computer from her jacket pocket and using its GPS function to find the exact point where she was to go in the woods. The small computer looked like a Palm PDA, the sort of device a traveling businessman might use to keep his schedule and contact information. But the NSA version had a wide range of capabilities, thanks to its capacious onboard memory and four processors that, ten years before, would have been found only in a supercomputer. It hooked into the Desk Three communications system, allowing it to accept downloads of satellite views and other information. The Art Room beamed her a situation map showing her position overlaid on a diagram of the facility she was approaching. She got her bearings and returned the handheld to her pocket.


Lia could see the security wall of the research building through the trees on her left as she turned. She had to walk along a very precise path about five feet wide—the gap in the coverage of the facility’s perimeter cameras. Fortunately, the woods were cleared, and even with her heels on she found it easy going.


“There poison ivy here?” she asked Rockman as she got near the wall.


“Got me. Leaflets three, let it be,” he added.


“Learn that in Boy Scouts?”


“I doubt there’s any poison ivy,” said Telach. “Hold at the wall. There’s a jeep just starting a sweep.”


Lia leaned against the smooth concrete, listening. Rockman had tapped into the facility’s security system and was watching the video feeds as they were presented to the security desk. The high-tech system was controlled by a computer, which had made it relatively easy for the NSA snoops to break into.


Not that they wouldn’t have found a way if it were more difficult. The FBI was still at least twelve hours away from obtaining a subpoena allowing it to review all of Dr. Kegan’s experiments here. In the meantime, Desk Three’s standing mandate to preemptively gather intelligence against potential terrorist threats would be used to covertly examine the facility’s computer records for anything untoward.


While she waited, Lia took what looked like a bunch of small, flat spoons and a lipstick holder from the inside pocket of her jacket. Unscrewing the top of the lipstick holder, she slid one of the spoons into the slot and held it against the wall. As the truck roared past, she pressed the end of the lipstick holder and fired the spoon into the wall about head high. When the truck was gone, she used the small handhold to hoist herself up and then over.


“What’s going on?” Rockman asked.


“What do you mean?” she asked, taking out her compact and lipstick—the real one—and seeing to her makeup.


“What are you doing?”


“I’m smoking a joint.”


“The patrol will be back in two minutes. You want them to see you?”


“God, Rockman—why the hell do you think I’m wearing a skirt?”


Lia walked in a diagonal across the perimeter road toward a garage building, once more treading in a black spot of the compound’s defenses. At the building, she opened the pack and took out her tiny Kahr, a custom-built pistol so small it could be palmed. Removing her handheld computer and a package of cigarettes, Lia took off her jacket and rolled it into a ball, sliding it into the backpack. Then she slid the ruck into an empty garbage can and put the lid on.


“You hear me?”


“Barely,” said Rockman.


Lia adjusted her belt. The com system sent its signal from the belt to the jacket; the signal was low-power and worked in discrete bursts so that it was extremely difficult to detect.


“Now?”


“Still low.”


“All right, hold on.” She took the backpack out and put it behind the garbage can rather than inside. “How’s that?”


“We’ll fix the levels here,” said Telach. “Get into the building. You have three minutes.”


“Stay to the left of that driveway,” added Rockman.


Dating from the early seventies, the Drumund University Research Site/Hudson Valley Division Laboratory had been designed to be heated by solar energy. Two years after it opened, however, the trustees belatedly realized the system maintenance and electricity for the pumps cost five times the amount an old-fashioned gas-burning furnace would. The high-tech system had been scrapped in favor of an oil burner, but the large roof arrays with their water panels remained. Lia headed toward one now, climbing up a narrow metal access ladder to a mechanical door at the outside. There were two locks on the door: the first took five seconds to pick; the other was considerably more stubborn, giving way to her small file in just over thirty.


Lia pulled the door open slowly, checking to make sure no one was there—the area wasn’t covered by the security cameras. Stepping onto the metal catwalk inside, she pulled off her belt and stuck it in the door, maintaining her connection with the com system.


“I’m inside,” she said.


“Yes,” said Rockman. “All right. You want that stairwell on the right.”


Lia walked quickly to the stairway. The top of the stairway was clear, but the landing was covered by one of the video cams. Rockman had to blank the feed as she passed—a three-second blip. He had already gotten the security people used to the short blips over the past forty minutes; they had checked out the areas twice and now had a call in to their tech people about the problem.


Actually, they thought they had a call in. Rockman had erased it from the voice mail system.


“Ready?” Lia asked.


“Hold just a second,” said Rockman.


Lia took a long breath. “Find me a bathroom soon, all right?”


“Should’ve thought about that before you left home,” replied the runner. “On my mark. Ready, set—”


Lia pulled the door open as Rockman gave her the cue. She took three steps down the stairs, then vaulted over the side rail onto the next landing and repeated the procedure, deeking past a second camera.


“Impressive,” said Rockman.


“I’m impressed that your shoes held,” said Telach. They had watched her through the uncorrupted portion of the feed, shunted down to the Art Room.


“Where’s my bathroom?”


“Join the visitors first,” said Rockman. “Door to your left, don’t forget your smokes.”


“And your badge,” said Telach.


Lia had almost forgotten to take out the badge. She slid it from the inside of the cigarette pack, still wrapped in a foil wrapper. Once unwrapped, the badge would set off transponders in the building that were used to help track authorized personnel. Lia had to unwrap outside in the courtyard where people went to smoke, so she didn’t suddenly appear in the middle of the building.


As she stepped toward the door, it swung open. Lia froze for a second—she had expected to be warned if anyone was coming—but quickly recovered, plastering a smile on her face. A good-looking Ph.D. fellow, roughly her age, stood in the doorway, gawking at her.


“Thank you,” said Lia, starting past.


“Um.”


“Just having a smoke,” she told him, showing the cigarettes. “Care to join me?”


“You new here?”


“I’m trying to decide whether to accept a fellowship.” Lia cocked her head slightly. “Maybe you could answer a few questions.”


“Um, you should uh—you have to wear your badge,” said the scientist. His eyes were boring holes in her breasts.


“Oh.” She poked at her chest; a button magically slipped open. “I must’ve left it on my jacket.”


The biologist’s glance moved southward toward her legs.


“Yes,” he murmured.


“So is it a good place to work?”


“Absolutely.”


“Come on and have a smoke. Tell me about it.”


“No, really I can’t,” said the man, glancing at his wedding ring. “Maybe later.”


“Later,” she said, sliding out the door.


“Smooth,” said Telach when she made it outside.


“Next time I’ll just shoot anyone who stops me,” she said. Lia reached beneath her skirt and secured the gun beneath a thick garter strap.


“Just gave the security people an eyeful there,” said Rockman.


Lia pulled her badge out of its wrapper. “Where’s the rest room?”


“Cross your legs,” said Telach.


“Should I pee right here?”


“There’s one in the corridor you have to go in,” said Rockman. “Light up.”


“Oh yes,” said Lia, pulling out one of the three cigarettes in the box along with the disposable lighter. She had had to bum the cigarettes off the helicopter crew earlier.


The first hit of tobacco set her off coughing uncontrollably.


“Giving your lungs for your country,” said Rockman.


“Can it, runner boy.” She tossed the cigarette. “All right, which door? The one on the left or the right?”


“I can’t see you here.”


“You know where I am; left or right?”


“Left,” said Telach.


Lia reached for the door just as Rockman started to warn her not to.


It was too late. The door slammed open so fast it smacked her hand and sent her stumbling back. One of the two men who’d come out reached for her, trying to keep her from falling.


She didn’t, but he did—surprised, Lia reacted instinctively, catching the man by the forearm and sending him tumbling over her to the pavement. Before the second could react, her elbow had dropped him to his knees.


“Jesus,” said Rockman. “They’re security.”


Oops, thought Lia.


“You bastards,” she said loudly. “You touch me again and I’m turning you in. I don’t care if you are security—I understand the need for security. But I’m not going to be frisked by a man. No way. Searched by a woman, all right.”


A gray-haired professor and two middle-aged women came up behind her.


“If this is the way guests are treated,” said Lia loudly, “I can only imagine what happens to staff. He was trying to touch my breasts.”


“They have no right to search you,” said one of the women. “That’s not right at all. No one else is searched.”


One of the security people started to rise, reaching for his walkie-talkie.


“Call your boss,” said Lia loudly. “Call him. This is the second time. The second time.”


“The second time?” said the other woman.


“I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding,” said the professor.


“Get going,” warned Rockman.


“I’ll bet it was a misunderstanding. I’m going to report this,” said Lia, whisking around into the building.


“Left up the stairs. Move,” said Rockman.


Lia took the stairs two at a time. At the top, she turned into the first room she saw—which just happened to be a rest room.


Men’s, but times were desperate.


Lia went quickly to the far stall, her heels making a rather distinctive sound on the tiled floor. A pair of sneakers two stalls down jumped up and quickly retreated.


“Not good,” said Rockman.


“I’m inside, right?”


“This isn’t a shopping mall,” said Telach.


“Yup.” Lia peeled off the badge, realizing it would now be a liability. “Plan B. Where do I go?”


“End of the hall, make a left, then a quick right. The lab is down the stairs.”


“Talk to you there,” she said.


A potbellied virologist stopped dead in the doorway as Lia emerged from the stall. She smiled at him, then washed her hands.


“The women’s room is down the hall.”


Lia pointed at him. “Don’t get any ideas,” she said, drying her hands.


While she followed Rockman’s directions to the lab, the Art Room launched an attack on the facility’s security communications network, disguising it as a circuit blowout. This delayed the alert about the encounter with what the slowly recovering guards termed a psychotic visitor.


“How are you going to get into the lab area without your tag?” Telach asked as Lia headed down the stairs.


“I’ll just wait for someone to come by and slip in with them,” said Lia.


“We chose this lab because there’s hardly anyone who uses it,” said Telach.


“So open the door for me,” said Lia.


“We can’t without the tag.”


“Right,” snapped Lia, but when she reached the door it did indeed fail to open. A metal shield prevented anyone from slipping a nail file into the latch and prying it open—which would have been Lia’s next choice. Before she could decide on Plan C, she spotted someone coming down the hallway toward the door.


“Rarely used, huh?” she muttered to the runner as she reversed course and started back up toward the stairs. She turned into the stairway as the person cleared the door, then waited on the steps. As the man—a twenty-five-year-old doctoral candidate who specialized in the study of RNA replication—turned into the stairwell, Lia skipped down and collided with him.


“Oh, Jesus,” she said, falling against him and then away, her blouse somehow popping open in the process.


“Sorry,” said the Ph.D. candidate.


Flustered, Lia helped him up, apologized, slipped down herself, scooped up a folder that had fallen, apologized, laughed at herself, and continued quickly to the automatic door—which opened thanks to the man’s ID card, which Lia had palmed.


“Excuse me, excuse me,” said the man, trotting toward her.


Lia turned at the door. “Oh my God,” she said, staring at the folders in her hands.


She was still unbuttoned. Her bra, not nearly as sensible as her panties, provided a more than ample diversion as she dropped the folder on the ground. His badge tumbled with it; she apologized again, retreating down the lab hallway.


“Smooth,” said Rockman in her ear.


“Never underestimate the power of Intimate Moments,” she said.


“Or male lust,” said Telach.


“You even got me hot,” said Rockman.


“Before you melt down, tell me which of these doors I want,” she said.


“Any one on the left,” he told her. “Um, better get moving—the guys you kneed in the courtyard are at the supervisor’s desk.”


“I didn’t knee anyone,” said Lia, opening the door into a long, narrow room dominated by flat-panel computer displays mounted on benchlike desks parallel to the hallway. Lia walked to the back of the room, remembering the layout she had seen on her computer. She entered a second room, where a row of servers sat behind a locked panel. Ignoring the servers, she went to a PC at the far end, sat at the chair in front of it, and pulled off her right shoe. She removed a small keylike device with a USB plug from the cavity below the heel. The plug’s USB interface, common on all PC-style computers, allowed the hardwired program on the device easy and immediate access to any machine it was plugged into. The Desk Three ops called the device a dongle. They had named it after software protection devices that plugged into early computers. The name was easier to use than the official nomenclature, which referred to the device as the “Universal Access Interface, A54, WIN mod 2, 3.7.”


After placing the dongle into the proper slot, she hit the keys to reboot the computer; as soon as the PC checked the USB drive the worm program lodged in her dongle slipped inside the system.


“So?” she asked the Art Room.


“Give us a minute,” said Telach.


“I’d rather not be caught here,” said Lia.


“Odd time to start worrying about that,” said Telach.


“I do have a plane to catch.”


“These things take time.”


“Guards in the hallway,” warned Rockman.


Lia ducked down, waiting while the NSA-written code infiltrated the lab’s computer system. The system was physically isolated from the outside, unlike the other systems at the lab, which had been compromised by Desk Three earlier. The small device Lia had plugged into the port was now communicating with the Art Room via the com system contained in Lia’s clothes. The physical compromise of the system was not without risk—the agent might be caught, after all—but it would supply the Art Room with a complete copy of the data on the hard drives.


“Okay,” said Rockman. “Go—they’re going for your rest room upstairs. Go. We’re set here.”


Lia pulled the device from its socket and stomped on it, crushing it beyond recognition or use. Its memory had already been erased, and it was now just a useless piece of silicone and metal, which would be unnoticed in the garbage. She found an empty soda can and threw it inside, shocked that the scientists didn’t recycle. Then she made her way outside the hall, where she once again confronted the closed door.


“Can you take the door out for me?” she asked Rockman.


“The alarms will go off. They’ll lock down.”


“Didn’t you just tell me we were in a hurry?”


“You want the video cameras off, too?”


“Not yet,” she told him, since that would mean he wouldn’t be able to see what the guards were doing.


The lights in the facility blinked off. Lia grabbed at the door, pulling it open as the emergency beams came on. The lights came back, but a fire alarm was sounding. Lia trotted up the steps, intending to either find her way back to the roof through the mechanical section or go outside with the rest of the scientists, then slip away. But just as she reached the main floor hallway, one of the guards she had kneed earlier appeared near the doorway, helping herd people out of the building.


Ducking her five-four frame behind two researchers in long white lab coats, Lia pretended to sneeze as she passed by the door. The guard said something as Lia slipped past, but she didn’t hang around to see if he was referring to her. She made it outside, walking quickly from the bricked area to a gravel walkway that skirted around the corner of the building. She turned the corner and quickened her pace, aware that she could be seen on the surveillance cameras. She retrieved the cigarette pack, squeezing one of the cigarettes to make it look like a marijuana joint. With the garbage pails in sight just at the edge of the black spot in the surveillance net, she stopped, made a show of looking around, and then lit up. She stepped out of the camera area, tossed the pseudo-blunt, and ran toward the cans and her backpack. She’d leave the belt; its function wouldn’t be obvious, and as far as she was concerned it wasn’t worth the risk retrieving it.


As she was unzipping the ruck to retrieve her jacket, she heard the security Jeep approaching. She pulled out the cigarette pack and took out the last cigarette, lighting it just as the Jeep pulled up.


“Excuse me, ma’am,” said one of the security people from the truck.


Lia turned around, holding the cigarette out as if she were embarrassed to be discovered. There were two guards in the truck, a man and a woman.


“You really have to be back in the gravel area,” said the man.


“I’m sorry.”


“Hold on a second,” said the woman as Lia started away. “Who are you and where’s your badge?”


“Corina Jacobs,” whispered Rockman in her ear. He had undoubtedly chosen the name from a roster of legitimate visitors, but Lia realized it was an unfortunate choice—she was Asian-American, and she undoubtedly didn’t look anything like a Corina or a Jacobs.


Then again, she didn’t look like a DeFrancesca, either.


“Jacobs.” Lia patted her blouse as if looking for her name tag. “Must’ve left my jacket inside.”


“Jacobs?” said the woman.


“I was adopted,” said Lia. That much of her story was true, though the particulars she spun from it now were fiction. “Chinese Jew, New York City, over-the-hill hippies, yada-yada-yada. Pretty interesting around the holidays. Let’s not tell anyone I smoke, okay?” She stomped on the cigarette. “Please?”


The name was on the list the guards had; Lia saw the woman frown when she spotted it.


“That’s how I got into viruses,” said Lia. She walked toward the truck. “Because, see, my birth mother was HIV positive, which was why I was put up for adoption. I think she might have been a prostitute or something.”


The female guard rolled her eyes and prodded her companion—whose eyes had been pasted on Lia’s chest the whole time—to resume the patrol.


Lia took out her handheld computer as the Jeep drove off. She put her thumb on the sensor at the rear, waiting for the machine to recognize its owner and wake up. When it did, two taps on the menu in the left-hand corner brought up the map of the site with the black spots of the surveillance net and her own position marked out. She turned, still on camera, made as if she were going back to the courtyard, then twisted back into the clear area.


“They’re coming back,” hissed Rockman in her ear. “Probably make you repeat the whole story.”


In two steps, Lia had reached the wall. With the third, she had vaulted to the top, grabbing on the ledge and swinging upward. She nearly lost her balance but managed to slide her other arm far enough over the top to pull herself up and over as the Jeep returned. Lia fell to the ground, cursing, but sustaining no bodily injuries.


Her panty hose remained intact as well—her luck was starting to change.


“All right. Have the helicopter at the rendezvous in fifteen minutes,” she said, starting back toward the nature area.


“Better make it twelve,” said Telach. “You have less than a half hour to get to Kennedy Airport.”
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Rubens made it down to the Art Room just in time to see Lia board the helicopter, a “sterile” civilian Sikorsky S80 leased by the NSA for domestic travel. The helicopter had a cam in the passenger compartment, which Rockman was feeding onto the large screen at the front of the situation room. The camera was mounted low enough to provide a tantalizing glimpse halfway up Lia’s skirt.


“Still keeping a prurient eye on our people, Mr. Rockman?” said Rubens as he walked toward the row of desks at the front of the room. The room had two levels; at the back were three rows of computer consoles and other communications gear used to tie into various systems during complicated operations. The front section of the room, arranged stadium-style, had three rows of desks with machines devoted directly to the agents in the field, although they, too, could be tied into the backup and support systems. It was possible to obtain real-time intelligence on nearly any spot on the globe here. Some came from in-place sensors; the Art Room could tap directly into the NSA’s exhaustive resources, looking or listening to raw radio transmissions, for example, or piping them through automated (and not always completely accurate) computer translators. It had real-time access to satellite data from the military reconnaissance office known as DEFSMAC (for the Defense Special Missile and Astronautics Center) and the Air Force Space Command, as well as a system of Navy satellites used to track ships on the ocean. More important, Desk Three could launch its own “temporary” sensors from in-place satellites or drone aircraft stationed around the globe. These were controlled via a satellite system in a suite across the hall, eliminating the logistics problems the CIA had encountered in its earlier Predator program.


For Rubens, improving what the CIA did was absolutely critical; he considered the agency his primary rival, a bigger enemy on any given day than terrorists or a foreign government. Desk Three had been carved out of traditional CIA real estate, and the agency constantly looked for ways to reclaim it.


“Do we have Kegan’s files yet?” Rubens asked Telach.


“Working on it,” Telach answered. “May take a bit of time to see what, if anything, is significant.”


“Mmmm,” said Rubens. He was due for a meeting in Washington, D.C., in an hour.


“Tommy Karr is on his way to Kegan’s house,” Rubens told Telach. “He should arrive at Stewart Airport in Newburgh in a few hours. He’s already contacted the state police who are handling the case.”


“I still think the FBI should have gone with him,” said Telach. “This is more their field.”


Rubens frowned at her but said nothing.


“My bet is a lovers’ quarrel,” said Rockman from his desk at the left-hand corner of the front row.


“A twenty-two in the back of the head isn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing,” said Telach. “Besides, if they knew each other, we’d know who the victim is. Which we don’t.”
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