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To the American Voters

who hold the future of our country
in their hands
and
In memory of my Mother, who taught me the power and value of words




Part One

Saturday, March 9, 2019
 
You have zero privacy anyway. Get over it.
Scott McNealy, "Sun on Privacy: 'Get Over It',” Wired, January 26, 1999

The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society. Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country.
Edward Bernays, Propaganda (Brooklyn: Ig Publishing, 1928)

Five enemies of peace inhabit with us - avarice, ambition, envy, anger, and pride; if these were to be banished, we should infallibly enjoy perpetual peace.
Petrarch






Chapter 1

The guests at Eva Johnson’s Austin pool party heard the noise before they saw the cause.
The sound was a high-pitched whine, like a swarm of bees sweeping up the long sloping lawn from Lake Travis toward the house. George Ball saw it first. “It’s a drone! There!” he yelled. As George pointed, a black drone almost three feet square buzzed in from the lake and hovered about 100 feet above the backyard, its cameras aimed at the pool and the dozen couples around it.
Climbing out of the pool topless and tan in a black thong, Eva said, “I heard that noise when I was working in my studio last week. I never went out to see what it was.”
More curious than concerned, Eva and her guests watched as the drone danced over the yard and house for a few minutes, then pulled back toward the lake. Like Eva, most of the women were topless. The men were wearing board shorts or short swim trunks made of stretchy tan-through fabric, with one Speedo.
“Look, it’s coming back!” Debbie Matthews yelled as the drone suddenly zoomed back toward the house. It settled in over the pool, hovering at no more than 50 feet, the cameras gimbaling to lock in on them.
Curiosity turned to apprehension and panic as Brian Cone said, “Hey, check the cameras! It’s filming us!” In seconds, Debbie grabbed a towel and wrapped it over her bare breasts and white bikini bottom. Most of the other women and some of the men scattered into the house. One woman stayed in the pool, turning her back to the drone. Eva and another topless woman defiantly held their ground. Wearing a sheer blue bikini, Mary Ball joined them. Scott Perkin’s new girlfriend, Xeng Li, looked on from the edge of the porch, in a black thong bikini made of open weave mesh.
George said, “We should take that thing out.”
“Good idea, but how do we do it?” asked Eva.
“Shotgun. Anybody got a shotgun?” George asked.
“We don’t even own a gun,” Dan Johnson said.
“How about a bow and arrow?”  Mary said, grinning at George.
Dan laughed and said, “What? Com’on, Mary, I know you’re a champion archer, but…”
Mary interrupted. “No, really. George and I are bowfishers. I read about a guy who was arguing prisons should use bowfishing arrows to take out drones delivering contraband to inmates. My gear is in our truck outside. Bet I could nail that thing with one shot.” Before anyone could say anything, Mary ran through the house toward the motor court.
The drone shifted its position again, dropping to 30 feet or so over the far side of the pool. Mary returned with her bowfishing rig, staying out of sight of the cameras on the hovering plane. She connected a barbed carbon-core arrow to the line running out of the AMS Retriever bottle reel attached to her bow.
She looked at George.
George gave her a thumbs up.
Mary pulled back the string on the compound bow and let the arrow fly at one of the drone’s spinning rotors. The arrow flew up and through the rotor guard, shattering the rotor blade as it hit and wrapping the arrow and its 450-pound-test braided spectra line around the remains of the blade, the rotor motor and the rotor guard. With one rotor gone, the drone started to spin, wrapping the slack in the line around itself. As the drone began to tilt and drop, its flight control software fought to correct by ramping the speed of the remaining rotors.
Mary grabbed the high-velocity reel handle and quickly cranked it, pulling in almost 30 inches of line with each full turn. She drew the line taught, increasing the pull on the drone as it tried to spin, and destabilizing it beyond the correction capabilities of the flight software. As the electric motors powering the remaining rotor blades screamed, the drone slid sideways through the air and crashed onto the pool deck 15 feet below, breaking off one of the rotor arms.
George yelled to Dan, “Get the power! Shut the rotors down and keep it out of the pool!”
“I’m on it,” Dan said, grabbing the drone as it tried to crabwalk across the deck. He found the connection to the battery case and pulled the power wires loose. The blades slowed to a stop. The guests applauded.
George and Dan ran to the drone. Eva hugged Mary as Dan said, “Mary, where did you learn to do that?”
Mary smiled and said, “First time ever on a drone, but I’ve bagged a lot of game fish. I was worried we’d lose it when I was reeling it in, but we took it down. My best catch ever!”
“What do we do with it?” Eva asked.
“Let’s put it in the garage,” Dan said. “I’ll take it to the office tomorrow. I have a guy who flight tested drones like this for a defense contractor.”
George and Dan carried the drone into the garage. On the way, George said, “This looks like a pretty serious piece of hardware.” George had spent six years as an officer in the Marine Corps Forces Special Operations Command and was all business when it came to weapons and security.
Dan said, “Yeah, look at those cameras and the electronic gear. This didn’t come from some kids.”
Poolside, Eva could tell her guests were uneasy. This was the first pool party of the year for a group Eva and some of her married girlfriends had put together several years ago to host small gatherings where they could have fun swimming topless and wearing clothes they wouldn’t wear around town. Everyone in the group was in their thirties or forties and trim enough to be comfortable with each other. They called their get-togethers “Fun Parties” after Cyndi Lauper’s 1983 hit “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” To the dismay of their partners, they played Cyndi’s iconic song at least once at every party. 
The girls definitely had fun, and the guys happily followed along. Eva and Dan’s house was a popular venue, especially for pool parties, with plenty of privacy and no kids that needed to be parked in sleep overs so the adults could play. Like a lot of supper clubs, the members enjoyed each other’s company and talking about families, sports and politics. They also enjoyed the freedom of flirting and showing off in a couples setting where friendships mattered and crude behavior was strictly off limits.
What they didn’t enjoy—or expect—was a drone invading their privacy.
When George and Dan returned, Eva killed the music and said, “OK, everybody, let’s talk about this before have some barbeque and get on with the party.” As the guests drew closer, she could see most of the other topless women had put on their shirts or wrapped towels around their bodies. A few had added shorts. A little late, she thought.
“I’ll go first,” Eva said, still topless in her thong. “Dan, was this drone was shooting video and, if it was, should we be worried about that?”
Dan said, “It has at least two cameras, so it was probably shooting video. Hard to know whether it was recording it on board or transmitting it live—maybe both.”
“Great,” Debbie and several of the other women said, almost in unison. Murmurs followed. Wrapped in a towel, Sally Schwartz said, “So I could wake up tomorrow and find myself topless and almost bottomless on YouTube or worse? Not good. How can people be allowed to do this? What the hell do we do about it?” Most of the other women were equally unhappy. They all talked at once.
Dan said, “OK, OK. From the looks of this thing, I don’t think we’re dealing with somebody hoping to film a topless pool party. This is a reconnaissance-grade drone. While the guys who fly those things might enjoy the videos, I don’t think they’ll put anything on the internet.”
Sally said, “Easy for you to say. It’s my boobs on the video." Several other women echoed her concern.
John said, “If this was a reconnaissance drone, who sent it and why would it be here?”
Dan said, “No idea who sent it. Unless the Feds are looking for somebody, which I doubt, it was probably doing some kind of business espionage related to my political analytics company—probably network mapping or penetration testing.”
“What about my technology company?” Eva asked.
Dan paused, then ignored her.  “Any other questions?” he asked. No one spoke.
What an asshole, Eva mused. He can be so condescending.
Eva said, “Well, thanks to Mary it’s not coming back. We need to get on with the party! Lunch is coming!
The guests broke up, talking in small groups as Dan fired up his Wolf grill. Soon, the sweet smell of barbequed bison burgers, chicken and sausages floated across the pool deck, whetting appetites and diverting attention from the drone. Eva brought out fajita fixings, iced tea and salads, promising fresh fruit and key lime pie for dessert later.
Once the food was ready, Dan pulled Eva aside and said, “I need to call my IT Director. I want him to check for any unusual network activity and set up some scans.”
Eva said, “OK. Are you worried about the drone? It’s obviously put a damper on the party. We’ve got some pretty unhappy women—and men, for that matter.”
Dan said, “I’m more concerned about espionage and network intrusion than whatever video it took.”
Eva said, “I’ll try to rebuild spirits, but I’m really pissed off. I don’t want this thing to destroy the fun we’ve had with this group. If we can’t count on privacy at this house, where do we get it? And we think the internet has no privacy. Anyway, make your calls.” She gave him a hug.
Everyone spread out and table-hopped for lunch.  Most of the women discarded their towels or traded them for shirts or swimsuit tops.
Debbie Matthews, Sally Schwartz and Eva sat together at a table under a big umbrella. Debbie and Eva were topless. Sally still had an unbuttoned shirt tied loosely around her.
Trying to shift the focus off the drone, Eva asked, “Debbie, how’s your website for Moms doing?”
Debbie said, “Fantastic. It just keeps growing. Registered users are up. Time on the site is up. Posts and comments are up. I’m beginning to get some good national advertisers.”
“That’s exciting,” Eva said. “Any interesting topics trending on the site?”
Debbie said, “The usual for this time of year. Where the best family vacations spots are. What to do with the kids when they’re home for the summer. Best sunscreens. Going braless, which is definitely trending. There’s a surprising amount of political chatter. Lots of Moms still gloating over the role women played in the 2018 mid-terms.”
Eva said, “The gender gap among white voters really was amazing. Hard to believe Trump and the Republicans could piss off white women as much as they did, especially in the suburbs, and still retain white men so well. If this holds, it could have a big impact in 2020.”
Debbie said, “You’re right. Women are feeling more and more empowered in politics, which is way overdue. We’re already seeing this play out in other areas, too, from business to fashion to television.”
Eva said, “Are you still seeing posts on the #MeToo movement?”
“Yes,” Debbie said. “Not as much as during the Kavanaugh hearings and all the news about Harvey Weinstein, but it’s still echoing. The movement’s done a good job of increasing awareness and changing attitudes. My concern is the due process side. I don’t think ‘guilty until proven innocent’ is an acceptable standard, especially when the media or some mob on the internet is playing judge and jury. It’s like virtual lynching.”
Eva asked, “Are you writing anything about that?”
Debbie said, “I’ve done some drafts focusing on the importance of due process whether you like somebody or not, but I’m nervous about putting anything out. The line between politically correct and politically incorrect is thin. The tribal group-think mentality is scary. Zero tolerance and permanent shaming.”
Sally said, “Nobody dares to disagree when the activists and the media attack. Look at you, Debbie. You’re articulate and thoughtful, but you don’t want to join the conversation because you’re afraid of getting clobbered in the social media.”
Debbie said, “I am. These people don’t want engagement. They want to win by declaring they’re right and claiming the other side doesn’t deserve to be heard.”
Sally said, “Yeah, but who are all these self-righteous people imposing their standards on the rest of us? Who says they’re right and we’re wrong? What makes their views so important?”
Eva said, “Go back to when we were growing up. In addition to our families, we were influenced by our schools, our church, our elected officials and what we read in the newspaper. Today, our trust and faith in those institutions is fading. We get a lot more input from the internet, and the activists know how to use social media to sell their agenda.
Debbie said. “John Delaney put it pretty well the other day when he said 2020 was going to be ‘the first social media primary’.”
Sally said, “Maybe I should rephrase my question. Who do these elitist jerks think they are, lecturing me like this? Bob and I are getting tired of being castigated by condescending people who want to make us look like bigots or worse because we dare to discuss the merits of whatever wacko program they’ve decided meets their moral standards this week. I’ve been an independent my whole life. Bob and I voted for Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton. But we’re about done with these self-appointed definers of what liberal democracy is supposed to look like.”
Debbie said, “What Sally just said could be a big deal in the 2020 presidential election. Most of the Democrats who flipped Republican seats to get to the U.S. House in 2018 won on promises to work across the aisle to get things done. They didn’t run on the far-left progressive policies so many of the 2020 presidential prospects are embracing. Trump won in 2016 by vacuuming up blue collar voters who felt abandoned by the Democrats. The Democrats’ shift to the left could help him win again in 2020 by vacuuming up independents and moderate Democrats who feel abandoned by the progressive takeover of the party.”
Sally said, “I agree, Debbie. It’s not just the abandonment, though. It’s the condescension and the derision. It’s being told you’re not a good American or a good Democrat or whatever, because some snobby millennial or Harvard professor or political class jerk has decided what you think isn’t even worth discussing. I’m happy to argue conflicting positions. I’m not happy being told I’m an irredeemable deplorable for daring to challenge their self-proclaimed moral authority.”
“Shazam,” Eva said. “Tell us how you really feel, Sally. Maybe we should book you on Fox News.”
The food went quickly. As the plates were being cleared from the tables, Eva shifted the music to another playlist and turned up the volume.
It was surprisingly warm for a spring day. A few of the guests jumped back into the pool, re-igniting interest in the sheer bikinis. Some of the women took their tops off in the pool. But the shadow of the drone remained. Unlike most Fun Parties, almost half pulled on shirts or swimsuit tops when they were dancing.
Mary Ball and Bob Schwartz walked down to Eva’s studio to see her latest digital flower prints. A few minutes later, Eva followed to explain how she created the colorful large format flower designs by training and collaborating with her “AI,” as she called the artificial intelligence software on her computer.
Bob said, “Eva, these are fantastic! No wonder you have so many gallery shows.”
“Does your AI create the art on its own or do you participate too?” Mary asked.
Eva said, “Unlike some artists who want to prove AI alone can create art, I’m interested in the human-machine collaboration. I give my AI the images to look at or send her out on the internet to find them. I also set her initial instructions. She’s the one who discerns the patterns and colors and designs in nature. As she looks at more and more images, her ability to do this gets better and better. I usually add constraints or suggestions on colors, geometries or other shapes. If I suggest something that clashes with what she’s learned, she lets me know. So, she teaches me as I’m teaching her. It’s really a partnership.”
Mary said, “That’s really cool.”
As the afternoon went on, the couples slowly gathered at the bar and the adjoining tables for fresh drinks, fruit and some conversation. Most of the talk centered on upcoming plans for the summer, peoples’ kids and businesses and how ugly politics was getting to be.
John Matthews caught Eva at the bar and asked, “How’s Daneva Tech doing?” Debbie’s husband, John, was a corporate attorney specializing in technology companies.
“We’re making great progress on our image editing software,” Eva said. “With our latest AI algorithms, we can not only create altered photos and videos—deepfakes, in the current lingo—we can detect alterations made by less sophisticated tools.  Steve Cole, my old classmate and co-founder, is doing a solid job as CEO. We’re planning on beta testing this summer. Our investors are ecstatic, especially the government guys.”
“Good stuff, Eva. Dan must be proud of you.”
“I wish. He’s an engineer, which means he’s more focused on his own toys at JPAC than anything I’m doing with Daneva Tech. I’m used to it. Besides, I keep him at arm’s length on Daneva’s technology. No reason for him to know the details.”
“It’s a good rule,” John said. “Wish some of my clients remembered it. If you don’t know something, you can’t spill the beans to somebody else, even on accident.”
The party went on for a couple of additional hours, with more dancing and swimming. Scott Perkin’s Speedo and Bob’s tan-through trunks got a lot of looks from the women on the dance floor. Eva made a mental note to buy Dan some short stretchy trunks like Bob’s. Dan had worn a version of those on their last trip to St. Barth’s, but Bob’s were thinner and sexier. She didn’t think she’d get Dan into a Speedo.
All the women danced with all the men, although they stayed with their partners for most of the slow dances, which could get a little erotic from the intimate contact. Eva enjoyed dancing topless with all the guys, slow or fast. Li pulled Dan back onto the dance floor every time he sat down.
It was another Fun Party, but the drone had taken its toll.
Late afternoon was typically the time when the Fun Party guests changed out of their wet swimsuits and put something else on for dessert and the evening fun. Tops for the women were usually optional, or at least minimal. Given the drone’s effect on some of the guests, Eva wanted to do what she could to keep the party going. Slipping into her bedroom, she stripped off her thong and tied a long sheer green jungle print pareo low around her hips, leaving her left leg bare to her waist and providing little cover for her naked body beneath.
Back by the pool, Eva turned down the music and yelled, “Hey, everybody, I’m going to bring out desert in a few minutes. Coffee, tea and expresso will be on the bar, along with after dinner drinks. I’m also putting some fresh Hawaiian orchid leis on the bar, so please take one for whatever you’re wearing. Let’s have some more fun!” I hope we can do that, she thought as she slipped a white lei over her tan breasts.
As Eva expected, the drone didn’t seem to have much effect on what the guys changed into. Most of them just reverted to some version of what they were wearing when they arrived. Dan put on long madras lounging pants. Eva was more concerned about the women. The results were mixed. Most of the women put on short shorts, beach pants or long pareos. A few stayed topless with their Hawaiian leis. More pulled on sheer tee shirts or unbuttoned shirts tied open at the waist.
Li was the surprise. Standing in her short black skirt at the far side of the pool where she’d left her beach bag, she pulled her open weave bikini top off and slipped a narrow black silk scarf with red and gold dragons around her neck, draping it loosely across her bare breasts. Smiling, she stepped out of her thong and tossed it into her bag.
As the sun dropped lower in the clear afternoon sky, the guests helped themselves to the Keurig and expresso machines and more drinks. Everyone ate dessert. After spending some time with Dan giggling about her dragon scarf blowing off her breasts when she walked, Li pitched in to help Eva manage the refills.
During desert, Debbie caught Eva alone and said, “This drone thing really shook me up. I’m not embarrassed about showing off my breasts. I just feel so vulnerable. I had no control over that drone showing up and I have no control over what happens with that video.”
Eva said, “I know. We all feel that way when our privacy gets shattered. Trust is so important to human relationships.”
Debbie said, “Just so you know, while I’m concerned about the video, I don’t want this crazy incident to ruin the fun we’ve all had together. I’m not running and hiding. We need to help each other through this.”
Hope they all feel that way, Eva thought. “I’m glad to hear that,” she said.
As the guests finished dessert, Li surprised Eva by pitching in to clean up, picking up empty glasses and beer bottles and attracting a lot of attention flashing with her outfit. Standing with Li later, Eva said, “You don’t seem bothered by the drone.”
Li said, “No. Although it was strange, I am not concerned about whatever it was doing.”
Eva said, “Your scarf is beautiful. Are you used to wearing things like that?”
Li said, “Thanks. No, this is not usual for me. You probably remember what I had on at your other party here. I wanted to do better to fit in this time.”
Eva said, “You did well. A big change from your first party. Where did you and Scott meet?”
Li said, “It was a blind date. One of my friends who works at Dell invited us to a tech meet up so he could introduce us. I’m in tech marketing and Scott works for a company here that provides outsourced system administrators. So far, we have had a good time together.”
Eva said, “Did you grow up in Austin?”
Li said, “No, I was born in China. I spent most of my school years in New Zealand. A lot of wealthy Chinese bought houses there so their children could have a British-based education. I went to Tsinghua University in Beijing and obtained an MBA in marketing at the University of Notre Dame. I have been in the United States ever since, although I try to get back to China frequently.”
Despite Eva’s best efforts, the evening ended earlier than most of their Fun Parties. No one wanted to be rude by leaving too soon, but Eva could tell the drone had sucked the fun out of the party. Better to write this one off and rebuild spirits next time, Eva thought. We just need to be sure there will be a next time. By eight o’clock, the guests were covering up and moving toward the front door. In her white lei and sheer long skirt at the door, Eva joined Dan in hugging and kissing their guests goodbye.
◆◆◆
 
Later that evening, after their friends had left and Dan and Eva had enjoyed the benefits the party had on their sex drive, they were sharing some cognac on a double lounger outside by the pool under one of the propane heaters. Dan was in boxers and a tee shirt while Eva was wearing a purple lei and white lace bikini panties. “What did you think of the party?” he asked.
She said, “The drone killed the Fun Party atmosphere. I was even feeling vulnerable—not from being videoed topless, but from having our personal privacy shattered. Before the drone showed up, it was another great party. Lots of good dancing.”
“You were as hot as you always are.” he said. “I don’t know if you noticed or not. You were driving the guys crazy with those slow dances by the pool.”
She smiled. “Would have been tough not to notice. Bare breasts on bare chests tend to do that, with or without a drone.”




Chapter 2

By 10:00 a.m. Sunday morning, Dan was at the office, unloading the drone.  Eva was home, doing an online road race on her Peloton stationary bike.
After the race, Eva rinsed off in the pool shower and air dried on a lounge chair by the pool. Wrapping a towel around her waist, she made a salad for lunch and ate topless by the pool while she read the Sunday Times on her iPad.
Looking up, she gazed across her heavily landscaped back yard. Enclosed on three sides by privacy fences and thick hedges, the three-acre lakefront property was a secluded oasis filled with oaks, flowering trees, and beds of Texas wildflowers. A huge deck made of native Austin limestone flowed from the house around the long, narrow pool. At the far end, a hot tub jutted off to one side. The pool was perfect for swimming laps, as well party fun. We’re so lucky to have this place, she thought. I never expected I’d ever live in a house like this. She smiled. Of course, I never thought I couldn’t.
The house was a one-story modern that hugged the land. Tall windows flowed across the back, while small high windows ensured privacy from the front. Set back from the street at the end of a winding wooded drive, the house had an attached three-car garage and a separate art studio building with an extra guest suite.
Two hours later, Eva was dressed and in her studio for a Skype video call with Steve Cole. Eva liked video calls for business because they kept people from multi-tasking. She also liked letting her callers see who they were dealing with. For video calls with her Daneva Tech team, that usually meant wearing a tee shirt like the software developers. On video calls for her art business, it often meant sporting something sexy and stylish. With Cole on the call, today was a tee shirt day.
Eva gave Cole a report on the drone invasion at their party, not mentioning what people were wearing at the time. “Dan thinks it was a surveillance drone, maybe trying to do some network probing or business espionage on his company. He didn’t seem to think it had anything to do with Daneva Tech.”
“We’ll double check our network logs. I’ll get with Dan on what he’s seeing and doing.”
Cole provided an update on Daneva’s image editing software, which they called VADS, for Visual Alteration and Detection System. “The dev team’s making breakthrough after breakthrough.  The system now uses 33 separate factors to alter a photo or a video in ways unlikely to be detected. Most of these are AI-based, with ongoing machine learning from our growing database. The exciting thing is we’re now able to apply this whole process in reverse, in effect using the same 33 factors as forensic tests to identify alterations to digital photos and videos. Camera noise is especially cool. As you know, it’s the detection side that’s really going to set us apart.”
“Fantastic,” Eva said. “Congratulations to the team!” They talked about some of the detection results. Cole displayed examples by screen share, zooming in on the algorithms used to identify inconsistencies in facial expressions and head movements in videos.
“Where are we on the VADS software decoy we’ve been building?”
“Our outside cyber experts have cleared it. It’s basically ready to deploy. By the way, In-Q-Tel told me last week the CIA and the FBI are getting more concerned about China’s spying in the U.S. They used to view the Chinese primarily as hackers. Now they say the Chinese are putting more agents on the ground and combining physical intrusion with technology-based intrusion. They’re also targeting smaller companies and universities because they have weaker cyber and physical security defenses—companies like ours.”
“That’s disturbing. Tell me again about our decoy.”
“It has most of the tools for editing and creating altered images, but it excludes the VADS algorithms for detecting fraudulent images. So, you can use it to create fakes, but you can’t use it to detect them. The editing and creation tools degrade as the decoy is used. The decoy also includes a tagging algorithm that alters a small number of pixels across an edited image to record identifying information like software version, date and UTC time of the edit or creation and, if location data is available, the location identifier. If any of those tagging features are removed, the code will lock and destroy itself.”
“I’d rather have it lock their machine and destroy everything on their network.”
“I know you would. It’s hard to do. Plus, the Feds discourage it. Things like that have a nasty habit of escaping with unintended consequences. Remember the Stuxnet virus on the Iranian centrifuges.”
“Yeah, I know. Back on the tagging, wouldn’t the altered pixels be discernable?”
“Theoretically possible, but out of a million or more pixels in a typical image, we can scatter them so the chance of detection is extremely low. Elimination of the special pixels in data compression or editing is more of a risk. We can control where the special pixels are randomly dropped so we can find them.”
“You know my opinion on this. We need to deploy it. If our other cyber defenses fail and the bad guys get in our network, I want to lay a trap that has at least some chance of exposing them. Setting them up with a decoy to download is better than sitting around feeling helpless. You know me. I don’t do helpless well.”
“Good. We’ll add the decoy to our network today. Remember, the real source code and our other crown jewels will remain on computers that have never been connected to the internet.”
◆◆◆
 
Dan made it home by 3:00 p.m. so they could keep their date to go out on Lake Travis for a few hours. After the drone incident, Eva was ready for some fun.
Because it was created as a giant reservoir to contain flash floods, the water height of Lake Travis fluctuates dramatically. To deal with this, the boathouses and docks are designed to float. To reach their boathouse, Dan and Eva followed a limestone paver pathway that wound over 400 feet across their gently sloping back yard to a platform with an open electric tram. They took the tram down a steeper rocky slope to another platform near the water. From the bottom platform, they walked across a suspended metal gangplank to the boathouse. As Eva liked to explain to their friends, even with the tram you learn quickly not to leave towels, drinks, blankets or anything else at the house.
The afternoon was beautiful, with temperatures in the high seventies. Dan had on his favorite boating outfit—bright blue board shorts and a white polo shirt. Eva was wearing a white cheeky bikini bottom topped by a short-sleeved rash guard made of semi-sheer mesh fabric with yellow and white flowers. The top looked like it was airbrushed on. Eva brought along a short white lace kimono coverup in case they stopped some place where she wanted a little less exposure.
Almost 5’10”, with short dark brown hair and penetrating green eyes, Eva was cute, athletic and just sexy enough to be enticing but not threatening. She had an outgoing personality and a passion about life that she’d inherited from her mother, who grew up in Valencia, Spain. Dan had asked her out the first week she showed up at his high school at the beginning of their junior year. She had thought he was worth at least one date. Dan was a math and computer whiz with some nerdy tendencies. He was good looking, with sandy hair, blue eyes and friendly smile. He was also a star defensive back on the football team. Most important to Eva, he respected her art and intellect as well as her looks. From that first date on, neither one of them had dated anyone else.
By the time they graduated from high school, they had both been accepted at three top-tier colleges: Carnegie Mellon, Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. All three had superb programs in visual arts as well as engineering and computer science. Whatever else might happen to them, they were going to college together. They went to Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh, where Dan’s dad had also graduated.
They were married a week after they received their undergraduate degrees. Dan went on to get his master’s at CMU, while Eva worked days at the Carnegie Museum of Art next to CMU and added to her growing portfolio of digital art in their small apartment at night.
After working on babies for eight months, they learned Eva couldn’t conceive or bear children. For years afterwards, they rode an emotional roller coaster thinking and praying about adoption, surrogates and medical breakthroughs. Following five years of prayers and late-night talks, they finally walked away from having children the only way they could.
They were coming up on 13 years of marriage this summer. Although both were driven, Eva had learned they were motivated by vastly different needs. Constantly competing with his father’s success, Dan needed acknowledgment, which he measured as grades, wealth and recognition. People and personal relationships were well down his list. He had decent social skills but turned them on only when he thought they’d help him get something he wanted. In contrast, Eva was motivated by creativity, friends and good times. She worked hard and expected her work to achieve success, but she wasn’t burdened by a fear of failing or the need for constant reinforcement. Setbacks for her were opportunities to learn and move ahead. While Dan was always measuring his progress against some benchmark to feed his ego, Eva was flying free, looking forward to what she could become.
When Eva competed with Dan, she was good-natured about it. When Dan competed with her, he expected to win and often pouted when he didn’t. Initially, Eva would fight to the finish in a head-to-head contest. Over time, she learned when she needed to step back to let Dan have the edge on the things that fed his self-esteem. None of this lessened her expectation of being quietly in control on the important things, which she nearly always was. 
At the boathouse, they retrieved the keys from the locked key box and pulled out flotation vests and some extra towels from the equipment trunk. They rode their two matching Kawasaki Ultra jet skis for almost an hour, sometimes racing each other, sometimes riding together and sometimes just idling and talking in the afternoon sun.
After returning to the boathouse, they took out their 27-foot Sea Ray speed boat and cruised slowly around one side of huge lake. They pulled in at one of their favorite marinas across the lake for burgers, fries, beers and a little country music. Eva’s outfit drew enough admiring glances that she just carried the coverup. She smiled, knowing Dan was loving the attention. She liked it as much as he did.
Taking the boat back on the lake, Dan and Eva wrapped up in a blanket and watched the sun set. As dusk fell, they made love on the sun deck. They idled back to their boathouse in the dark. Dan pulled the blanket around them as he hugged Eva tightly from behind.




Chapter 3

That evening, Rakesh Jain and his wife were on their way from Austin to New York City in Rakesh’s Embraer business jet. Skies were clear and the flight was smooth.
Rakesh watched Valerie reading in the seat facing his across the aisle. She was wearing her usual plane outfit of black yoga pants and a cream sweatshirt. Rakesh had on dress blue jeans with an untucked white long-sleeved button-down shirt.
They would be celebrating their 25th wedding anniversary later this year. They’d met on a blind date. Three months later they were engaged and three months after that, they were married. She’d kept her maiden name for her professional work, which had bothered him a little at the time but seemed perfectly normal in today’s world. With two good kids and two successful careers, they were still happy and together.
Valerie Williams was blessed with her Parisian mother’s intelligence and sense of style. Tall and slim, with short blonde hair and an impish look, Valerie had a natural elegance and confidence. She was bright, driven and inquisitive. She was also nationally respected for her research and commentary on American democracy.
Their only formal commitments in New York were on Tuesday, when Rakesh would be in meetings and Valerie would be delivering the keynote address for a special conference on the State of American Democracy at Columbia University. The day before, they would visit old friends on Staten Island. They’d fly home Wednesday afternoon.
Valerie looked up, smiled and winked with the same playful, sexy glance she’d used since they first met. She turned back to her reading. Rakesh picked up his iPad. At 52, he’d come a long way from the village in India where he grew up. After earning an engineering degree there, he had moved to the United States where he’d received a master’s degree in computer science from Stanford and started on his Ph.D. Eighteen months into the program, he had dropped out to co-found his first company. The rest was history.
Now a naturalized U.S. citizen, Rakesh was on all the published lists of the richest people in the world, with a net worth most pegged at about $11 billion. With closely cut thinning black hair that made him look bald at a distance, dark brown eyes, a ruddy complexion and an almost-constant smile, he was often mistaken for Microsoft’s brilliant CEO, Satya Nadella. Known for being precise and intense, Rakesh had the eyes of a professional tennis player, constantly tracking, constantly penetrating the mind of the person he was with.
Powering on the iPad, Rakesh put on his titanium-rimmed eyeglasses and opened an encrypted email from Dan Johnson, the CEO of JPAC, his political analytics company in Austin.
As usual for Dan, the email was concise: 
“Good news. All our hypotheses for Crystal continue to validate. AI learning on all tools is accelerating as planned. Overall, we are achieving order-of-magnitude speed and accuracy improvements in our ability to determine, craft, apply and disseminate desired messages to specific microtargeted audiences. Our ability to predict electoral reaction to specific content now exceeds 65% across all our socio-economic cross sections, with accuracy for larger groups approaching 80%. The average margin of error is 4.8%. A full update is in the cloud.
“Look forward to seeing you next week. Suggest we discuss data availability and deployment goals and timing.”
Rakesh said, “Looks like Dan is continuing to make progress on our new political project.”
Valerie set her work aside and looked up.
He continued, “We’re going to meet late this week in Austin. We may be ready to talk about trial deployment.”
Valerie said, “That’s exciting. Your investment in Dan is paying off.”
Rakesh said, “He’s a talented guy. One of the best on our entire team. We paid a lot for his company when it was still fresh, but he’s really made our deal make sense.”
Dan’s dad and Rakesh had co-founded a tech company that gave them in a huge exit just six years after they started it, and only a few months before the Dot Com bubble burst in early 2001. Even with venture investors in the payout waterfall, Dan’s dad and Rakesh shared $450 million of proceeds. Rakesh’s share provided the capital he needed to jumpstart his present company, now one of the leading cloud-based service providers in the world, with special expertise in using artificial intelligence to analyze exceptionally large and undefined databases.
Dan was just graduating from high school when the deal closed. When he was in the master’s program at CMU, he became interested in how the internet could be used to assess and influence consumer buying and political decisions. His timing was good. Mark Zuckerberg launched Facebook in his Harvard dorm room in 2004 and by 2007, when Apple released its first iPhone, Facebook had 50 million users. It doubled that number just one year later when, coincidentally, Barrack Obama was running for President. By then, Dan was working as a system and database architect for the analytics company that was hired by the Obama campaign.
Obama was the first presidential candidate to understand the importance of social media in a national election. Obama’s team realized internet marketing and fund raising offered important advantages, but no one really knew what to do, how to do it or how to test the impact on voters. For Dan, this was the experience and education of a lifetime. It was an opportunity to play at the intersection of politics, technology and social media, and have impact to boot. Two months after Obama was sworn in for his first term, Dan quit his job and started his own political analytics company.
His first phone call was to his dad, who was still flush from selling the company he had co-founded with Rakesh. Dan’s dad offered Dan whatever initial funding he needed if he could convince Rakesh to invest.
Two months later, Rakesh and Dan’s dad were equal investors in Dan’s new company, Johnson Political Analytics Consultants, which became known as JPAC. Two years after that, Rakesh’s company acquired 80% of JPAC for $100 million, plus a $50 million post-closing earnout contingent on Dan remaining active in the business.
Valerie said, “Dan is smart, but I adore his wife. Eva’s every bit as sharp as he is, although he’d never admit it. Besides being talented and gorgeous, she’s a lot of fun. I’ve enjoyed getting to know her. We haven’t had dinner with them in a while. We should get together when we get back to Austin.”
Rakesh said, “We should. I want to hear how her tech company is doing.”
Valerie said, “Are you still thinking about running for office?”
“Not a chance,” Rakesh said. “As I said after the 2018 mid-terms, I’m over that. As much as I’d like to think I could do a fabulous job, I’d never be elected. I’m way too candid. Plus, I have no intention of letting anyone drag my name and my family’s name through the mud of fake news. Besides, as a naturalized U.S. citizen, I’d never be able to run for president. I couldn’t handle being part of Congress in today’s climate.
“The only motivations for me to run for any office would be ego and stupidity. After Trump, it’s going to be a while before any wealthy businesspeople will be able to run for national office and win, especially with the Democrats adding class warfare to its menu of identity politics. I can be far more effective working as a private citizen. Give Bloomberg credit. He looked hard and stood down twice. Tom Steyer’s just wasting his money.”
Valerie said, “What do really care about?”
“I care about preserving democracy in America. I’m very frustrated at where our country is today. I’m willing to win, lose or compromise on a lot of issues if I believe the system still works. I don’t think people respect that system as they once did. Rather than valuing the structure and controls in the Constitution, people today are attacking the very things that have kept America together.”
Valerie said, “A lot of people don’t understand what the Constitution says and why it says it.
Rakesh said, “Looking back on the Trump disaster, I’ve never understood why he can’t show better respect for the rule of law and our democratic ideals. His unbridled ego and need to win any fight just overpower his common sense. I don’t believe he’s consciously out to destroy those things. I just don’t think he realizes how fragile they are.”
“So, do you want to donate money to candidates or issues, maybe set up a SuperPAC?”
“No, I’d like to build a national consensus that reinforces the things we believe in as Americans, the things that help us assimilate this boiling pot into one country. As Howard Schultz, the former CEO of Starbucks, said the other day, we need to stop focusing on what divides us and start focusing on what brings us together. I’d like to create a coalition that can rekindle our spirits and reset our horizons, regardless of whether we’re Blue or Red. We need to repaint America.”
Valerie said, “Those are good ideas. Have you shared them with any of your business colleagues?”
“I’ve had conversations with senior executives at a few companies. I’m going to talk with my friend Bill when we have lunch on Tuesday. I agree the concept is good. I’m just not sure I could gain enough support to pull it off. We should talk some more on the flight back to Austin.”




Chapter 4

As Rakesh and Valerie were winging their way to New York, David Bernbach sat in the paneled library of his lavish estate outside Westport, Connecticut. Wearing jeans and a white cotton sweater, he’d been there for a couple of hours, watching darkness slowly descend on the white-capped waves rolling across a wind-swept Long Island Sound.
The walls of books surrounding him were broken only by a huge stone fireplace and windows overlooking the Sound. With its oak beams and oriental carpets, the quiet, elegant setting conveyed the wealth, taste and knowledge the privileged class expected to enjoy. It was a proper venue for an elite New England capitalist contemplating the future of democracy in America.
Educated at Harvard College and Harvard Business School, Bernbach was one of Wall Street’s most successful activist investors. His strategy was simple. He targeted public companies under stress, amassed holdings of just under ten percent of the stock and then convinced management to make the changes needed to increase shareholder returns. Famous for being aggressive and tenacious, his execution was impeccable. Just knowing Bernbach was an investor in a company typically drove up its faltering stock price. Like most activist investors, he always met personally with the management of a target company to discuss how they might work together to improve performance. Regardless of how the conversations started, after a few rounds they often turned to removing the very company executives who were participating in the discussions.
Bernbach came from a line of successful Ivy League bankers and financiers on his father’s side. After an international career with the original Bank of America, his father had moved to Beijing in the early eighties to become an adviser to Deng Xiaoping during the transformational years that launched China toward a market economy. Bernbach inherited many of his father’s relationships in China as well as his profound respect for China’s remarkable rise. Bernbach was a dedicated capitalist, but he valued results, wherever they came from.
Like many powerful investors, Bernbach was a factor in American politics. He was well known for his early backing of Barack Obama in 2008 and his unyielding support for Hilary Clinton in 2016. He brought the same tenacity and aggressive tactics to national politics he brought to his activist investing.
When Hilary Clinton lost to Donald Trump, Bernbach was outraged. Unlike some, he blamed Hillary for the loss rather than the Russians. Like many, he quickly focused on how to extract revenge against Trump. But that was 2016. Today, he was worried about 2020 and beyond.
Sitting in an old Windsor chair at the antique oak conference table, Bernbach looked at the five columns he had written earlier on his legal pad:
China…Special Ops…PaprW8…Media… Finance.
Picking up his pen, he added Lee and Jason Chen under the China column.
Under Special Ops, he wrote Billings and then (Franks), going back and inserting a question mark after Franks’ name.
Under PaprW8, he entered Ward, China Tech (Jason Chen) and JPAC.
Putting the pen down, he took a sip of hot green tea from his insulated metal mug. Under Media, he wrote Sentinel Observer –
Social and Print. After thinking, he added PaprW8 and Dan Johnson.
Under Finance, he wrote Super PAC - Issues only and Private Funds.
He stood and stretched, then walked to the center window and looked out onto the Sound, watching a well-lit Hatteras motor yacht make its way to port in the dimming light.
Sitting back at the table, he paused, then wrote: Maintain Silos – Need to Know across the page below the five columns and underlined it.
A couple of lines below, he wrote: 2020 + 2024 = Single Party Rule.
Under that, he added: Elites: Ensure Our Influence.
As Bernbach read back through his notes, his attention was interrupted by a text from Fred Billings, the man whose name he had just added to the page. Billings was the 82-year old founder and retired CEO of one of the largest independent chemical companies in North America. Like Bernbach, Billings was a significant contributor to Democratic candidates and issues. As the legal pad notes suggested, he was also a key participant in Bernbach’s plans for 2020.
Although Bernbach seldom interrupted his thinking time, he looked at the message: “You should read this soon.” The accompanying link pointed to a blogpost at www.usdemocracymatters.com. Bernbach touched the link to the site. It was a post written by Professor Valerie Williams. Bernbach had never met her, but he had met her billionaire husband, Rakesh Jain, at industry events over the years.
With a few presses on his iPhone’s screen, he activated the Air Play link and displayed the blog on a massive flat screen above the fireplace. He paced as he read the post, which said:
Russia did want Trump to win, but not for the reasons the Democrats and the liberal press claimed. Long before 2016, Putin created a program of discrediting democracies across the western world. He saw three benefits. First, it would reduce democracy’s reputation as a superior form of government to socialism and totalitarianism. Second, it would destabilize individual democracies, making them less efficient and effective rivals for economic and political success across the globe. Third, by weakening democratic citizens’ trust in their government and leaders, it would reduce their government’s ability to rally its citizens in a time of crisis to survive. When the people fail to believe their leaders, trust falters, the government will be slow to react, and the people will be reluctant to support difficult measures.
In addition to these global benefits, the 2016 presidential election in the U.S. presented a special opportunity if Trump could win. A victory by Trump would shock the Democratic Party and its press and other elites. Unable to concede legitimate victory by such a crude political outlier, they would react with bitterness and revenge, rallying the resistance to make it impractical for Trump to govern effectively. Together with Trump’s government inexperience, ego and impulsiveness on top of Obama’s naive desire to kill American exceptionalism, this would make American foreign policy an inconsistent shadow of its former self, creating huge opportunities for Russia to sow doubt among America’s allies and replace it on the world stage. A Trump win would also fuel new levels of fear and hatred across the Democrats’ political base and motivate the newly empowered Trump base to react more aggressively, rekindling fears of white supremacy. Together, all of this would accelerate Americans’ loss of trust and faith in their government, their traditional social institutions and their leaders and elites.
Putin knew what Hitler knew. When the masses lose trust in their institutions, they will look to replace them with other institutions. Envy and hate are far greater motivators for the public than encouragement and accomplishment. When trust falters at the same time hate grows, the people are most susceptible to radical change.
Putin didn’t need Trump as a patsy or an ally. He viewed him as a propitious factor in accelerating America’s decline. 
Within days after Trump was elected, the Democrats and the liberal press raised the alarm about the dangers totalitarianism and identity politics would create in America. Of course, as the months went by, it became clear they were referring to totalitarianism of the right and identity politics among whites, especially white males. Unfortunately for America, the country was slow to recognize totalitarianism can pose fatal threats to democracy from the left or the right, and identity politics can divide and defeat a great nation, regardless of the identity groups involved.
We will never know whether Russia’s efforts made a difference in the 2016 presidential election. We do know those efforts will go down in history as the most cost-effective investment in foreign policy ever made by any government anywhere—not because they made a difference in Trump becoming President, but because they made a difference in Americans’ faith in their democracy and set America up for radical change in its system of government in 2020 and 2024.
Although this story has not yet been embraced by the American press, other countries have noted the success of Putin’s initiatives in weakening American democracy. China should concern us most.
Why should China’s interest in Putin’s success concern Americans? China leads the world in hacking against the United States. If there is one thing China knows how to do, and today there are many, copying and enhancing ideas and technology created by others is at the top of the list. Russian interference with American democracy is just one more opportunity for China to copy and leverage. China is close to parity with the United States in artificial intelligence, which can be a powerful tool in manipulating social media and popular opinion. China leads the United States in using technology to control the masses. Regardless of the outcome of Trump’s trade fight, China is the only country in the world that can threaten the United States’ global economic leadership. China even more than Russia would benefit from the decline or failure of American democracy.
While the Democrats are still trying to dredge up some better evidence of collusion or financial dealing between Trump and Russia, America would do well to look at the greater danger to its democracy coming from China. As the French learned with the Maginot Line, wars are not won or lost on the last conflict’s technology. In today’s world, neither are elections.
“Damn,” Bernbach said aloud. Bernbach sent a return text to Billings that read: “Interesting. Thanks. Do you know her?” Billings’ responding text said, “No.”
Moving from the blog to the rest of the website, he noticed Valerie was giving the keynote address at a political science conference in New York City on Tuesday. After he checked his calendar, he called his assistant, whose job depended on being available 24/7. “I need a meeting with Rakesh Jain and his wife this Tuesday or Wednesday in the city,” he barked. “Be sure his wife, Valerie Williams, will be there.”




Chapter 5

Monday morning, Eva was up ahead of Dan as usual, putting out yogurt, fruit and granola for breakfast and enjoying some quiet time with her coffee by the pool. As usual, she was dressed in something sexy she threw on for breakfast. She had this thing about not starting the day in her robe or nightgown. It helped her kickstart her morning and Dan’s as well. Today, she was wearing a short white coverup with a handkerchief hem and an open crocheted bodice, which she wore without a bikini or anything else.
As Dan and Eva were finishing their breakfast by the pool, Dan received a text on his phone. He said, “It’s from Scott Perkins. Li thinks she may have left the supplemental battery pack for her cellphone here on Saturday in her pool bag. Maybe outside. She’s leaving town later today and needs it. Have you seen it?”
“That’s probably the bag I noticed out by the pool this morning when I was making coffee,” Eva said, standing and stepping over to the bag. “It’s right here. Let me look. Yep, it’s in the bag, along with her little black bikini. Can’t believe she forgot this. How does she want to get it back?”
“She can swing by here this morning and pick it up if you’ll be here,” said Dan.
“Yeah, that’ll work,” said Eva. “It’s Monday and I’m on my usual schedule. Tell him to have her text me when she gets here, and I’ll open the gate.”
Dan returned the text to Scott and drank the rest of his coffee.
“Li was quite something on Saturday,” Eva said. “Quite a switch from the first party she and Scott came to when she spent most of the time covered up in a tee shirt.”
Dan agreed, then stood and said, “Sorry to leave sooner than normal for a Monday, but I have to get to the airport for my flight to New York. I’ll be back about 7:00 p.m. tomorrow. I have an important meeting with Rakesh on Thursday, although we may have to move it to Friday. Hope you have a great day in the studio. You look beautiful, by the way.”
She kissed him. “I should be home all day and in town all week. Good luck on your trip. See you tomorrow night for dinner,” she said.
She didn’t relish having Li stop by. Eva loved mornings. She was always in a good mood as she looked forward to her day. After Dan left for the office, she’d usually walk around her pool and back yard with another cup of coffee, enjoying the early-morning sun and absorbing the world around her. She’d do her meditation and swim a dozen or two laps in the pool. Three days a week she’d ride the Peloton and do Pilates or weight training. After that, she’d make some calls and scan her favorite news sources online, maybe even pick some wildflowers in the garden. She’d also think, just think. After a shower inside or out, she’d be in her studio, ready to create by 10:00 or 10:30.
She’d have to interrupt that routine today to deal with Li, but hopefully just for a while. Much as she disliked the interruption, she had to admit she was curious about what made Li tick.
No telling when Li will show up, Eva thought as she pulled off her coverup and dove into the still-heated pool. After 15 minutes of aggressive swimming, she stepped to the outdoor pool shower, turned it on and moved under the warm water. Seven minutes later she was out, partially drying her stylish layered hair in the master bathroom. No makeup on Mondays. In her closet, she pulled on a pair of soft white cotton beach pants with a drawstring waist and added a bright pink semi-sheer long-sleeved top. She had several variations of her Monday outfits, for warm weather and cold—all involving some combination of comfy pants and a sexy top, always with nothing underneath. If it was too cold, she replaced the summer tops with an open mesh sweater or a zip-up sweatshirt and traded the shorts for sweats or tights. But the idea was the same—casual, comfortable and sexy, on her terms—and it helped make her Mondays happy. No reason to change things for Li, she thought.
The gate control alert for the drive gate vibrated on Eva’s Apple Watch when she was back in the garden. Picking up her iPhone, she used the app to view the gate area cameras. She pressed Open to let Li through the gate. Eva met Li as she parked her black Honda Accord in the motor court. Li got out and gave Eva a perfunctory hug, glancing at her barely camouflaged breasts through her pink top. In stark contrast to her outfits at Saturday’s party, Li was dressed conservatively for work in black slacks, a silk shirt with a black and white print and black pumps with no heels.
As they walked through the house toward the kitchen, Li babbled on. “I am so sorry to bother you with this,” she said. “I normally don’t carry this backup battery with me on social occasions, but my phone was low on juice and I didn’t have a chance to charge it before we came over. We really enjoyed the party. I hope I wasn’t too much for everybody. I was just trying to show I could do a better job at joining the fun than I did at the first party you invited us to.”
“You were great,” Eva said, without elaborating. She picked up Li’s bag on the kitchen counter and handed it to her. “Here you go. Your bikini’s in there too, along with a scarf I hope is yours.”
Li took the bag and looked through it. “All mine,” she said, holding up the battery pack with a smile. Looking around, she said, “This is an amazing place. Did you say your studio is here too?”
“Thanks. Yes, my studio is in the building beyond the pool, over there,” she said, pointing. “One of our guest suites is in the same building. You’ve had the house tour, I assume.”
“No, I’ve seen the great room, the kitchen and the pool, but that’s it,” Li said. “I’d love to see more sometime.”
“I need to do some work in my studio, but if you have time, we can do a mini-tour right now and follow up with a longer tour later,” Eva said. Li nodded favorably.
Eva said, “This house is smaller than you might think. Big picture in terms of layout, the master bedroom suite is over there, and the three-car garage is through this door, right off the kitchen and utility room. There are two guest suites over there on the other side of the great room and that open hallway door leads to Dan’s study. It has a nice view of the pool and the back yard.” Walking outside to the pool area, she said, “Let me show you my studio. This was a guest house when we bought this place. We reconfigured the layout and added my studio space the first year we were here.” Li followed along, carrying the bag she had forgotten on Saturday.
“Do you spend a lot of time working from home?” Li asked?
“It depends,” Eva said. When I’m in town, like today, I’m in here a lot. But I do more traveling than I’d like—mostly to gallery shows of my work, but also to work with my software team now that I’m really getting into AI and VR.”
“Wow!” Li said as they stepped into the first room of Eva’s studio. The space had white walls with dark grey matte tile floors, ten-foot windows and hanging movable panels that could be used to configure display space. “This is amazing! So much glass and the view of the property is beautiful.” Gesturing toward four large color prints on the back wall, she asked, “Are these your work?”
“Yes,” Eva said, smiling. She explained how she collaborated with her AI to create the prints.
Walking into a second darkened room devoid of any windows, Eva said, “This is where I do my computer work, create multi-media installations and assess how my art looks in different lighting. Although I have most of my museum work reproduced professionally, I have two wide-aspect high res printers. The ceiling has six 4K projectors. I can even control the temperature color of the LED lights.” She glanced at Li, who stood staring with her mouth ajar. Eva added, “There’s a bathroom for me through this door, and the guest suite is just through that door over there. There’s also some well-needed storage next to the guest suite. Let’s go back to the main house. I want to show you our master bedroom before you go.”
As they walked back to the house, Li said, “I had no idea you were using such advanced technology in your art. It probably shows my own ignorance, but when I hear digital art, I think about someone editing and enlarging photos on a computer and printing them out on a printer.”
“You’re not alone,” Eva said. “The field has come a long way since I graduated, and the technology is really accelerating. I have a software company run by one of my CMU classmates that’s doing some amazing things.”
“Is your software company here in Austin?” Li asked.
“Eva said, “No. Pittsburgh. There’s a lot of good talent up there.”
Li said, “What is the name of your software company?”
Eva said, “It’s called Daneva Technologies.”
“Talking about technology reminds me of a question,” Li said. “My company is looking for a good password app. Do you use one of those cloud-based vaults to keep track of all your passwords?”
Eva said, “I do. I use PassPass, which I like. My software company uses the business version. I don’t know what Dan’s company uses.”
Eva led Li into the master bedroom from the great room. The bedroom had high windows above a rosewood slab bed with built in cantilevered night tables on the sides. A huge color block painting hung over the bed. On the opposite wall, 10-foot tall windows overlooked the pool and gardens. “The bedroom itself isn’t big,” Eva said, “but the bathroom and dressing area more than make up for that.”
They stepped through an uncased opening onto a long walkway surfaced with dark grey matte stone. The walkway was about five feet wide. The left side was a long wall of built-in sinks, cabinets and dressers. The walls and cabinets were white. The ceiling was wood bleached pale grey. The stone countertops matched the dark grey floor. Between the two main sink cabinets, doors led to huge his and hers walk-in closets and separate toilet rooms, hers with a bidet. On the right side of the walkway, the floor level dropped down one step to long area about six feet wide paralleling the walkway and containing, in sequence, a large soaking tub, a shower completely surrounded in glass and a workout area containing a Peloton bike, a Hydrow indoor rowing machine, some hand weights and a glass exterior door. Grey baskets of phalaenopsis orchids filled with sprays of purple flowers hung along the row of windows.
“Wow!” Li said again. “Are those orchids real?”
“They are. I love flowers. We rotate them every month or two, so we always have some blooming. It’s one of my splurges.”
The windows overlooked a landscaped terrace set under a weathered-wood pergola covered in wisteria. Partially paved with huge rectangular limestone slabs, the terrace included an outside shower and a tall, multi-level stainless steel sculpture powered by wind and water. Beyond the pergola, the terrace garden flowed into the back yard.
“The prior owners had curtains on these windows, but we took them out because they ruined the ambiance,” Eva said. “Fortunately, you can’t see this area from the pool or my studio. Wildflower beds and flowering trees help keep this area off limits. We also put Smartglass in the shower windows that face outside, just in case we need to shower when the gardeners are around.”
Li stared at Eva, saying nothing. Eva was on a roll. She said, “I know you have to go, but let me show you one more thing.” She pointed to a huge black and white photograph of Yosemite’s Half Dome on the wall at the end of the bathroom hall.  The photograph was displayed on an 80” flat screen mounted vertically in portrait mode. She pulled a handheld controller off the hallway wall and touched two numbers. The picture instantly changed to a full-sized photo of Eva standing topless in tight blue jeans and sandals on Fifth Avenue in New York. Her arms were folded under her breasts. She was looking up and away, her face filled with a mixture of self-confidence and defiance.
“What a fantastic photograph,” Li said. “How did you get that? Who took it?”
“This is actually another one of my projects,” Eva explained. “My image is a self-portrait I took in my studio here. The New York City shot is a high-res photo I licensed from Getty Images. I melded the two with some pixel-level image editing software my company developed. I got the idea for the New York venue from a book called Uncovered that was published in 2009 by a talented photographer named Jordan Matter.
“You mean it’s like a green screen they use on TV?” Li asked.
Eva laughed. “Conceptually, yes. But it’s a lot more sophisticated than a green screen. This was produced by separately editing and replacing millions of pixels in two very high-resolution digital photographs. Because of the detail required, we used AI-directed editing. My company is still working on this technology, but the current quality is pretty good.”
What Eva didn’t say was this work had brought her company an investment from In-Q-Tel, effectively the venture capital arm of the CIA, and two contracts with the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) to leverage the AI editing capabilities to video and to the three-dimensional datapoint and skin textural analysis tools used in facial recognition systems. The work had also brought considerable interest from both the CIA and the NSA. The video and facial recognition capabilities were what really excited them, or concerned them, or both.  That and the ability to make the editing possible or impossible to detect. In an age of fake news and state-sponsored lies, the technology was both dangerous and valuable.
“We did a series of these topless shots in different venues,” Eva said. She smiled to herself as she remembered how Daneva Tech had used the topless photos of her in demonstrating the editing technology to some of their early backers. Steve Cole had said it would increase their interest. He was right, whether they were male or female. The photos had made for some interesting conversations when she started showing up at the meetings. Not sure we could get away with that today, she thought.
Li walked closer to the screen and peered at the photo, still clutching her bag in front of her. “That’s an 80” OLED 4K display,” Eva said. “We also use this screen to display art and photos from some of our favorite vacations, like the Yosemite photo you just saw.” Seizing the opportunity to wrap up the tour, Eva said, “Anyway, we need to get you moving.”
Eva ushered Li toward the front door, thanking her for stopping by and giving her a quick farewell hug at her car. Eva thought she looked shell-shocked. “Thanks,” Li said simply as she closed the car door and started the engine.
◆◆◆
 
At the first stop light she hit after leaving Eva’s house, Li picked up a burner phone from the seat and called a number. When a man’s voice answered, “Li said, “Clear” and terminated the call. Then she reached into the bag she had retrieved from Eva and pulled out her backup battery. She simultaneously pressed two hidden buttons on each side of the small power brick, provoking two chirps and two green LED flashes from the device. Satisfied, she placed the brick on top of the bag and drove on when the light turned green. 
On her way to Houston, the brick started uploading its cache of encrypted data to a secure global server that automatically downloaded a copy to an elite team at the Ministry for State Security outside of Beijing, China. The four gigabytes of information included data from a scan of the Johnson’s home networks, the modems, routers and firewalls used, the IP addresses of exposed devices, and the results of initial level network penetration tests. To the enjoyment of the Chinese agents reviewing the feeds, the digitized information also included some video clips from what appeared to be an American swimming pool party with topless women, including a very sexy Chinese lady with excellent taste in swimwear.
The team in Beijing would compare the information to the data and video recordings they had received 36 hours earlier from a drone flight in Austin, Texas. Although the drone had crashed, it had sent gigabytes of videos and other data before its batteries were disconnected.
When Li reached her office in Houston, she sent an encrypted message that said: “MagicBox data sent today on JPAC home scan and party. Discovered new digital editing software by Daneva Technologies in Pittsburgh. Watch video from today. Suggest flagging for Tech Group.”




Chapter 6

Glad to be rid of Li, Eva decided to change her clothes for something cooler. The day was turning out to be warmer than she’d expected. In the master bedroom, she pulled on tan cotton short shorts and a fluorescent orange sleeveless vest. She put her Apple Watch in the pocket of her shorts, slipped her iPhone in her waistband and tied the soft cotton top with a single string between her breasts, leaving a few inches of tanned skin from her neck to her navel. One of her girlfriends once told her the top looked like a Home Depot safety vest. Home Depot should be so lucky, Eva thought, looking in the mirror.
She had a full day planned for her studio. She wanted to collaborate with her AI on a new collection of virtual flowers and do some test prints. She needed to decide on the pieces for a museum exhibition in Dallas and solo gallery shows in San Francisco and D.C. Since Dan was out of town for the night, she hoped to spend the evening working with some new ideas she had for a VR art exhibition later in the year.
As Eva walked out of the master bedroom into the great room, her world changed in a heartbeat.
A man’s hand reached around her, clamping her mouth shut. At the same time, his other arm wrapped across her chest and pulled her arms tight against her body. In seconds, she was immobilized, unable to scream and barely able to breathe. “Don’t move!” the man said. “Don’t scream and don’t try to remove my mask! The less you know about me, the safer you and your husband will be. I don’t want to hurt you, but I can, and I will if I have to! I’m armed, but I am only here to get some information. If you cooperate, you’ll be fine, and I’ll leave you alone. If you understand me and you’re willing to cooperate, nod ‘yes’.”
Eva nodded yes.
The man slowly released his hand from her mouth. Loosening his grip around her arms and chest, he turned her toward him. His face and head were completely covered with a tight-fitting opaque black nylon head cover. The man could see out of it, but Eva could not see in. He had a large hunting knife in a sheath on his belt and a pistol stuffed in his waistband.
Without taking his eyes off her, the man reached for a small walkie-talkie on his belt. Pressing the talk button, he said, “Engaged. Over” Following a beep from the message security code, a distinctly female voice from the walkie-talkie said, “Copy”.
Eva was terrified but even more pissed off. Who the hell is this guy and how did he get in here? Her first instinct was to knee him in the balls and run like hell. She’d taken two personal defense classes, one back in college and one after she moved to Austin, and she had no doubt she could outrun him if she could get a head start and knew where she was going. She didn’t think he’d shoot her, but she was terrified of the knife. She decided to hold tight and get her bearings.
Her first job was to remember his description, or whatever she could see of it. He was a short muscular man, stocky but far from fat, about five feet six, wearing blue jeans, black sneakers and a tan short-sleeved polo shirt. His arms were well-tanned with no tattoos. Maybe white, maybe Hispanic, she thought. He hadn’t said much, but so far she hadn’t detected an accent.
“Good,” the man said, clipping the walkie-talkie back onto the holder on his belt. “Now, let’s get down to business. I want the login information for your online password vault. Once I have that and can prove it works, I’ll be out of your life forever.”
Amazed, Eva said, “What? You want the password to my PassPass account? You broke into my house with a gun to get a password? That’s the craziest thing I ever heard of. Is this a joke? Who sent you to do this? Why would you think I even know what it is?”
The man said, “I don’t make up the assignments. I just get the job done. Now, I think you do know that information and, if you don’t, I bet you can find it somewhere around here so we can keep our little conversation cordial and short. I’m very good at getting cooperation when I need it and I don’t think you want to find out how. So, let’s get on with it.”
Eva could not believe the man was serious. He’s risking jail to get my passwords? Why not use spearphishing, like any normal hacker? Clearly, he was sent by someone. But who the hell sent him?
As her mind raced, Eva remembered the login details. Playing games with this guy did not seem smart. Better to cooperate now and recover later. She said, “OK, I think I remember how to do it.”
“Write it down,” the man said. Pointing toward the kitchen, he said, “Over there, write it on the pad by the laptop on the desk. Username, then password.” She complied.
“Now, we need to prove this works. Let’s see you log in.”
“You want me to log in? Eva asked?
“That’s right, sweetheart,” the man said, pointing at the laptop. “Put the paper where we both can see it as you type.”
As the man stood behind her, Eva logged into the laptop, pulled up a Safari browser page and entered the PassPass web address.  When the login box appeared, she typed in her username and password and hit Enter. Almost immediately, another box appeared saying “Unknown Username or Password. Please try again.”
Eva said, “I’m sorry. I must have transposed something. I’m just a little upset. I’ll get it right this time. You watched me. Do you want to do it?” she asked?
The man snarled, “Hell no, I don’t want to do it. You need to focus.” Pulling out the knife and pointing at her, he said, “If you think you’re scared now, think about how you’ll be after I cut off some of your hair or maybe carve a little tattoo on those breasts.”
Eva shivered, took a deep breath and re-entered the information, this time getting it right. A new message appeared on the screen that said “Processing”. Seconds later, her iPhone pinged. She looked at the man and said, “That’s for the two-factor authentication. I need to use my phone. It’s in my waistband. Can I pull it out?”
“I’ll be happy to get it,” the man said. He grabbed the top of the phone and slipped it out of the waistband of her shorts. He handed her the phone and said, “Here you go, but show me the authentication request before you press anything.” Again, she complied. Seeing the phone was connected to an authenticator app, the man nodded and said, “OK.”
Eva pressed ‘Accept’ on the app. Almost immediately, the password vault opened to her vault home page, showing icons for all the accounts and devices for which the vault held her access credentials. The usernames and passwords for her iCloud account and her Apple ID were included.
The man said, “Good. Now logout.” She logged out. “Write down the passcode for your iPhone on that same piece of paper and hand it to me. She complied. “Now hand me your phone and stay exactly where you are. Do not move.”
He locked her phone to be sure he could open it with the passcode after forcing errors in the facial scan. Seeing he could, he took out his mobile phone. Glancing back and forth from the sheet of paper to Eva and his phone, he texted the password vault login credentials to someone. As the text whooshed away from his phone, the man said, “Let’s hope I get an authentication request on your phone soon.”
Two minutes later, the request appeared. The man hit Accept on the authentication app and said, “Almost there.” A couple of minutes after that, the man received an incoming text on his phone. He read the text and said, “OK, now we wait awhile. Keep your hands away from the keyboard unless I tell you to do something.
Five minutes went by. No one spoke. Then, Eva’s phone started pinging every minute or so with authentication requests. The man responded to each of them by pressing ‘Accept’ or texting the authentication code displayed on Eva’s phone to some colleague on his phone.
Sensing each ping meant another of her accounts was being breached, Eva said, “What’s going on? I gave you what you asked for. When are you going to get out of here and leave me alone like you promised?”
The man said, “Stay calm. You’ve done fine so far.  We’re making progress. Just don’t do anything stupid.
The pings became less frequent. Eva looked outside, trying to think about something else but ultimately wishing she could be anyplace but where she was.
Checking his phone, the man handed her the pad of paper and said, “OK, now I need you to write down the username and password you used to log into your laptop over there. After you do that, shut down the laptop and put this USB drive in the USB port.” He handed her a thumb drive. She complied. “Now, show me you can reboot your laptop with the username and password you gave me. She followed his instructions. He watched her as she rebooted the laptop with the credentials she gave him. No second authentication factor was required. Keeping one eye on her, he sent a text with the login information. As he was doing that, a message appeared in a box on the laptop screen. It read “Auto-run Blocked by Admin Policy.” She quickly clicked on the “OK” button before the man could notice the message. The box closed. She knew the laptop security protocol had blocked whatever was on the USB drive from running, which was probably a good thing.
Finishing his text, the man looked up and said, “Now we wait some more.”
Fifteen minutes later, Eva stood up. As she started to speak, the man stepped toward her and pulled the knife from the leather sheath on his belt. “I told you not to move,” he said, raising his voice and pointing the knife at her.
Eva froze but remained standing. She said, “I’ve got a cramp in my leg. I’m just trying to stretch it out. Don’t be an asshole. I’m trying to cooperate with you. When are you getting out of here?”
Glaring at her, the man took another step toward her and said, “Sit down, lady, or you’re going to get hurt. Do it. Now!”
She locked eyes with him for a moment and then sat.
Ten minutes later, his phone pinged with an incoming message. Watching Eva, he read the message and smiled.
“Looks like we may have a little more time to kill,” he said, walking over to her. “You might as well stand up if you need to stretch.”
Eva stood up, looking at him defiantly from about four feet away. “Is it OK if I walk around the kitchen island,” she asked.
He said, “OK, but only if we walk together. I don’t want you getting ahead of me.”
When they reached the side of the island along the wall of glass doors to the pool, she turned abruptly to face him and said, “Can’t you do whatever you need to do somewhere else? You’ve got my phone, take it with you. Take the laptop if you want to. Why do you need to be here?”
He said, “Not my decision.” He was standing close to her, his eyes sweeping her body and focusing on her breasts. Stepping forward, he pulled out the knife. Pointing the razor-sharp eight-inch blade at the string holding the two sides of her top together, he said, “Maybe we should improve the scenery around here while we wait.” She was terrified, but she stood her ground, glaring at him. Without saying a word, he calmly reached the knife out and cut the string. The top stayed in place. She didn’t move. He grinned.
That was one sexual advance too many for Eva. She had to get away from this guy. The time was now. Sucking up every ounce of courage she had, she looked the man straight in the eyes, took one step back and pulled her top open to expose her bare breasts. “So, you like these do you?” she asked. When she saw him shift his eyes from her face to her chest, she pivoted on her front foot and used her back leg to land a roundhouse kick to his head, slamming her shin into the side of his head and knocking him off balance. Thank goodness for a short guy and two years of kickboxing classes a few years ago, she thought. As he staggered, she followed through by jamming her knee into his groin and shoving his shoulders back. Stunned and gasping for breath, he dropped the knife and fell backwards, hitting the back of his head on the stone countertop of the island. As he struggled to get up, she picked up a bar stool and crashed the heavy seat against his masked face. He screamed and fell back.
Taking whatever advantage she had created, Eva grabbed the knife and ran out the door to the pool deck. She raced for the wooded area on the far side of the yard. To hell with the gun, she thought as she ran. The bastard may shoot me, but he’s not sexually assaulting me. The front sides of her orange top flew open behind her as she ran. It was a hell of a day to be wearing a high visibility vest that clearly was not contributing to her safety.
Reaching a line of trees and bushes on the far side of the property, she crouched down and looked back at the house. No sign of him yet. Catching her breath, she stayed low and pulled her Apple Watch out of her pocket, strapped it on, entered the passcode and called 911. When the operator answered, Eva gave him her name and location and said, “I need the police. A man broke into my house and threatened me with a handgun and a hunting knife. I got away. I have the knife. He’s still on my property with the pistol looking for me.” As she was speaking, the man appeared outside by the pool, looking down toward her studio. Staying out of sight as well as she could, she pulled off her orange top and hung carefully it in the branches of a bush.
Keeping the 911 operator on the line, she cautiously made her way through the trees and bushes to the tram platform that led down to the steep slope to the lake. When she looked back, the man was walking to her studio. She heard the secure message alert beep on the man’s walkie-talkie as he received a transmission from someone. The man pulled out the walkie-talkie, listened and then spoke into it. She wondered whether someone was telling him the cops were coming. As he spoke, he saw the orange top where she left it and started walking toward it.
Eva knew it wouldn’t be long before the man realized she was not with the top.  She had to get someplace safer until the police arrived. She looked down the tram run to the floating boathouse, surprised to see an outboard center console fishing skiff tied up to the dock. Must belong to the man, she thought. He’ll coming back to get away.
The land along the lakeshore dropped off sharply to a rocky shoreline. The side lot lines were fenced down to the lake on both sides. She couldn’t go back to the house or her studio and she needed to get away from the tramway before the man or his partner went back to the boat. She walked parallel to the water along the rocky terrain, holding the man’s knife and keeping her head just below the lip of the grassy yard above the steep slope.
About halfway across the lot, she crouched in a group of small trees and bushes on the rocky slope, hoping the vegetation would be enough to hide her. Terrified, her mind flashed to her father, who had taught her how to be strong and summon courage to overcome fear. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and said a short prayer, thinking about him, drawing energy from him, as she did whenever she was afraid. As her breathing slowed, her panic melted and her composure returned, then forged her will to steel. Eva was 14 when her father was erased from her life, killed along with 228 other souls when a Swissair MD-11 jetliner went down off the coast of Nova Scotia on a flight from New York City to Geneva. Investigators blamed the crash on faulty electrical wiring that started a fire in flammable insulation, filling the cockpit and cabin with smoke. Power failed six minutes before the plane plunged into the water almost upside down. Eva still cried whenever she thought about it, wondering how he found the courage he must have had as he faced certain death.
Grateful the 911 operator was still with her, she told the operator about the fishing skiff and where she last saw the man. Sirens wailed in the distance. She prayed they were for her. A minute or two later, the operator told her the police had arrived at the gate to her house. Eva gave the operator the gate code.
The operator said, “Ma’am, can you tell me what you are wearing so I can pass it on to the officers?
Eva thought for a moment and said, “Tan shorts.” Pausing, she added. “I was wearing a bright orange top, but I took it off to make it harder for the guy to find me. I don’t have anything on my top.” After a pause, the operator confirmed the information.
Eva saw the man clambering down the old wood steps that paralleled the tramway to the water. There was no sign of anyone else. She passed his location on to the 911 operator. Finally reaching the boathouse, the man climbed into the skiff and started the outboard. Eva slowly moved down the rocky slope from bush to bush, slipping unnoticed closer and closer to the boat dock.
The skiff started and roared away from the dock just as a female police officer reached the top of the tramway. Seeing Eva on the rocky slope near the end of the tramway, she called down to her, “Mrs. Johnson, it’s the police. My partner’s checking the house. Are you OK?”
Eva replied, “I’m as good as I am going to be right now. We need to get the guy who just left in the boat.” She ran across the gangplank to the boathouse and used the keypad to open the key box. Grabbing the key to one of the jet skis, she looked up at the officer and said. “I’m going after that guy. Can you get a helicopter on him? Here’s the knife I took from him.” She tossed the knife on the floor of the boathouse.
Incredulous, the officer said, “Ma’am, you don’t want to go out there, especially like that. Let us handle it from here.”
Fueled by adrenalin, Eva shouted back, “I don’t want to catch him, I just want to know where he’s going. Get a chopper. I’ll turn back when I see it.”
The officer shook her head and called her dispatcher to see if there was any way to get a sheriff’s helicopter or boat to help. Eva lowered the jet ski, hit the electric starter and tore across the lake toward the receding skiff.
She closed much of the distance faster than she expected, then slowed as she moved closer, maybe too close. When she was almost halfway across the lake, she saw the first muzzle flash before she heard the report. The bullet missed her, and she keep going. The man fired again. This time the bullet hit the front cowling on the jet ski, penetrating it. My god, she thought, he’s actually trying to kill me. Instantly, she pulled back on the throttle and veered sharply toward the left, slowing the craft almost to a stop in a matter of seconds. The skiff sped away toward the upriver end of the lake.
As the jet ski slowed to an idle, Eva’s adrenalin evaporated. She buried her face in her hands. She was sitting on a jet ski topless in the middle of Lake Travis and some crazy man had just tried to kill her. Warm as the day was, she was shaking uncontrollably, thinking both about what could have happened to her and about the thousands of women who had endured events like this with far worse results. A couple of minutes later, she stood up on the jet ski and jumped into the 60-degree water, using the cold to shock her mind back into focus. Chasing this guy was not what she needed to be doing. She needed to wipe the content and apps off her iPhone before the man or his friends could do any more damage. She needed to talk to Dan’s IT Director about how to protect her accounts. She needed to talk to the police, who were doubtless still at her house. Most of all, she needed to talk with Dan about all this and what to do so it never happened again.
Climbing back on the jet ski, she opened the front storage compartment. Nestled above two flotation vests were a pair of huge grey beach towels. She took a towel out and dried off. She wrapped the towel around her neck, pulling the soft terry ends across her breasts. She sat down on the jet ski and hugged herself as the sun warmed her bare back.
After a few minutes, she wrapped the towel tightly around her body and looked at her watch. Dan’s plane would be landing soon. She had a lot to do. She turned the jet ski back on and headed toward the shore. Looking up, she saw a sheriff’s helicopter in the air above her racing across the lake. She tried to see the skiff, but it was out of sight.
She slowed her pace to make some calls from her Apple Watch. She left a long voicemail for the IT Director when he didn’t pick up. She also tried to call Dan, but he didn’t answer. She decided not to leave a voicemail. She tried to dictate a text to Dan on the watch, but the background noise kept garbling the message. She was finally able to reach Dan’s assistant by phone, who promised to find the IT Director and agreed not to bother Dan for another hour so Eva could try to reach him first.
Just before Eva arrived back at the boathouse, she received a call on her watch from Dan’s IT Director, who immediately activated an emergency data breach protocol that included locking down accounts and calling the FBI. Before they were finished talking, the phone call on her watch cut off. She initially thought the watch battery had died, but the clock on the watch seemed to be fine. When she tried calling back, the watch displayed a message she needed to select a cellular plan for the watch. She tried it again, with the same result. Great, now I have no phone at all, she thought. Thank God it worked this long, she thought.




Chapter 7

As Eva drove the jet ski back onto the lift at the boathouse, the female officer waved to her from the top of the tramway and pushed the button to send the tram down. When Eva arrived at the top, the officer said, “Ma’am, you are one tough lady. I heard the gunshots right after I saw you swerve to a stop. Did he hit anywhere close to you?”
Eva said, “First one missed. Second one hit the cowling on the jet ski. That’s when I realized I’d better stop.”
“We’ll look. In the meantime, let’s get you back to the house. My partner’s up there and two other officers are checking the property. Some investigators will be over later.
Eva asked, “Did they get the guy I was chasing?”
The officer said, “No, he escaped before the police helicopter could find him. The chopper pilot thinks he was picked up by somebody, but he could have stashed a car someplace.
“Do you have something to wear besides a towel? We retrieved your orange top from the bushes over there.”
Eva looked down at the towel she’d wrapped around herself. “This will have to do for now.” The towel covered her from the tops of her breasts to mid-thigh, concealing even the shape of her body. She pulled it tighter. “I can put something better on up at the house. But I need to do some things on my computer. This guy wanted our passwords and he took my iPhone. I have to get online and wipe it.”
They walked toward the house. The officer said, “Doesn’t make a lot of sense to me, but then I don’t understand technology stuff like some folks do. I sure never heard of anybody doing an armed invasion of an occupied house to steal some computer passwords.”
Eva’s interaction with the rest of the police was less cordial. When she got back to the house, the policewoman’s partner and two other policemen were waiting in the kitchen. They looked Eva over head to toe as she walked in. After brief introductions, the policewoman’s partner said, “We need to ask you a few questions, Mrs. Johnson.”
Eva said, “OK, but this guy stole our passwords and he has my iPhone. I need to get on my laptop and wipe my phone before he gets into our accounts any more than he already has. Once I’ve done that, I’d really like to rinse off in a hot shower and put some clothes on.”
The policewoman said, “Ma’am, we need to preserve all the evidence we can find. Wiping information off your phone doesn’t sound like a good idea. Sorry to bring it up, but we’d like you to do a rape kit before you get a shower. And the crime scene guys will want the shorts and underwear you’re wearing once you take them off.”
Eva pulled out a bar stool and sat down with her back to the counter, looking intensely at the officers. She said, “I’m not quite sure what to say, so please don’t take this the wrong way. I’m glad you’re here, but it’s been a bad day and I’ve never been through something like this. You’re welcome to the shorts. I’m not wearing any underwear. This guy threatened some ugly things and he cut the tie to my top with his knife, but he never sexually assaulted me. So, I’m not doing a rape kit. And unless you guys physically stop me from doing it, I am going to wipe my iPhone, if I still can.”
Wrapped in her towel, she walked to her laptop on the desk in the kitchen. She sat down and logged in. While the police whispered to each other about what to do, she accessed her iCloud account and looked for her iPhone on the list of devices. “Damn,” she said. “It’s not here!” The IT Director had warned her that somebody who had her phone and her phone passcode and her Apple ID and password might be able to turn off the ‘Find My iPhone’ capability on the phone. Without that activated, she would be unable to remotely lock or erase the phone. She pulled up a browser and double-checked her steps. She tried to find the phone from iCloud on her laptop. No luck. The phone simply wasn’t accessible.
She tried to call the IT Director on her watch before remembering it still had no phone service. She called Dan’s admin on her kitchen phone, gave her an update and asked her to go ahead and try to reach Dan. She also told her any calls needed to come to their home line. Standing up, she looked at the police and said, “Looks like I was too late. We’ll see if my husband’s IT guy can do any better when he gets here. Now I really want to get a shower.”
After some discussion about how far the policewoman should go to assure chain of custody on the shorts, Eva got her shower. For the first time ever, she flipped the switch to turn the Smartglass shower glass to opaque. Rejuvenated, she pulled on black yoga tights and a loose white long-sleeved cotton work out shirt. Even though it was still Monday, the day was no longer happy.
Returning to the kitchen, she grabbed a container of yogurt and an energy bar and sat down at the bar. Whatever unpleasantries she had experienced with the police before her shower returned in earnest as the responding officers questioned her while she ate.
The questions started simply enough. What happened? Was she alone when the man appeared? Could she give them a description of the guy? Was he armed? What was he looking for? Could she explain what he wanted to do with the passwords? Why did he take her phone? Was it possible the man was after something else? Did he threaten her? Did he touch her? How did she get away from him? Why did she decide to run?
Somewhere along the line, the questions became more suggestive. Did she know the man? Had she ever seen him before? Had she invited him to the house? Was she expecting him? Where was her husband? Why was he out of town? Was he living at the house? When would he be back? How would she describe their relationship? Were they having any marital problems? Did she have any children? Did the man know her husband?
Then, more invasive questions. Had she done anything to lead the man on? Why had she taken her top off? Where did she take it off? Was the man with her when she did? What happened to the underwear she was wearing? Had she ever seen the fishing skiff before? Why did she take off on the jet ski? Why did she turn back? What did she do when she was out on the lake?
After 45 minutes of this, Eva’s patience wore thin. She said, “OK, officers, I think that’s probably more than enough from my end for now. I’m really concerned about what this guy was after and what he or someone may be doing with the information he got. My husband’s IT people will be here in a few minutes. They’ve notified the FBI about a possible data breach. You’re welcome to stay to do your reports or whatever, but I need to talk with my husband and think about what we do next.” 




Chapter 8

By the time Dan had landed at Westchester County Airport in White Plains, New York, he had terse text messages from his admin and his IT Director. The admin’s message simply said: “Armed intruder at your house this morning. Eva is OK. Police there. Her iPhone is missing. Call on home line.” The message from the IT Director read: “Possible data breach at your house. On way there. Spoke with Eva. FBI alerted. Changing access creds. Some accounts locked. Assume breach when using apps. Call ASAP.”
The only passenger in the Citation X jet taxiing to the Signature Flight Support terminal, Dan called his home line and Eva’s cell. No one answered. He talked with his admin. Walking into the terminal, he reached his IT Director, who was on his way to the house.
As Dan entered the terminal, the driver who was meeting him stepped over and introduced himself. “I’m John. When you’re ready, I’ll be taking you to meet Mr. Bernbach in Westport.”
“Yes, John. Good to see you again. If you could watch my bag there, I need to make a quick call before we go.” Dan re-dialed his admin. “I can’t reach Eva. This is a bad day for something like this. I’m leaving the White Plains airport now. Once I get in my meetings, it’s going to be hard to talk with Eva and even harder if I need to fly back early. If you talk with her, tell her I spoke with you and I’ll do my best to reach her. She can call me if she needs to, but I may not be able to pick up. Tell her to text if she can, even if she has to use a different phone.”
The drive to Westport in the BMW 750Li took 30 minutes. Dan used part of the time to call George Ball, who promised he and Mary would check on Eva. Dan also called his IT Director back to hear more about the data breach. Dan said, “I know they were using Eva’s passwords, but I don’t think this was about her or her company. I think they were trying to use her credentials to get access to JPAC’s data. Eva’s company is not much of a target.”
When they arrived at the hedge fund’s campus in Westport, John took Dan to David Bernbach’s spacious office, which overlooked a small pond and the woods beyond.
Shaking Dan’s hand, Bernbach offered his typically effusive welcome, “Dan, so good to see you again! I trust our pilots took proper care of you on the trip up?”
“Yes, the flight was nice, as usual. I appreciate your sending the plane.”
“Always glad to do that for you. You deserve to travel in style. I appreciate your coming up. We have a full schedule with some interesting people I think you’ll enjoy. John will get you by the house before dinner so you can get settled before the party this evening.”
“As you know from the agenda, our first meeting this afternoon is with our global opportunities team. They’re a bright group. All of them have advanced degrees. About half are PhD’s. Exactly the kind of people you should be working with. None has your depth of experience.”
They walked to the classroom-style room in the building next door. Dan turned off his phone as the session began.
After the meeting, Bernbach took Dan on a walk around the wooded campus. Bernbach said, “You were very good back there. It’s easy to see why you’ve been so successful. We need to get you and Eva back down to St. Barth’s. The repairs from Hurricane Irma should be complete late this summer, just in time for another storm season, unfortunately. Are you still comfortable with our financial arrangements?”
“Yes. I’ve enjoyed working with you separately from JPAC. It was a good suggestion on your part. You’ve made the economics and fringe benefits very attractive. I’ve particularly enjoyed the exposure you’ve given me. I’ve learned a lot.”
“Good. As I’ve said before, your work is the future of politics. You’re at the top of your game in political analytics and technology. You’ve also positioned yourself to have access to a lot of very valuable information about political candidates, PACs and their campaign strategies and results. But to the candidates and the real people in power, you’re still a hired hand—although a very good one to be sure. You deserve to have a seat at the table with the kings, the king makers and the other political elites. I’m committed to help you get there.”
“I appreciate the opportunity.”
“So, if it’s alright with you, we’ll continue our informal retainer arrangement with the funds being transferred monthly into your personal offshore account. With the 2020 election approaching, we’ll double the amount starting next month. If your schedule permits, we’ll get you and Eva out to my Jackson Hole house over the summer and back to St. Barth’s this fall. I’d also like to see you come up for some of my meetings with political leaders and contributors.  We’ll send a plane, of course.”
“That’s very generous. Do you still expect to use JPAC for some of your issue campaigns and related work?”
“Yes, absolutely. Most of the candidates we’ll be supporting will do the same. Our people will go through your JPAC business development team for those relationships, just as they have before.”
When they returned to the building with Bernbach’s office, Dan turned his phone back on and took a few minutes to catch up on his calls. He had missed three calls from his home phone and several texts from unknown numbers, which turned out to be from Eva.  By the time he reached her, Eva was pissed.  After listening to Dan’s apology for being tied up, Eva gave him the short version of what happened.
“That’s awful. Thank God, you’re OK,” Dan said. “I’m still trying to see if I can get home tonight.”
“You don’t need to come back early. I can stay with George and Mary tonight. Mary’s on her way over and George will come by after 6:00. Between the police and your IT people, it’s still a zoo here. There’s not a lot you can do here. Finish your meetings and I’ll see you tomorrow for dinner. If you need me later tonight, call Mary or George.”
Dan talked with his IT Director again and checked in with George. Satisfied, he phoned Eva back and said he would stay.
◆◆◆
 
After doing what they could to assess the damage, Dan’s IT Director and a colleague performed some initial remediation on the data breach. They helped Eva change every possible password and security question, adding two-factor authentication where none had existed. In the process, they logged any “account last accessed” dates and times the site displayed to make it easier to see which accounts had been accessed by the thieves. Given the number of accounts, it was a time-consuming, tedious process.
Eva used her home phone to reach Steve Cole, who had already heard from Dan’s IT Director. Cole listened to her first-hand story, which had been rubbed raw by repetition and fatigue.
Cole said, “I’m glad you’re alright. You need some sleep. We can talk in the morning. One thought for now: Dan’s IT people sound like this was somebody trying to gain access to their company, not ours. I’m not so sure. We’re going to coordinate with the JPAC IT team, but we’re not going to rely on them for the answers. Our internal people are already working on the forensics with our outside cybersecurity experts, so we may know more by tomorrow.”
By 4:00 o’clock, a police detective and a crime scene tech showed up. Early that evening, an FBI data breach expert appeared from the closest FBI Field Office, in San Antonio.




Chapter 9

John drove Dan to Bernbach’s estate on Long Island Sound. Set on four waterfront acres with two tennis courts and a large pool, the three-story shingle-style main house had bleached grey exterior walls with white trim. The matching out buildings included a five-car garage with two guest apartments above it and a detached guest house where Dan was spending the night. The interior of the main house was a showplace of privilege and tasteful elegance. This was Dan’s third overnight visit to the estate and as usual Bernbach had scheduled a dinner party.
The event began at 7:00 p.m. with cocktails and hors d'oeuvres in the gathering room overlooking the water. Dan arrived early. He had traded his business suit for a stylish Zegna sport coat and a Hermes silk tie with a white shirt over grey slacks. Accepting a glass of champagne from a waiter, Dan stood by a window watching the late afternoon sun glisten off the waves of the Sound. A sailboat was beating its way south about halfway to the horizon. The setting and the gathering were straight from the pages of Town & Country magazine.
“Hi, Dan, welcome back,” a soft voice behind him said.
Dan turned to see Tara Hope, a striking blonde woman he had met on his last trip to Westport. Holding a glass of champagne, she smiled and gave Dan a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
“Tara, I was hoping you’d be here!” Dan looked at her. As tall and trim as Dan, she was wearing a black silk tuxedo. With no shirt and a loosely tied belt, her jacket framed tan skin from her neck to her waist. It was a sophisticated look that combined sensuality and power and hinted at the wealth she enjoyed. Bernbach had introduced them when they were both guests at the dinner party he hosted when Dan was up last. Hope had said she was “one of David’s political friends from over in Greenwich.” As Dan had learned later in the evening, that was an understatement. She was the widow of the billionaire founder of a successful real estate hedge fund. Her husband and their two children had died in a tragic private plane crash in the Bahamas two years earlier, just before her 37th birthday. She had not remarried.
They were soon joined by a young female professor who taught economics at Yale University, and an older male professor who taught political science there. After some boring small talk, Hope edged Dan away to mingle among the other guests with her at his side.
By the time they were called into the ornately paneled dining room for the seated dinner for 24, Dan had met most of Bernbach’s guests, including a former member of the Federal Reserve Board and his wife, a Democratic Congressman from Connecticut and the CEOs of two Fortune 500 companies and their spouses. Bernbach made a special point of introducing him to Leonard Mayer, the publisher of the Sentinel Observer media group in Boston, and Joan Berry, who was a sexy young understudy for the female lead in a Broadway musical. At dinner, Dan found himself seated between Mayer and Tara Hope. With pixie cut black hair and large bedroom eyes, Berry was sitting directly across from him, wearing black slacks with a low-cut cream silk blouse.
After desert, most of the diners retired to the paneled library for after-dinner drinks. Hope lingered with Dan as she had at the last party.
As the library cleared, Hope collected a bottle of Courvoisier and suggested they have a night cap in Dan’s guest house. By the time they reached the house, the belt on her tux jacket had come untied. Inside, she took off the jacket and placed it neatly on a chair. Her full breasts bare, she poured the cognac and proposed a toast. “Cheers,” she said. “I haven’t had sex since my husband died. I hope you’re ready.”
He was.
◆◆◆
 
Eva spent the night in the Balls’ guest house. Using Mary’s cell, she tried to reach Dan again but received no answer. The second time, she left a curt voicemail saying she was at the Ball’s house and going to bed.
The next morning, Dan had breakfast with Bernbach and Mayer in the sunroom of Bernbach’s main house. They discussed the influence of social media and fake news in the 2020 elections. Bernbach grilled Dan on his thoughts. Mayer asked Dan to explain how political marketing had changed since 2008. Dan walked them through the 2012, 2016 and 2018 elections.
At the office later, Bernbach asked Dan what he thought about the social media strategies and capabilities of the likely Democrat presidential candidates. After going through some of the announced candidates, Dan said, “If Biden decides to run, and I think he will, he’ll be better at social media than most people think. It may be easy to brand him as an old guy who’s out of touch with technology as well as social issues, but he was elected and re-elected because of the internet strategies and email lists the Obama campaign put together. I know. I was there.”
◆◆◆
 
While Dan was enjoying his morning in Westport, Mary drove Eva to the Verizon store to buy a new iPhone and re-establish the cellular link for her watch.  Afterwards, Eva called Steve Cole again.
Cole said, “We have some early input on the forensics. Parts of our company network were breached. The good news is our cyber experts don’t believe the hackers successfully accessed our AI algorithms, our development source code or system object code for the VADS system, or the master databases we use to train our AIs. Thank goodness we maintain those on a separate server. The bad news is the hackers were able to access your email and some relatively unimportant personnel and marketing data.”
“Do they know how it happened” Eva asked.
The access came from credentials stolen in your home invasion. Although you changed the creds within a few hours, the hackers were able to get in and set up some access routes before you could make the changes. We dodged a lot more damage because of our policies requiring dual control for our most critical privileges and file encryption for sensitive files.”
“Well, that’s bad but not as bad as it could have been. Do they know who did it?”
“Given the hackers’ access to your credentials, it’s hard to tell. So far, the cyber guys suspect it was a state-sponsored group associated with the Chinese government. But they have more work to do.”
Cole paused, then added, “Now for the most interesting news. Are you ready?”
“Yes.”
“Once the hackers got in the network, they accessed and downloaded the decoy version of our VADS software we had planted for just such an occasion.”
“You’re kidding? Really?”
“Really.”
“Well, that was good timing on our part. So now we wait to see whether any images produced by the decoy show up somewhere?”
“Yes, but it could be a long wait. In the meantime, we need to keep quiet about the decoy. I haven’t mentioned it to the JPAC IT team.”
“Understand. Do you think the home invasion is related to our drone incident?”
“Hard to tell, but I’d say it’s more likely than not.”
“The home invasion has really put me on edge. Electronic vulnerability is one thing. Physical vulnerability is another. I want to get these guys, Steve. Whoever they are.”




Chapter 10

The lights dimmed in the auditorium at Columbia University as Dr. Sally Jones walked across the stage to the podium. Behind her, a large screen repeated a sequence of color photos of the renovation of the exterior of the United States Capitol that was completed in 2016. As she reached the podium, the last slide revealed the title of the next presentation: Is Democracy Dying?
“Good evening,” Jones said to the assembled crowd of academics. “As you know, our keynote address is being presented tonight by Valerie Johnson, one of the country’s leading authorities on the status and future of democracy in America. Although many would say she needs no introduction, let me say a just few words about her remarkable career. A native of Texas, Valerie received her BA with high honors from Georgetown University. After a Congressional internship, she earned a Master’s in Public Policy from the Harvard Kennedy School and a Juris Doctor degree from the Harvard Law School. She spent two years with the Brookings Institution and, after a year off, joined the faculty of UC-Berkeley. Now Thomas R. Slade Professor of Government at the University of Texas at Austin and Director of its respected Center for the Study of American Democracy, she has published numerous books and articles, including her recent best seller, Saving American Democracy. Please welcome Professor Valerie Williams.”
Valerie rose from her seat in the front row and bounded up the stairs to more than polite applause. As usual for her professional presentations, she was wearing a tailored camel blazer over a white button-down shirt, with brown slacks and low-heeled pumps. Eyeglasses replaced the contacts she preferred in her personal life. Her stylish short blonde hair glistened. As was her trademark for her professional life, she appeared to be well-dressed and attractive, but hardly the wife of one of the richest people in America.
Smiling as her eyes adjusted to the lights, Valerie said, “Thank you. It’s an honor to be here to talk with you about a topic that’s important to all of us, both as academics and as citizens. Before I begin, I want to provide a couple of disclaimers some of you may have heard before: First, my remarks today are my own and not those of the University of Texas or CSAD. Second, in pursuing my professional work, I do my best to separate any personal opinions I may have about political issues from my professional assessments. I am a registered independent. In today’s increasingly partisan world, sincere comments from well-meaning people can be taken out of context or manipulated for political gain. Although I do my best to be objective, I am human, and I do vote. If you have questions or concerns about any aspect of my remarks today, please see me after the presentation or reach out to me by email. Thanks.”
Glancing back at the screen, Valerie brought up the title slide for her presentation as she said, “Now, let’s get started.”
“Lest we forget, questions and concerns about the future of democracy in the United States have been with us since the founding of our country. Our nation has been through difficult political crises across our history. We’ve survived the heated debates and ultimate compromises that led to the adoption of our Constitution in 1787 and the Bill of Rights only four years later. We’ve survived a Civil War. We’ve expanded the right to vote. Over the years, and some would say it took too many years, the Supreme Court has successfully challenged presidential authority, desegregated our schools and legalized abortion and same-sex marriage. While many would argue we still have much to do, particularly in making equal opportunity a fact and not just an aspiration, we’ve come a long way in just over 200 years in building a more perfect union. And as we say in Texas about making sausage, sometimes the process has not been very pretty. Just in our lifetimes, we’ve had assassinations, race riots, demonstrations against wars, flag burnings, marches on Washington, presidential resignations, and endless political maneuvering and manipulation.”
“With all that history, why do Americans feel so concerned today about the future of our democracy? “We don’t need a complex regression analysis to come up with one answer. Virtually any recent media search will show the conversation about the future of democracy in America has increased dramatically, and become decidedly more partisan, since the election of Donald Trump in 2016.” Valerie turned to face the screen as the first slide morphed into an animated sequence of annotated magazine covers and other media articles decrying the future of democracy in America.


Fake News Threatens Democracy, Obama Says – USA Today, November 17, 2016


Is American Democracy Strong Enough for Trump? The Case Against Panic – Politico, January 23, 2017


This Is What the Beginning of the End of Democracy Looks Like – The Washington Post, April 19, 2017


The Plot to Subvert an Election - Unraveling the Russia Story So Far – New York Times, September 20, 2018


Kavanaugh Controversy Adds to Public’s Crisis of Confidence – The Wall Street Journal, September 24, 2018


Is Democracy Dying? – The Atlantic, October 2018


Turning back to the audience, she said, “As in prior spikes, some of this increased concern is based on political ideology and the positioning that goes with it, on both sides of the aisle. Although difficult to quantify, some of it is almost certainly based on President Trump’s personality and, shall we politely say, his somewhat different approach to communicating and governing. But our research shows much more is going on than usual, and the factors are more pervasive and dangerous than many people realize. I’d like to mention several of these factors today.” The next slide showed a list of seven topics:


Declining Trust in American Institutions – Political and Non-Political


Social and Political Polarization – Group Think, Tribalism and Movement to the Extremes


Identity Politics – Envy, Hatred and Revenge versus Celebration of Heritage


Post-Truth World – Fake News, Lies and Bald-Faced Lies


Impact of the Internet and Social Media – Microtargeting and the Decline of Print


Politicization and Polarization of Media – and Everything Else


Dilution of Core National Values – Increasing Diversity and Deteriorating Assimilation


Pausing to sip some water, Valerie went on, “One of the areas we’ve been looking at is trust. The annual Trust Barometer Reports compiled by Edelman provide some interesting historical data here for the US and other developed countries. Edelman measures trust across several institutions: NGOs, business, government and media. Their 2018 report showed significant changes in several important areas. Let me refer to some highlights from their 2018 report:
“[Quote] The U.S. is enduring the worst collapse ever recorded in the history of the Edelman Trust Barometer. This is led by a decline in trust in government, which is down 30 points among the informed public and 14 points among the general population, while for the informed public trust in each of the other institutions sank by 20 or more points. This trust decline in the US was transversal, across age, region and gender. [Unquote]
“According to Edelman, no market had sharper declines than the United States, where the Trust Barometer recorded a 37-point aggregate drop in trust across all institutions. In remarkable contrast, China had an aggregate 27-point gain, the most Edelman recorded in any other market.
“Edelman also reported Media became the least-trusted global institution for the first time. Declining trust in search engines and social media is a lot of that.
“The obvious question is why the United States experienced this steep loss of trust in these key institutions. The answers almost certainly include the political bitterness fueled by the Trump presidency, the Democratic and media resistance to it and concerns about Russian interference in the 2016 election. But they also include the still-misunderstood effect of social media on democracy and the growing polarization of both social and traditional media. The answers also include frustration over ‘fake news’, as well as concerns about the use and sharing of personal information by search engines and social media. It’s a long list.
“The more interesting question is why this decline in trust is so troubling, and what it suggests about the future of democracy in America. In other words, why should we care the public is trusting these institutions less? To answer this question, we need to consider how these institutions affect our society and how they influence the decisions we make individually and as members of various groups. As Walter Lippmann wrote in his Public Opinion in 1922 and Edward Bernays echoed and expanded a year later in Crystalizing Public Opinion, these and other institutions are instrumental in creating the social stereotypes that help frame our beliefs, our politics and our lives.  
“These institutional stereotypes define our world and much of what we think and do, and even what we believe to be true or false. If you’re an optimist, these institutions provide the expertise and guidance the public needs to exercise their rights as members of a democracy. Without these institutions and their elites, there would be no limits on the passions or ideas of the people and no way to help the people obtain the information and guidance they need to make decisions ostensibly given to them in a democracy.  If you’re more pessimistic, these institutions channel the public to a range of acceptable decisions while still making them believe they’re free to vote as they please. Regardless of how you think about them, the stereotypes provided by these institutions and their elites help maintain social control. We decide and act within them. Because we do, the stereotypes maintain the power of the institutions and elites that provide the stereotypes to us.
“Depending on your point of view, if we lose trust in these institutions one of two things will result. The stereotypes that currently frame and enable our democracy will be replaced by different stereotypes supplied by the same or different sources. Alternatively, if we fail to replace the stereotypes essential to the proper functioning of democracy, our system of government will become unstable and ineffective, potentially culminating in mob rule, anarchy or revolution. Either way, the potential for radical change is high and the potential impact of that change on our existing elites and our democracy is large.
“As trust in traditional institutions falls—institutions like government, schools, churches and local newspapers—ask yourself where the new stereotypes will come from and who will gain or lose power in the process. I would submit those traditional institutions are being largely replaced by the internet and its ebbing and flowing mob of influencers, social media manipulators and social activists. President Trump gets this, by the way, which is one of the reasons he likes Twitter. He gets direct access to motivate the mob without being filtered by the traditional media or other institutions or elites.”
Her speech went on for 50 minutes. Afterwards, Valerie mingled with some of the attendees at a reception held in the hall outside the auditorium. Introducing herself to Valerie, a young associate political science professor at Washington University in St. Louis shook hands and said, “I have a question. Why make such a big deal about your objectivity? In today’s world, politics is life. That’s the reason for the polarization we see. That’s not a bad thing. People are finally willing to take a stand and call out the people who don’t get it…the racists, the right-wingers, the men who disparage women’s rights to their bodies. Your research is brilliant, but you need to start taking a stand.”
Surprised by the woman’s tone and her message, Valerie said, “Thanks for your candor. I agree it’s important to be passionate and stand up for what you believe. I also see value in trying to help people understand the facts, as well as the pros and cons of the issues that divide us. Objectivity is falling fast, which is not good for democracy.”
The woman said, “People have always seen things through different colored glasses. Thanks to the internet, the tints are more vibrant and immediate. Vibrancy is good. It increases our willingness to act.”
Valerie said, “Are you saying I need to do more personally, or I need to tailor my professional work so it supports a particular point of view?”
The woman said, “Both, but my main point is the latter. People listen to you. Rather than trying to be so damn objective, you should find a way to make your data support the positions that need to be supported. Objectivity today is fluid, not absolute. How we assess the truth depends on the group we belong to. You need to be an advocate, but I can see you’re not ready to help. Thank you for your time.” She turned abruptly and walked off.
Left standing with the woman who introduced her, Valerie said, “Sally, who is she?”
Jones said, “She’s a rising star. I don’t agree with her, but her point of view is more prevalent than I like to admit. Our college campuses, especially the elite schools, are not exactly bastions of free speech and balanced debate. Professors are losing appointments and promotions based on political views that are mainstream but on the “wrong” side. Administrators are folding at any sign of student unhappiness with some commencement speaker’s business or public service.
“Did you see the Protect Abortion protesters when you came in today?” Jones asked.
“I did. First time I’ve seen protests at one of our conferences,” Valerie said. “Maybe it’s good they think we have some influence over what happens. America needs voices and engagement. Still, glad I’m leaving through the back.”
◆◆◆
 
As Valerie stepped toward her waiting car at the rear entrance to the conference hall, an amplified male voice called out from a bullhorn, “Professor Jain, Heads’ Up, Rich Bitch!” Valerie looked up, trying to locate the source of the voice and surprised to hear someone use her married name instead of her professional name. As she paused by the open door to her car, two balloons filled with bright blue paint arced from the corner of the building and landed on the hood and windshield of the car, spraying paint across the front of the vehicle. Fortunately, none of the paint hit her or her driver, who was standing next to her. In an instant, her driver grabbed Valerie’s bag and pushed her into the rear seat of the car, saying “Get down, Ma’am. Lie across the seat, face down.” Jumping into the driver’s seat, the driver quickly surveyed the scene. Seeing no threats, she turned on the windshield washers and pulled away. “Are you OK, Mrs. Williams? Best if you stay down until we get a couple of blocks further.”
“Well, I never had that happen before. Yes, I’m fine. Thanks for getting us out of there so quickly. Is this part of your security protocol?”
“Yes, Ma’am, falls under what we call non-life-threatening harassment. The best way to deal with it is to avoid engagement and exit as quickly as possible.”
While her driver gave a report to her threat management people, Valerie called Rakesh, who was on the way to the restaurant in another car. Following calls with his security team, Rakesh and Valerie decided not to report the incident. The security team and Rakesh’s PR people would scan the internet for any mention of it and prepare ‘no comment’ releases as a contingency.
As they neared the restaurant, Valerie asked, “Are you armed for this assignment?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Did you pull your weapon back there?”
“No, Ma’am. We’re trained to draw our weapon only when we’re prepared to fire it. There was no need for that back there.”
Rakesh was already at the crowded mid-town restaurant when Valerie arrived. Their table was in a small, private room at the top of the stairs leading to the second floor of the restaurant. The room’s glass walls were surrounded by full wine bottles held in horizontal racks eight feet tall. Inside, the effect was like being in the middle of an intimate wine cellar. The rectangular table for eight was set for two, with Rakesh and Valerie in the middle, across from each other. The setting reflected the glamour wealth afforded and the discretion it demanded.
Rakesh stood up and hugged Valerie deeply when she was shown into the room. “You OK?” he asked as he held her. She nodded yes and smiled.
Rakesh was wearing the same blue chalk-striped suit and red, white and blue silk tie he had worn for his day of meetings. As the Malbec was served, he loosened his tie and watched at Valerie, finally breaking his stare with a smile.  Valerie was still wearing the outfit she had worn for her keynote address, with a couple of extra buttons on her shirt left open to provide some romance.
“You’ve had quite a day!” Rakesh said. “I’m so glad you’re alright. Do we need to talk some more about what just happened, or should we talk about the rest of the day?”
“I need to get my mind on to other things.” She took a deep breath and exhaled.
“How was the presentation?” Rakesh asked.
“It went well. The slides flowed nicely. Sally Jones gave me a kind introduction and the audience seemed attentive. I did have one conversation during the reception that was a little unnerving.” She told him about the professor who had urged her to manipulate her research to support issues and about the protestors outside the auditorium.
“How were your meetings,” Valerie asked. “Were you able to see everyone?”
“They were good. Lunch ran a little long, but we recovered the schedule. The meetings with Goldman and J.P. Morgan went about as expected. The customer meetings in the afternoon were very promising. There’s huge interest in what we’re doing—AI analysis of big data sets, cloud computing customized to the needs of specific companies, hybrid cloud systems integrated with their own computer resources. Reinforced our need to keep hiring more good people.
“Lunch was the most interesting discussion of the day. We started out talking about AI but ended up talking about politics. Bill shares my concerns about how polarized our politics have become. He’s particularly worried about what may happen if the Democrats expand their identity politics to target the wealthy. The bank’s strategy people are concerned it could lead to theft, vandalism and even social unrest. They’re already seeing an increase in ‘entitlement’ shoplifting at high-end stores here in the city. They think things will get worse if the Democrats move from ‘pay your fair share’ to ‘we need to take your money because you don’t deserve to have it’.”
Valerie said, “This isn’t the first time we’ve faced progressive and even socialist ideas in this country. FDRs New Deal changed America but didn’t make us socialist. Despite that, I think we’re more exposed to a sea change in our system of government today than we’ve been in a long time.
“I’m most concerned about the combined effect of social and political factors we’ve never seen come together before: fake news and disagreement over the most basic facts; partisan bitterness focused on revenge, clearly made worse by identity politics firing up passions and hate; sharply falling trust in major stabilizing and enabling institutions like government, business, religious organizations and the media; and significant change in our media, both social and traditional, with very little understanding of what those changes mean to our democracy.” 
“That’s a sobering list,” Rakesh said.
Their dinners arrived. Fatigue setting in, they ate quickly and silently. After dinner, their car took them back to the hotel. The ride was uneventful.
Changing into their pajamas, they held one another in stillness as they overlooked the lights of Central Park from their suite at the Pierre. Finally, Valerie said. “We should get some rest. Long day today.” They fell asleep quickly in one another’s arms, leaving the drapes open to the lights of the city as they always did. Valerie dreamed about the grandchildren she hoped to have someday playing happily with their cousins on Memorial Day at their house in Aspen. Rakesh dreamed about a bomb going off at a bi-partisan Memorial Day celebration in Virginia.




Chapter 11

The next morning, Rakesh and Valerie met David Bernbach for breakfast in the Pierre. Bernbach greeted them warmly as they entered the restaurant. “Rakesh, so good to see you again,” Bernbach said, shaking hands with him. “You must be Valerie,” he added, extending his hand to her. “It’s wonderful to meet you finally. I enjoyed your latest book.”
Tall and slender with a regal bearing, Bernbach was dressed in an elegant grey wool Brioni suit with a red and black silk tie. The temples of his slicked back black hair were streaked with grey. His guests were more casual, with Rakesh wearing a dark blue blazer with grey checked slacks and Valerie in a long-sleeved jersey dress with a blue and white floral print.
As they walked to the table, Bernbach said, “I invited an old friend of mine to join us. His name is Fred Billings. He’s the founder and retired CEO of one of the largest independent chemical companies in North America. Like me, he’s an avid student of politics. When I discovered he was in New York, I couldn’t resist inviting him to meet you both. I hope it’s not an imposition to have him join us.” Rakesh and Valerie assured him it was fine.
After the usual banter over coffee and pastries, Bernbach said, “I have a reputation for getting to the point, so let me explain why I had hoped we could get together. It’s no secret Fred and I have poured considerable money into Democratic political campaigns and action groups. We’ve both been friends of the Clintons for many years, although Fred was less enthusiastic about her 2016 run than I was. We’re both looking ahead to the next election and thinking about how to deploy our resources.  We were hoping you might share your thoughts with us on two topics we’ve been discussing. First, how do you see the polarization of the media affecting our democracy and coming elections? Second, on a relative basis, how susceptible do you think the United States is to what I’ll call radical political change?
Glancing at Rakesh with a wink, Valerie said, “I’m flattered you’d be interested in our opinion. On your first issue, polarization of both traditional and social media is at an all-time high.
“In theory, we shouldn’t care if we still have multiple views capable of giving us the informed electorate democracy requires. In reality, that’s not happening. We’re having a harder time deciding what’s true and what’s not true, and even what’s relevant. That’s one of the reasons trust in the media has dropped so precipitously in this country. We don’t know where to go to get an objective view of the news or the issues. Walter Cronkite is no longer with us and nobody’s here to replace his calm, objective voice.
“Polarization helps fire up each side’s base—the voters who love echo chambers. Media polarization helps fuel identity politics on the right and on the left. And that contributes to more partisanship and bitterness, which fuels more media polarization. It’s a terribly dangerous feedback loop, driven in part by the media’s need to attract viewers and readers.
“We don’t like to admit it, but most voters are poorly equipped to consider all the information and judgment factors that should go into a decision on how to vote. Although the internet has given us almost instantaneous access to huge amounts of information, the sheer mass of it all has made it harder for us to sift through the data to decide what to do. At the same time, the internet is training all of us to expect easy, immediate answers without a lot of thought. To be blunt, we’re becoming superficial and lazy. So, we look to our tribal groups and elites and echo chamber influencers for answers. Democracy doesn’t survive well when voters decide truth is whatever their tribal group wants it to be and don’t care about going to the trouble to find out otherwise.
“How you feel about this depends on how you want to use it. If you care about democracy, you may find it disturbing. If you want to take advantage of it, you may say this is an excellent opportunity to increase your control and influence over the voters who identify with your group. Look at Fox News and CNN.
“As for your second topic, our country is more susceptible to radical political change today than it has been since the New Deal. Much of this is due to the loss of trust in our major social and political institutions—those same organizations and elites we were just talking about, which promulgate the stereotypes that guide how we live our lives and how we view our system of government. Andrew Yang understands this loss of trust, by the way.
“The risk of radical political change increases when the loss of trust is accompanied by anger, or ‘contempt’ as Arthur Brooks calls it. When these factors coincide, the masses are the most volatile, and most likely to act on emotion unconstrained by historical stereotypes.”
Rakesh said, “I worry about the potential impact of a Black Swan event on this. I don’t know how we’ll find national consensus in an economic or wartime emergency if the American public can’t decide who to believe or what the facts are. Trump calls everything he disagrees with ‘fake news’. The Democrats and much of the media are doing everything they can to destroy the President’s credibility, both to make it hard for him to govern and to defeat him in the next election. If America gets into a crisis and the public doesn’t believe their president, who will they believe? Nancy Pelosi? AOC and her gang? Upwards of 20 Democratic presidential contenders? The military? And how will we decide?”
Valerie said, “Putin understands this, and he’ll be happy to take advantage of it if he can. In our modern history, we’ve never faced risks like these before. It’s easy to blame Trump for his role in undermining presidential credibility and creating confusion about American foreign policy, but the Democrats and the liberal media are far from innocent beneficiaries. They know exactly what they’re doing. I’m not sure whether they fail to appreciate the unintended consequences that could follow, or they just don’t care about the results.”
Rakesh said, “As bad as the consequences may be for America, maybe they think any price is worth paying to get the revenge they want.”
Valerie said, “I hope you’re wrong on that last part.
Bernbach said, “Valerie, what do you think about the pendulum swing argument that we’ll follow Trump with a far left progressive?”
Valerie said, “There’s an argument that says Americans tend to autocorrect political extremes, particularly in presidential races. Some would say this kind of correction explains how we got Trump after eight years of Obama and the Democrats. Under this argument, voters would replace Trump and his right-wing politics with a left-wing progressive. This theoretical swing in 2020 helps explain why so many Democrat presidential hopefuls are rushing not just to the left, but to the far left. Much of the Democratic base sees Trump as far more than just a conservative. They see him as a far-right reactionary, and a racist at that. To them, the only realistic autocorrection is a far-left progressive. A mere liberal like Obama would not do. Of course, they’re missing the reality that common sense moderates flipped most of the new seats the Democrats won in 2018.
“There’s an alternative version of this autocorrection theory that says voters want to replace Trump’s obnoxious personal qualities—his arrogance, his lies, his ego, his extreme partisanship—even more than they want to replace his policy platform, whatever it may be on a given day. Under this version, voters in 2020 will go for someone with more presidential character and demeanor. So, the pendulum will swing not so much from far right to far left as from a populist outsider to a more traditional insider people can respect. Some people claim Biden’s campaign people invented this version as a clever ploy to build support for him. It does fit him well.
“There’s also a third version. This one says the pendulum will swing from our current period of bitterness, mudslinging and backward-looking criticism of America to a period of rekindled values and forward-looking collaboration to improve our country. Some call this the local government cooperation model, which James and Deborah Fallows wrote about in Our Towns. This is the alternative that keeps Pelosi and the DNC up at night. People have battle fatigue. It’s the 50th anniversary of the moon landing. If the economy stays reasonably strong, a backlash against the progressive movement, their dark views about America and the continued attacks on everything Trump does or says could give him four more years. Of course, it would help if he’d actually say something aspirational about making America great for everybody.”
Bernbach said, “Where do you come down?”
Valerie said, “It’s too early to make a prediction, but if I had to pick one today, I’d pick the third. Not because I like the result, but because I think it’s the more likely of the three at this moment. Whatever the outcome, 2020 is going to be ugly and emotions are going to be high.”
They talked for another 30 minutes, until Bernbach said, “All very interesting. Thanks for getting together with us this morning. Valerie, your thoughts are very perceptive. Would you have any interest in consulting with us on the political landscape?”
Valerie said, “As much as I enjoy consulting, I limit my paid work to non-partisan groups and activities. So, I’d have to pass on your kind suggestion.”
Bernbach changed the subject. “Rakesh, how are you doing with JPAC? I was surprised to see you make that investment.”
Rakesh said, “It’s been an excellent addition to our group. Our CEO, Dan Johnson, is a brilliant engineer who also has a feel for how to achieve political persuasion in our digital age. He’s always looking for more clients. You should send some of your political friends to see him.”
Bernbach said, “Glad to hear it’s working out. Has to be a high growth business today.”
◆◆◆
 
After the breakfast meeting broke up, Billings and Bernbach stayed behind to catch up.
Billings said, “Interesting discussion. She’s impressive. I’m more convinced than ever we need to move aggressively. I’m set to meet with Franks later this week. I’ll call you on the private phone when I’m done.”
Bernbach said, “Valerie would be good to have on our team, but she’s too damn objective, and too proud of it. Best we can hope for is some free commentary like we had today. She could be dangerous. We may need to take her public persona down a notch.”




Chapter 12

Early that afternoon, Rakesh and Valerie left Teterboro on their return flight to Austin. Before they reached cruising altitude, Valerie said, “I was thinking about your goal of building a coalition to reunite America. On the way up, you mentioned you’ve talked with some of your business colleagues. What kind of feedback have you received?”
Rakesh said, “Virtually everyone I’ve spoken with agrees American politics is broken at the national level. They concur we’ve hit a dangerous level of partisanship and bitterness. They also agree the 2020 election could be especially divisive and create unexpected results.
“The harder part is convincing businesspeople to take a stand. Nobody wants to become a target for the activists who are ready to publicly punish anybody who says or does anything that offends their progressive ideals. If you look at the hair triggers the activists have set for anything they dislike, and the leverage they’re able to get in the traditional and social media, I understand the concern.”
“You need to work on a list of consensus issues so you can have some concrete examples of what you’d roll out. Your message needs to be aspirational. Your topics and delivery need to echo that. Visuals, music, copy. You have to rekindle some American pride across everyone who sees your program.
“Once you have your potential topics, spend some money on the best advertising firm you can find. Don’t try to figure that out by yourself. Ask the execs you know. This is no different than pitching a new series for Netflix. You can start with an elevator pitch, but to generate enthusiasm, you’re going to need a pilot—film in the can, as we used to say.”
Rakesh said, “I’m thinking about setting up some meetings with senior business leaders Memorial Day weekend in Aspen. That’s not a lot of time. I need to work on the topics and find some help in developing some examples of how to pitch this to the potential sponsors and the American people.”
“It almost sounds like you need a campaign based on something like the old Coke commercial, recast to apply to America. Remember I’d like to teach the world to sing?
He remembered it. “I like that.”
Valerie said, “If you decide to move forward, map out an aggressive schedule. You have less time than you think, and things are getting uglier by the day. I’m not sure you can wait until Memorial Day to meet with people.”




Chapter 13

Susan Ward stepped out of the car and climbed the stairs to the walkway along the Bund, a mile-long stretch of promenade along the Huangpu River in Shanghai, China. It was 8:00 p.m. local time, or 5:00 a.m. some 6,000 miles back home in California. Fog swirled silently above the river, sometimes masking and sometimes revealing the towering skyscrapers across the river in Pudong.  The lights on the buildings illuminated the fog, the river and the faces of the crowd in a kaleidoscope of changing colors. Moisture from the fog and the river combined to put a chill in the air. Ward tightened her trench coat as she walked south through the throng of humanity that filled the promenade. They were mostly Chinese, with a smattering of Brits and Aussies and an occasional American or two. To her right, on the Old Shanghai side of the river, a golden strand of historical buildings stretched along Zhongshan Road, mingling the China that used to be with the trendy boutiques, bars, restaurants and promises of today. She could have had the car drop her off at her destination, but she never missed a walk on the Bund. In her earlier years, she would have been here alone. Tonight, her bodyguard trailed several steps behind her.
Ward was the chief operating officer of PaprW8, the only social media company in recent years to give Facebook and Instagram a run for their money and not sell out for a few billion dollars while it was still privately held. The company had gone public two years earlier, shortly after its founder, Mike Hastings, turned 30. Often viewed as a junior version of Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg, Hastings was a brilliant visionary driven to move his ideas from concept to reality. Unfortunately, he was also impatient, impetuous and stubborn. He disliked everything associated with Wall Street and struggled to deal with the nuances of running a public company.
Ten years older than Hastings, Ward was often considered the adult supervision in the room. With brown eyes and short black hair with side-swept bangs, she was tall, thin and disarmingly attractive. She had a gold-plated resume that included senior roles at Amazon and Google. Perhaps most important, she was tough as nails, with focus, tenacity, control and effectiveness few executives of any sex could bring to bear. Critics said she knew it and she cultivated it. Divorced with no children, she was a popular subject on the internet and not always in a positive way.
She left the promenade and crossed Zhongshan to the Nissin Shipping Building, where she took the elevator to the seventh floor. In the restaurant lobby, she removed her coat and handed it to her bodyguard. She was wearing one of her China business outfits, a black skirt hemmed appropriately below the knee and a matching black suit jacket over a well-buttoned white long-sleeved shirt, with black low-heeled, closed-toe pumps. As she turned to walk toward the concierge desk, a well-dressed Chinese man walked up to her and introduced himself.
“Miss Ward? He said. She nodded. “My name is Wang Jian. Mr. Chen asked me to meet you and escort you to his table.”
They were dining at one of Shanghai’s finest western restaurants. Her dinner partner was Chen Jen-Sung, who was Senior Managing Director of a Chinese-based investment fund that held a significant investment in CnEyeco Tech, the creator of the technology she had come to see. Born in Hong Kong and wearing an expensive dark blue tailored suit, Chen fit his part well. In his mid-fifties, he was short and heavy-set, with thick black hair, brown eyes and a gregarious manner. In America, he would have been in sales. He spoke the Queen’s English, reflecting his schooling in Hong Kong and London. Like many Chinese with extensive business connections, he had adopted an Americanized given name, Jason, to make spelling and pronunciation easier for his overseas colleagues. To many in the United States, he was simply known as Jason Chen.
Chen and Bernbach had several business relationships. Bernbach’s hedge fund was an investor in Chen’s China partnership fund and Bernbach had done additional “side car” investment deals with Chen on several Chinese tech company startups. Bernbach had sought Chen’s advice on potential synergies before he bought his first shares of PaprW8 stock several months ago. Most importantly for Bernbach, Chen was involved in implementing China’s contributions to Bernbach’s 2020 election strategies.
As part of that role, Chen had contacted Bernbach about CnEyeco. “Their search technology is amazing,” he had said. “It uses AI and facial recognition to aggregate personal data that can be sorted down to the individual level. We use it over here for state security applications. We can deliver a license deal for the system and assure access to extensive personal information.”
Bernbach had not shared any of this background with Ward. All she knew was Bernbach had accumulated just under ten percent of PaprW8’s stock and had been pushing PaprW8 to expand their advertising revenues from political marketing and to evaluate opportunities that would increase their capabilities in AI, facial recognition search and microtargeting. After Chen had reached out to him, Bernbach had suggested Ward look at CnEyeco as one opportunity. He had also hinted his Chinese connections could assure a licensing deal if Ward was impressed. A week later, Ward had booked her trip to Shanghai.
After the traditional two-handed presentation of business cards, Chen and Ward engaged in some pleasantries and small talk. Most of the conversation was about Chen’s time in Hong Kong.  They hit it off well. As they completed their main courses, Chen approached the reason they were dining together. The conversation followed typical Chinese choreography, with courtesy and understatement preserving face for both sides and the word ‘no’ never being spoken.
Chen said, “Our portfolio company has developed AI-based software that greatly increases the effectiveness of social media microtargeting based on multiple categories of personally-identifiable information. We believe it is a significant breakthrough that would be very valuable to your company. Because of our company’s experience with facial recognition, location-based ID tracking and other security tools that, shall we say, have special interest in China, we believe the ability of the algorithms to integrate both database and real-time information is much higher than anything you have seen in the States.
“These capabilities offer special benefits in political and propaganda marketing. Obviously, our company will need to demonstrate this effectiveness and we will do that, with suitable protections for both sides, if your present trip goes well.”
Ward said, “Thank you for your explanation. We are honored to have the opportunity to discuss this with you.” Chen nodded. She said, “As I am sure you know, David Bernbach has made a significant investment in our company.” Chen nodded again. “So, we are of course interested in increasing our revenue and cash flow. We believe political advertising could be a market where we could achieve considerable advantage over our larger competitors, like Facebook.
“One of the things we need to understand is how your portfolio company’s technology could be used effectively with the strict privacy standards that are emerging in the EU and the United States, which could be a small problem in deploying your company’s technology.”
Chen said, “We have some ideas with respect to the privacy rules, which would be good to discuss once your company feels comfortable with the capabilities of our technology. Without getting into the details, it may be more effective for you and your customers to achieve absolute security of PII than to worry about full compliance with confusing and constantly changing privacy rules. This approach could also make it easier to merge PII from multiple sources, including sources with possibly-tainted user consents, to achieve more effective microtargeting.”
Ward said, “What you say could be interesting. Back on trying to maximize the value of a proposal from our company, does your portfolio company have specific interest in any of our company’s technology, data or other assets?
Chen sat back for a moment and said, “Possibly so. Access to personal and political data of U.S. residents could be of interest, even if the data are not fully compliant with the latest EU privacy rules. Access to photos and videos with enough personal granularity to assist in refining and logging facial recognition could also be of interest. We want to avoid any investment or transfer of critical technologies that might be constrained by your country’s foreign investment and technology transfer regulations.”
Ward said, “I understand. We would need to see whether we have any such data and, if so, how it might be shared.”




Chapter 14

The next morning, Chen picked Ward up at her hotel at 7:30. His car was a black Audi A8L, driven by a large muscular man who served Chen as a bodyguard as well as a driver. Dressed in a dark suit and tie, Chen stepped out of the car and shook Ward’s hand in the motor court. She was wearing the dark blue version of her China business outfit from the night before, trading the skirt for slacks and adding a red scarf at her neck.
After making their way through the city traffic and across the ring roads, they headed southeast on the G60 toll road toward Hangzhou, a city known as much today as the birthplace of Alibaba as the home of the beautiful West Lake World Heritage Site. The trip took two and a half hours, door-to-door.
Along the way, they talked about China’s dramatic changes and its ambitious goals for China2025 and the Belt and Road initiative.  When Ward tried to steer the conversation toward the slowdown in the Chinese economy or trade and intellectual property issues with the U.S., Chen offered only general comments, all politely supportive of President Xi Jinping. Chen was more responsive about his college education at the University of Chicago and his first job at J.P. Morgan in San Francisco.
CnEyeco Tech was headquartered in a long one-story tech center that housed several startups, all founded by young entrepreneurs who had commenced their careers at China’s Alibaba or its affiliate Ant Financial, known earlier as Alipay. The electronic access process to the office included index finger scans, 3D facial scans and printed photo IDs.
After receiving their entry credentials, Chen and Ward were escorted to a conference room where Chen introduced her to CnEyeco’s two founders, a man and a woman who looked about 30. Both had black hair and were wearing wire rim eyeglasses. The woman spoke good English. The man’s English was less proficient but passable.
They reviewed CnEyeco’s vision and objectives, then moved into a high-level explanation of its global markets, technology and products. Nothing very exciting with any of that, Ward thought. Then the founder pulled up the photo of Ward from her guest access badge. The woman pressed a few buttons. After about 10 seconds, a stream of information about Ward began to scroll across the screen on the wall. Name, email addresses, age, hair color, eye color, race, birthdate, birthplace, social security number, IP address and geo-location history, sexual preference, marital status, employer name, home address, business address, mobile phone number, voter registration, driver’s license number, vehicles registered in her name, credit score and credit file information.
The woman looked at Ward for a response. Ward said, “That’s very impressive. What did you use to trigger the search? Did you have that information on file, or did you pull it real time as we watched?”
The woman said, “The search was triggered by the facial scan we took today for your access badge. The information on the screen was created real time from our global sources. The process is faster if we limit the search to our local databases.”
Ward said, “Could you trigger the same results by using my name or some other identifying information like my social security number?”
The woman said, “Yes and no. We can use other identifying information, but the facial recognition algorithm significantly increases accuracy where we are able to access data linked to a photo or video of you. This is part of the unique capability our technology brings. In many countries today, very little personal data are linked to a photograph, but where the data are linked, we can tie disparate database sources together using facial recognition as the common verifier. In China, a lot of personal data is linked to a photograph and this is increasing rapidly.”
“The information I showed you only touches the tip of the iceberg, as you say. Once we have identified the person, we can drill down in any number of areas.” She typed additional commands into her laptop. Almost immediately, the screen on the wall displayed a dashboard of charts showing scores for psychographic factors for personality, values, attitudes, interests and lifestyles. Typing again, she pulled up a dashboard for various political factors, including social conservatism, fiscal conservatism, voting frequency, stability, social media activity and voting frequency and method.
She said, “These are just examples. In addition to the charts shown at this level, you can click on any chart to drill down further. For example, going back to the psychographic dashboard, we can click on lifestyles and see ratings on a number of more detailed factors.” She clicked on the lifestyles chart and additional tables appeared showing factors for sexuality, reading, movies/tv, sports, fashion and adult media. “As this shows your actual data, I will stop here to avoid any discomfort.” As she spoke, one of the dashboard charts on the screen showed Ward’s sexuality rating as “high”. Before Ward could comment, the woman cleared the data on the screen.
These really are my data, Ward thought. What the hell happened to the Chinese ethic of saving face? With an edge in her voice, she said, “That’s amazing but it’s also very invasive. Where do you get the data?”
The woman said, “We can only display data we can obtain, of course, so our accuracy ratios improve as we obtain access to more data sources. Most of the data fields are customizable based on our client’s specific needs and the data available. The system can blend data compiled by the client, internal customer data for example, with public records data and PII from our other database sources.”
Question after question ran through Ward’s mind. Her first thoughts bordered on disbelief. Could they truly do all this? How much of the data they displayed was actual and how much was just made up to look impressive? Perhaps most important, how much of this data could be accessed or used under the tougher data privacy laws? Once she fought through those, her next thoughts fueled her competitive instincts. If we could get access to all this, we could have a huge advantage in the marketplace. What would the politicians pay for this information?
Watching Ward think in silence, Chen looked at her and said, “As amazing as these capabilities are, the value comes from what people do with the data these algorithms produce. In China, for example, the data can be used to compile a threat rating for a person. If a threat rating exceeds a specified threshold, the algorithm can trigger any number of actions, from a visit from the police to a lockdown on the person’s bank card or resident identity card, making it impossible for the person to access his money, buy an airline or bus ticket or even ride the subway.
“While the U.S. is not ready for actions like that, the personal political data the system is capable of producing can be used to significantly improve microtargeting and the effectiveness of marketing designed to influence voters to vote, stay home, support different candidates and even participate in protests or other disruptive activities. We should discuss some of this separately as the sensitivity is quite high.”
Ward said, “I understand we’ll have time for due diligence, but could we spend a little time reviewing the data for some other people so I can look at the how the customization and drill down options work? Given the granularity you have already shown, I am not sure I want to do this with my own personal data.”
“Yes, of course,” the woman said. “I apologize if the data we showed you caused any embarrassment. We would not have done that in a larger meeting, but we have found executives like yourself are more impressed with our technology when we use their own data in our demonstration.”
The woman brought up digital photographs of five data subjects and ran searches using the system. As the data flowed in, she showed Ward how the dashboard could be used to drill down into the psychographic and political factors. At Ward’s request, the woman ran searches on American subjects and photos of people Ward supplied from her iPhone Photo Stream. The results showed less data, but still included a lot of information.
Ward asked, “I can see how the facial recognition element would be useful. Are you concerned about altered photographs? Does the system have a way to detect those?”
The woman said, “Altered photos could be a problem, especially if the system only has access to a single photo. When multiple photos are available, the algorithms run comparison routines to identify outliers. We are working to create better capabilities to detect digital editing. Because our technology is used for security and control, we are most concerned about faces. This could be an area where we could work together to develop improvements.”
◆◆◆
 
The meeting ended around 12:30.
On the way to lunch with Ward, Chen asked, “What did you think?”
Ward said, “It was very impressive, so much so I wondered whether the system was really doing all this or whether the demo was wired as we sometimes say. I don’t want to sound disrespectful, but we will need to do some detailed testing to validate this system is as good as it seems to be.”
“What do you think about the business prospects?” Chen asked.
“Ward said, “The business opportunities could be strong, both in the commercial and the political spaces. Of course, much will depend on the availability of data we can actually use. I will tell you we are interested and willing to move quickly to see if we can find a mutually-beneficial relationship.”
After lunch, Chen had his driver take them by West Lake before they left Hangzhou on the return trip to Shanghai. They spent an hour walking along the lake shore and out onto the Su causeway, talking about the history of West Lake and the government’s efforts to expand domestic and international tourism.
When the discussion turned to business, Chen said, “Whether you are dealing with consumer marketing or political marketing, two things are clear. First, the more you know about your subject, the more you will be able to influence him to do what you want him to do, whether it’s buying your shirt or voting for your candidate. Second, AI can make this process faster and more accurate. As you know, AI needs data to learn. Our ability to access and use large amounts of personal data to teach and test our AIs has been an important factor in China’s AI leadership.”
Ward said, “How are you able to know this learning and the algorithms it has produced will apply effectively outside of China?”
Chen said, “We have access to a lot of more data from the United States than you may think. I am sure you understand my point. Even so, additional U.S. data would be helpful in fine tuning our algorithms across broader demographics. This is one of the benefits we could get from working with your company.”
On the drive back to Shanghai, they discussed next steps.
They were back in Shanghai in time for Ward to shower and change for her dinner with Zhang Xiu Ying, an old classmate from her days at Stanford.




Chapter 15

Taking the elevator down to the lobby of her hotel, Ward spotted Zhang standing in the lobby near the door to the motor court. She was easy to pick out of a crowd. Tall and slender, with long black hair, a perfect complexion and the sophisticated presence of a model, she could turn a room, as Ward told her more than once when they were at Stanford. Tonight, she was wearing dark blue slacks and a long-sleeved red and blue print silk blouse.
They had been close their last two years at Stanford, sharing classes, parties and weekend outings with friends. After she graduated, Zhang returned to China. Still unmarried, she worked for the Ministry of State Security, but never told Ward what she did.
Whatever her position was, Zhang was clearly well-connected. Although she had been helpful in opening government and business doors for PaprW8 on several occasions, Zhang always made clear her job and how she made things happen were not topics to be discussed. When she visited the States, she looked Ward up if she was in northern California. Ward did the same when she was in Beijing or Shanghai. This trip was a little different, as Zhang had texted Ward a couple of weeks ago asking when she planned to be in China next and suggesting they get together.
Spotting Ward, Zhang waved to her across the lobby and walked over to greet her. The women shook hands and hugged. Looking Ward over, Zhang said, “Hey, great dress! Is it a Yi-ming?”
In a rare exception to her conservative China travel wardrobe, Ward had on a silk print qipao dress hemmed several inches above the knee. The dress was by Yi-ming, a young Chinese fashion designer. It was a modern take on the classic close-fitting cheongsam sheath that originated in 1920s Shanghai after the founding of the Republic of China in 1912. Ward said, “It is! I bought it here on my last trip. I love her new design of a traditional style. I like to think it’s my way of showing respect for China’s history and future.”
Zhang said, “Nice marketing story. Besides that, it makes you look awesome.” She winked.
They took a cab to Zhang’s favorite restaurant in the old French Concession. After a round of Tsingtao beer, they shared soup dumplings, braised eggplant, cumin ribs and sweet candied bananas. They talked about the fun they’d had in college, as they always did. Zhang probed Ward about how her work was going, while remaining guarded about her own personal life and career. Ward was surprised to hear her ask whether PaprW8 was interested in attracting more social media advertising and marketing business from political customers. Ward said PaprW8 thought the political sector was a valuable revenue opportunity. She was even more surprised when Zhang mentioned David Bernbach’s investment in PaprW8 and asked Ward what she thought of him. Ward simply said he was bright, and she was enjoying working with him.
After dinner, they had a nightcap at a local bar. The conversation turned to how Ward’s trip was going. She mentioned she had walked the Bund promenade.
Zhang said, “You go to the Bund every time you come over here! Don’t you get tired of all the people?”
Ward said, “I don’t go every time, but close. You know how I love China—the history, the scale, the amazing pace of change. Tourist attraction or not, for me the Bund symbolizes China’s past and future and its place in the new world order. Nothing says more to me about where China has been and where it’s going.”
Zhang said, “Wow! We need to get you a job with the Shanghai visitors bureau!”
Ward laughed and said, “Probably not. Speaking of tourist spots, I did finally get to the West Lake World Heritage Site in Hangzhou earlier today. It’s quite beautiful.”
Ignoring her comment on the World Heritage Site, Zhang said, “Yes, Hangzhou has become a remarkable place for startups. You know Alibaba is headquartered there. They have had a big impact on the creation of new technology companies in Hangzhou.”
They took a cab back to Ward’s hotel. As they stood in the motor court hugging briefly and telling each other how much fun it was to be together, Zhang took Ward’s hand and said, “Your investor David Bernbach has important friends here who share his political goals in America. I know you were at CnEyeco Tech while you were in Hangzhou today. Their technology and access to data would be valuable for your company. If I can help, let me know. We should stay in touch. If you need to reach me, use this.” She slipped a small piece of paper into Ward’s hand and hopped into her cab, leaving Ward standing in the motor court.
◆◆◆
 
By Friday afternoon Shanghai time, Ward was on her way back to San Francisco.




Chapter 16

The report on the drone was not what Dan had expected. After he took the aircraft to JPAC’s office on Sunday, two of his engineers studied the components, made a few calls and did some testing and research. On Wednesday, they met with Dan and his IT Director to review their findings and discuss next steps.
The drone weighed 60 pounds with one rotor blade gone, which was over the FAA limit. It was a Chinese design, which was not a surprise, but the product wasn’t sold in the U.S., which raised questions about how it got here. The manufacturer was a state-owned company with close ties to the Chinese military.
The real shocker was the instrument package, which included two high res cameras, two other wide-angle cameras possibly used for navigation, four directional microphones and several radio frequency receivers his team was still assessing. Navigation commands and data went by satellite. Video and other data could be written to on-board solid-state storage or transmitted real-time via satellite.
The senior hardware engineer said, “It’s a heck of a drone. Way beyond any hobbyist or recreational flyer.  Almost certainly military grade.”
The communications engineer said, “We’re still trying to understand the electronics. We’ve identified a lot of commercial semiconductors and other components that give us some idea of what the systems are designed to do. The onboard storage uses two 256 gig cards for each camera, enough to hold more than 20 hours of 4K video or 60 hours of full HD video, plus gigs of other data. That’s a huge amount.”
Dan asked, “Have you been able to tell whether any video has been stored in memory?”
The communications engineer said, “No. We can power on the cameras and some of the other sensors and navigation electronics, but we haven’t been able to boot up any CPU, memory or data upload or download devices, which appear to need a password. We want to be careful about trying credentials. We don’t want to accidentally trigger some auto-erase function or have it phone home. If we really want to understand this thing, we’re going to need some military or government resources.”
Dan said, “What about electronics for network mapping or intrusion?”
The engineer said, “From the components, we think it can identify and map Wi-Fi and Bluetooth signals, including SSID network names for Wi-Fi. We don’t know whether it can probe security levels, try to connect with unsecured networks or send passwords to try to connect with secured networks, but those things wouldn’t be hard to do with the components onboard.”
The IT Director said, “Based on our review of the firewall and router logs for Dan’s home networks, something was going on. The logs showed unusual spikes in attempted logins to his home Wi-Fi networks about the time the drone was hovering over the pool. There were similar penetration attempts on two days earlier in the week, which could be consistent with what Eva had said about hearing a drone. Each spike only lasted for 15 or 20 minutes. None of the attempts appeared to have been successful. There were no increases in login attempts coming in over the wired internet during these periods. If this were all the logs showed, we’d just suspect the drone. But the logs also showed a continuous level of increased penetration attempts for a period of roughly 40 hours, beginning about the time the party started on Saturday and ending on the following Monday morning. Again, we don’t think any of these attempts was successful.
Dan said, “I’m trying to wrap my head around the idea someone tried to map or hack into our home network through our Wi-Fi. You expect this kind of effort at a commercial office, but not at home. The idea they’d try to do this with a drone sounds like it belongs in a movie rather than our backyard. If the drone was involved, what about the 40 hours of other penetration attempts that started when our party started?”
The IT Director said, “We don’t know and probably won’t. Could have been another device, maybe even a package planted by the drone.”
Dan said, “Thanks for the good work, gentlemen. I’d hoped we could keep the drone confidential, both to protect the privacy of our party guests and to avoid publicity that could be embarrassing for JPAC. But the FBI’s questions about the home invasion are making it hard to leave the drone out of the conversation. I don’t want to get charged with lying to an FBI agent. I think we need to turn the drone over to the FBI. They have the resources to dissect it far better and faster than we could ever do. I’ll call the agent in charge this afternoon.
◆◆◆
 
The FBI picked up the drone from Dan’s offices the following morning.
Once they had seen the drone, the FBI’s interest in the investigation changed overnight. Suddenly, Dan and Eva were dealing with experts from the FBI’s Counterintelligence and Cyber Divisions as well as the San Antonio field office. They barraged Dan and Eva for network logs, gate access and security camera videos and other data, even a list of the people who had attended their pool party or had been in their home within a few weeks before. What they didn’t do was provide any answers.




Chapter 17

Sitting in a conference room at JPAC’s offices, Rakesh and Dan were reviewing the details behind Dan’s status email earlier in the week.
“Overall, Crystal is going well,” Dan said as he reached the end of his PowerPoint deck. “I don’t think anyone can do what we’re doing. The latest AI tools we’ve added are increasing our ability to predict and influence electoral reaction to specific social media content. All our indexes are tracking well.”
“Don’t we need more data for everything we’re doing?” asked Rakesh?
“Correct,” said Dan. “The AIs need data to learn and they learn faster and more accurately with more data.
“As you know, we’re doing a combination of deterministic and probabilistic identity resolution. With deterministic identity resolution, we’re zooming in, looking for instances where we can tag information to a person. For example, if a prospective voter logs into a candidate’s website using an email address, we can match that email address with the website cookie the site dropped for that session. If the email address is also connected to a mobile ad ID, we can link that to the email address and cookie that identify the prospective voter. As we rinse, wash and repeat with additional data, we get a better and better mosaic of the voter. It’s a slow, granular process that needs multiple data sources with clear attribution to a specific voter. This is where logging into your apps through Facebook or Goggle gives them a treasure trove of data about you that they can link together for their advertisers to use.
“With the probabilistic approach, we’re zooming way out, looking at large amounts of data at once to figure out patterns and context based on probabilities of what identifiers are likely to match together.  It’s like the big data analytics and Hadoop processing you use in other industry sectors. Although we need a large number of data points and individuals, there’s more opportunity to use data that’s anonymized or associated by group rather than identified by specific individual. This offers potential advantages as the data privacy rules become more restrictive. But probabilistic identity resolution works effectively only when we have some way to tie the big data patterns back to specific individuals or groups.”
“I understand. But either way, the more data and data sources we can tie to an individual or a group, the better the accuracy of our results.”
“Definitely,” said Dan. “This is where purchased or shared data can be very valuable, even public data from government sources. In the commercial sector, brands often combine data they’ve developed through multiple internal methodologies with data they’ve obtained from third-party sources.”
“Overall, do we have access to the data we need?” asked Rakesh.
Dan said, “The validation accuracy of most of our results would suggest we do, at least for now. But more data sources and more data points would be valuable across the board.  They’d accelerate learning by our AIs, allow better cross-checking and improve our accuracy and margin of error.
“Data availability is not only important to our business, it’s important to America’s ability to compete with China on AI. As you know, the U.S. and Europe are moving toward giving users much more control over their personal data. That potentially reduces the amount of data available to train AIs. In contrast, the Chinese expect personal data held by social media companies operating in China to be made available to the government. China has the data and they’re prepared to use it, even if some of it is stolen from American companies and users. It’s like Kai-Fu Lee, the Chinese venture capitalist, says, ‘If data is the new oil, China is the new Saudi Arabia.’”
Rakesh said, “That’s troubling. I hadn’t thought about the global implications of access to personal data. We need to consider the data sources available to JPAC’s clients and to us, and what we can do to help increase them.”
“Agreed,” said Dan. “We also need to remember the privacy issues. If we end up with tainted data, data where the required usage consents haven’t been obtained, it could create a nightmare scenario for us or a client. We don’t want to be the next Cambridge Analytica.”
Rakesh said, “Before we talk about deployment, could you summarize the enhancements you’ve developed for Crystal?
Dan said, “Sure. First, new tools that expand the psychological, demographic, behavioral and other characteristics we can use for AI-enhanced microtargeting. These tools also improve our ability to combine deterministic data with information extracted from anonymized probabilistic data.
“Second, the AI tools we use in determining, crafting, applying and disseminating the desired messages to the microtargeted audience. It’s what the sociologist Zeynep Tufekci calls ‘persuasion architectures at scale’. Think automatically tailoring propaganda to the individual level across small and large groups of people. The improvements we’ve achieved here are huge and work for social stereotypes as well as candidates and issues.
“Third, more automated deployment of internet bots to spread these tailored messages. Our latest developments give us a substantial advantage in speed, cost and survival against the bot defenses social media companies employ.
“Fourth, enhanced ability to use our algorithms and automation to test and improve propaganda campaigns in advance of deployment. We can do virtual A/B testing with high accuracy. This capability accelerates learning by our AIs and improves our automated crafting of messages to microtargeted audiences.
“Finally, the unique modular architecture of our systems, which enables us to quickly add, test and validate further measurement factors as they become available. Facial recognition is a good example. We’re working on additional psychological and emotional measurements, both standalone and linked to DNA profiles.
“That’s probably enough for a high-level summary,” Dan said.
Rakesh said, “Very impressive. You and your team have worked hard and accomplished a lot.”
Dan’s assistant brought two salads and a couple bottles of water into the conference room. Rakesh took the opportunity to shift the discussion to deployment. They ate as they talked.
“How long would it take us to release something for beta use?” Rakesh asked.
“For client beta use, 60 to 90 days, assuming we use the software-as-a-service model we use for similar marketing and analytic tools today,” Dan said. “Cloud-based data and processing, 24-7 access and support, automatic updates. For your use only, maybe as little as 30 days. We could probably launch your application within a week or ten days.”
Rakesh said, “Let’s start with me as the sole beta customer.”
“What do you want to do? Support issues? Candidates?” asked Dan.
“Almost certainly issues to start, but maybe not the usual issues we see in the PAC ads. I’ve been talking with Valerie and some business colleagues about pulling together a coalition to reunite America.” He explained what he wanted his project to do.
“Sounds like Civics 101 on a national scale,” said Dan. “Could be good in today’s toxic political environment. Are you willing for JPAC to use the new Crystal tools for other clients once we get your project underway?”
“We can discuss that as we roll things out for my project. For now, I don’t want anyone else using the new tools or knowing what they can do.”
“OK,” Dan said. “I’ll start looking at what we need to go live. Let’s go over some use cases as soon as we can.”
“At a high level, focus on using the Crystal tools to support issues and influence favorable or negative reactions to social stereotypes and causes—everything from respecting freedom of speech and religion to the importance of equality, diversity and pride of country.”
“I understand. With the Crystal tools, we can do that with a surprisingly high level of effectiveness. You’re going to be amazed at what we can deliver.”
Rakesh said, “Before we break, how are you doing on staffing? With so many Democrats talking about running for President, I assume you’re going to be busy with new clients. Can you handle everything?”
“We’re getting a lot of inquiries. We’ve already signed up some 2020 presidential clients, although a few are subject to final announcements. As usual, we’ve established separate client support teams and fire-walled them off from each other to be sure no candidate or support team knows anything about what another client or support team is doing.
“Some of our prospective clients want an exclusive relationship, like other firms offer. But with all the candidates running, we can’t maximize revenue from the primaries with an exclusivity model. The smart politicians are realizing no one else can do what we can do, even without the new Crystal tools. We’re betting enough of them will be willing to accept our firewalled business structure.”
“Can you do all that and still roll out Crystal?”
“Yes. Your project team has been separately staffed and fire-walled for some time. None of our other clients will have access to the new tools we’re deploying for you without your consent.”




Chapter 18

While Rakesh was meeting with Dan, Valerie was working on an article in her faculty office at the University of Texas at Austin. Hearing a knock on her open door, Valerie looked up and said, “Hi, come in. What can I help you with?”
The student said, “I’m Shaquille Bryant from your GOV312 class. I’m doing an article about you and wondered if I could ask you a few questions.”
Valerie said, “Sure, I can take a few minutes. Please sit down.”
The student said, “I was reading the address you gave to the political science conference at Columbia earlier this week. It was very interesting. I noticed your personal disclosures at the beginning. I looked at some of your other speeches and found similar disclaimers. I’ve seen those before, but you seem to place more importance on them than most.”
Valerie said, “Yes, I really care about that, especially in today’s politically-charged environment. With all the concerns about biased media and fake news, I think we need as much transparency and disclosure as we can muster.”
The student said, “I just recently realized you use your maiden name in your professional activities. Is it true you are married to Rakesh Jain?”
Valerie said, “Yes.  We’re coming up on our 25th anniversary.”
The student said, “Wow, that’s more years than I’ve been alive. Is there a reason you didn’t change your name when you got married?”
Valerie said, “Nothing more than a little independence on my part and our mutual belief we should both have the freedom to develop our own separate careers.”
The student said, “Do you think being married to a billionaire taints your work? I mean, would people respect your work as much as they do if they knew you’re half of one of the wealthiest couples in America?”
Valerie said, “Well, it’s hardly a secret. Most of the bios on me, like Wikipedia, mention my marriage. But in answer to your question, I don’t think our wealth keeps me from being objective in my work.”
The student said, “I’m not sure everyone would agree with you, especially today. It’s like AOC’s chief of staff says, ‘Every billionaire is a policy problem’. Are we supposed to think your opinions aren’t affected by the progressive movement against the rich?”
Valerie said, “So are you saying after 25 years I need to adopt my husband’s name in my professional work? Or are you saying I need to make some disclosure of who I’m married to? Or about our financial position?”
The student said, “I think people need to understand your bias. You’re the one claiming to be big on transparency and full disclosure, you figure it out. I guess the real question from a career standpoint is whether people will still respect your opinions when they realize how rich you are.”
Valerie said, “I’ve spent my career trying to be as objective as possible, so I’ll think about what you said. But for now, I guess we’ll have to disagree about your hypothesis. Do you have any other questions before I get back to my work?”
Turning on his iPad and handing it to her, the student said, “Just one.” Pointing to the photograph on the screen, he asked, “Is this you?”
She scanned the photo of her leaving her presentation at the conference at Columbia. Taken from the front passenger side of the car, the photo showed the driver pushing her into the car. It also showed the blue paint splattered across the front hood and windshield. She said, “Where did you get this?”
The student said, “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’. I found it on the internet when I was doing some research yesterday. If you like, I’ll send you the link.”
She said, “Yes, that would be good. Now if you’ll excuse me, I really need to finish this blogpost.”
The student smiled and walked out.




Chapter 19

Fred Billings looked out across the valley. In a few hours, the sun would be setting on the ridgetop, casting a golden glow on the range to the east and painting the western sky a deep orange. “Let’s go for a walk, Mr. Franks,” he said.
Thin and tall but shrinking due to age, Billings had weathered skin, hazel eyes and a full head of silver hair. He was wearing khaki chinos, brown hiking shoes and a blue plaid flannel shirt over a dark blue tee shirt. Other than some indigestion that had been reducing his appetite lately, he was fit and mentally sharp, but still grieving over his wife’s death from breast cancer two years earlier. They had been married 61 years. He told friends he thought about her every day.
They headed out the door, picking up the guard who was waiting on the front deck, armed with an AR-15 slung over his shoulder and a holstered Glock 20. He fell in well behind them.
“There’s an old logging access road about 200 yards down the driveway,” Billings said. “It’s pretty flat most of the way, although a spur breaks off and runs all the way to the top of our mountain,” he said, pointing. They started walking. “So, Mr. Franks, tell me about who you are and how you got to be doing what you do. I have your bona fides. I just want to hear it from you.”
Jason Franks was just under six feet tall, with short brown hair, brown eyes and a military bearing. At 52, he was trim and fit from working out and running 20 or 30 miles a week. As instructed when this meeting was arranged, he was wearing blue jeans, a light tan work shirt, boots and a Carolina Panthers ball cap.  Although he didn’t look out of place in the North Carolina mountains, the locals would have pegged him as a summer resident from Florida until they heard him talk.
Franks said, “As you can probably tell from what’s left of my accent, I was born outside of Boston. My mom was a nurse and my dad was a cop who became a political operative for the Kennedys and the Democratic Party. I attended Catholic schools, then went to Holy Cross on an academic scholarship, where I played football. After I graduated with a degree in accounting and a minor in political science, I got my law degree at UMass and went to work for the FBI in Washington as a forensic accountant.”
“Are you married, Mr. Franks?” Billings asked.
“Yes, sir. I’m 15 years into my second marriage. No kids. First one lasted three years. Wife was running around on me and I caught her.
“Anyway, after a couple of years of working for the FBI, I realized doing forensic accounting the rest of my life would make me lose my mind. Having watched my dad’s political work, and using his network, I decided to look at political options, which is easy to do when you’re already in Washington, D.C. and your dad used to work for the Kennedys. I spent two years as a Congressional staffer for a Democratic Congressman from Massachusetts, and then watched him lose unexpectedly in the primary for his first re-election. That got me interested in how people win and lose elections. Since then, I’ve been a hired gun of some sort. I started out doing individual campaigns at the state legislative and congressional levels. As I gained experience and got more victories under my belt, I graduated to being a political strategist for better and better candidates, mostly standing behind the curtain. About 12 years ago, I caught the interest of the DNC and some of the large contributors to the Democrat Party. My timing was pretty good, because the doors blew off after the Supreme Court’s decision in Citizens United in 2010.”
Franks continued, “Although that case doesn’t do anything close to what the Democrats like to claim when they’re bashing rich Republicans, it did bring huge amounts of money to the electoral process. As you know, the case didn’t affect the Federal ban on direct contributions from corporations or unions to candidates or political parties. But it did say the First Amendment prohibits government restrictions on independent expenditures for communications by corporations, labor unions, and other organizations. This opened up the floodgates for PAC and issue ads and provided a lot more money for guys like me to work with.”
“People were scrambling to get paid for managing those expenditures,” Franks said. “What made my career was recognizing politics is war that needs a theater-level, military-like campaign to win. I didn’t serve in the military, although I always loved military history. Whether you read Sun Tzu’s Art of War or case studies from the Army War College, you realize you can’t win an important military campaign without mastering all the elements you need to overpower your enemy. All the intelligence, all the logistics and supply chains, all the soldiers and tanks and missiles and planes. Not just on one battlefield, but on multiple fronts across the entire theater of war. Political campaigns are no different.
“A few months after Citizens United came down, I realized people who failed to understand the need for a comprehensive approach to political strategy were destined to waste the financial resources Citizens United would deliver.”
They walked for a while in silence. Billings stopped and turned to face Franks. “That’s a good story, Mr. Franks. I do appreciate the value of a comprehensive approach. But I need to understand more about your capabilities. You can mask the details if you like, but if you can’t convince me the breadth and effect of what you are doing are materially better than what other political operatives do, then I doubt we’ll be doing any business together. But if you can convince me, I’m likely to be very interested and very useful. Let’s head back to the house and find out which one it’s going to be.”
They turned around, passing the guard on their way back the logging trail. Neither man spoke. A few minutes later, Billings motioned for Franks to stop and pointed to a clearing up ahead. A huge bull Elk stood proudly in the grass, sniffing the wind, which was blowing gently toward them. In a few minutes, the animal moved off into the woods and disappeared. Billings walked on down the trail, motioning for Franks to follow. As they walked, Billings asked, “Were you ever a hunter, Mr. Franks?”
“No, sir,” he said. “Never had much chance growing up. Same with fishing, although I’ve certainly done that plenty of times. Do you hunt?”
“A lot less than I used to. My eyesight is still pretty good, although I’m not the Expert Marksman I was back in Viet Nam. I’m less interested in getting up before dawn to hike to a tree stand in the freezing cold. Plus, my attitudes about hunting have evolved. A few years ago, I would have taken that shot back there. Hell, I would have borrowed the guard’s rifle to do it. But today, it would bother me to take that creature out of this beautiful forest. God knows, I still support the right to bear arms and respect the role hunting has in good wildlife management. But there’s something different to me today about taking that animal we saw back there. They brought those Elk back to the National Park in 2001 and the animals have been slowly expanding their range ever since. They’ve finally started allowing some limited permit hunting in areas outside the Park. But I don’t think that’s for me.
“I used to think I was getting soft in my old age. I’ve since concluded I’ve been an environmentalist all my life, despite my career in chemicals. The longer I live, the more I realize it’s the people who are the problem. Not just with the environment but with most of our problems. Unfortunately, you can’t cull people like you cull animals. I guess that’s why I got more active in politics. Makes the culling easier.”
They talked about the weather the rest of the way back.
The house was located at 4,000 feet of elevation on a 220-acre tract in the Blue Ridge mountains about 40 minutes west of Asheville, North Carolina, near the Blue Ridge Parkway and Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Billings and his wife had built the house almost 40 years ago to give their kids some vacation time in the mountains. They had spent a lot of summers and holidays here, including Christmas many years. It was a classic North Carolina mountain house, with bleached wood siding, wood casement windows, stone fireplaces and floors made of hickory and flagstone. It was surrounded by rhododendron, mountain laurel, dogwood and hundreds of native perennials they had planted. As the years went on and Billings’ businesses flourished, they’d built a two-bedroom guest house with an additional two-car garage and an underground safe room complex.
Today, with his wife dead and his only son living in California with two kids, and a wife Billings despised, Billings was the only regular occupant. His daughter and her family in Atlanta drove up when they could.
Shortly after completing the guest house, Billings had added the caretaker’s house down by the main road where Franks came in today. The concrete block three bedroom, two-bath house was home to Billings’ full-time security guard, the guard’s wife, their two school-aged children and a highly trained German Shepherd. A white Jeep Wrangler and a black Ford F-150 Super Crew, both 4x4’s, were parked in a barn-like garage.
What wasn’t visible from the highway was a second, far more secure gate hidden in the forest a few hundred feet up the mountain. Behind the gate was another concrete block building with a garage for four vehicles, a bunk room for six people and a weapons safe. It wasn’t Fort Knox, but it wasn’t bad.
Like all visitors to the house other than family and close friends, Franks left his vehicle at the second building and was driven up the mountain in the guard’s F-150 after being photographed, scanned and cleared. With rare exceptions, visitors were not allowed to take weapons, ammunition, mobile phones or other electronic devices to the main house. Franks was not an exception.
Stepping into the Great Room with Franks, Billings triggered the gas log fire in the huge stone fireplace. He said, “Gets a bit chilly up here this early in the Spring. Never thought I’d trade logs for gas. My wife talked me into it at one of our other houses and after a couple of seasons we converted every fireplace in this place to gas, except for the one on the big porch. Let’s sit here.” He gestured for Franks to take the leather wingback chair to the right of the hearth. Billings sat in the matching chair to the left and put his feet up on the hassock.
“So, Mr. Franks,” Billings said, “I have to admit I’m somewhat intrigued. What are you prepared to tell me about how you take your concept from ideas to reality?”
Franks said, “Are you familiar with the phrase ‘going viral’ on social media?”
“Yes,” Billings said, “I may be old, but I have grandkids and I’m still a voracious reader and curious about too many things for my own good. But I should add, proudly, you won’t find me on Facebook, Twitter or even LinkedIn. I hope what you do is more than help people go viral on social media.”
“Much more, but let’s start there,” Franks said. “Something ‘goes viral’ when it spreads rapidly through a population by being shared frequently with a number of individuals. You’re in the chemicals business. One of the few things I remember from high school chemistry is what happens when you heat up gas in a jar. As the gas warms up, the atoms get agitated and bounce off the jar and each other more frequently. If you turn up the heat, more collisions happen faster. Increase the number of vectors and increase the frequency of the collisions and you have the essence of going viral on the internet.”
Billings smiled politely at Franks’ explanation and said, “Go on.”
“As you know,” Franks said, “brands and politicians today are spending millions trying to get things to go viral on the internet. Technology companies like Facebook and Twitter are reaping billions by helping their customers slice, dice and micro-target the unsuspecting users who have given them their personal information to make this targeting possible. As Obama proved in 2012 and Trump drove home in 2016, this kind of targeting can achieve huge leverage, both positively and negatively. It can work with facts. It may be even more effective with fake news, misleading statements and outright lies, state sponsored or otherwise. Whatever else happened, and we may never know, the Russians took advantage of these tools in the 2016 election and probably in 2018 as well. While the Dems have had a field day hammering the Republicans for what the Russians and Trump did or didn’t do, going forward the real danger—which some people would call the real opportunity—is the use of these advanced internet marketing tools by domestic political parties and politicians.
“But let me be very clear,” said Franks, pausing for effect. “As powerful at it is, this use of the internet to influence voters is only one battlefront in a theater-level war.”
“OK, I get it,” said Billings. “What are all these other fronts?”
Franks said, “May I show you something?” Billings nodded. Franks got up and sat down on the stone fireplace hearth next to Billings’ chair.  Pulling a folded sheet of paper from his pocket, Franks unfolded it and leaned over to show it to Billings. On it was a hand-drawn sketch of nine small circles arranged in the shape of a large circle. Each of the small circles was marked with a name. There were arrows connecting the circles, sometimes across the page and sometimes from one circle to an adjacent or nearby circle. 
Pointing as he went from circle to circle, Franks said, “First, we have the Traditional Media, then the Social Media, the Political Class and what I call ‘We the People’, which is typically made up of protesters or other people who come forward to claim wrongdoing or demand recompense. We typically think of these groups as small, but as we’ve seen in Hong Kong and Puerto Rico, they can be huge. These are followed by the Supporting Actors, who trigger actions and reactions from the media, the political class and the electorate and provide fodder for We the People to complain about. Then we have the Intellectuals and Elites, who provide the research, position papers, articles and social stereotypes we need to convince the media, the political class and all the other players our positions are sound and important for the future of the country and perhaps the entire world. And then we have the Leakers, who provide confidential information and oil the flow of positive or negative information to helpful places. In today’s world, the Leakers include the hackers as well. Next, we have what I call Special Projects and what people with long memories might call Plumbing or Dirty Tricks. And finally, we have the Contributors. These are the people and organizations who fund the PACs, the candidates and the special projects, as well as much of what I do.”
Franks folded up the sheet, placed it back in his pocket and returned to his chair. He said, “The arrows are just examples. Each of these fronts is worth exploiting on its own. Some are naturally related, and others work together relatively easily. But coordinating them all is surprisingly difficult, and the risk of exposure grows dramatically as more people become involved. 
“When you coordinate a few of the fronts, the value add is linear,” Franks said, moving his hand in a low upward sloping angle. “In theater-level thinking, all of these fronts get actively managed together to achieve maximum leverage and maximum impact. The value add becomes exponential,” he said sweeping his hand in an accelerating upward curve.
“My expertise is the coordination and implementation,” Franks said.
Billings gazed at the fireplace and said, “Interesting. You come highly recommended. What you say makes sense. But as I said out on the trail, I need some real-world context.”
Franks smiled politely and nodded. He said, “Mr. Billings, I can’t give you the details of any actual operation. But I can try to use some hypothetical situations to give you the context you want.  Let’s say you want to accomplish some political objective. Let’s start with something other than winning an election. Pick something, anything.” Franks waited for Billings to answer.
Billings said, “OK, let’s take the confirmation of another Supreme Court justice. God hope Trump doesn’t get another one of those, but the bastard might.”
Franks said, “Alright. Let’s look, circle by circle.
“Knowing a nomination is coming up, we need to get the Political Class and the People worried the nomination could threaten the balance on the court and result in decisions that could be dangerous to the country. Understand, this is not about the nominee, who hasn’t been announced yet. This is to set the stage for the conversation we want. We can use Traditional Media and Social Media to do this, but we need supporting opinions, articles and interviews from the Intellectuals and Elites to add credibility and provide or influence the content. To raise awareness and gain more media attention, we can activate some Supporting Actors to demonstrate, stage rallies and the like. There’s huge media leverage there. Once the Traditional and Social Media fan the flames, We the People step in and join the demonstrations and rallies. We can use all this to prime the Contributors to be ready to fund issue-based advertising once a nominee is announced. This works even better if we have recent court decisions we can reference to drive home the risks about where the court could be going, or where we have a lot of hatred and pent-up revenge left over from the last nomination fight. Pick your hot buttons. We can use the Leakers to bring short lists of nominees to the Media, where comments and concerns of the Intellectuals and Elites can be expressed.
“Once we have a nominee, we can get key members of the Political Class to scream about the risks the nominee poses to prior decisions, our party’s base, our nation and democracy itself. At the same time, we get the Intellectuals and Elites to look for anything that could possibly be negative about the nominee. We can unleash media campaigns funded by the Contributors, supplementing facts with misleading inuendo and outright fake news on Social Media, where negative or controversial news proliferates even better than good.
“Once the hearings start, we have a stage for the next act of our play. The Intellectuals and Elites can offer their endless spins on the latest disclosures about the nominee, which the Political Class and the Traditional and Social Media will be all too pleased to parrot. The Leakers can dig up particularly provocative rumors about the nominee and use their contacts with selected media to be sure they receive press or web coverage. The more controversy we have coming into and out of the hearings, the better the media coverage and the larger the audience, which gives more publicity to the participating members of the Political Class, making them even more willing to offer up sound bites to their base. As the Kavanaugh experience showed, hearing rooms and Senate hallways are great for protests instigated by Supporting Actors and joined by We the People, and elevators are good places for Supporting Actors to corner unsuspecting Senators, all conveniently played in front of live news cameras feeding the politicized media to inflame the party’s base and influence independent voters. Of course, all this inspires the Contributors to write more checks. If you think about the circles I drew earlier, the feedback loops here are remarkably effective, especially if the events are occurring near an election—as happened with Kavanaugh and the 2018 mid-terms. Just imagine what a nomination during the 2020 primaries would bring, especially after what the Republicans did to Obama’s ill-fated nomination of Merrick Garland in 2016.
“Special Projects can fit in almost anywhere, and it does more often than most Americans realize. Influencing a reluctant witness to testify about the veracity of rumors is popular, as is coaching the witness to improve his or her memory. Soft incentives can range from emotional satisfaction and revenge to offering carefully selected free legal counsel to giving the person celebrity or hero status. Hard incentives can run from promises of future employment to destroying or preserving a reputation or career. This last one is especially relevant today, where mob-fueled social shaming can create permanent destruction quickly. Apologies and forgiveness don’t count anymore.”
Standing up, Billings asked, “So how much of Special Ops is brilliant strategy and execution and how much is just taking advantage of opportunities?”
Franks smiled and said, “Particularly over the last few years, you’ll find situations where luck and art combined to create results. Seeing or creating the opportunities, figuring out how to play them in a theater-wide context and actually making them happen are a lot of what I do.”
“So, which is it,” Billings asked. “Do you stumble across the opportunities or do you create the opportunities?”
Franks said, “Both. Sometimes, we identify broad social trends that could be valuable to exploit. The Republicans are remarkably bad at this. It’s not so much they don’t see the trends; they just can’t bring themselves to exploit a trend rather than fight it. There are lots of examples, from the increasing diversity of our population to the country’s growing acceptance of abortion and LGBT rights.
“I’m always fascinated that the Republicans, who were once the party of opportunity, the party of the American Dream, have managed to piss off the Latinos and most other immigrants. I also wonder how many Republicans realize what their Pro-Life stance has done both to alienate women generally and to increase the population of the very voters who vote Democrat. I know, that’s sacrilegious. It’s supposed to be a God thing. But if you’re just thinking about the number of voters, I’d say allowing abortion favors the Republicans.
“Some trends, like the rise of the #MeToo movement, offer both broad and targeted opportunities. On the broad side, the increased focus on respect for women plays to Democrats and independent women, especially in the suburbs, which basically handed us control of the House in 2018. On the targeted side, it can be weaponized into a virtual assassination tool that can be used to encourage politicians to retire, take out candidates or, as we almost saw with Kavanaugh, destroy Supreme Court nominees.
“Let’s say we some person with a history of arrests, threats or mental illness or some belief they have been wronged by someone. With some creativity, hard work and often some luck, we may be able to turn the person into a Supporting Actor we can exploit and use. In a police movie, we’d probably call that ‘entrapment’. I prefer to think of it as ‘enticement’.”
“How do you find these people?” asked Billings.
“Politicians are great magnets for people who have an axe to grind, legitimate or otherwise,” Franks said. “They write their Senators and Congressmen, which is exactly what poor Christine Blasey-Ford did. Every good government servant understands the importance of helping their constituents. But sometimes alert staffers recognize an opportunity to use these people in more manipulative ways, as Senator Graham passionately alleged at the second Kavanaugh hearing. In those situations, the interests of the person reaching out to their Congressperson properly become secondary to the interests of politics.
“Finding people has become a lot easier. Even without politics, the internet has created a world where everyone wants to be an influencer—somebody who has millions of followers on Twitter or videos with millions of views on YouTube, someone who gets followed by the paparazzi, physically or electronically. In addition to being able to monetize their popularity, these people feed their egos as visibility builds their power.
“When we’re searching for people who may have memories helpful to a virtual assassination, we always scan the influencers and the people who want to be influencers. Of this group, the people who are political wannabes and hangers on are the best resources. That includes party workers and people who are in the early stages of some hoped-for political career. They want the fame visibility affords them.
“The real danger to our democracy—I won’t go so far as to call it an opportunity although some clearly would—is when solicitation and enticement devolve into violence. Orchestrated protests or rallies that get out of hand. Accosting Cabinet members and their spouses at restaurants and chasing them when they leave. Throwing blue paint. Making threatening phone calls. But it can get a lot worse, and almost certainly will. Fostering flash mob riots. Shooting Congressmen playing baseball. Sending pipe bombs to leading Democrats just before the mid-term elections. Killing innocent Jews in a Pittsburgh synagogue to prevent more Jewish immigrants, also just before mid-terms.”
Billings said, “Surely you’re not saying all those things were the results of Special Ops by one side or the other. Are you serious or just trying to bait me?”
Franks said, “I can tell you some were, and some were not but could have been. The stakes in presidential elections are huge, Mr. Billings. Do not underestimate what people are prepared to do.  
“You were around when President Kennedy was assassinated. Remember what people wondered about Lee Harvey Oswald, and the Warren Commission never proved? Did Oswald really kill Kennedy on his own or was he a troubled soul someone cultivated and encouraged? Was it the Mob, Castro, the Russians or someone else? Or just Oswald?
“Look at where our politics have gone since Kennedy was killed in 1963. We’re more polarized than we’ve ever been. The popular media is overrun with stories and posts about the dangerous state of American politics. In 1963, the internet didn’t exist. Today, Social media can influence millions in a matter of minutes using micro-targeted ads and posts based more on fake news than facts.
“Although the Democrats and much of the press like to blame Trump for bringing fighting words to politics, the leaders of both parties happily inflame their bases every chance they get. State-sponsored lies are everywhere, from Putin to the Saudis to Trump. The traditional media are more partisan than they’ve ever been, making it even harder to decide what’s true. There’s a very thin line today between truth, lies and calculated or reckless exaggeration.
“My point is this: In today’s world, it’s becoming far easier to fire up extremists on both sides, and both sides are doing it. Much of it is conscious and pre-meditated. Most of the rest is simply irresponsible. Very little on either side is innocent.
“If politicians are willing to use hacked personal information to micro-target small groups with false and misleading information to encourage them to act on something, if they are willing to ruin the lives of innocent people who come to them seeking their assistance, all to achieve their political ends, the opportunity for enticement is there. If it works well, nobody gets hurt too badly except for the poor sucker who was enticed. If things get out of hand and some people get seriously injured or killed, oh well, it served its purpose and can be blamed on the other party.
“With or without enticement, mass shootings are going to provide opportunities for the Democrats. The FBI is increasingly worried about lone wolf actors, spurred on by white supremacist rhetoric on the web. It’s essentially domestic terrorism and it’s going to get worse. Gun control is like the immigration crisis, too many Democrats would rather weaponize it than work across the aisle to solve it. Did Obama tackle gun control when he had the House and the Senate? No. The NRA scares Democrats too.
“By the way, immigration is related to gun control and not because the illegals are violent. Trump gets blamed for inflaming or refusing to condemn the white supremacists. But the progressives’ demands for open borders fuel the supremacists’ fear of the ‘great replacement theory’, which has led to violence in the EU, Norway and New Zealand as well as here.
“The Democrats are much better at getting the press to blame whatever the right-wing extremists do on Trump and the Republicans than the Republicans are at getting the press to blame the Democrats for the leftwing extremists who attack Republicans. We could talk for some time about how much of this difference is because the Republicans are really more guilty here than the Democrats, which I don’t believe, how much is because most of the press really has it in for Trump and the Republicans, which is true, and how much is because we just do Special Ops and multi-front warfare a lot better than the Republicans, which I believe and like to tell donors like you.
“Which does bring me to one final note about Special Ops,” Franks added. “Just as we have double-crosses and double agents in the movies, those same things can happen in Special Operations in the political arena. Take a march on the southern border by thousands of immigrants from Guatemala. The Democrats could try to exploit that growing march to fire up their base and hope the Republicans overreact and do something stupid as they often do. But the Republicans could be behind the whole thing, facilitating the march to seize an opportunity to close the border and send in the military to fire up their own base, while still claiming the Democrats were behind the march in the first place. The truth today is what people want to believe it to be, based largely on their tribal affiliations. But don’t get me started about identity politics.”
Billings finally said, “Alright Mr. Franks, enough. I may want to follow up on some of that, but let’s cover two other topics before you go. First, I’d like to understand how you feel about collateral damage.”
Franks said, “I don’t go around trying to injure innocent people. But I also don’t spend a lot of time trying to prevent it once an operation is underway. A lot depends on who’s involved. For me, politicians, candidates and other public figures are all fair game for having their reputations destroyed. The same goes for people who put themselves in the political process by coming forward with allegations, writing blogs or OpEds or posting things on the internet.”
Billings said, “What about things like physical injury, sexual assault?”
Franks looked at Billings for a moment and said, “I’m not into killing widows and orphans or anyone else. If I were, I sure wouldn’t be talking about it with you. As I suggested earlier, Special Ops can sometimes get out of hand. Enticement is a delicate thing. You open Pandora’s Box and sometimes bad things can come out. You hope things play out without violence or physical harm, but sometimes you must take the risk to achieve the goals.
“And you sleep alright at night even when the risk goes awry?” Billings asked.
“I do,” said Franks. “When I was studying philosophy with the Jesuits back at Holy Cross, I became a fan of Jeremy Bentham, the founder of Utilitarianism. Bentham believed an action that results in the greatest pleasure for the utility of society is the best action. Under his morality, you strive for the greatest happiness for the greatest number. National elections have a big impact on the happiness of a lot of people. Intentional or unintentional collateral damage to a few unlucky souls does not. Good to remember.”
Billings said, “What about staffing and subcontractors, Mr. Franks? You can’t manage the whole theater of war by yourself. Do you have access to the people you need, and can you trust them to execute and be discrete in the process?”
Franks said, “I do. I couldn’t do what I do without having access to the people I need. Go back to my nine circles. I can activate trusted, capable resources in virtually every area in 24 hours or less. That access is part of what you pay me for. Confidentiality and deniability are built into every relationship and proven over many years of experience. But I also believe in cutting the deck. Everything is siloed. People know only what they need to know.”
Billings said, “What about the technology areas—social media and the internet?”
Franks said, “Same answer. My relationships go back to 2008, when Obama really set the stage for what’s happened since. If the budget permits, my favorite go to player is a guy in Austin who got his start working for Obama’s 2008 campaign. One caveat: I won’t do hacking. I’m happy to take advantage of mailing lists and information that were hacked by someone else, as long as we can cover the trail. I do pay attention to defensive cyber security on our side, which is essential these days.
Billings said, “OK. My last question is how you decide what jobs to take.
“As I mentioned earlier, I’ve been a hired gun for years. I’m good at what do, and I’m well paid for what I accomplish, which gives me a lot of flexibility in selecting my jobs. I think about two factors when I’m considering an engagement: First, where I can get the most money, which includes what I can earn and the budget I have to accomplish the results. Second, where I can have the greatest impact. There’s a third factor, of course, which is whether I can be successful. If the chances of success seem poor, then the other two factors don’t matter. I won’t take the job.
“I prefer not to let my personal political preferences get in the way, but there are clearly people and issues I won’t support. In addition, I won’t take on competing interests or issues that would create a conflict for me.
Billings stood and stuck out his hand to Franks. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Franks,” Billings said, shaking hands firmly. “It’s been an interesting conversation. Jason will take you back to your vehicle and get you processed out. He’ll also give you a mobile phone to use to communicate with me securely. Don’t use it for any other purpose. Jason will explain the protocol and what to do with the phone if we don’t do business together. I’ll be in touch. Do you have any questions before you go?”
Whether or not he had any questions, Franks simply said, “No, sir, I don’t. Thank you for your time today. You have a beautiful place here.”
Stowing his AR-15 in the truck, Jason drove Franks down the mountain.
◆◆◆
 
After they left, Billings returned to his chair by the fireplace and sat silently watching the flames. As dusk came, he picked up his secure phone and made a call. When Bernbach answered, he said, “It’s Fred. You were right, I think we have our man. He’s good, but he’s going to be expensive.”
They talked for an hour.




Chapter 20

Friday morning, David Bernbach’s driver dropped him off at the Cambridge home of Professor Adam Stanton, one of the leading professors at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard. Located a short walk from Harvard Square, the historic two-story frame house had hosted discrete meetings of political and intellectual elites for 125 years. Surrounded by well-kept gardens, the house was a local landmark built in 1888 and extensively restored over the years. Even at Harvard, for a professor to own a home like this meant he had either married well or been highly successful as a consultant. A close advisor to two Democratic presidents, Professor Stanton had done both.
Stanton’s guests were Bernbach, Professor Peter Kahn of the Harvard Law School and Leonard Mayer of the Sentinel Observer Media Group.  The men all knew each other and, within limits, trusted one another. The official topic was the future of the press in America. The real reason for the meeting was the 2020 election. The meeting invitation had come from Professor Stanton. The impetus for the meeting had come from Bernbach.
The weather was still too cool to enjoy the brick patio in the rear yard, where crocus and daffodils were announcing the arrival of spring. The men met in the dark-paneled library in the front of the house—a venue that reflected the privacy of the conversation and the intellectual standing of the participants. Dressed in wool suits and silk ties, they sat in leather chairs around the library’s old brick fireplace. Heavy drapes framed the tall casement windows. Crystal decanters of aged sherry and port sparkled on the buffet. Norman Rockwell would have placed the scene at the Harvard Faculty Club.
They spent the first hour discussing the growing field of Democrat candidates for the 2020 presidential race. Professor Kahn said, “The party needs fresh faces. Biden’s a good man, but he’s too old, he’s got a trainload of baggage from his years in politics and he’s lost his compass. After sitting out 2016, he wants it too much, and he’s too willing to compromise his views to be credible. By the time he finishes apologizing for everything he’s done in his eight years in the White House and thirty-plus in the Senate, he’ll look like the weakest presidential candidate in history. And that’s before he starts pandering to the progressives on platform issues and fumbles on the debate stage. He needs to get out of the way before he smothers the other moderates and problem solvers like Delaney and Hickenlooper.”
Mayer said, “The progressives are the flavor du jour right now, at least in the media. But as the campaign evolves, progressive daydreams aren’t going to do it. The party’s going to be looking for someone who can win, and that’s Biden. My question is whether what Biden has to say to win the primaries will kill him in the general election.”
Bernbach said, “Trump will be ready to use Biden’s primary concessions to the progressives to paint him as a socialist by the time he gets to the general election.”
Professor Stanton said, “The progressives will clearly move the Democrats to the left, but I still don’t think an irate progressive like Sanders or Warren can win the general election. I don’t want to see us nominate another Mondale or McGovern, particularly when Trump is such an easy target. At least Biden has a shot at appearing more mainstream.”
Mayer said, “If the party goes with an angry progressive, we could get killed in November. But an all-out war between the progressives and the moderates could produce the same result.”
Bernbach said, “Let’s go up a couple of levels, above the candidates and the platform issues. I’d like to talk about two topics. First, I think the country is more susceptible to radical political change than it has been since the thirties. I believe we can use that over the next two presidential elections to usher in single party rule that will last for generations. I don’t want to see us squander that opportunity. Second, I think the progressive movement we’re seeing poses a serious risk to the elites who have controlled the party for decades—not because of platform issues, but because of changes in demographics and the technology of how elections are funded and won.”
Stanton said, “Well, David, I’m glad you don’t want to talk about anything important.”
Bernbach said, “You don’t accomplish things if you don’t set goals. I’m not saying we wipe the Republicans off the map. We just put them in permanent minority status. Remember what FDR did to Hoover in 1932 and Alf Landon in ‘36. Look at the legacy of Democratic dominance he left behind.”
Mayer said, “Well, sure. But we were in the worst economic crisis in our nation’s history. That’s hardly the case today. The Democrats can tell their base only the rich are benefitting from the economy, but the facts paint a different picture. A lot more blue-collar voters are employed today than under Obama.”
Kahn said, “True enough. We have the best economy we’ve had in at least 50 years. Fortunately, we’ve also got a lot of fear, anger and frustration from other circumstances. The question is how we fire up and manipulate those angry, frustrated people.”
Bernbach said, “This is simple. Our goal should be to put the pieces in place so the Democratic primaries will determine who wins the presidency and who controls the Congress and, over time, the makeup of the Supreme Court. If we take advantage of the current anger, we make this happen. Just like California is effectively a one-party state today.
“To do it, we need to sweep the 2020 elections and make the structural changes that will give us the power to enact a progressive agenda regardless of Republican opposition. We don’t have to do everything on David Faris’s list, but that’s as good a roadmap as any. Incidentally, despite his efforts to look like an intellectual policy guy, Pete Buttigieg gets the importance of immediate structural change better than most of the Democratic presidential prospects.
“For the 2020 presidential contest, we need to go beyond trying to elect a candidate. We need to create a propaganda machine that takes advantage of how we crystalize public opinion in a post-internet world. If we build the right machine, we’ll have our pick of the candidates. We’ll be essential to their success.”
Mayer said, “Alright, David, let’s move to your second topic.”
Bernbach said, “If we can accomplish radical change, we have to make sure the right institutions and elites are in power after the change occurs. Our primary focus needs to be on how the strings are pulled and who gets to pull them.
Kahn said, “What are you concerned about, David?”
Bernbach said, “Think about the theories popular back in the twenties, when socialism was also a popular topic in American politics. Theories from people like Bernays, Lippmann and Trotter, all focused on the critical roles our social and political institutions and elites have in making democracy work.”
Mayer said, “Yes, yes. Without these institutions, the theory goes, democracy would get out of control because there would be no socio-political stereotypes to keep the demands of the masses within bounds acceptable to society, or to be more candid, acceptable to the power structure represented by the elites.”
Bernbach said, “Right. So, let’s bring those ideas forward to today. Trust in government and our other major institutions is at an all-time low. Anger is high. Revenge has dominated our politics since Obama was elected, maybe back to Bush v. Gore. If the voters lose confidence in our existing socio-political institutions and elites, they’ll replace them with others. Or worse, they’ll ignore them and adopt direct democracy with no constraints on the demands and emotional desires of the masses. Think about that when you hear candidates say they want to return American democracy to the people.
“Everyone claims they want to drain the swamp, but the changes so far haven’t wiped away the institutional infrastructure that keeps democracy working for the people who matter. Trump has come closest, which by the way is why he scares the hell out of everybody, including the media and his own party.”
Bernbach added, “Take the progressives’ attacks on the wealthy. Raising taxes used to be a way for Democrats to fund new social programs. The rich paid a few bucks more for a few years and waited for the Republicans to reduce taxes again. Today, taxes are becoming a vehicle to reorder our economy and alter the structure of power. If the progressives’ attacks on the wealthy create class warfare we can’t manage like we’ve managed the identity politics of race and sex, we could lose the financial and intellectual elites that form the core of the party, not because they’ll vote Republican—and this is the key point—but because our own evolving progressive base will reject them. So those elites will end up on the outside looking in.”
“You’re beginning to sound like a plutocrat, David,” Mayer said.
“Or maybe a Republican,” Stanton added.
Bernbach said, “Hardly. It may not be polite conversation, gentlemen, but remember there are two classes of Democrats—the elites and everyone else. Look around this room, not just at the people but at these elegant surroundings. Don’t forget where we fit in.”
He added, “This is our time, gentlemen. We can’t miss this opportunity for single-party rule, and we can’t screw it up by finding ourselves left on the outside.”
Mayer said, “With due respect David, you may be right about the two classes, but I don’t think the progressives or whoever the party activists may be are going to seriously believe they can win without us. We bring the big money, the decades of experience in government and the policy research that experience provides. We also bring the nation’s leading newspapers, which dominate news syndication across the dwindling number of local and regional papers across the rest of the country. They’d be crazy to try to play this game without us.”
Bernbach said, “Maybe so. But technology is already disrupting those things on a massive scale. Look at the success the Democrats have had with ActBlue, their multi-candidate fundraising app. That tool captured $16 million in small-dollar contributions in 2006, almost $800 million in 2016 and twice that in 2018. One thing is clear to me: If the Democrats’ growing base of minorities decides it can mobilize the internet to win without the party’s wealthy educated elites, we’ll be facing a very different democracy in America.”
Kahn said, “I’m with Leonard. That’s not going to happen. Technology may help raise money from small contributors and influence voter opinion through social media, but it’s not going to replace decades of government experience and policy expertise.”
Bernbach said, “Be careful. Trump fired all his experts.”
Stanton said, “Nobody but Trump would have done that, which is why the voters are going to run him out of the White House. I agree with Leonard and Peter. The concern you’re raising is interesting from a theoretical standpoint, but it’s not realistic.”
Bernbach said, “You may be right. But we’re dealing with unknown consequences here. Even if the party doesn’t decide it can do without its customary elites, the progressive attacks could still drive off the intellectual and financial powerbase that’s been the heart of the party for decades. The progressives have a lot of loose cannons. Just look at AOC and her crazy gang. Look at the emerging support for Palestinian causes within the party. Is antisemitism next?  Do the Jews cross over? Whatever happens, we need to be sure we continue to have the control and influence we expect. That’s where I’m putting my time and money.”
Mayer said, “I’ll give you this, David. If you’re right about radical change, it could significantly reduce the power of the current party elites. If that happens, we need to be out ahead of the change to be sure we still have influence.”
Stanton said, “I admit we’re seeing increasing alienation between the party’s traditional elites and key constituencies within the party’s base like blue collar workers, students and progressives. Some of the 2020 presidential prospects are already hammering on this—not just Sanders and Warren, but people like de Blasio and even Ryan. When de Blasio says 2020 is a battle for the heart and soul of the party, he means it.
“We’re seeing this same thing across the broader political spectrum, both in the United States and abroad. It’s a growing discontent with established institutions and elites. It’s reflected in Trump’s election and his style of governing. It’s reflected in Brexit in the UK, the Yellow Vest crowd in France and the increasing popularity of the edge parties in Europe.”
Kahn said, “Adam’s right. People are giving up on institutions that have been critical to American democracy. Church attendance and pledges are declining. Respect for Congress and other government institutions is lower than it’s ever been. Participation in civic clubs has fallen drastically. Even the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts are almost out of business. We’ve lost most of our print media. Those still around are megaphones for the right or left, just like our cable news networks.”
Mayer said, “Fortunately, most of the leading print media today are megaphones for the left.”
Bernbach said, “Adam and Peter are making my point. So, if America is losing faith in its traditional institutions and elites, who or what is going to replace them? You tell me. What’s it going to be?”
Mayer said, “As a print and social media publisher, I’d argue it’s going to be the internet. Instead of looking to our pastor or our scoutmaster or our local newspaper or our elected officials to decide what’s best, instead of going to the elites for campaign funding, we’re going to look to the internet. To be sure, the traditional elites will still have their voices on the internet, and the internet itself will include millions of other voices besides. But here’s the key point: With the internet, technology will enable some group to direct and control the persuasion that drives the mob. We need to be part of that group.”
Bernbach said, “Now Leonard’s making my point. Mob rule based on likes, dislikes and fake news on the internet doesn’t strike me as a good way to protect our interests. We must have the tools and technology in place to script and assure the outcome. Nothing is more important. We can do this. Think about it. We inflame the masses using bot-driven, AI-crafted microtargeting. The masses react and take to social media to express the views we’ve planted. Traditional media spreads the word. Corporate America and the politicians react, afraid to turn away from the voice of public opinion. The leverage is huge. We punch way above our weight. Society responds, people vote.”
Mayer said, “That may be a little melodramatic, David, but your points make sense. Where are you with the organization?”
Bernbach said, “We’re setting up the issues Super PAC now. The finance team is in place. Fred Billings is on board. We’re close to hiring a very experienced Special Ops chief.  We’re looking at GMMB for our ad buys. I’m hoping Adam and Peter will continue to fuel our think tank research and publishing. We have the same shell entities and admin staff there and will be adding some new interns. Leonard, I’m also hoping you’ll be willing to continue to coordinate stories and topics among your organization and the Times and the Post. Your stipends will go up and the budget for other contributors and participants should at least double from 2016. What do you say?”
Stanton and Kahn said they were in. Mayer said, “What about technology, David? You know our media group is making a huge investment in our online business.”
Bernbach said, “Good reminder. I’m focused on technology. It’s essential in building the platform we need to manipulate attitudes about social policy and issues and lead our ultimate candidate to victory. We’re already making substantial investments in the technologies we need, including artificial intelligence and microtargeting. We’ll be using JPAC down in Austin for data strategy and analytics. We’ll be using the Sentinel Observer’s online capabilities as well as other vehicles like Facebook, PaprW8 and Twitter. What the Russians did in 2016 was child’s play by comparison.”
Mayer said, “Good. Then you can count me in as well.”




Chapter 21

Arriving from Shanghai at 8:30 a.m. Pacific time on Friday morning, Ward went straight from San Francisco International Airport to PaprW8’s offices in Menlo Park. It was a good flight, if any flight almost 12 hours long can be considered good. She’d been in business class on a United 787 with lie-flat beds. Although she had slept well on the plane, the 13-hour time zone change would catch up to her at some point during the day. Fortunately, her only meetings were internal.
By the time she had cleared customs through Global Entry and arrived at her company’s offices, it was almost mid-morning. She went directly to Mike Hastings’s conference room to discuss her trip. They had learned long ago not to send sensitive emails or texts from China, encrypted or not.
Eying Ward as he walked into the conference room, Hastings said, “Welcome back. Did you get that shirt at the airport?”
Ward said, “No, person of zero fashion taste, but thanks for asking. It’s by a Shanghai designer. You wouldn’t know her. She doesn’t do hoodies.” Hastings smiled.
She gave Hastings an overview of her dinner meeting with Chen and the presentation at CnEyeco.
After walking Hastings through the capabilities CnEyeco’s founders showed in the meeting, she said, “It’s amazing technology that could be very profitable for us. Given Bernbach’s interest in political marketing, I can see why he’s interested. The technology can disrupt commercial marketing as well. It can reinvent how marketing propaganda of any kind is targeted and spread, regardless of the message and the messenger.”
Hastings said, “It sounds a little too good to be true. Are you comfortable the demo wasn’t rigged? Do we even know how the system’s built, how it does what it does?”
Ward said, “We’ll obviously have to see if it’s real, but if they’re serious about doing business, we should be able to do that quickly.”
Hastings said, “How would this fit with the changing laws on data privacy? Whatever their system does, it must need huge quantities of personally identifiable information. The Chinese approach to data privacy is vastly different from ours. If we can’t get the data we need and the consents to use it, this system would be far less valuable to us—maybe useless and certainly dangerous.”
Ward said, “The system clearly needs PII, both to build the database and to teach the AIs how to parse the data. I talked with Chen about access to data and privacy issues. He was very cryptic, but he assured me we could deal with it. We need to call his bluff.”
“How would you structure a deal?” Hastings asked.
She said, “Acquisitions don’t make sense for either side. I think a licensing play is the most likely structure. We license the technology from them and do some data sharing with them.”
“We need to be thoughtful here. We don’t need to poison our database with tainted data, and we don’t want to violate any data privacy laws.”
“Remember, there’s still a lot of uncertainty about data privacy. Despite the growing calls in both parties to go after Big Tech, I think it will be awhile before we see beefed-up data privacy laws at the Federal level in the U.S. The Republicans are wary and the progressives in the Democratic Party want to break up the tech companies and lock up all the PII. So, we may be through the next election before we see anything out of the Congress. That’s probably good news, at least for our 2020 revenues. But if the Democrats win in 2020, it could get ugly for all of us. At least we’re small enough that we won’t get killed by the antitrust investigations that are going to hit Facebook, Google and Amazon no matter who wins in 2020.”
Hastings said, “Let’s hope we aren’t all run out of business in the meantime by idiotic state data privacy laws like the one California passed. How the hell can we have 50 states separately regulating data privacy on the internet?”
Ward said, “You sound like our friends at Facebook. My point is we have an opportunity to be creative about how we access the data we need. Because of that, let’s keep these data privacy issues away from legal counsel until we set our plans.”
Hastings said, “The CnEyeco system is good at using facial recognition data. Are you concerned about people manipulating the images?”
Ward said, “The system doesn’t need facial data to work, but more facial data and more non-facial data that links to the facial data creates better results and delivers more value. I asked Chen about the risks of altered photos but didn’t get much of an answer other than they’re working on it.”
After a few more questions, Hastings said, “We should take a closer look, if for no other reason than to make Bernbach think we’re doing something.  If there’s something here, we’ll need to move aggressively to commercialize it in time for the 2020 elections. Even if we can’t pull it off, it still might be useful for our business sector. If what’s here doesn’t make sense, we need to cut off the distraction and get on with our other priorities.”
After the meeting, Ward headed to the on-site gym for a quick treadmill run and a shower. Rejuvenated for at least a while, she returned to her office to call Bernbach.
He picked up immediately. Before she could say anything other than hello, he said, “Hey Susan, thanks for calling. I heard the meeting went well. What did you think?”
“Who told you the meeting went well?”
“Jason Chen. I spoke with him after your meeting. So, what did you think?”
Ward said, “I think it’s worth a hard look. If the technology can really do what they showed me, it could be particularly valuable in the political sector.” She mentioned a licensing deal would probably make the most sense, but it could take some time.
“Don’t worry about the license or the license terms. It won’t be a problem. Just let me know what you want. Focus on whether the technology works and whether they’ll share the personal data we’ll need.”
“David, you seem to be very well-connected over there. I sense there’s more to this deal than you’re telling me.”
“It’s always good to have friends where you do business. I have some strong relationships in China, going all the way back to my father’s time over there. To be blunt, yes, there are things you don’t know about. You don’t need to know about them because they don’t affect what you’re doing. It’s not a matter of trust, it’s a matter of need to know. It’s the way I work.”
“OK. But if I do need to know, don’t forget to fill me in so I don’t make fools of us both.”




Chapter 22

Andy Baker was sitting in the small glass-walled office of his editor at the Sentinel Observer in downtown Boston. His editor said, “With the 2020 elections approaching, I’d like to see you start researching a story about power and influence in Democratic presidential politics. It’s an old topic that needs to be told in today’s world of business, technology and what could be two dozen Democrat presidential candidates with half of them sounding like socialists.”
“There’s a hedge fund guy down in Westport named David Bernbach. He’s been involved in Democrat politics for years. Bernbach’s one of the leading activist investors today. A few months ago, he bought just under ten percent of PaprW8, the social media company that competes with Facebook. While it could just be a financial investment, with the accelerating use of social media in political campaigns it could also be related to his political interests. Bernbach’s very well connected here and overseas. His funds invest in Asia and Europe as well as the U.S. His father was an international banker who was an adviser to the Chinese government back in the eighties, which could add a little international intrigue.”
Andy said, “What kind of story are you thinking about?”
“Don’t know. It will depend on what you find and how well you tell the story. I don’t want some sweet human-interest piece. We hired you because of your interest in investigative journalism. You’ve done some nice work here but nothing on this scale. This could be a good opportunity for you to show what you can do.”
Baker had been with the Sentinel Observer for almost three years. After graduating from the University of Texas at Austin, or UT-A, with a major in journalism, he picked up a master’s in government and went to work at The Washington Post for four years. Although he loved D.C. and the Post, the Sentinel Observer had promised him an opportunity to do more investigative stories. He had jumped at the chance.
His editor continued, “With so many Democrats running for president, there’s going to be a lot of noise in the media, especially with Trump around. I’m hoping you can create an overarching piece with some real intellectual interest. It doesn’t have to be an exposé, but it does need to have substance and make people think. You can decide whether to build it around Bernbach or not, but he’s a start. We’ll talk weekly about where you are. You’ll need to make time for this, meaning you’ll need to keep doing your other work at least until we see what you’ve got.”
“Sounds interesting. I like the idea of telling the story in the context of the Russian hacking and social media manipulation in 2016 and the shift in campaign finance from big money donors to internet-based crowdsourcing. I also like the political backdrop of socialism versus capitalism. I wonder what Bernbach thinks about Bernie.”




Part Two

Four Weeks Later
 
Whenever the people are well-informed, they can be trusted with their own government.
Thomas Jefferson



The algorithms are watching you right now. They are watching where you go, what you buy, whom you meet. Soon they will monitor all your steps, all your breaths, all your heartbeats. They are relying on Big Data and machine learning to get to know you better and better. And once these algorithms know you better than you know yourself, they can control and manipulate you, and you won’t be able to do much about it.
Yuval Noah Harari, 21 Lessons for the 21st Century (New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2018)

You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face. 
Eleanor Roosevelt





Chapter 23

Valerie smiled as she read her new Op/Ed on the Sentinel Observer’s iPhone App. She had been thinking about this one for a while. She’d offered it to the Times, but they weren’t interested. The Sentinel Observer was a good compromise. In addition to its paper in Boston and its syndications to a long list of regional and local dailies, it’s smartphone app had the fourth highest internet news subscriber base in the country. Only the New York Times, The Washington Post and The Wall Street Journal were ahead.
Pressing the Share symbol on the app, she sent the piece to Rakesh and their two children, who were always among her biggest fans. She also sent it to her Department Chair at the University. She’d post links and tweet it out later in the morning.
Going back to the top of the Op/Ed, she read through it one more time. The text said:
The time has come to talk about the death of knowledge in American politics, and what it means for American democracy. We’ve come to a tipping point in our political culture where we’re willing to trade knowledge, expertise and thoughtful analysis for passions and emotions. We’re willing to make decisions based not on the strength or weakness of an idea but upon the identity of who said it. We are replacing logic with feeling, analysis with wishful thinking. In the process, we may be replacing democracy with mob rule and its usual successor, autocracy.
When I was in college, I took a mandatory course called Fundamentals of Logic. One of the first things we talked about was how to recognize fallacious arguments. My favorite was something called arguments ad hominem, which basically translates as arguments ‘to the person’. These are arguments where a person attacks the character, motive, or some other attribute of the person making the argument, or the people associated with the argument, rather than attacking the substance of the argument itself. In his 2008 essay on the hierarchy of disagreement, the technologist Paul Graham classified arguments ad hominem as the second lowest category of effective argument. The only thing worse to him was name calling.
Despite our history of using science, technology and reason to build the most powerful and advanced nation the world has ever seen—a country that continues to stand as a shining light to the billions of people who live under autocratic rule—we are using these two argument styles to determine our future. The question is why.
Many would say Donald Trump deserves the blame. If you watch his earliest debates, he was calling his opponents names and reinforcing them with his midnight tweets. Some thought he’d ease off if he became President, but he’s continued to use personal attacks on most anybody who dares to disagree with him. Whether you are a Trump supporter or detractor, you must agree his name calling is not elevating debate in America.
Others would say the Democrats’ identity politics deserves the blame. Although we can argue about intention and degree, identity politics all too frequently attempts to bias people for or against an idea based on tribalism. An idea is good or bad based on the group you identify with or the group the person proposing the idea identifies with. The substance of the idea, and the rational analysis of the pros and cons associated with it, are purposefully left behind.
Still others would suggest our divisive, revenge-driven politics deserves the blame. Study after study shows American politics is more partisan, bitter and divided than it has been in decades. Some would assert it’s worse than at any time since the Civil War, and they may be right. We say we want to see the Congress work together across the aisle, but far too many of us simply want revenge against the other party. We’ve moved to a winner-take-all attitude, where we want to crush the other side to punish them for some actual or perceived sins or abuses. We don’t just disagree with our opponents’ ideas; we have contempt for our opponents for daring to hold or express those ideas. It’s easier and more satisfying to attack our opponents for who they are, rather than waste time arguing with them about whether their ideas are good or bad.
Some would blame the traditional media, which today primarily consists of our remaining press and our cable and network news channels. As American politics has become more rancorous and the internet has disrupted the financial viability and scale of our print media, huge numbers of our local and regional newspapers have closed, effectively eliminating that source of news. At the same time, our cable news stations and most of our remaining newspapers have become more focused on one side or the other of the partisan divide.
Some of the media polarization is a reaction to economic reality. Controversy attracts viewers and sells ads. Networks that provide an echo chamber for their viewers hope to multiply passions and cement a financially sustainable business model—although CNN may be an example of how not to do this successfully. The political preferences and frailties of the Fourth Estate itself have also played a role here. Taunted and egged on by President Trump’s claims the press is the enemy of the people, journalists and outlets once respected for their independence have fallen for the partiality trap. Being human, they too are seeking revenge, albeit under the guise of investigative journalism.
All these things have contributed to where we are today. To understand how these factors affect the American political conversation, and the future of our democracy, we need to look at the impact of two other issues: The torrential power of the internet on our society and our growing loss of trust in our most fundamental socio-political institutions.
Volumes have been written about the effects of the internet. For present purposes, let’s look at three points.
First, the internet has reduced our attention span and increased our expectation of immediate gratification. Although the sample size was small, in 2015 Microsoft found that from the year 2000 the average attention span dropped from twelve seconds to eight (goldfish enjoy nine seconds). Most of us don’t need this anecdotal research to confirm that whenever we have a spare moment, we reach for our phone to read our texts or emails or check something else online. Once we’re there, of course, we expect the source we’re looking for to appear on the first page of search results, the web page to load in microseconds and the content to meet our needs. Otherwise, we’ll move on and repeat.
Second, because our attention spans have dropped, we are more susceptible than we have ever been to what we used to call sound bites and video clips. Despite the intense global power of our internet search engines, we don’t want to take the time to look for the best answer or listen to competing arguments. We just want to form an emotional attachment to something we like or dislike, and move on to our next funny cat video, LOL text or email. This is why images and videos and sites like Instagram, Pinterest and TikTok have grabbed so much mindshare.
Third, the internet has let us to create, test and spread microtargeted political ads and propaganda more effectively and efficiently than any comparable advertising in the traditional media. These ads can be even more deceptive and manipulative than the attack ads that plague campaign mailers and television commercials. As we learned in 2016, they can be used by our global adversaries to sow dissent and division and undermine our electoral process. They can also be used by domestic organizations.
This is the essence of our problem: The internet and the social media culture it enabled make us more susceptible to fallacious arguments and allegations that are far cheaper and easier to target and deploy over social media. Start with something that fuels our desires or fears, add in a celebrity endorsement or some spicy cultural misconduct, mix well with traditional media coverage or social media targeting, and you have immediate and trending political impact. It’s hot, it’s sexy and it fills our short attention span. We don’t have time or interest to check it out, but we’ll tweet about it and forward it on to our friends. Far too often, our friends will do the same.
Let’s move on to the declining trust in our socio-political institutions. In America as in most established democracies, we have various institutions and leaders that help us understand and assess what we need to know when we exercise our right to vote. Examples include our religious and political institutions and leaders, our unions, the writers and commentators we respect, the traditional media, celebrities and sports stars, business leaders and so on. These guideposts provide perspective, and help buffer our individual and tribal passions, so we exercise our power to vote in a socially responsible way that builds and preserves our nation. (If you’re an activist, these are the institutions and people you criticize as entrenching the status quo.)
Today, surveys show Americans are losing faith in most of these institutions and elites. (Ironically, sports stars and celebrities seem to be holding up, at least with the people who follow them.) This loss of trust is happening at the same time the internet is making us more interested in easy answers. We are more willing to form a quick emotional opinion based on potentially misleading information on the internet than to spend the time and effort to form a well-reasoned assessment. We’re doing this at the same time we are becoming less willing to trust the institutions and elites we’ve historically used to help guide us as we exercise our democratic right to vote. It’s a bad combination.
You can see the impact of this convergence throughout our current political environment. We are more susceptible to radical political ideas than we have been since the 1930’s. Socialism. Packing the Supreme Court. Killing the filibuster. Adopting new economics that ignore Federal deficits and the costs of new social programs. Embracing leaders who have no Federal or even government experience. Calling out white men as unacceptable representatives of a diverse America. Considering a 37-year old and a 77-year old as presidential nominees. The list goes on, and it will become even more perverse as we approach November 2020.
To some, all this is a good thing. In the words of Silicon Valley, it disrupts our democracy, opening it up to new people and new ideas. It lessens the inertia our established institutions and elites impose on the rate and intensity of change. It gives candidates more access to the people who can elect them, counterbalancing the influence of wealthy contributors and PACs. If you are a progressive pressing for radical change now, it helps your cause and your dream of direct democracy driven by people on both coasts who support your ideals. If you are a political outsider, it gives you a chance to be discovered and to build a following to finance your campaign. If you are a typical elite or a policy wonk, on the right or on the left, it puts you at risk of being left out or pushed out of the conversation. If you are a white male Democrat, well, that’s its own problem, at least in the primaries. If you’re also over 50 or served in a prior administration, that’s even worse.
My concern is what these trends are doing to rational decision-making in our democracy.  A well-informed electorate is indispensable to a strong democracy. This is why freedom of speech is such an essential freedom.
If we are more susceptible to choosing candidates based on emotion, we will see less need to question the facts that surround decisions about policy and substance. We’ll be more willing to defer those matters to the leaders and groups we ‘like’. We will also be more susceptible to propaganda, whether it appears as fake news or misleading hyperbole. In addition, we will be more easily enflamed against some perceived political enemy or identity group. We will also be more readily attracted to political incentives and benefits that appeal to our base needs or desires (think free college tuition, forgiveness of college loans and Medicare for all, for example).
All this will make us more willing to accept, and even demand, extreme change in our political institutions and their leaders. At the same time, it will leave us less able to understand, assess and debate the changes that should be made. This will play well for candidates who either lack policy understanding and experience or who prefer to keep their political views undercover while running for election. Candidates who have policies and experience will lose voters either through boredom or having their positions chopped into negative sound bites. Either way, we’ll elect our leaders based on their personalities, their looks, their tribal identities, their broad aspirational visions, their impractical promises and their social media expertise. If you have doubts, just watch the upcoming primaries for the 2020 presidential election.
Trading a well-informed electorate for one agitated by emotional posts and tweets raises opportunities for the candidates who are prepared to take advantage of this new political reality. Because this shift is something we have never seen before, and it’s occurring at a time when political passions are already high, it also opens the stage to replace democracy with autocracy, whether on the right or on the left.
For some people, such a result would be untenable. For others, it would be just what they’ve been working so hard to achieve.
Of the thousands of people who read Valerie’s Op/Ed that day, at least two had particular interest.
One person was Andy Baker. When he was a student at UT-A, Baker had taken several classes from Professor Williams, including his departmental honors seminar. Sitting in his cube at the Sentinel Observer, Baker read through the Op/Ed, then saved it as a PDF in the China folder for his Bernbach project. He added an entry to his To Do List to call Professor Williams. When he was done, he logged into his Amazon account and ordered her book, Saving American Democracy.
The other person with interest was David Bernbach, who had automatically received a link to the Op/Ed from an online flag he had placed on Valerie’s name. After reading the piece, he sent a secure text to Fred Billings that read: “Bluebonnet at it again. See link, then call me.”
A few minutes later, Bernbach received the call from Billings. Bernbach said, “I don’t know where Bluebonnet finds the ideas for what she writes, but we need more passion and emotion out there, not less. She’s way too credible. We need to go after her objectivity.”
Billings said, “Understand. I’ll call Franks. He’s been working on this already. It’s good to have him on board.”




Chapter 24

More than a month after it happened, Eva was still shaken by the drone incident and the home invasion. The drone was bad enough, but the home invasion was deeply personal to Eva. As much as she wanted to look to Dan for help, Eva felt he was more annoyed than shaken. To Eva, Dan was only concerned about the potential loss of JPAC’s data. He was oblivious to any psychological impact the two events might have had on her or her friends, not to mention Daneva Tech.
With Dan’s narrow focus, Eva drove the changes to the physical security of their property. Within a few days after the incident, they had upgraded their security cameras and alarm system, adding more high res cameras and hidden silent alarm buttons across the house. Eva had started carrying an emergency button in her pocket when she was home alone. Dan had reluctantly put one on his keychain. They had added and upgraded smart phone apps to provide easier access to cameras and better remote controls for lights, locks and garage doors. They had installed a black chain link fence across the waterfront side of the property, with sophisticated people sensors along the fence line. They had also hired a builder to retrofit Eva’s master bedroom closet and the storage room in her studio to short-term safe rooms, which were finally nearing completion. They had even installed dash cams in their three vehicles.
All these steps except the people sensors made Eva feel better. Although they had used a military-grade system with AI, the people sensors initially produced sporadic false alerts that terrified her. The alerts chimed on their mobile phones and on boxes in the kitchen and the master bedroom. They also triggered outdoor lights and security cameras, which fed video to their phones and flat screens. As the AI got better at understanding what a coyote looked like, Dan and Eva became more patient at checking the cameras or waiting for a second alert. Within three weeks, the system was working as expected.
Eva was determined not to let the home invasion alter her lifestyle. She loved everything about where she lived: Her house, her studio, her gardens and the freedom she enjoyed. Although they might never be the same, she also loved her happy Mondays and the carefree spirit they represented. She was not going to move off the lake or change how she dressed or buy curtains for the windows in their bathroom. After all, this guy wanted information, not her. Yet, she worried about how she would handle what happened. She worried about how she’d feel when Dan was out of town or she was working in her studio at night or even when she was just taking a shower overlooking their garden terrace. She loved wearing whatever she wanted with their close friends at their crazy parties, but she did not love pulling off her orange top off to keep from being shot in her own yard.
She was still embarrassed to talk about her feelings with anybody, even Dan. Yet she knew she had to work her way through it. Some days, she did well, almost feeling back to normal. Other days, she overcompensated, leaving herself emotionally as well as physically exposed. On still other days, she concealed herself and her spirit, afraid to live as she had before.
Eva had gone to weekly counseling sessions for a month to help her deal with her reaction to the home invasion. The counseling helped, but she didn’t need a counselor to tell her the incident had shaken her self-confidence. Since she was a little girl, she had been mentally strong and independent. She could be soft and attractive on the outside, but she was tough on the inside, and proud of it. People around her, friend or foe, quickly learned she did not intimidate easily. She was not about to let that change.
Within a couple of weeks, she had traded some of her usual workout sessions for Jeet Kune Do, or what Bruce Lee called “the art of fighting without fighting” in Enter the Dragon. She had Dan join her for private training on personal security, including a high threat security driving course that had been eye-opening as well as fun. Despite her aversion to owning a gun, with encouragement from George and Mary Ball she and Dan had taken the courses required for Texas concealed carry permits. Eva had taken additional defensive shooting lessons at a local gun range from a friend of George’s, where she’d learned to aim and shoot rapidly, both from a fixed position and on the run. In the process, she had proven she was one hell of a shot with a pistol or a rifle. With two hands on the weapon and a solid stance, she was deadly. With advice from George, Eva had bought weapons and gun cases to secure them: Two Glock 22 pistols for home and one for each car, a Colt M4 Carbine rifle and a Remington 870 Express Tactical shotgun with 6+1 capacity, along with plenty of ammunition and extra magazines for the pistols and rifle.
Whenever Eva was annoyed or down, she went to the range to practice or take a refresher lesson, sometimes with Dan, but more often without. The sessions drained her frustrations and refueled her confidence.
Although the remediation of the cyber intrusions had commenced immediately, the data breach forensics had gone on for weeks. The cyber consultants had been unable to determine who sent the drone or used Eva’s access credentials to breach their home network or the Daneva Tech network, but they strongly suspected hackers under the control of the Chinese government.
They had found it easier to track how the account access had unfolded on the day of the home invasion. Whoever was working with the invader at Eva’s house had been able to log into Eva’s online password vault, using the access credentials Eva gave them and the two-factor authentication on her iPhone. That gave them access to every password and security question Eva had stored in the vault. Fortunately, most of the firewall, router and financial accounts required two-factor authentication. Unfortunately, the second factor was readily available to them through Eva’s iPhone.
The home invaders had successfully logged into the network devices and the Johnson’s personal financial accounts, using Eva’s iPhone for two-factor authentication when needed. No money was transferred, which added weight to the theory the hackers were state-sponsored. They had also logged into Eva’s Gmail and Exchange Online accounts, where they had presumably searched and copied her personal and business emails and contacts. In addition, through the home network they had logged into Eva’s laptop, which gave them access to all her files other than those with file-level encryption.
The forensics experts had found no evidence the hackers had gained access to JPAC’s company network. Notwithstanding Dan’s initial fears, JPAC’s data security infrastructure had held, largely because the home invasion had not exposed any logon information for his company systems and no one on his team had fallen for any of the numerous spearphishing efforts launched against them as the attacks unfolded.
The FBI had not shared whatever conclusions it had reached about the drone or the data breaches. No one had come looking for the drone before or after Dan turned it over to the agency. No videos from their pool party and no financial information had shown up online or anywhere else. Officially, however, both the drone incident and the home invasion were still under a Federal investigation now classified as Secret. Neither the FBI nor Dan’s IT team knew anything about the VADS software trojan the hackers had downloaded from Daneva’s company network.




Chapter 25

The due diligence on the CnEyeco system had moved swiftly and positively. The license negotiations had been a non-event, just as Bernbach had promised. Three weeks to the day after Ward flew back to San Francisco from Shanghai, PaprW8 had signed a licensing deal for exclusive rights in the U.S. and Canada and an option for non-exclusive rights worldwide. The financial terms were favorable, with a small upfront payment and volume-based licensing fees based on system use. Bernbach had been a key player in the negotiations, relaying back channel positions with Chen.
The toughest business point had also been the hardest technical discussion: How to assure access to the PII needed to power the CnEyeco software. Although the lawyers would describe it differently in the contract, PaprW8 essentially agreed to share its database with CnEyeco for use in China and CnEyeco agreed to share its US and Canadian database with PaprW8 for use in those countries. In each case, the database could only be used with the CnEyeco application.
The lawyers had added appropriate protections to document the parties respect for legally mandated protections on PII, including the transfer of PII across international borders. What the lawyers did not appreciate was the clever way these protections had been implemented under Ward’s direction, which made the protections far more effective in the documents than in the encrypted protocols used to access the shared data.
Hastings had been torn over how to deal with the PII. He initially balked at the idea of fudging the data privacy rules. Ward had been clear from the beginning the PII was essential to optimizing the value of the system. “Either do the deal and find a creative way to share the PII, or don’t do the deal,” she had said. To get Hastings off his morality horse, she had reached out to Bernbach, who had pressed Hastings to back off and leave the technical solution to Ward. Hastings reluctantly agreed.
Bernbach was more concerned about whether CnEyeco had enough PII on U.S. and Canadian users to matter, and if they did, whether the Chinese government would allow PaprW8 to access that data. Ward had reached out to Zhang for confirmation on both points, which came back in 24 hours.
The best part of the deal was the implementation. Working together, the engineers from the two companies had designed a hybrid cloud-based “software as a service” structure. This SaaS architecture allowed PaprW8 to run encrypted online queries against CnEyeco’s servers and data almost from the first day. Besides accelerating the “go live” date, this structure optimized access to personal data from multiple public and private data sources. In the process, it also obfuscated international data flows that might otherwise have triggered data privacy concerns.
At the last minute, Chen had called Bernbach and offered some AI-based image editing software at no extra charge. He said, “This code can be used to create digital edits that are hard to detect. The CnEyeco engineers think this software could also be made to detect alterations to photos and videos. They would like to work with PaprW8 on this to help identify fake news.” Bernbach threw the issue to Ward and Hastings, who agreed. The resulting royalty-free license gave each of their companies ownership of the code and any enhancements.




Chapter 26

Valerie’s department chair called her in for a meeting. When she arrived at his office, he closed the door. “Thanks for coming on such little notice. I’m glad we could get together. Please, sit down,” he said, motioning to the chair in front of his desk.
Albert Ammerman had been Chair of the Government Department for five years. They had co-authored a couple of papers together. In his early sixties and comfortably overweight, he had bushy grey hair and a ruddy complexion. He was universally adored by his students and the professors who worked with him.
“This is an odd situation, which is why I closed the door,” he said. “One of your students came to see me this morning, Mr. Shaquille Bryant. He was on a mission to use your personal wealth to discredit your work.”
“He came to see me about a month ago,” Valerie said, “right after I returned from making the keynote presentation at the New York conference. Said he was writing an article about me. It was an unusual conversation, but nothing seemed to come of it, so I forgot about it.” She told Ammerman about the paint throwing incident outside the conference and the photo of it her student had found on the internet.
“Well, a little more has come of it since.” Ammerman swiveled the computer display on his desk so they both could see it. “Here’s his article, which he apparently posted early this morning to a site called abolishtherich.com. He basically says your personal wealth keeps you from being objective. He also claims you’re using your maiden name in your professional work to hide your wealth and your bias.”
“Sounds like what he said when he came to see me. I’ll read the article. Is there more?”
“Unfortunately, yes. He’s orchestrated a campaign to post online comments on a lot of your articles.” Working his mouse, Ammerman pulled up some of the websites. “Here are some of the articles where they he or others left negative comments.” Moving to the student’s Twitter feed, he said, “Here’s his initial tweet of his article. As you can see, it’s gained some momentum.”
“Amazing,” she said. “I’ve never been subject to something like that.”
“I looked to see whether you had taught this student in earlier classes, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. Do you recall any previous interaction with him?”
“No, none.”
“The only other thing he said was your wealth and your dishonesty in trying to hide it made him and others uncomfortable in your class.”
“Oh, here we go. My wealth and devious efforts to conceal it are somehow triggering trauma in my students? Thank God I’m not teaching at Harvard. They’d actually believe that.”
She paused, then went on, “I’m sorry. This is just a little hard to take. I’ll be married for 25 years this year. Most every bio on me mentions I’m married and a lot of them mention my husband. I live with him, I travel with him, I go to events with him. I get mentioned by name in articles about him. When we were married, we were essentially broke. Using my maiden name in professional matters had nothing to do with money. I just wanted to be able to carve my own career, independent of his.”
Ammerman said, “I sympathize. You should read his article. He calls you out for misleading people about your wealth, but what I think he’s really saying is people shouldn’t trust your objectivity because of your wealth. In other words, even if you make sure people know you’re wealthy, they shouldn’t trust you or your work because you have money.”
“So, do I publish a summary financial statement as a footnote to my papers? Do we start assigning identity factors to grade the veracity of our research? Let’s see, minus 50 for having wealth, plus 10 for being a white female, minus 80 for being a white male, plus 100 for being a person of color, and so on? Do we add trigger warnings to my class listings in the University catalog that say ‘Caution, you may be offended because this professor is married to a successful, self-made billionaire’?”
“No, stop. You’re missing what I just said. He’s basically saying your wealth makes your work untrustworthy. At your wealth level, it’s a disqualifier. He’s saying your work has no place in the marketplace for ideas, and you have no place teaching and traumatizing innocent, impressionable students.”
Fire flashed in her eyes as his words sunk in. “Do you believe that’s true?”
“No, and neither will anyone else who knows you. But these are strange times. The pitch he’s making will resonate in the 2020 election, at least with the progressives who are already after the rich. If the Democrats are successful in adding wealth to their identity politics, your student may attract more followers than you think. He knows that. He’s going to do everything he can to gain publicity and credit for his prescience and his timing.”
“Thank God I’m at least female.”
“The troubling thing about all this is using identity flags to quash ideas and debate. Encouraging diversity and transparency in the marketplace of ideas is a good thing. Saying someone has no place in the conversation because of who they are or where they came from is not.”
“Do you have any advice for me?”
“I don’t know where this will go. I agree it’s good we’re in Texas, and not at Harvard. Nevertheless, politics can affect state schools as much or more as the elite private ones. Remember Beto O’Rourke came within 2.6 points of knocking Ted Cruz out of the Senate in 2018. Beto’s folksy social media videos attract younger voters, like our students. I think he’ll melt down in the debates. He’s a hollow suit wanna be, but we’ll see. Doesn’t matter what I think. Point is, his followers could have a heyday with this and that could affect the administration as well as the students.”
“Good reminder.”
“I have my regular meeting with the Dean next week. I need to mention this to him, so he’s not surprised. In the meantime, read the article and scan some of the posted comments. Set some online alerts. Check the student newspaper. Talk to your husband. Avoid talking to the media, student or otherwise. Also, be aware of your surroundings. Protests could be next.”
“OK.”
“With all that, try not to let this distract you too much. You’ll get through it.”




Chapter 27

The meeting was the second update session with Franks since he’d signed his engagement contract a few weeks earlier. Billings and Franks were at Billings’ North Carolina house. Bernbach was calling in over a secure phone.
Bernbach said, “For today’s meeting, I’d like to talk about three priorities, which I’ll call stir the pot, socialize structural change and crowd control. After that, we can talk about how we implement these priorities. We can also review some of the projects Mr. Franks already has underway.”
Billings said, “Let’s start with stirring the pot. To effect radical political change that will alter the structure of American government for decades, we need to leverage the frustration and fear of the American people, from the political class to the people in the streets. Not just the Democrats or the Republicans. Everybody, including the independents.”
Bernbach said, “To do this, we need to keep the frustration and anger building. Encourage the activists. Stoke the radical ideas and fears about socialism. Cue up the bitter old man and the angry schoolteacher, Warren and Sanders. Play up divisive issues like abortion rights, health insurance and immigration, even reparations for slavery. Let identity politics run. Emphasize the House investigations, Trump’s coverups and the cries for impeachment. Weaken the centrists and consensus builders. Accentuate the intraparty disputes between Pelosi and her far-left progressives. We want to see passion, fear and resentment, and people reacting to those emotions.”
“Where do you see the race card?” Franks asked.
Bernbach said, “Front and center. Count on it. With Trump running his mouth on Twitter, the AOC gang on the attack, the Democratic candidates out to get Biden and the media painting Trump as a racist, we won’t need to do anything but stay out of the way and cheer.”
Franks said, “Understand. The irony is Trump’s not much of a racist if you look at his business career. He’s an elitist with an unlimited ego, and he thinks he’ll lose his base if he calls anybody else out for being racist. Until he figures that out, he’ll play into our hands. The Democrats think his whole base is racist. Fact is, most of them are no more racist than the white union members in the Democrats’ camp. Whites on both sides could use some more appreciation of what it means to be Black in America.”
Billings said, “To have the effect we want, the partisan bitterness and anger lurking below the surface need to be visible. People need to see that anger, feel the risks and fear their families or friends could be caught up in it. The more real and localized the animosity, protests and even violence are, the better.”
Franks said, “I’m compiling a list of protest movements, activist leaders and political wannabes we can leverage. With the number of presidential candidates coming, generating regional and local news will be easier than usual. Our initial goal should be opportunistic—take advantage of things already going on, where we can sharpen the controversy. As we go forward, we’ll supplement that with our own creations. Once we get beyond the initial debates and the Democratic crowd begins to narrow, the intensity will pick up and opportunities for incitement will grow.
Bernbach said, “We need to build on the anger surrounding identity politics. Race and sexual identity are givens, but we also need to look at income inequality and age. A lot of the Democrat candidates and progressive activists will be slamming the rich with new taxes and personal attacks. Fear and greed will play well there.
“Age is also lurking behind the curtain. We can’t tax the rich enough to afford all the progressive programs. U.S. birth rates are down, below breakeven. Old people are becoming a much larger percentage of our population, making it even harder for younger workers to fund the taxes needed to pay for the social safety net for people who are no longer contributing to the economy. Whether it happens in 2020 or 2024, the conversation will eventually turn to a choice of taking care of the old or improving the lives of the people who are still productive. You can almost hear it now, if we cut Medicare benefits for end of life care, we can use the savings for Medicare for All, or for free college, or some other giveaway. Getting that issue out there will scare the hell out of the old people and help stir the pot.”
Franks said, “Wealth will be easy. Abolish the rich and all that, and not just for taxes but to alter the balance of power. Age could be interesting. We’ve got 40 years’ difference from Buttigieg to Biden and Sanders. Age will start out with tropes and euphemisms. It’ll be cast in terms of energy and new ideas and commitment to change, which are more polite than saying Biden is old, but the implication will be clear, and the media will make that point. We can help. The big step will be when spending priorities get discussed in terms of improving the lives of those who are building America’s future. If you’re old, it will feed your fear. If you’re young, it will drive your greed.”
Bernbach said, “We’ll want to use our Boston think tank to produce articles and research we can plant on traditional and social media.”
Franks said, “I’ve already started a list of topics and assignments.”
Billings said, “I want to add some context here about platform issues. We see a difference between the progressive platform planks—such as higher taxes, Medicare for All or the Green New Deal—and proposals that would change the structure of our government. “Both help stir the pot. At this point, we don’t really care how the platform issues go, if they generate controversy and disagreement. In contrast, the proposals for structural change add substantive value to what we’re trying to accomplish. So, one of our goals is to socialize structural change in a positive light. We want the traditional and social media to increase the public’s willingness to consider and accept structural change. Just like they came to accept same sex marriage. Just like they rushed to support the #MeToo movement and other liberal causes.”
“We’ve all seen the lists of potential changes,” Billings continued. “Things like eliminating the electoral college, packing the Supreme Court, changing the structure of the Senate and dropping the voting age to 16. We want to frame the conversation about these changes and mold public opinion toward them. Buttigieg’s intellectual approach can be helpful here. We’re going to need help with academic support, print media placement, social media campaigns.”
Franks said, “Watch for Buttigieg to help with this. He’s a good debater who comes across as an objective intellectual on structural change. His euphemisms for packing the Supreme Court are great. But he’s street fighter. He knows exactly what he’s doing and why structural change is so important to accomplishing progressive platform goals.”
Bernbach said, “We’re putting the final touches on our issues Super PAC, which will help with funding of some of these initiatives. Because the PAC will be dealing with issues only, it won’t be subject to contribution limits it won’t have to disclose the names of its contributors. We plan to use some PAC funds to fuel social media campaigns—both positive and negative, including fake news and disinformation projects. We’ll also fund payments to professors, researchers, opinion leaders and other elites for articles and research reports that support our points of view. Mr. Franks, as we’ve discussed, you’ll have access to funds from the Super PAC, but you won’t have to deal with the dollars or the contributors. The PAC’s management will handle all that.”
Billings said, “That brings me to another one of our goals, which is crowd control. Given the growing field of Democratic candidates for president, a lot of this will happen by default. We don’t need to waste time or money knocking out the weak players who have no chance of making it.”
Franks said, “We may peak out at 20 candidates or so, but most of them are kidding themselves. If they’re running for anything, they’re running for a long shot at being somebody else’s VP. By fall, the field’s going to be slashed by lack of money and support. The party rules on who gets in the debates this summer will knock out a few people, but the fall debate rules will take out a lot more. I expect the crowd will be cut in half by year end, and some of those will just be hangers on hoping for a break or a VP slot.”
Billings said, “Later on, we’ll want to get our marketing machine behind one or two strong candidates who can best help us achieve what we’re trying to accomplish. When we get to that point, we may need to take out some remaining candidates who could hurt our picks.”
Bernbach said, “We’re building a machine that can win in 2020 and beyond—a machine any presidential candidate would want to have behind them. When the time comes, we’ll align that machine with a leading candidate who will give us the influence we deserve. In between, we’ll use the machine to influence who makes it into the final pack. The main question at this stage is whether there are any likely survivors we’d prefer to damage sooner rather than later and, if so, how we do it.”
Franks said, “Virtual assassinations are an easy and effective tool. I’ve never seen a time like this, when one or two claims by someone no one’s ever heard of can take down the career of a person who has spent his or her life building a stellar record of commitment and service. This isn’t just #MeToo stuff. Actions and positions that were fair, logical and legal 20, 30 or 40 years ago get dredged up and used to demolish a good person. As crazy as the progressives are likely to get this cycle, even being part of the Obama administration may be enough to destroy somebody. The media plays a huge role here, perhaps because they’ve been emboldened by doing everything they can to ravage Trump.”
Bernbach said, “Anybody you’d put on the easy target list today?”
Franks said, “Have to include Biden. He’s immensely popular with the Obama crowd, he’s far more likely to beat Trump than the avowed socialists and he can raise big bucks the traditional way. So, he’ll be a survivor even though everybody will be shooting at him. If his centrist views create stability you don’t find helpful, he needs to be on the targeting short list before he attracts even more support. Biden will be an easy hit. You pick a few examples like race and women’s issues showing his lack of sensitivity to current progressive ideals. You can count on Harris and Booker to paint him as a racist at some point. If the attacks help their standings in the polls, it’ll be open season on Joe. Even Biden’s good work for Obama will get thrown in his face. We can be ready to build on all that.”
Bernbach said, “Who else?”
Franks said, “Kamala Harris could be another easy target. Like Biden, she’s going to take shots for the job she did earlier in her career as a prosecutor and attorney general. Her law enforcement work is out of style with progressives today. She’s also open for characterizing herself as a poor minority girl who did well, when in reality her dad was a Stanford professor and her mom was a medical researcher.”
Bernbach said, “Not as bad as claiming to be a Native American with one or two percent genetics. Anybody else?”
Franks said, “Buttigieg. He’s attracting a lot of attention early on, but the bloom may fade as the race goes on. His weak spots are his youth and his lack of experience on national issues. Plus, he’s got baggage from his police department in South Bend, which has been criticized for bad race relations before and during his tenure. Whatever he tries to handle the situation, it’s going to dog him. The gay issue won’t make much difference in the primaries, but you can bet Trump will use it in microtargeting if he makes it to the general.”
“So, would you play any of these now?” Bernbach asked.
Franks said, “Not immediately, but we should keep the topic on our weekly agenda. After the initial debates in June and July, we should consider some opportunistic test shots.”
Bernbach said, “I’d prefer to leave Biden and Buttigieg off the attack list for now. With 20 people gunning for Biden, he may need some help as the race unfolds. May sound crazy today, but I can see Biden-Buttigieg as a ticket we could support to produce radical structural change. Far different from Biden-Klobuchar, which we don’t need. Look at how to play Warren while you’re at it. She’s going to create a lot of emotion among her followers and detractors, and she could be hard to corral to our interests if she’s the last Democrat standing. If Sanders fades, she could dominate the progressives.”
Franks said, “Do we have a position on progressives versus moderates?”
Bernbach said, “Not at this point. The main goal for now is to use the progressive/moderate battle to stir the pot. Play fear and greed on both sides. Use the far-left progressive issues to spread bitterness and anger and set the stage for structural change.”
Billings said, “Let me add some more context before we move to specifics. Single-party governance is about winning the presidency and the Senate and retaining the House in 2020 and adding structural changes that will preserve and enhance control for years. That’s what we’re trying to accomplish.
“We’re not doing this for the party. We’re doing it for America’s future. Our political structure made sense 230 years ago. It doesn’t make sense today, when we’re competing with countries like China.”
Bernbach said, “Mr. Franks, it’s critical you understand that to us and to America, this is much more than trying to get our preferred candidate elected.”
Franks said, “I do understand. I get it. I’m ready to help you make it happen.”
They spent two hours talking through various options for implementing the goals Billings had laid out.  Among other things, they discussed how to put together their social media and data analytics team.
Franks said, “I typically use several smaller social media marketing firms so I can split up the work and make things harder to trace. Do you have any preferences on where we go?”
Billings had none. Bernbach said, “My main concern is to be sure we have the talent we need.”
Franks said, “The best outfit in the business is a company down in Austin called ‘JPAC’. Stands for ‘Johnson Political Analytics Consultants’ or something like that. ‘PAC’ doesn’t mean Political Action Committee. It’s run by a guy named Dan Johnson, who got his start working for Obama’s social media team in 2008. He has about 100 people, more during campaigns. He’s a wizard at creating messaging infrastructure and cross-testing and refining the results of everything. Uses lots of artificial intelligence. Unlike most of these guys, he won’t give clients exclusivity. But he does use separate internal teams for his clients. I’m sure he’s already working with some of the Democratic presidential candidates.”
Bernbach said, “I’ve heard of JPAC. Have you worked with them?”
Franks said, “Yes, several different assignments. Strong results every time.”
Bernbach said, “Sounds a guy we need with us.”
By prior arrangement, Bernbach dropped off the call and left the ground-level strategies for Billings and Franks. Billings probed Franks about his experience using virtual assassination to destroy credibility and careers. They re-visited their earlier discussions about collateral damage. Franks told Billings about his initial steps to create questions about Valerie Williams’ wealth and professional reputation. 
The two men shared an early dinner Billings’ housekeeper set on the dining room table. They ate overlooking the late afternoon sun on the mountains. Spring was greening the valley. At the elevation of Billings’ house, the bare trees were heavy with buds, but only the serviceberry trees and a few early dogwoods blessed by the warming sun were blooming.
Spring. Rebirth. The promise of things to come.




Chapter 28

The following day, David Bernbach’s driver dropped him off at the entrance to the Yale University Art Gallery in New Haven. Light rain was drizzling from grey skies, making the whole campus monochromatic. He took the elevator to the third floor and looked through the modern and contemporary art galleries. Thirty minutes later, he walked a few blocks to the Yale Law School for a meeting with Leonard Mayer. They met in a small seminar room a friend of Mayer’s had arranged.
Mayer was sitting in the seminar room when Bernbach arrived. Mayer was in a suit and tie. Bernbach was in a sport jacket with an open collar white shirt. “Thanks for getting here on short notice,” Mayer said. “I’m glad you were in Westport. At least you had a shorter drive than I did.”
Bernbach said, “I hope this was worth the trip, Leonard. It sure blew my day.”
“Mine as well, but we had to talk.”
“So, what do we need to talk about?”
Mayer said, “We have a young journalist who’s been working on a story that may involve you. He’s a bright young man, the kind who fancies a Pulitzer someday and just might get one.”
Bernbach said, “Well, do what publisher’s do. Kill it. Have him use his talents on some other story.”
“It’s not going to be easy to cut him off. His editor thinks he may be on to something and they’re both pushing to keep going. If I start making arbitrary decisions about this, it will raise questions. If we shut him down, this guy could easily take his theories somewhere else. He worked for The Washington Post for several years. Remember what they say about coverups. It’s not the act being covered up that does you in. What puts you in jail is a cover up that fails.”
“What’s his name, anyway?”
“Probably better if you don’t know at this point. I don’t need you doing something impulsive to divert his interest.”
“Thanks for your confidence. Keeping me in the dark may better for you or him, but it’s not better for me.”
Mayer glared at him through matte black eyeglasses. “Point taken. His name’s Andy Baker.”
Bernbach said, “OK, what’s Mr. Baker on to?”
“His basic premise is you’re using your hedge fund investments and your political connections to improperly influence the 2020 elections.”
Bernbach said, “What’s proper and improper these days is usually in the eye of the beholder. Nothing very exciting about his premise, although I admit I wouldn’t necessarily want my hedge fund investors to think I’m investing for political returns instead of financial returns. I’m doing it for both, by the way. What does he think would be so interesting about this to your readers?”
“Don’t patronize me, David. We’ve talked a lot about your goal of taking advantage of the bitterness and partisanship in our politics to drive radical changes in 2020 and usher in your single-party political system.”
“Yes, we both know I’m pursuing that. So what?”
“I guess it depends on how you’re doing it and who you’re doing it with. Let me tell you some of the things our Mr. Baker has got in his file box so far. He’s created a detailed matrix of your company investments and political ties starting with the 2008 presidential election. He’s aware of your investment in PaprW8. That news is already public, of course. He sees PaprW8 as a vehicle for using social media to target ads and influence voter behavior. He’s aware your fund is an investor in your friend Jason Chen’s China partnership fund, and he’s identified several of their portfolio companies in China he thinks could improve the effectiveness of PaprW8’s political advertising. He’s read a blogpost by Valerie Williams, which suggests the Chinese, having learned from the Russians, may be working to influence the 2020 elections. He’s compiled a long list of data breaches in the U.S. that have been attributed to the Chinese. He thinks the Chinese could be supplying or using stolen data on American voters to target ads or manipulate voter opinions., He’s trying to find a way to connect that to you or one of your companies. PaprW8 is at the top of his list. He has more, but you get the idea.”
Mayer added, “Incidentally, our journalist is going to Austin this weekend, supposedly for a wedding but maybe for other things as well. Besides Professor Williams at the University of Texas, there are a lot of people and companies down there he could find interesting, from Dell to CloudStrike to JPAC, the political analytics firm Rakesh Jain invested in. JPAC just may be the best political analytics firm in the business.”
“Is your man from Austin?”
“No, but he graduated from UT-Austin. He grew up in New York City. His dad’s a global M&A lawyer there.”
“And why would the Chinese decide to influence our 2020 elections?”
Mayer said, “Lots of reasons: to get rid of Trump and bring on a Democrat who’ll be more interested in spreading socialism than leveling tariffs and defending America’s interests in Asia; to stop Trump from trying to destroy Huawei’s global leadership in 5G technology; and to elect somebody like Elizabeth Warren, who’s intent on breaking up the big U.S. tech companies—which would assure Chinese dominance. As Valerie Williams said in her blogpost, the Chinese saw the huge return the Russians achieved in their rudimentary social media efforts in the 2016 elections. You know the Chinese business model for everything. Find it, copy it, make it better and scale the hell out of it. Why should influencing U.S. presidential elections be any different?”
“So, would the Chinese want a centrist like Biden or a progressive like Sanders?”
“I don’t think that’s the issue at this stage. They don’t want Trump. They want a U.S. partner who can put together a machine that can beat Trump. In the short term, the Chinese benefit from a machine that just makes Trump look like he can be defeated. If Trump looks beatable, the Chinese will slow walk the tariff negotiations, hoping he’ll compromise on easier terms to have a win ahead of the election. And if he loses, they’ll just wait for his predecessor to restore normal trade relations.”
“Is there more?”
Yes. What triggered this meeting today was a call I received yesterday from our mutual friend, Tung-Yen Lee, the social sciences professor at Berkeley. He was quite agitated. Said our journalist had tried to reach him and had left a voicemail message saying he was working on an article and wanted to ask him some questions. When Lee called him back, his first questions were about you.”
“About me?”
“Yes, and they were very pointed.”
“Fuck, Leonard. Why would your journalist do that? Why would he think a leading Chinese-American social science professor like T.Y. would know anything about me?”
“That was my question. He could have received a tip. Or he could have been fishing. You don’t need to dig far on the internet to find Lee’s reputation for being close to the Chinese government. You also don’t have to dig to find your father’s roles as an international banker and an adviser to Beijing in the eighties.
“Regardless of why Baker called him, here’s the important part. Lee told me very clearly your name cannot be publicly linked to anything suggesting the Chinese may be trying to influence American elections. If it is, he said his colleagues will cut you and your companies off. He said this would mean no data, no technology, no deals. I assume you know what he means.”
“I do.”
Mayer said, “I don’t understand the details of what you’re doing, and I don’t want to. No need to know. No desire to know. But I introduced you to Lee and I did it knowing you wanted an intermediary who could help you cut deals at the highest levels of the Chinese government. Based on what Lee said to me, I assume he’s helped you do this, or he’s in the process of helping you. Am I correct?”
Bernbach said, “You’re right, you don’t need to know. But you were good to tell me about Lee. We both understand T.Y.’s roles with the Chinese government and the party. I just hope your reporter’s dumb-assed questions don’t make him overreact. I have a lot riding on the relationships he’s helped me create. I’ll reach out to him.”
Bernbach paused, staring at the rain falling outside the window. Then he added, “Leonard, you need to do whatever it takes to kill this story. It’s not just my ass on the line. You’ve cut your own deals through Lee. You’ve used their data to help build your subscriber base. You’ve published misleading stories he’s supplied to you. You’ve helped the Chinese destroy the reputations of Chinese American activists. If your Mr. Baker keeps pulling strings, one of them may lead to you.”
“I’m aware of that, David. You and I go back a long way and we work well together. I can assure you of two things. I’ll do everything I can to keep this story from running. But if it does run, you need to understand I don’t plan to be in it.”
After getting back to Westport that afternoon, Bernbach called Ward, who stepped out of a meeting to talk with him. Bernbach said, “I need a quick favor. I just learned a Sentinel Observer reporter is researching a story on my political activities that may not be complimentary. Can you run a report on him using your CnEyeco test system and get it to me this afternoon?”
“Sure, if he’s in the database. What’s his name?”
“Andy Baker. I don’t have a photo yet, but there may be one on LinkedIn or someplace online. He lives and works in Boston. Used to be with The Washington Post.”
An hour later, Bernbach had the report, which ran 56 pages. It included information about Baker’s background, parents, education and employment history, along with a few photographs and copies of his bylined media articles.
After he’d scanned the report, Bernbach called Billings to have Franks set up surveillance on Baker, both in Boston and in Austin over the weekend when he’d be there for the wedding. Bernbach sent three photos from the report to Billings to help with the surveillance. He also called one of his best researchers, who promised Bernbach a credit report, a criminal records check, a lifestyle report and a lot more photographs no later than Monday. Fair Credit Reporting Act and other laws notwithstanding, hedge funds are good at finding information.
◆◆◆
 
That evening, two students were arrested for throwing blue paint on Professor Valerie Williams car at the University of Texas at Austin earlier in the day. Neither student was in any of her classes.
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“Ilove this one,” the elegant-looking woman said as she pointed to a large framed print of one of Eva’s digital flower designs. “The colors are so vibrant. The geometries are so aggressive. Was this produced from real flowers?”
Eva smiled. “Thank you. Yes, but in an unusual way. The print you see was created with a computer using artificial intelligence, or ‘AI’ as we call it.” Eva explained her collaborative process with her AI.
“That’s amazing,” the woman said. “Bill,” she called to her husband. “We have to have this. This one.”
They were at an evening reception for the opening of a sole showing of Eva’s work at a trendy gallery in downtown San Francisco, not far from Union Square. The turnout was strong, and the gallery was packed. The gallery owner had done a good job of promoting the opening and Eva’s work.
Eva had flown out alone the day before. The business trip was her first since the home invasion, and she was glad to have the distraction. Dan had volunteered to come along, but she knew she needed to go by herself to bring some normalcy back to her life.
She was in her element at the reception, surrounded by art patrons and artists, talking about her work. She was also selling her work at a good pace, which was the one objective measure of art appreciation Eva believed in. Looking the part she wanted to play, she was wearing a yellow silk jersey jumpsuit with long sleeves and cropped legs. The collar was turned up and the top unbuttoned just enough to reveal a gold rope necklace that dangled a single piece of orange coral between her tanned braless breasts.
In the second hour of the show, she noticed an attractive woman watching her from across the room. Later, the woman moved closer, waiting for an opportunity to talk. “Hi,” she said. “I’ve been enjoying your work and wanted to introduce myself. My name is Susan Ward. I’m COO of PaprW8 in Menlo Park.”
Eva said, “Thank you for coming. Where did you hear about my work?”
Ward said, “I’ve bought some things from this gallery and noticed you had a show coming up. I was interested in how you use AI in your digital work.”
“That’s great. Is there anything I can tell you?”
“I’ve seen your website. You’ve been in digital art since you graduated. Carnegie Mellon, I think. How long have you been using AI in your work?”
They spent a few minutes talking. As Eva sought to break away to mingle with some other guests, Ward said, “I see you live in Austin. Are you any relation to Dan Johnson, who runs JPAC?”
Eva said, “Yes, we’re married. Do you know Dan?”
“No, but I know we do a lot of political marketing for JPAC’s clients. He has quite a following.”
As the reception was ending around 9:00 p.m., Eva noticed Ward was still there, talking with the gallery owner in the back of the main room. The owner caught Eva’s eye and motioned her to join them. They were standing in front of a row of large black and white photographs Eva had created. In the middle, the line was broken by an 80” diagonal flat screen display hung vertically, like the one in Eva’s bathroom. The owner flashed through several photos on the screen until she came to a black and white version of Eva’s topless in New York shot. As several of the remaining guests looked on, the owner said, “I was showing this sequence to Susan and trying to explain how you do this amazing editing.”
Eva said, “I created this set using a digital editing program I designed with a classmate when I was at CMU. We’ve made a lot of progress since those days.”
Looking closely at the pixels on the display, Ward said, “This photo is really remarkable. It absolutely looks like you were there. Do you do all this manually or do you use AI in this too?”
“Oh, the software uses AI. We could never get this level of speed and accuracy manually.”
“Have you thought about commercializing this for other applications?”
“Yes, we started a software company some years ago. My former classmate runs it.”
“Is it also in Austin?”
“No, Pittsburgh.”
“What’s the name of the company?”
“It’s called Daneva Technologies.”
“I was really amazed by the way the photo of you in New York matched the angle of the light. Where was the topless photo of you taken?”
Eva said, “In my studio in Austin.”
“Did you take it before or after the photo in New York was taken?”
“It was after. The New York photo is a stock photo we licensed.”
“So, do you have some way of matching things like light angles and shadows?”
Eva laughed and said, “We have some sophisticated algorithms, but we tend not to disclose the details.”
“I’m fascinated. I’d like to talk with you some more about this. I understand you’re off to dinner now. Would you have any time to get together before you leave town?”
Surprised at the interest, Eva glanced at the gallery owner and said, “Yes, Linda here has us set up for dinner with some clients. I’m flying back to Austin early tomorrow, so it’s probably not practical this trip. Maybe we could do a call next week.”
“I’d like that. We’re looking at how to identify altered photographs in posts about fake news. It’s a huge problem for our industry. If you’d be interested, maybe we could evaluate whether it would make sense for PaprW8 to license your software.”
“I appreciate your interest, but I’m not sure we’re there yet.”
“We’d be glad to sign an NDA. We don’t want to pilfer your software. However, if it can help us with the fake news problem, we could be willing to offer you an attractive licensing deal.” Ward gave her card to Eva. “We should talk some more.”
“I’ll call you next week. Thanks for stopping by the show.”




Chapter 30

Xeng Li climbed onto the blue Yamaha WaveRunner she had just rented at the Lake Travis Marina and stowed her backpack in the storage compartment. She straddled the front seat and checked the controls. Minutes later, she was speeding down the Colorado River and cutting across the lake toward Dan Johnson’s boat house. Her long black hair flew behind her in the wind.
The weather was sunny and would have been comfortable except for the wind created by the speeding jet ski. Li was prepared, wearing a floatation vest and a thin black nylon wind jacket over a black bandeau bikini top and black yoga tights.
Ahead of schedule, Li did an extra loop around Dan’s side of the lake before tying up to his dock. There, she opened the jet ski storage compartment and traded her flotation vest and wind jacket for the backpack. Stepping onto the dock, she slipped the backpack straps around her shoulders and walked across the metal gangplank to the tram platform. Entering the access code, she rode the tram to the upper station. On the way up, she unhooked her bikini top and put it in the backpack.
Sitting on a lounge chair by the pool, with a towel wrapped around his waist, Dan watched Li as she walked up the winding pathway to the house. As she reached the pool, she slid the backpack off one shoulder, then the other, and carried it to a table. Dan stood. “Nice to see you. Like the look.”
“Nothing like a sexy massage girl,” Li said.
Dan moved toward her but stopped as she waved him off. “No, no. Work before play,” she said.
Opening the backpack, she pulled out a black plastic bag filled with four stacks of $100 bills held by mustard-color-coded paper straps. “The regular bonus, $40,000,” she said. “Do you have the drive?”
“Yes.” He walked to the kitchen bar and handed her a 128 Gigabyte USB drive. “It’s encrypted. Usual password.” 
“Nice,” she said. “Now, you get your massage.” She pulled off his towel. He was more than ready.
He lay on his back on the lounge chair and she began her work, using her lips and tongue to bring him slowly and relentlessly to the edge of exploding, but somehow backing him off just in time to prolong the experience. Again. Repeatedly. Each time, Li would smile and say “Good, good. Save it. Makes it better the next time.” Then she would kiss him and start again. There was no love, no romance, no emotion. There was also no sex, if you used Bill Clinton’s definition. Just a mutually beneficial commercial relationship between two talented consenting adults. Dan brought the valuable information he was trading to people half-way around the globe. Li brought the unique compensation that confirmed the value of what he had to offer.
Dan lasted almost 45 minutes before Li finally let him give in. Ten minutes later, Li was on her jet ski for the ride back to the marina. The two-hour rental had provided plenty of time.




Chapter 31

The next day, Eva was weaving her white Porsche 911 Carrera 4S Cabriolet through the heavy Friday afternoon traffic. She slammed on her brakes to let a red Kia Soul pull in front of her. The driver gave her a wave of thanks. “I swear, rush hour traffic in Austin is as bad as it is in San Francisco,” she said, cutting into the center lane.
“I’m just glad you’re driving,” Dan said from the black and red leather seat beside her.
They were on their way over to Rakesh and Valerie’s house for dinner when Eva’s cell rang. Answering on the car’s speaker, she said, “Hi, Valerie, what’s up?”
“We have about a dozen protestors in front of our drive gate. Our security guard is keeping an eye on them. If you’ll text me when you’re close, I’ll be sure he’s out front when you arrive.”
Eva said, “Are you and Rakesh OK?”
Valerie said, “We’re fine. No big deal. I’ll fill you in when you get here.”
Ending the call, Eva said to Dan, “Can’t wait to hear what that’s about. Do you know?”
“No idea. You know, if there are protesters there, we should probably stop and put the top up on your car before we get there.”
“Good idea. Let’s just do it now.” She pulled into a parking lot and pressed the button to bring up the convertible top. In seconds, it was on and locked. “Would have been better if we’d brought the SUV.”
As they turned onto the road to the Jains’ house, they saw the protestors clustered by the drive gate. Three cars were parked along the side of the road. The security guard was standing behind the gate. Eva pulled over and texted Valerie they were close.
“I count ten of them,” Dan said. “The guy in the blue tee shirt looks like he’s filming. Signs say ‘Abolish the Rich’ and ‘No Billionaire Professors’. Nice.”
Unlike the Johnsons’ house, which was in a separately gated estates area of a much larger gated community, the Jains’ house was on a large tract of land that fronted directly on a local public road, giving the protestors a place to stand along the right-of-way in front of the property.
As Eva approached the house, the guard opened the gate and walked out to warn the protestors away. Eva pulled the car up to the protestors, who were clustered between her and the open gate. The guard tried to shoo them to one side, but no one moved. Eva nudged the car forward and gunned the engine on the Porsche.
“Go easy,” Dan said. “Your dash cam is on.” Two protesters started slapping the soft convertible top. The security guard pushed through the protesters to Eva’s door. She rolled down the window.
“They were playing this game when I came to start my shift an hour ago,” the guard said. “If you can be patient, they should tire of this in a few minutes. Per our protocol, we recommend you stay in your car and not do anything to confront them. I can call for support if necessary. We have the plate numbers on the two cars up there. We’re filming this from cameras on the gate and the fence.”
Frowning, Eva nodded. Then she heard the high-pitched whine. Looking up past the guard, she saw a small drone hovering about 50 feet in the air. She said, “Dan, you’re not going to believe this. There’s a drone up there. Look out the windshield toward my side.”
Dan peered out. “You’re right. Must belong to the protestors. Probably getting some video of Rakesh’s big house with the protesters out front. Bet they’re happy you’re driving a Porsche.”
Five minutes later, nothing had changed except the drone had dropped down for some lower level shots of the car. Eva nudged the car forward and two of the protesters stepped aside, allowing her to get a yard closer to the open gate. Then two of the women protesters sat on the front of the car and started rocking it up and down. Fired up again, one of the men started slapping the top.
“That’s it,” Eva said. Ignoring Dan’s warning, she slammed the car into Park and flung her door open, almost knocking one of the protesters down. She stepped out and slammed the door closed. Dan tried to open his door, but two of the protestors jammed against it, making it impossible to open. As Eva stepped out, a tall male protestor pointed at her and yelled, “Look, a cute little rich bitch!” The protesters picked up the refrain by yelling “Rich Bitch” to a beat they made by slapping the car.
As the security guard tried to get to Eva and Dan struggled to get out, the man who had called her out stepped close to her. He was at least four inches taller and 50 pounds heavier than Eva. “So, what’s it like to be a rich bitch?” he asked. The nearby protesters laughed.
“Not bad, not bad at all,” she said, staring the man down. “So, listen up, people,” she yelled, pausing to smile at the drone. “You have every right to be out here on the street protesting whatever you’re protesting. But you don’t have the right to keep us from having dinner with our friends or to be beating on my car. You’ve made whatever point you’re trying to make, so we’d appreciate it if you’d move aside and let us in the gate.”
As she finished, the man said, “Hey, the rich bitch can speak!” The protesters picked up their chant of “Rich Bitch.” The man moved closer to Eva, placed his hands on her bare shoulders and looked down at her low neckline. Moving his eyes back to her face, he started to say, “Nice….”
Whatever he was intending to say, his words turned to “Ommph” as Eva drove her right knee into his groin. As he recoiled, reflexively pulling his hands off her shoulders, she spun him clockwise and slammed his face onto the hood of the car. As he hit, she grabbed his right arm and wrenched it behind his back, pulling it tight until he cried out.
The only other noise came from gasps from the crowd. The protestors froze. Dan finally forced his door open and stepped out. The security guard pushed toward Eva. One of the nearby female protesters said, “Damn. Are you a cop, lady?”
“Now people,” Eva said, still wrenching the man’s arm. “As I was saying, we’d like to visit our friends. We’ve all got this on video, so I’d strongly suggest you move on and do whatever you normally do on Friday nights. If you don’t get the idea we’re through with this, I’ll be happy to pull out my Glock and give you a real-world demonstration of what the Texas Stand Your Ground Law is all about.”
As the protesters began to disburse, she pulled the man up off her car. He glared at her. “Don’t fuck with me,” she said. “And don’t ever touch me or try to embarrass me or my friends. I was nice to you tonight.” She pushed him away. He walked toward one of the cars, head down, never looking back.
A few minutes later, Eva and Dan were in the house, exchanging hugs with Valerie and Rakesh. “We’re terribly sorry about that rude welcome,” Rakesh said. “We were watching and listening through the gate cameras. Did you notice those Abolish the Rich signs with the website address on them?”
Eva said, “I did. They looked professionally printed.”
Valerie said, “You did quite a job on that man out there, Eva. Whoever he was, he wasn’t one of my students.”
“Your security guard’s probably not happy with me and I’m sure Dan’s not,” Eva said, giving Dan a deadpan look. “I’m just glad it worked. I was getting hungry!” She laughed and excused herself to freshen up.
While she was gone, Rakesh asked Dan, “Does she really have a Glock in her car?”
“She does. It’s in a quick release locked case that meets the concealed carry law.”
The Jain’s house was large and open, with transitional architecture and high ceilings upstairs and down. The exterior brick was painted white. The roof was grey slate. The interior was simple but elegant, merging native sandstone and wood with rich fabrics and clean, cool shades of tan and white.
They had drinks and snacks on the rear terrace, overlooking the pool and the sweeping Texas Hill Country beyond. Native oaks and a sprinkling of walnut, sycamore and cedar elm trees dotted the rolling hills. Closer to the house, the natural vegetation blended into the installed landscape of magnolia, crepe myrtle and desert willow. Beds of evergreens were edged with spring pansies and petunias. The sweet fragrance of the petunias perfumed the terrace.
Rakesh and Dan were both wearing shorts and colorful untucked golf shirts. Removed from her professional life, Valerie was wearing a brightly colored Lilly Pulitzer skort and a low-cut white sleeveless top. Eva had on a short flower-print sundress with a v-neckline and an open back with crisscross straps.
What started out to be an informal Friday night dinner to catch up turned into a long evening of surprising and troubling stories. Valerie explained the details behind the protesters, beginning with the blue paint thrown on her car at the conference in New York.
Valerie said, “I’m hoping the campus part of this protest nonsense will play itself out over the next few weeks. I’m not teaching this summer, which should help things settle.”
“Do you think wealth will be an issue in the 2020 elections?” Eva asked.
Valerie said, “Probably so. It’s one more extension of the Democrats’ identity politics, which I despise. I’m concerned about violence if it gets out of hand. The progressives are moving from higher taxes to socioeconomic restructuring that realigns political power. Just look at Warren. Combined with promises of free everything and inciteful claims about racial bias, it’s a short step for people to believe that wealthy companies and individuals don’t deserve to have what they have. What some people used to call a government entitlement mentality could easily turn to self-help to remedy the inequities.”
“There’s just so much anger out there on every issue. Who benefits from all the anger?” Eva asked.
Valerie said, “People at the extremes on either side of the political divide. People who want to see significant change in American policy priorities and the structure of American democracy.”
Rakesh said, “Valerie, wasn’t one of David Bernbach’s questions in New York about America’s susceptibility to radical political change?”
“It was,” Valerie said. “You don’t think….” She stopped.
“Probably not, but you never know,” Rakesh said.
“Rakesh, how are you feeling about the progress on your project to bring America together?” Eva asked.
“I’m pleased so far,” Rakesh said. “I had a call this afternoon with the New York agency that’s working up some sample commercials to convince leading businesses to support the project. The pilots are looking good. The big test will come when we have focus group discussions with senior executives to see if we can build corporate support.”
Valerie’s cook had prepared crab cakes, roasted eggplant and braised brussels sprouts for dinner, with a salad of fresh orange and grapefruit slices served over chopped baby kale and almonds. As they ate on the covered terrace, Dan and Eva brought Rakesh up to date on the drone and home invasion.
Eva talked about her trip to San Francisco for her gallery opening. “It was good to be back in my art world. The home invasion took a toll on my self-confidence.” She told Rakesh and Valerie about her discussion with Susan Ward’s interest in Daneva Tech’s image editing software.
Rakesh said, “That could be a home run financially. Fake images are a big problem for the social media companies. You could end up licensing all of them. Don’t give anybody an exclusive!”
After dinner, they had dessert wine on the rose garden terrace beyond the pool. As Rakesh poured the wine, Valerie said, “I talked with one of my former students yesterday, a man named Andy Baker. He’s a journalist for the Sentinel Observer in Boston. He’s doing a political story about the use of power, influence and technology in presidential elections. He called me about an Op/Ed I wrote, and we ended up talking for an hour. It sounds like he’s got his hands full with this story. Anyway, he needs some off-the-record background about technology and social media use in elections. Naturally, I thought of Dan.
“Would you be willing to talk to him, Dan? He’s very sharp. Spent several years with The Washington Post before he moved to the Sentinel Observer. He’s going to be in town this weekend for a wedding tomorrow. He’s staying with relatives here in Austin. I’m meeting with him on Sunday before he flies back. I know it’s a bad weekend, but any chance you could spare him an hour?”
Dan gave a pained look to Eva, who smiled and nodded it was OK. “If you think I should do it, the answer’s yes,” Dan said. “He’d need to come by our house. Sunday’s Easter. After 2:00 p.m. would be best for us.”
“Wonderful. Thank you. I’ll call him tomorrow and introduce you by email. I’ll leave the scheduling to you.”




Chapter 32

David Bernbach was just finishing lunch at his golf club when he received a call from Alice Harper, the former CEO of a Minnesota consumer products company Bernbach had helped take private several years earlier. When the company was sold to a larger competitor 34 months later, the investors tripled their money and the management team did very well. Alice deserved a lot of the credit, both for convincing her board to go private and for recasting the company’s business strategies to drive shareholder value. After the sale closed, Alice had taken some time off before accepting a new position as CEO of a publicly traded packaged foods business. She and Bernbach had remained close, permanently bound by their mutual financial success. To Bernbach, any call from Alice was worth answering.
“Hi, Alice. Beautiful day here in Connecticut. What’s going on?”
“Not much. We’re in Florida for Easter. I’m at Universal Studios in Orlando with the kids. We’re heading back to the beach tonight. Meant to call you before we got away. This may not be important, but I thought I’d pass it on since I know you’re always playing politics in your spare time. Rakesh Jain, the tech guy, called me a week or so ago to take my temperature about being part of a group of companies supporting an initiative to reunite America, as he called it. He’s concerned about the polarization of our politics and wants to try to do something about it.”
“Really? That’s interesting. What did you tell him?”
“I told him we’d take a look, but a lot would depend on how it was implemented. Turns out he’s using the same ad agency we use. They’ve made some pilot commercials, which he agreed to share with me if I’d give him some comments. I saw three of them on Thursday before we left for Florida. They’re quite good. Anyway, I wasn’t sure whether you were aware of this or not, so I thought I’d give you a call. Always good to have some excuse to talk with you.”
“I wasn’t aware he was doing this. Thanks for the heads’ up. Do you still have the commercials?”
“No, I had to do a video share with my ad agency to see them.”
“Have you talked with Rakesh about what’s next?”
“He’s planning to socialize the pilot videos and some other materials over the next few weeks. His goal is to launch no later than July 4th.”
“Good to know. If you get anything you can pass on, I’d love to see it. Would also be helpful to know who he’s talking to about this. Text me the name of your ad agency. Have fun on the roller coasters!”
◆◆◆
 
Later that afternoon, Bernbach reached Billings and told him about Alice’s report. “How the hell did we not know about this? Do you think Rakesh was already planning this project when we met him in New York? That was only a few weeks ago. I’ll find somebody to make some calls to find out who else he’s talked to. I’ll also get a line into his ad agency. In the meantime, call Franks and tell him we need to turn up the heat on Bluebonnet. Also, get him thinking about what we can do to target Jain. We need more political bitterness and contempt, not less. It’s bad enough to have to put up with whatever mainstream campaign Biden’s planning to run. We don’t need Rakesh Jain out there singing Kumbaya.”




Chapter 33

That evening, Bernbach had a call with Billings and Franks to talk about countering Rakesh’s plan. Bernbach said, “I’m not sure he’ll get the support he wants regardless of what we do, but we can’t take any chances. We need to fatally wound this before it gets any momentum.”
Franks said, “This is one where the fear/greed mix is in our favor. We should use that.”
Billings said, “Which means what?”
Franks said, “Politics runs off fear and greed. Business too. Rakesh’s program sounds great on the surface. What could be more beneficial than saving American democracy? But the benefits are hard to measure, and the business risks of supporting Rakesh’s program are real. All we need to do is get the fear started. Which politicians are going to like Rakesh’s program, and which are going to dislike it?”
Bernbach said, “Among the Democrats, Biden will like it most. The whole thing plays to his unification message and his tradition of service. Moderates like Delaney and Hickenlooper should be OK with it. All the progressives are going to dislike it. Because it could help Biden, Trump won’t like it. Plus, he’ll see ‘reunite America’ as a personal shot against him.”
Franks said, “We’ll use the politicians who don’t like the program to create fear in the potential sponsors. We’ll get the right campaign aides to make some phone calls to the CEOs of likely sponsors, expressing concern their company is looking at sponsoring ads that favor one presidential contender over another and warning them this won’t go well on social media. Once we get some mileage there, we’ll leak the concerns to the media, which will amplify the risk. With luck, Trump will tweet something controversial before he has any idea what’s really going on.”
Billings said, “Do you think Rakesh would go forward even if he can’t get the corporate support he wants?”
Bernbach said, “He’s got the funds to spend a lot of money if he wants to.”
Franks said, “He could try to create some impact on his own. If he tries, we can make him look like any other billionaire trying to use an issue-based Super PAC to protect his wealth. He may have some effect by himself, but it won’t be compelling. We can put a backup plan in place to target him with some character assassination that will help him decide to pull the plug. The work we’re already doing to reduce his wife’s credibility could be useful there.”




Chapter 34

Andy showed up as scheduled at 2:00 p.m. Easter Sunday. Eva buzzed him through the gate and opened the door as he walked from his car. Expecting to see a run-of-the-mill newspaper reporter, she was surprised. Wearing khakis, a black golf shirt and loafers with no socks, he looked like the male lead out of central casting for a romantic comedy. He was tall, trim and remarkably good looking, with brush-cut black hair, hazel eyes and a movie star smile. He said, “Hi, you must be Eva. I’m Andy Baker. Thanks for letting me come by on such short notice.”
Eva shook his hand and said “Good to meet you. Let me take you to Dan’s study. Would you like something to drink?” Planning to do some work in her studio, she was barefoot, wearing white shorts and a red jersey top with cap sleeves, a modest front and a low cowl back, which showed off her tan and most of her back. Andy followed her though the living room.
After some small talk, Andy and Dan agreed on the rules of engagement. Andy said, “OK, everything’s ‘on background’ and ‘not for attribution’. But just to be clear, I can use the information to chase other leads and I can use the information if I can corroborate it someplace else. If you want more protection, the best approach is not to tell me.”
Dan said, “OK. Just understand I don’t want this meeting or anything I say attributed to me or my company, directly or indirectly.”
Andy said, “Agreed.”
Andy moved through his background to the technology discussion. “From what I’ve read, your company is a leader in political analytics and using targeted social media in political campaigns.”
Dan nodded. “Correct. We like to think we’re the best in the country at what we do. It’s brought us a lot of business with influential candidates and office holders at the state and federal levels. Major stakeholders in the electoral process also use us to assess what’s going on in different elections—big companies, unions, non-profits, investors and wealthy contributors.”
Andy continued, “I’ve read reams about using technology in politics, from Obama’s early efforts in 2008 to Trump’s work and the Russian interventions in 2016. I’ve also read about how AI and facial recognition will change the game even more. I’ve dug into the Chinese efforts in both of those fields. With all that, I’m still trying to understand the additional tools or assets someone would need to take political marketing technology up to a new level.”
Dan said, “One area is data. Even if you’re not using AI, personal data on the people you want to target is essential. The more details you have on more people, the more effective you can be in targeting them and in building messaging that will provoke or excite them. Personally identifiable information, or ‘PII’ as we call it, is very valuable. If you’re using AI, data is even more important. You need lots of data to train your AIs, which is what we call the computers providing the artificial intelligence.”
“How do you get the data?”
“If you’re a company like Facebook, you build your database over time by vacuuming up personal information from your subscribers, preferably with help from thousands of apps feeding even more personal data to your system. If you’re a politician, you use that data when you advertise on Facebook, Instagram or wherever, but you also build your own database—from contributors, for example. If you’re a foreign country, you probably steal a lot of it. Especially in the world of big data and AI, being able to scan and link data on millions of voters from diverse sources, public and private, can aggregate a surprising amount of information.
“We tend to worry about how Facebook is handling privacy. You mentioned the Chinese. Think about all the hacks of public and corporate information in the U.S., reported and unreported: passport data, driver’s licenses, voter registrations, government personnel records, insurance and health data. Then think about meshing all this data with social media PII and letting your AI computers combine it and paint a picture for you. The real magic is figuring out how to attribute anonymized data to PII you already have. If you want to go further, add in the ability to use facial images to attribute bits and pieces of PII to a single person. This is why the social media companies want you to turn on facial recognition.”
Dan went on at some length. Andy made notes as they talked.
Andy said, “Who are some of the players on the technology side?”
Dan gave him a few names.
Andy said, “Do you know PaprW8?”
“Sure.”
“Do you know their COO, Susan Ward?”
“No, but Eva met her at a gallery reception in San Francisco last week.”
“They must do targeted political ads as part of their business. Has your company worked with them or their political clients?”
“I’m not going to talk about our clients. Having given you that disclaimer, it would be surprising if some of our clients had not used PaprW8, along with Google, Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and many others.”
“OK. I noticed Eva is an artist. Digital art using AI, cool stuff. I also learned she’s the co-founder of a company that’s working on digital editing software for images.”
“You’re right on both.”
“I was wondering if I could talk with her before I leave.”
“She’d probably be willing if she has time. Subject to the same ground rules we talked about earlier.”
“Agreed.  Are you familiar with a Chinese company called CnEyeco Tech?”
Dan thought for a moment. “No, I don’t think so.”
Andy said, “I read Professor Johnson’s husband, Rakesh Jain, owns a majority of your company.”
“Yes. He and I are the only shareholders.”
After they talked for another half-hour, Dan took Andy to Eva’s studio and handed him off. Eva gave Andy her usual public explanation of her artwork and Daneva Tech.
While she was showing him some of her digital flower pieces, Andy said, “Dan told me you’ve met Susan Ward, the COO at PaprW8.”
Eva said, “I met her Thursday evening. She came to the opening of an exhibition of my work at a San Francisco gallery.”
“Has your software company done any work with PaprW8 or a Chinese company called CnEyeco Tech? I would think they’d both be interested in your digital editing capabilities.”
“We haven’t, although Susan was interested in learning more about what we do and how we do it.”
“What do you do and how do you do it?” he asked, flashing his warm smile.
“Sorry,” Eva said.
“Well, you must do something interesting. I’ve heard In-Q-Tel is one of your investors.”
“You have big ears. But sorry, again, no comment.” Eva said.
“OK, can you show me any examples of images you’ve produced with your editing software?”
Eva smiled and said, “Sure. The digital flower pieces in this room were created with my AI software, but not the new digital editing tools. I can show you some digital editing examples in the other room.”
She led him into the windowless room where she did her computer work. She pulled up some images on one of the large video screens. Flashing through several photos that had one or two individuals in various rural and urban settings, she said, “All of these people are real. All the places are real. We edited the people into the settings, using AI to increase the speed and accuracy of the pixel by pixel editing. This isn’t green screen stuff.”
“Could the same technology be used to detect fakes—photos that have been altered?”
She smiled and said, “Conceptually, yes. I am not going to comment on what our software can do.”
His eyes scanned the darkened room, searching for anything of interest on the walls. Walking over to a large purple cork board on the wall with some 8x10 black and white photos pinned to it, he asked, “Is this you?” He was pointing at a print of Eva’s topless photo on Fifth Avenue.
“Yes. I forgot that was up there. We did that a few years ago when we were trying to get some attention about what our technology could do. The photo of me was taken here in this studio. The Fifth Avenue photo is a stock shot from Getty.”
“Do you sell those prints?”
She laughed. “No and you can’t have that one. We do license a series of images we’ve created that includes that photo and a couple of similar shots in other locations. The images come with an 80” 4K display and a controller. Collectors usually buy them.”
“You mean your editing is precise enough to hold up on an 80” display in 4K?”
That was enough. Eva couldn’t resist. She turned on one of the big vertical displays on the wall, pressed a few buttons on the controller and sequenced to her Fifth Avenue topless image. “There you go,” she said.
He walked closer to the display. She left the image up. He gaped at the photo.
After a full minute of silence, she said, “OK, tour’s over. Anything else we need to talk about?”
He said, “No. That was, uh, very impressive. Thank you. You’re very, uh, very talented.”
Eva shut off the display and said, “Thanks. Can I ask you a question?”
“OK.”
“When you do investigative reporting like this, do you ever worry about pissing somebody off who might come after you?”
He looked at Eva for a moment, then said, “Did Professor Williams say something to you about that?”
“No, but I think you just answered my question. Can I have one more?”
“Maybe.”
“You haven’t told me who you’re targeting for your story. You asked about CnEyeco. Any chance the Chinese are involved?”
“Now it’s my turn for no comment.”
Eva smiled. “Here’s my card,” she said. “My cell number’s on it. If you need to follow up, shoot me a text.” Andy gave her his card in return. “Valerie Williams said you have relatives in Austin. Any chance I know them?”
“Debby Jenkins is my mother’s sister. Debby is my aunt. I stayed with Debby and Steve this weekend. Do you know them?”
“I do, although we don’t see them often.”
Eva took him back to Dan and returned to her studio. After another 15 minutes, Dan walked him to the door. Andy promised to stay in touch. Dan gave him his mobile number.
◆◆◆
 
When Andy reached the crowded gate for his 7:30 p.m. JetBlue flight to Boston, he didn’t notice the woman shooting pictures of him with her phone. She or one of her associates had covered every flight from Austin to Boston that day, waiting for him to show up, just as she had done in reverse when he flew into Austin on Friday.




Chapter 35

Andy hit the office early on Monday, looking forward to his weekly progress meeting with his editor. The 10:30 a.m. meeting was a disaster. The rest of the day was worse.
After listening to Andy’s update, his editor was less enthusiastic than he had been about the Bernbach project. The editor pressed Andy about what he really knew and what was merely speculation, repeatedly questioning why he didn’t have more corroboration. When Andy made the mistake of suggesting the editor wanted to kill the story because it was politically dangerous to the Democrats, the editor came unglued, jumping to his feet and saying “Don’t you ever accuse me of something like that! I’m the guy who put you on this story! It was my idea! You little bastard! You’re lucky to have this job.”
Rather than apologize, or at least sit quietly, Andy shot back. Standing three inches taller and inches away from his pudgy editor, he said, “Mayer put you up to this, didn’t he? He’s not only trying to protect his political buddies; he’s trying to make sure he doesn’t get pulled into this too!”
Glaring at Andy, the editor put his hands on Andy’s shoulders and shoved him backwards, once, twice, three times, until he was almost out the door of the editor’s office. “Get your ass out of here before I fire you right now.  See me right after lunch and we’ll decide whether you still work here anymore.”
Not waiting for lunch, Andy took the elevator downstairs. Andy walked along the Freedom Trail toward Park Street Station and the Boston Common. He didn’t notice the man across the street who tailed him as he left the building.
Stopping for a couple of slices of take-out pizza, he strolled into the broad expanse of the Common and sat on a bench for 40 minutes overlooking the Frog Pond, watching moms and nannies push their babies around the colors of spring. After downing his pizza, he walked south from the Common into the Boston Public Garden, circling the long pond there before heading back. As he entered his office building, his tail broke off, crossing the street to return to his watchful waiting. Upstairs, Andy went straight to his editor’s office. His editor wasn’t there.
Back at his desk, Andy checked his work emails and voicemails. One voicemail caught his attention. A recorded male voice said, “Andy, you and I were students at UT-Austin together. I’m a software engineer in California. I have some information you may be interested in. Text me so we can set a time to talk.” He left his mobile number. Andy put the number in his phone and went back to his editor’s office.
When Andy walked in, the editor said, “Since you mentioned his name this morning, I talked to Mr. Mayer. I was ready to fire you, but he stepped in and saved your job, for now. You’re a talented journalist, but you’re off base on this. You’re overreacting to my efforts to assure you have a story that will hold up. This could be an important piece and it needs to be done right. You’re on a witch hunt, and I’m not the witch. We’re putting you on paid leave for two weeks. Think of it as a cooling off period. When we finish here, you need to go by HR to sign the paperwork and get the details, which include leaving your notes here and staying away from the office for the full two weeks. I hope this works out for you and us.”
Andy said, “That’s bullshit! I’m in the middle of a big story. You said that yourself. What if I don’t want to be put on leave?”
“You can resign, now. That’s your only other choice. It’s your call, but the decision’s a no brainer. Take your two weeks with pay and think about your options. Worst case, you take another job when your leave’s over.”
Andy looked across the floor of cubes and out the wall-to-wall windows toward Boston Harbor in the distance. He watched the planes landing at the airport across the water.
His editor said, “Andy, take the leave.”
Finally, Andy said, “OK. You’ve been a good mentor.”
◆◆◆
 
On the Green Line MBTA train to his Brighton apartment, Andy texted the California engineer who had left the voicemail. The engineer called Andy at 4:00 p.m. Pacific. “My name is Joe Porter, the man said. “I’m a senior software engineer at PaprW8 in California. I’m not sure you remember me, but we were in some classes together at UT-A. We also worked on some journalism club projects.”
“Yes, I remember you. What’s up?”
“I’ve read some of the articles you’ve done for the Sentinel Observer.
I was showing one of them to my girlfriend recently and bragging we were in school together. She’s into politics, right-wing stuff, and she’s always got some conspiracy theory. She’s been in heaven ever since Trump got elected and the press and the liberals have been all over him. God, she loves Fox News.
“She has this idea some rich political guy who invested in my company is planning to use us to help the Democrats beat Trump in the next election. I don’t pay much attention to her theories, but last weekend I came across a background report on you our COO ran on a new system we’ve licensed from another company. It had all kinds of personal information about you and your family. I noticed it because I’m integrating the new system into our operations. She ran the report on one of our test systems. I recognized your name and mentioned it to my girlfriend. That was all she needed to hear. She was all over me to call you. So, I reached out. This could get me fired, so you have to forget I ever did this.”
“Did you read the report? Do you know what’s in it?”
“It was what we call a summary report, but it was larger than most I’ve seen. Maybe 50 pages. I looked through some of it, but I didn’t pay attention to the details.”
“Do you know what happened to it?”
“No idea.”
“Why would I be in your database? I don’t have a PaprW8 account.”
“This new system has access to amazing amounts of data. Let me just leave it there.”
“You said PaprW8 is licensing this new system. Can you tell me who you’re licensing it from?”
“No.”
“But it’s a Chinese company, right?”
“Yes. How did you know?”
“Part of my job. Would you be able to send me a copy of the report?”
“No way. We have so many security controls, I’d be nailed for sure.”
They agreed to stay in touch.




Chapter 36

That same day, Eva was up before dawn, excited about her first Monday in weeks with Dan at home and no contractors around finishing up some security project. She had already showered, made coffee and set out fruit and granola for breakfast by the pool. Pouring hot coffee into a favorite mug, she walked around her wildflower gardens. The bluebonnets and Indian paintbrush were blooming.
She was determined to make the day a turning point, a truly happy Monday—something she had struggled with ever since the home invasion. She was wearing white mesh pants cropped to mid-calf and tied low over her hips. She decided to leave her top off for breakfast to help kickstart their day. The weather was doing its part. Sunny and clear, with a high forecast in the low 80’s.
She was still energized from her trip to San Francisco.  Just being out by herself had refueled her self-confidence. The gallery opening had been rewarding financially as well as emotionally, and she was anticipating nice commissions from two of the three couples at the dinner following the opening. The COO from PaprW8 had been an interesting distraction. She’d talk about her today with Steve Cole.
As she was turning back toward the house from her flowers, Dan stepped out of the house in his grey running shorts and a red and white tee shirt. Calling out to her, he said, “Hey, nice top! Happy Monday!” 
“Happy Monday to you, too! After the weeks of wiring and construction, it’s nice not to have any contractors around. It’s especially nice to have you here for a change.”
They ate their breakfast by the pool, lingering longer than normal even for a Monday. After they cleared their plates, Eva pulled off her mesh pants and dove naked into the pool for her after-breakfast swim. Dan went to his study.
Eva climbed out of the water, showered in the pool shower and pulled on white terry short shorts and a white golf shirt with the Daneva Tech logo on it. With a few minutes to spare before her first call of the morning, she made some hot tea in the kitchen.
Back in her studio, she connected with Steve Cole on a Skype video call. Eva told him about Susan Ward’s interest in their software. “She’s pretty sharp. She noticed how the software aligned the lighting angles and shadows. She was full of questions. I did our usual job of not saying much, although I did finally tell her we were working on some neat enhancements.”
“How’d you leave it.?”
“I told her I’d discuss it with you. I also suggested we’re probably not ready to give them a look.”
“I’d agree with that. Do you want me to call her?”
Eva said, “Yes. You can probe harder on the technical side of what they might be interested in. I’ll send you her contact info.”
“Fine. I’ll call her early next week.”
After the call, Eva returned some emails. She also followed up on some gallery orders and talked to her print framer and a several galleries showing her work. Still enthusiastic about the gallery opening in San Francisco, she typed some ideas about the future shows she had coming up.
As noon approached, Eva made southwestern chicken salads for lunch. Slipping into their master bedroom, she took off her golf shirt and shorts and wrapped a short sheer flowered sarong around her hips, tying the knot so the opening in the short skirt left most of her right leg exposed.  She left her tan breasts bare, smiling as she looked at her reflection in the mirror. They ate on the porch, overlooking the pool. 
As Eva brought the salads to the table, Dan said, “You know you’re spoiling me. If you’re trying to convince me I need to work at home more often, it’s working.”
She laughed and said, “I know better. We both have too much to do. But it is fun occasionally, and we’re definitely overdue.”
Dan said, “So, what’s on your discussion list?”
“Mostly follow ups from the drone and home invasion.” They spent some time discussing the security improvements they’d made to the house and grounds. Eva talked about her progress with Jeet Kune Do and her follow up training at the gun range.
Then Eva said, “I’m concerned we’re not thinking clearly enough about what happened.”
“How so?”
“OK. First, you seem convinced whoever did this was after JPAC’s technology. You’ve never thought they could be after Daneva Tech’s software, yet they hacked into the Daneva Tech network and not JPAC’s. Both JPAC and Daneva Tech are working on some valuable technology. Maybe they were after both of our technologies.”
“Alright. What else?”
“I don’t think you’re hearing what I’m saying, Dan. I get the feeling you don’t think Daneva could have any technology anybody would want.”
“I’m probably guilty on that. In fairness, I’m not current on what your software can do. Maybe you and Steve can do a demo to catch me up.”
“We can do that, but it would be nice if you’d show some respect for what we’re doing.”
She stared at him until he looked away. “My second point is who’s trying to get what we have. I think it’s the Chinese. The drone, Li’s little battery pack and the cyber forensics all point that way. Then we have the FBI getting involved, claiming national security and going dark on us.
“You could be right. But where does that take us?”
“I’m not sure, but it does say we’re dealing with more than some casual hacker. If it’s the Chinese, the stakes could be high, and we need to recognize that.”
“Maybe, but the Chinese dabble in a lot of things to see what they can find that might interest them. They cast a broad net.”
“Well, I think it’s China. If the Chinese are involved, what’s the deal with the drone video? Did the drone just happen upon a topless pool party when it came by to probe our networks? Or did somebody want the video? Personally, I don’t care, but I don’t think Sally and Debbie and the other girls would feel the same way. I’m still concerned about the impact on my girls’ group.”
“They may just need to get over it,” Dan said. “We may never know for sure. If the Chinese have the video, I still don’t think it will go on the internet. I don’t see a lot of blackmail value.”
Eva glared at him, but let it go. “Do you know whether the FBI has been able to access whatever video is there?”
He said, “No idea. The FBI’s good at asking questions but useless in providing answers. It’s frustrating.”
They talked about summer vacations. Dan brought up the possibility of using Bernbach’s house in the Tetons. Eva suggested going hiking in Banff and Lake Louise in the Canadian Rockies. Dan said, “Wherever we go, we should wall off some time soon. The 2020 election cycle is already upon us. I’m going to have a harder and harder time getting away.”
Standing up and stretching, Eva said, “Enough of this. Walk with me down to the tram before we get back to work.”
He happily joined her.
At the tram, they stopped to look across the lake. A few boats decorated the deep blue water. Turning, she wrapped her arms around him and pressed her body against his. Looking up, she kissed him more passionately than she had in weeks. She felt him grow firm against her. They kissed again, longer, harder. His hands caressed her bare breasts. She pulled the tie on her pareo, letting it fall to the ground. She guided his hand right to the edge of losing control, then cried out softly and shuddered as she gratefully lost it. Once. Twice. Then she held him until her breathing settled. Looking at him, she smiled and said, “Well, I guess I needed that.” She held him for a moment longer, then said, “I haven’t been down this tram since the home invasion.”
He said, “I know. We need to get back out on the lake. You need to get back on a jet ski.”
She said, “We do. I do. Today’s the first day I’ve felt comfortable at home in a long time. I’ve been strong and independent my whole life, but I lost that self-confidence after the home invasion. I felt it coming back in San Francisco last week. Slamming that asshole at the Jain’s house on Friday helped, too.
“I know what I have to do. I have to stop playing defense. I have to get back on offense. I’ve been that way my whole life. It’s who I am. It’s why I’m able to be good at what I do. It’s why I love life so much. I’m sorry I lost that for a while. Thank you for putting up with me and helping me back.”
“I love you. Besides, if today is an example of what I have to do to help you back, I’m happy to help.” He smiled.
She picked up her sarong and tied it back around her hips. “Ride down to the boathouse with me. I need to go down there.”
Scanning the lake, he hesitated.
“It’s fine,” she said. Today’s Monday. The lake’s pretty empty for the day after Easter. But people or no people, let’s go down.”
They stepped onto the tram platform and entered the code to start the descent. Arms around each other’s back, they watched the lake as the tram descended. When the platform stopped, she led him across the gangplank to the boathouse. They stood in the sun on the deck, watching the boats out on the lake. She stepped behind him, putting one arm around his chest and sliding the other hand into his shorts. He responded quickly and she kept going.
She said, “Will you take me out on one of the jet skis? We don’t have to go far. I just want to go out with you.”
“Like that?”
“Why not? I’ll be behind you, hugging your back.”
“OK, but you’re going to need to stop doing what you’re doing if you want me to drive a jet ski.”
She stopped and they lowered one of the jet skis. Dan took off his shirt and they climbed on. He sped away from the boathouse toward the middle of the lake, steering away from some boats as they approached. The temperature was perfect. The wind and water were calm. Eva pointed to the north side of the lake where the river entered and said, “Head up there, away from the traffic.”
“I thought we were staying close by,” he said. She pressed her breasts against his back and kissed his neck.
After a few minutes, she said, “Let’s idle a bit.”
He swung the jet ski around sharply, cut the engine to idle and faced the nose back toward their boathouse.
She nuzzled his ear and slid her right hand back into his shorts. “Your turn now,” she said, hardening him almost instantly. “Don’t go away.” Removing her hand, she climbed over him to the storage box and pulled out two huge towels like the one she had used to cover herself when she was chasing the home invader. Dropping both on his lap, she untied the pareo and put it in the storage box. Standing and facing him completely naked, she wrapped one towel around her chest. “You can leave those shorts on if you want, but you’ll be a lot happier with this.” She handed him the other towel. Balancing carefully, he clumsily pulled one leg at a time out of his shorts and sat back on the towel.
Still facing him, Eva pulled up her towel and sat in his lap, kissing him deeply and arousing him faster than even she expected. He wrapped his arms around her as they kissed again. Pushing herself up with her legs and one arm, she guided him into her. His arms helped support her as they found a rhythm. It didn’t take long, but it was more than enough for them both.
After a few minutes of holding each other in the afternoon sun, Eva stood up, put the towels back in the storage compartment and tied her pareo back on. This time she arranged the gap in the fabric so it was between her legs, leaving any frontal modesty to come only from the two dangling ends of the fabric. She grinned at Dan. “Don’t want you getting bored,” she said. Dan stepped back into his shorts and drove the jet ski slowly toward the boathouse. Still topless, Eva warmed her breasts against his back.
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After dinner at his apartment Monday evening, Andy called Valerie Williams. They talked for almost an hour. Andy told her he’d been put on two-weeks’ paid leave. Building on their earlier conversation, he told her what he was working on, and explained why he was concerned about his job.
After a while, Andy asked Valerie if she knew David Bernbach. She said, “Yes. I met him a few weeks ago. My husband and I had breakfast with him and another man in New York City.”
“Are you working with Bernbach on any political projects?”
“No. Definitely not. I share my thoughts about the political landscape, but I stay away from taking partisan sides.”
Andy said, “Bernbach is the man at the center of the conspiracy. Please don’t let this out. It could be dangerous for me.”
Valerie said, “I need to be able to tell my husband about Bernbach. He’ll won’t share it.”
Andy said, “OK, but please, no one else unless you clear it with me. Do you remember who else was at that breakfast meeting?”
“He was an older gentleman. A former CEO of a big chemicals company, I think.” She put the call on hold and checked with Rakesh. Back off hold, Valerie said, “It was George Billings.”
◆◆◆
 
After hanging up with Valerie, Andy sent a text to Dan and Eva. It read: “Thanks for your time on Sunday. Wanted to let you know I’ve been put on two weeks of paid leave, beginning tomorrow.”
Curious, Eva called Andy’s cell. “I saw your text and wondered what happened,” she said.
Andy gave her the play-by-play about being put on leave. He also told her about the call he’d received from his UT classmate. Andy said, “I think I’m being followed. Maybe I need to get out of town for a while.”
Eva said, “Might be a good idea. If this story is as big as you think it is, you need to watch yourself.”
◆◆◆
 
Andy walked to the Star Market a few blocks from his building for groceries. As he hit the sidewalk, he passed a young woman in jeans and a brown tee shirt leaning on the building next door to his. Walking down the street, he glanced back. She was following him. He took a detour around a block. She was still there, in plain sight. He went into the market. She followed. He left the market without buying anything. She went out. He went back inside. She was there. After he checked out, she followed him back to his apartment. When he got back to his building, she kept walking to the corner, then paused, watching as he went inside. Whatever she was doing, she made no attempt to hide it.
◆◆◆
 
Later that evening, Valerie told Rakesh about her call with Andy. “He’s convinced David Bernbach is involved in a business and political conspiracy associated with the 2020 presidential election. He thinks Bernbach is working with the Chinese. Andy’s concerned about confidentiality. I assured him we wouldn’t tell anyone he’s focusing on David.”
Rakesh said, “Of course we’ll honor that. Those are strong allegations. You sure he’s not hallucinating about the Russians and 2016?”
“Maybe, but he was a bright student. I probably never told you, but I wrote a blogpost a couple of months ago where I suggested the Chinese may have learned from Russia’s social media successes in 2016. I basically said the Chinese way of copying something, making it better and deploying it en masse could work with political campaigns as well as it has in other areas. Andy told me he had read that piece.”
“So, you’re the one who put the bee in his bonnet.”
“On the Chinese involvement, maybe so. I didn’t say anything about David Bernbach or any of his companies. Do you think David could be up to something like that?”
“I don’t know. The breakfast we had with him and George Billings in New York was a little odd. Seemed like David was thinking through some grandiose ambitions.”
“The Sentinel Observer put Andy on paid leave for two weeks. He thinks they’re trying to kill the story but don’t want to risk firing him or telling him outright to stop working on it.”
“Maybe he’s actually on to something.”
“Or he’s been watching too many movies about journalists,” Valerie said. “You may think this is silly, but what if we invited Andy to come down here for a few days?” Rakesh started to speak, but Valerie held up her hand. “Hear me out. My classes are almost over. I’m always looking for research talent and he’s obviously pretty good. I’d like to show him the material behind the blogpost I wrote and pick his brain about his conspiracy theory. I’d also like him to look at all the abolish the rich stuff being thrown at me on the internet. He might even be able to help you frame up some ideas about how to play your project with the media.”
Rakesh said, “It sounds nice, but you need to remember this guy is a journalist. Anything we say can and will be used and held against us in the court of public opinion.”
“Fair concern. I still think it’s worth a call to see if we could work something out. He can’t be having fun up there worrying about what happens next. He could probably stay with his Aunt while he’s down here.”
“I know how you are when you get an idea like this. Play it out as you think best. Just remember we’re both really busy. I can’t babysit this man.”
◆◆◆
 
Valerie called Andy. Before they could talk through the details, he said yes, he’d love to come. An hour later, he texted Valerie: “Arriving AUS tomorrow SW1366 4:50pm. Renting car. Staying with my Aunt Debby. Open return. Please call re your schedule.”
His next text was to Eva.
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Unlike the woman who had openly tailed Andy at the Star Market the night before, the man who followed him to Boston’s Logan International Airport on Wednesday morning never caught his eye. Fortunately for Andy, the man lost him in the hectic security lines of Terminal A. Knowing the terminal, the man could logically conclude Andy was flying Delta or Southwest in the next couple of hours. The question was which city he was going to. Almost two dozen cities were possible. Bernbach’s people gambled on three of them: New York City, Austin and San Francisco. When Andy walked off his Southwest flight in Austin just after 5 p.m., they hit pay dirt.
The Austin shadow followed Andy to his Aunt Debby’s house, videoing both his rental car and his Aunt’s house.
By early evening, Bernbach had still photos and video confirming Andy was in Austin. The following morning, another tracker tailed him to Valerie Williams office at UT-Austin.
Furious, Bernbach called Leonard Mayer. “Your man Andy Butler flew to Austin yesterday. He’s staying with his Aunt. Any idea why’s he back down there? He’s been meeting with Valerie Williams since 9:30 this morning. This can’t be good.”
Mayer was no help. “I’m not going to ask how you know those things, but what am I supposed to do? We’re working on the problem. We put him on two weeks paid leave on Monday. We’ve locked him out of our company network and his business email account. He went to school in Austin. He had Williams as a professor. He has family in Austin. We’ll handle this when he comes back to work in a couple of weeks, assuming he comes back.”
“Leonard, he may be on leave, but he’s still your employee.  You need to get him off this case. If you can’t or won’t….”
Mayer interrupted, “You don’t want to finish that. You’ve made your position clear. You and I have a valuable relationship. We have mutual interests here. We can do a lot more together. Respectfully, you need to calm down. Being impulsive in situations like this can turn a minor matter into a disaster.”
“We may not have a lot of time. Thanks to your man’s stupid call to T.Y., the Chinese are watching how I deal with this. T.Y. called me over the weekend. They expect action, not two weeks of paid leave.”
“I hear you, but you’re overreacting and you’re getting emotional. You need to let this settle.”
After his discussion with Mayer, Bernbach took a deep breath and walked outside his office to clear his head. He called Billings. Ten minutes later, Billings was on the phone with Franks discussing what to do about Andy.
Franks was clear. “We’ll deal with it by the weekend,” he told Billings.
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Early the following morning, Franks sent two encrypted updates to Bernbach and Billings. The first read, “On Bluebonnet, finding additional leverage opportunities. Beginning to trend. More to come. See example links below” and then included several links to website posts and tweets impugning Valerie.
The second update simply said “Stirring the pot. Go to www.revengematters.com. Been working on this for a while. Bots spreading. Already viral.”
Bernbach saw Franks’ updates before Billings did. When he went to the Revenge Matters site, he found only one article. He read the story:
Secret Preview of Democrats’ Action Plan
for a Single-Party America
By the RevengeMatters Team
RevengeMatters has gained exclusive access to a draft document that lays out the Democrats’ secret plan to position themselves for single-party rule in 2020. The remarkable paper calls for stripping away the existing procedural safeguards in the House and Senate, packing additional Justices onto the Supreme Court and enacting key legislation to assure progressive control for decades.
The draft was provided by a reliable source with high-level access to Democratic strategy. The Democrat candidates for President and the Democrat members of the House and Senate we showed this to all refused comment. We have been unable to reach Speaker Pelosi. Although we expect to hear the no comment responses turn to denials and allegations of fake news, the plan resonates with existing conversation within the party. It also reflects the increasing influence of the progressive wing of the party. The individual items listed on the action plan are not new. What is new is the party commitment to implementing the ideas in the 2020-2024 timeframe you’ll see in the plan.
We are printing the entire document below so you can make your own assessment. For clarity, the Additional Commentary is part of the document we received.
CONFIDENTIAL DRAFT – DO NOT DISTRIBUTE
Single Party Action Plan (SPAP)
2020-2024
With Democratic control of the White House, the House of Representatives and the Senate in 2020, the following steps will accomplish lasting realignment of American politics and usher in progressive single-party rule for decades.
This Action Plan is based on the following important realities:
First, to achieve success, long-standing Congressional norms must be altered at the outset. This action should be taken only if we have the discipline to follow this plan to completion.
Second, the current imbalance in the Supreme Court must be corrected before any important legislation is enacted. Having a clear majority of the Court is essential to protecting far-reaching legislative changes from judicial interpretation or override.
Third, structural reforms must be prioritized ahead of platform and policy legislation.
ACTIONS FOR 2021:
Adjust Procedural Norms in Congress.
Eliminate PAYGO, which requires any bill that increases entitlement spending or decreases revenues be offset by corresponding tax hikes or decreased spending.
Ignore the Federal Deficit in considering and passing new programs.
Alter the Senate Filibuster, which effectively requires 60 votes to pass significant legislation (base action here on Democrat votes available after 2020).
Expand the current reconciliation process, which applies to less significant legislation (this could require replacement of the Senate Parliamentarian), or make it harder or even impossible to filibuster legislation.
Increase the size of the Supreme Court – at least 3 to 5 new seats.
Make nominations and provide Senate consent to fill new open seats on the Supreme Court. (Note: Swear in new Justices before enacting any important legislation.)
Enact H.R. 1 – For the People Act (approved by House in early 2019).
Voting and Election Laws – increase access, enable online registration.
Campaign Finance – increase disclosure, eliminate “sidecar” SuperPACs.
Ethics – increase disclosure of individual donors, restrict lobbying.
Enact American Equality Tax Reform Package – aimed at the Super Rich:
Income Taxes;
Estate Taxes;
Wealth Taxes.
Enact Federal Data Privacy Legislation, including Tech Tax.
Enact Immigration Reform:
   Immediate pathway to citizenship and voting for Dreamers;
      Accelerated pathways to citizenship and voting (three-year and five-year options) for other illegal immigrants.
File Other Platform Legislation (e.g., climate, college tuition, health care, other tax reform).
ACTIONS FOR 2022-2023:
Enact Other Platform Legislation (e.g., climate, college tuition, health care, other tax reform).
Pursue longer-term (2021-2024) structural changes:
Reduction of voting age to 16 for elections to Federal office;

Statehood for the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico;
Division of California into two states (North and South);
Direct national election of President (eliminate Electoral College).

ADDITIONAL COMMENTARY:
Sweeping the Federal elections in 2020 does not assure longer-term dominance. The structural changes above are intended to assure the Democratic Party dominates all three branches of national government for decades.
H.R. 1 comprises over 500 pages of legislation, much of it seemingly benign and overdue, but some of it extensive in impact. Mitch McConnell has called it a “power grab” and the “Democrat Politician Protection Act”. It’s hugely important to our dominance.
The point with tax reform is to focus on the Super Rich and not get bogged down on broader tax policy or reversing Trump’s tax legislation. The goal is to increase the taxes on this group both to win voter support and to reduce the excess funds they can contribute to the Republicans. Note H.R. 1 includes Federal subsidies for candidates who use small contributions to fund their campaigns.
Data privacy and the tech tax will be popular with the public’s anti-Tech backlash and provide an opportunity to enact legislation that will have a chilling effect on corporate involvement in political campaigns and issues.
The immigration changes will offer an opportunity to add even more voters to the rolls in advance of 2024.
The references to other platform legislation are placeholders. The substance and timing of this legislation are beyond the scope of this plan, so long as it is not prioritized ahead of the recommended structural changes.
The 2021-2024 structural changes are placeholders for actions that require additional participation to achieve. Together, these will deliver additional voters, Senators and Representatives to our party. We must find a way to implement all of these in time for 2024. Voting age is the easiest to accomplish. Formally abolishing the Electoral College is the most difficult. Having the Supreme Court in our camp will be helpful on several of these issues.
Bernbach sent an encrypted reply to Franks, copying Billings. It read, “Whose site is that? Where did that document come from?”
Franks replied, “Just doing my job. Site is ours. We own URL. Suggest we leave details to next call. This has legs. Watch media.”
By evening, the Action Plan was everywhere. The timing was impeccable as the media was looking for any story to keep politics in the spotlight after the letdown from the Mueller report. Blindsided, the Democrats initially did their best not to comment or even talk at all for fear of being asked. As the RevengeMatters site had predicted, the “no comments” moved to denials and accusations of fake news.
The conservative media had a heyday, claiming that the plan showed the Democrats’ true intentions to seize one-party control at any cost to democracy. To bolster the paper’s validity, they quoted dozens of articles from liberals and progressives recommending the same actions the plan espoused, and in some cases more.
The liberal media was all over the place, not sure whether the paper was real, but recognizing the ideas were, and the paper probably did reflect ongoing conversations and maybe even a formal commitment within the party. Most of the Democratic presidential candidates willing to talk did their best to hedge their positions by vaguely saying the ideas were interesting or blaming the Republicans for making it necessary to consider all the options. This was significantly harder for the centrists like Biden, Klobuchar, Hickenlooper and Delaney and the experts in vision and vagueness like Beto O’Rourke. For Pete Buttigieg, it was an opportunity to repeat his call for structural reforms in American democracy that would make it easier to accomplish the progressive agenda. Some of primary opponents even suggested Buttigieg was behind the post, given how closely it aligned with some of the changes he advocated.
Outside the leadership and the presidential candidates, progressive Democrats widely applauded the plan. By the following day, initial polling showed strong progressive support for the plan, which led key progressives in the House to pile on the bus. In contrast, polling showed the plan infuriated the Republican base, worried most independents and drew mixed support from the rest of the Democrats. President Trump was the biggest beneficiary. In another day, the media would report his overall approval rating topped 50%.
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As Franks’ Single-Party Action Plan reverberated through the social and traditional media, Bernbach and Ward were attending a technology, communications and media conference at the Marriott Marquis Hotel in New York City. Bernbach was there to hear presentations by several of his portfolio companies, including PaprW8. Ward was there for one-on-one meetings with investors and dinner with the investment bankers who were sponsoring the conference.
Ward met Bernbach for drinks before her dinner with the bankers. They met in the hotel’s Broadway Lounge, overlooking a rainy Times Square. Ward said, “What’s up? You seem concerned.”
“I have a potential problem with the press. I need your help and your confidence. This is very sensitive.” Bernbach told her about the reporter and a little about the conspiracy story he was pursuing.
Ward said, “Sounds ominous. Also sounds like I only know bits and pieces about what you’re doing. Look, David, I’ve tried to respect your ‘need to know’ fixation, but if you want my help with whatever this is you’ve got to cut me in on the big picture. Otherwise, find somebody else who wants to give you half-baked advice based on half-assed information.”
Bernbach looked away, then said, “Fair comment. It’s the way I work. I use silos. Always have. We’ve had this conversation. Dividing things up helps protect people and information.”
“I acknowledge the principle. It works for the military. It works for terrorists. It works for our company. But it doesn’t build trust in situations like this. The issue here is simple. You either trust me to be involved with you at a higher level or not. If you don’t want me in that broader role, don’t ask me for that kind of help. If you do, tell me what I need to know to give you advice.”
Bernbach said, “We probably don’t have time to cover everything before your dinner meeting and mine, and you’re flying out early in the morning. Let’s discuss what we can now and, if you’re still in, find some more time to talk about it.”
Bernbach laid out the pieces of the puzzle he was using to implement his political strategy. He reviewed the Chinese technology and data deals he’d made and restated the role he saw for PaprW8. He described his relationships with JPAC and his separate personal arrangement with Dan Johnson. He told her about Billings and Franks’ Special Ops. He mentioned the Super PAC and discussed the flow of funds in and out. He explained the think tank operation and how articles and papers were created and moved into print and social media.
“I’ve told you a lot,” he said. “You now know more about this than anyone in the world other than me. If that’s not trust, nothing is. Before we go on, I need to know, are you still in?”
“Yes. I don’t have your experience in politics, but I can play this game. I can be the partner you need. I’m willing to take the risk. But let’s be very, very clear. I expect to be a general partner, not a limited partner. Don’t box me off. Don’t leave me out.”
“Done,” he said. He smiled and extended his hand across the small table. Eva made no move to reciprocate.
“We need one more understanding,” Ward said.
“What’s that?”
“When the time comes, I expect to become CEO of PaprW8.”
“Well, of course, you’d be the likely successor. But I can’t control that by myself. I mean, Hastings has his supermajority stock and the other….”
Ward raised her hand to stop him. “Hear me. I said when the time comes. Today, he’s still valuable as the founder and creative visionary. But the time will come, and I have the evidence to make it happen when he’s no longer needed. Indisputable sexual misconduct and harassment, not with me by the way. When the shit hits the fan, I expect to have your absolute support. OK?”
“Agreed,” he said. This time, they shook hands.
Bernbach continued, “Now, we need to talk about some details.” He explained the Chinese concerns about the reporter and the need to look decisive. He talked about the ongoing work to damage Valerie Williams’ credibility. He mentioned the virtual assassination efforts underway against Harris and Warren. He talked about Rakesh Jain and his project to reunite America and why it needed to be stopped.
Ward said, “You have a lot going on. When you use the term ‘virtual assassination’ I assume you mean using social and traditional media to injure somebody’s reputation?”
“That’s right.”
“Are you using photos in any of your posts or planted stories?”
“I don’t know. Why?”
“We deal with that stuff every day. Altered images are part of the fake news problem. They can be very effective. Most of altered photos are easy to detect once you look closely, but most people don’t look closely. Do you remember the image editing software we got as part of the CnEyeco deal?”
“Vaguely.”
“We’ve been testing it, in part to see if we can find a way to use it in reverse, to detect fake photos instead of creating them.  So far, no luck on the detection side. But the software is amazing for creating fakes. If your Special Ops people need help with creative photos for their posts, we can deliver edited images hard for anyone to identify as fake.”
“What about your people? Can you trust them?”
“Yes. We’ll set it up as part of our internal program to test the software. If you can get someone to tell me what you need, we can even source some of the raw images. Let’s talk about it tomorrow night when I get back.”




Chapter 41

Thursday morning, Andy and Valerie Williams were sitting in her office at UT-A, trading theories and supporting materials about potential Chinese involvement in the 2020 elections. They spent several hours working through the details. Andy diagrammed all the companies, people and events they came up with and compared them against his matrix of Bernbach’s business and political activities. They pasted electronic questions and comments into the diagram, providing threads for additional follow up.
Andy said, “I keep thinking PaprW8 is playing some intermediary role between Bernbach and the Chinese. It’s one of Bernbach’s portfolio companies and with the right additions to its technology it could be a much more powerful player in political marketing. Bernbach has close connections with Jason Chen, who has investments in a lot of Chinese tech companies. We know the Chinese are using personal data to control their people. They have the world’s best facial recognition tools and the strongest controls on social media. If I were Bernbach, I’d be packing all that into PaprW8 so I’d have a domestic vehicle to deploy everything.”
“Have you talked to Eva about Chinese technology being deployed in U.S. elections?” Valerie asked.
“No, why?”
“I don’t want to betray any confidences, but I think she’d be interested. By the way, Eva and I are good friends. Does she know you suspect David Bernbach? Have you told her his name?
“Not yet. I’m not sure she needs to know who I’m investigating, especially if there’s a chance Bernbach could be a client of JPAC.”
After lunch on campus, Valerie filled Andy in on the attacks claiming her wealth biased her work. As she showed Andy some of the abusive tweets and comments, she said, “This is worse than it’s been. The comments are moving beyond the wealth issue to allegations about racism and making women and people of color uncomfortable in my classroom, which is nonsense.”
Andy navigated through her Twitter feed and the comments posted to her blog and articles on other sites. “It’s definitely ugly and the pace has picked up. Have you looked at the photos on some of these posts?”
“Not recently. I saw the earlier ones with the protests at Columbia, the signs and paint on my car here and the group outside our house.”
“I saw those. What about these more recent ones with photos of you in your classroom and at political rallies?”
She looked at the photos Andy pulled up. One showed her being confronted by students in class. Another showed her at a Trump campaign rally. Yet another placed her at a white supremacist meeting. “I don’t know what those are, but they’re not real.”
Andy enlarged the photos on the laptop screen. “The quality of these is pretty bad. They could be fakes.”
“I don’t want to sound like Trump, but they have to be fakes. Who would take the trouble to do that?”
“You’d be surprised.”
◆◆◆
 
Valerie stepped out of the office to take a call on her cellphone. It was Sally Jones, the professor who had introduced her at the keynote speech she had delivered at the Columbia political science conference. Sally was president of the association that had co-sponsored the annual conference. Valerie said, “Hi, Sally. Good to hear from you. How are you doing?”
Jones said, “I guess that’s my question to you. How are you doing with all this criticism?”
Valerie said, “I’m OK, although I’ve had a hard time dealing with it all. As objective as I try to be, I keep trying to decide whether there’s anything to the idea wealth biases my views on political science matters. The other allegations about my being biased against immigrants or people of color are absolute nonsense.”
“It has to be hard on you. We discussed your situation at the Association board meeting yesterday. The Board requested I ask you to resign as chair of your committee on Democracy in America.”
“Really?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so. They just thought it would help you lower your profile for a while.”
“Help me, or help the Association?”
“Well, both, I guess.”
“I see. Alright, I’ll email you my resignation today. Do you have any other good news?”
“Not exactly good. There is one other thing. The Board members have received several letters about some of your articles on the Association website and the blog. I wanted to let you know the Board is looking at how to respond.”
“What are they considering?”
“Everything from taking no action to removing some or all of the articles and posts. In between, they are looking at adding a disclaimer at the top of each piece.”
“What in the world would the disclaimer say? ‘Caution: This person is rich?’ We all bring our life experiences to our work. Where do we draw the line about what we declare or disclaim—and who decides?”
“It’s actually a penetrating question. One of the things that resonated with some of the Board members was your use of your maiden name in your professional work.”
“You know why I did that 25 years ago. I just wanted to be able to carve my own way. I can’t believe it’s being turned around on me, especially in the current social environment. I feel like I’m being mistreated because I’m a woman who tried to maintain a professional identity separate from my husband.”
“One idea the Board is looking at is adding a brief bio that would at least deal with the maiden name issue. When you think about it, a bio on all our authors might be a good place to provide context as well as disclosures of potential bias.”
“That’s not a bad idea conceptually, but how would it work? Do we list everybody’s marital status or list it only if the partner is wealthy or otherwise presents some kind of partiality burden? How much wealth is too much? Do we list everybody’s net worth or only if it exceeds some threshold?”
“I hear you. For what it’s worth, I voted against the action on your committee chair position. I also voted not to remove any of your articles or blogposts. I honestly don’t know what my reaction is on the idea of adding disclosure, but I don’t think you should be the only one singled out.”
“Thanks for the support. Maybe I’m the only political science professor married to a billionaire. I am feeling kind of lonely.”
She went back into her office and told Andy about the call. “It never ends,” she said.
Andy said, “I got ahold of Eva and sent her a few of those photos. She’s going to run them through her company’s software. In the meantime, I’d like to trace some of these threads back to see when and where they appeared.”
Later that afternoon, Eva called Andy with the news. He put her on speakerphone. “They’re all fakes,” Eva said. “I’ll email screenshots of the inconsistencies VADS detected.” She didn’t volunteer what else she knew: Whoever altered the photos didn’t use the VADS decoy.




Chapter 42

Friday afternoon, Rakesh was making his first online presentation of his reunite America ideas to some senior corporate executives scattered around the country. Speaking from his office in Austin, Rakesh welcomed the 10 participants and logged into www.repaintamerica.com. “This is a pilot website we’ve set up. As it’s still a work in progress, it’s protected with a generic passcode. If you want to go back to it or share it with your colleagues, the passcode is ‘preservedemocracy’, all lower case.”
Based on design principles Apple had made popular, the site was clean and simple to navigate, highlighted with vivid photographs of America and the diversity of its people and places. He walked the group through the site, noting several videos he would come back to later.
As he clicked into the Resources tab, he talked about the site’s educational material. “We’re using a historical perspective to show how America has used its democracy to improve our country over time—working toward a ‘more perfect union’.”
The site used a simple call to action: Sign up and join hands to reunite America. 
Rakesh said, “When you peel away all the politics, all the partisan bitterness, what holds us together is our belief America is a special place—not a perfect place, but a unique place—that’s worth preserving and improving. The goal of this project is to rekindle that pride and that shared commitment to make America even better.
“As a naturalized citizen, I believe assimilation has been essential to America’s success. Assimilation doesn’t mean giving up who you are or where you came from. It means celebrating your role in your new land. Despite our challenges over the years, we’ve been able to persuade our diverse population to be Americans first, and to be proud of the contributions all of us have made to our past and future. We want to tell that story.”
Navigating to the videos, Rakesh said, “I’d like to play these three videos to give you an idea of the messaging we could use, not only here on the website, but, with editing for content and length, also in social media and television advertising. These are examples, still at pilot stage. All are intended to be non-partisan. For the lawyers present, we don’t have all the music and visual rights locked down yet, but we’re closing in on it.
“I look forward to your reaction.”
The first video used a theme of diversity and equality, America as a melting pot of people and ideas. The music was Neil Diamond’s America, with its driving refrain “They’re coming to America…Today!” The video was a collage of people, some immigrants across the past 100 years, some born here, going to school, working the fields and factories, building roads and planes, fighting wars, shooting into space, living together, voting, protesting, serving in office, becoming part of the American fabric. The tagline was “We are all Americans. We made this country together. We’re not done yet. Join us. We still have things to do.”
The next video focused on America’s freedoms. The background music was America the Beautiful, with each verse sung by a different ethnological group in a different style—soul, country and a Latin version with the words in Spanish. The video collage included inspirational shots of the Capitol, the White House, Lincoln Memorial and Arlington National Cemetery and school students reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. The collage morphed into a sequence of photos overlaid with key freedoms in the Bill of Rights: Freedom of Speech with books in the Library of Congress, a public speaker and an internet screen, Freedom of Assembly with protesters at the national mall and a college campus, Freedom of Religion with houses of worship and worshipers of five faiths, Due Process of Law with court rooms, Equal Rights with Americans of all colors, sexes and ages working and going to school and voting.  The tag line was “As Americans, we have rights most people in the world can only dream about. Those rights are worth protecting. Join us.”
The third video was based on community. The background music started out as an instrumental of This Land is Your Land. The video collage showed shots of every part of America, rural and urban, glamorous and less so, with a wide cross-section of people going about their daily lives. Toward the end, the photo collage was replaced by a video of young people singing the words, each one adding a voice to the song in his or her native or ethnic language, then all singing a verse together in English. The tag line was “We are America. Whatever our differences and challenges, we’ve built this country together. Join us. We’re not done yet.”
Rakesh said, “Those are our first three pilots. We are working on several others with similar topics. We’re also looking at ways to evolve the tag line text as the program moves forward. Comments?”
Almost everyone spoke at once. Most of the initial comments were complimentary. A few were technical questions. As the conversation went on, the enthusiasm moved on to more practical concerns.
The EVP of a large bank holding company said. “Very impressive work. How much have you spent on this so far?”
Rakesh said, “About 1.5 million, including the marketing teams and the lawyers. I’ve set up a non-profit, but I’ve contributed all the funds so far.”
The CEO of a big consumer products company said, “You have a solid start with the website. It looks good. The videos are a little edgy, but aspirational. You need some edginess to attract attention. Are you considering different versions for different target audiences?”
Rakesh said, “Yes. The videos I played are intended for broad audiences. We’ve talked about a number of derivatives that would be more narrowly focused for social media targeting.”
The COO of a tech company said, “Your tag lines and the call for action all focus on ‘Join Us’. How do you see that?”
Rakesh said, “We want people to feel they’re part of a movement. We want to collect their email addresses so we can reach out to them and hopefully mobilize them. If things go well, we can do a lot with those names. Build an app. Target them for follow up on social media. Maybe even give them some membership benefits if our sponsors want to offer some things. We won’t sell or commercialize the personal information without consent.”
The Chairman of a health care company said, “I like the concept and agree it’s needed. I can also see it causing some controversy, especially from politicians who think the message is aimed against them or for their opponents. We can’t risk being accused of taking sides.”
“Rakesh said. “With all the Democrats likely in the presidential race, we’re not going to please all of them, not to mention President Trump. We need to strike a balance that appeals to a broad cross-section of Americans and accept the reality that we’re going to be criticized by the extremes on both sides.”
A senior vice president of Alice Harper’s packaged foods company said, “That sounds good, but we’ve already had calls from four of the presidential candidate campaign teams expressing concern about supporting a program like this. Given the progressive agendas for change in 2020, they’re claiming any corporate support for a unification message would effectively be an endorsement of Joe Biden and his policies.”
“Who’s been telling you that?” Rakesh asked.
“I don’t feel comfortable revealing the candidates,” the SVP said. “I will say we haven’t heard from Biden.”
“That’s the kind of reaction I’m concerned about,” the health care Chairman asked. “It’s not the support for America that will kill us, it’s the implementation.”
“Were the concerns general or did they specifically mention what I’m proposing to do?” Rakesh asked.
“All of them started out as hypotheticals, but your name came up in three of the four conversations,” the SVP said.
Rakesh said, “That’s quite a coincidence. Have any of the rest of you received any calls like this?” One of the other CEOs said that his office had received calls from two campaigns.
“What would you want from us?” the tech company COO asked.
Rakesh said, “I’m looking for three things. First, we need you to sign on as sponsors to add credibility to the message. Second, we need your advice and input on making this project successful. Third, we need your help with financial support.
“If we determine this thing has legs, I’m prepared to put tens of millions of personal dollars behind it. That kind of investment alone should be enough to create impact, but we could do much more together. I’m hoping your companies would be willing to add some sponsorship dollars at levels you’re comfortable with and help us attract some funds from wealthy individuals and foundations.”
The EVP of an entertainment company said, “Have you thought about how we would justify these expenditures?”
Rakesh said, “This needs to be more than just a public service announcement. It needs to be part of your sponsorship budget. Leading American companies collectively spend hundreds of millions of dollars on sports and entertainment sponsorships. For that money, they get exposure, shared affinity and a variety of other benefits, some more ephemeral than others. We need them, and each of you, to sponsor America.”
The consumer products CEO said, “We do a lot of sponsorships. I’m not sure our marketing people would see the benefits in this that they see in sponsoring the NFL, Major League Baseball or even tennis.”
The SVP of a global beverage company said, “No suite seats or passes. Different kind of affinity, but it’s hard to argue sponsoring America would be a bad investment. We tie ourselves to America in some of our Super Bowl ads. There may be some risk in sponsoring America instead of some football team, but there’s also risk in standing on the sidelines, especially if this thing takes off.”
The SVP of another health care company said, “True, enough. But we don’t need a negative return on that sponsorship investment. Going back to our earlier discussion, my question is whether we can avoid getting hammered by every activist group who wants to criticize some photo or phrase we use. The extremes on both sides are unforgiving these days.”
Rakesh said, “We’ll get some criticism, but there’s safety in numbers. Launching with a solid group of highly respected companies will help. The risk/reward ratio is strongly in our favor. We’re at a very dangerous time in our country’s history. The dollars are small compared to what’s at stake.”
The health care SVP said, “Your vision is inspiring, but the devil will be in the details, and there will be a lot of details.”
Rakesh had agreed to limit the meeting to no more than an hour. After some additional discussion, he wrapped up things up, saying, “I hope you and your company will join with us in this endeavor. Please reach out to me if you or your colleagues have any questions. This is one of several video conferences we’re doing over the next few weeks. We’re also doing a lot of one-on-ones. We want to be live no later than July 4th, so we have a lot to do. I’ll be in touch. Have a great weekend.”
◆◆◆
 
Less than an hour after the meeting, Alice Harper sent an email to David Bernbach with the login information for the Repaint America website. She followed that with a text that read: “See your email for follow up on Rakesh Jain project to reunite America. One of my SVPs was on a video conference about this today. He was impressed, but we’ve already received calls from some presidential candidates warning us about participating in this sort of program. Website is still in pilot mode. Jain’s goal is to be live with multi-company support by July 4.”




Chapter 43

Shortly before noon on Saturday, Eva picked up Andy at his Aunt’s house for a ride out to George and Mary Ball’s house for a lunch. Mary had suggested adding Andy to the lunch so she and George would have a chance to meet him. That was fine with Eva. She had barely seen Andy since he arrived and was looking forward to hearing about how his project was coming. She still didn’t know who Andy was focusing on. Dan was at the office and would meet them there.
“Nice car,” Andy said as he got into her white Porsche. Eva was wearing white flouncy shorts and a stretchy green tank top with a low neckline. Andy was in khakis and a white golf shirt.
“Thanks. There’s a ball cap on the floor if you need it. It’s a gorgeous Texas day, but the sun here can be pretty hard on you Yankees,” she said with a wink. “Ride’s about 20 minutes. Or I can put the top up if you prefer.” Andy smiled and put on the cap.
As they turned out of the Jenkins’ neighborhood onto a business street, Eva noticed a white Dodge Charger pull in some distance behind them.
She and Andy were both quickly engrossed talking about the Chinese side of Andy’s conspiracy theories. Andy gave her an overview of the role he thought PaprW8 might be playing. Then he said, “The Chinese are getting really aggressive in stealing U.S. technology. I would think your software would be valuable to them. Have you had any hacking issues you can tell me about—not for attribution, of course?”
Eva said, “We have seen some improper cyber activity.” That’s an understatement, Eva thought. “I don’t want to go into any details. But we do think they’re interested in what we have.”
“Do you think it could be useful in political marketing?”
“Yes.”
Eva turned the Porsche onto a two-lane side road that led out to the Ball’s house. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, she realized the Charger was still behind her. A few minutes later, it pulled surprisingly close to the back of her car. Turning to Andy, she said, “Don’t look back, but any idea why a white Dodge Charger with two men inside would be following us?”
“No. But I think I was being followed on foot before I left Boston. Nobody knows I’m in Austin. I can’t believe they’re following me.”
“She punched the hands free on her Bluetooth car phone and said, “Call Mary Ball.” Mary picked up. “Mary, we’re about five minutes away, with two guys in a white Dodge Charger following us close on our tail. May be nothing, but let George know and be sure your gate is open.”
Glancing at Andy, she said, “Let’s see if they want to pass us.” She cut her speed from 45 to 35. They stayed on her tail. She accelerated, reaching 60 in seconds. After a lag while the big Hemi kicked it, the Charger came after them. “Not good,” Eva said.
Andy was watching the Charger in his side mirror. As it pulled back on their tail, he said, “Crap, Eva, the guy on the passenger side has a gun!”
“Slump down so you can still see what he’s doing! What kind of gun?”
“A pistol.”
She redialed Mary. “They’re still back there. Guy on the passenger side has a pistol. Trying to outrun them to your driveway. Leave your phone on.”
Seconds later, two shots rang out. The passenger side mirror shattered. Andy flinched.
Eva said “Two shots. Andy, you OK?”
“Yes.”
Eva floored the Porsche, which downshifted and surged forward, hitting 90 in a few heartbeats and leaving the Charger behind. Up ahead, the Ball’s driveway cut off the road on a 40-degree angle to the right. As the Dodge began to catch up again, Eva braked hard and skidded into the driveway, fishtailing as she maneuvered the initial turns of the long, winding route to the house. Thank God this thing’s paved, she thought. 
The driver of the Charger hesitated a second too long before deciding whether to stay on the road or commit to the driveway. As he braked later than he should have, the car split the difference and tracked between the driveway and the road, smashing into a forest of small trees before sliding sideways to a stop as its blown airbags deflated.
Eva heard the crash. As she approached the house, Mary came out with an AR-15 in her hands and a walkie-talkie clipped to her belt. Mary said, “I’ve called 911. George is down with their car. They’re hurt. You two stay here. I’m going to back up George. Kids are with friends, so nobody’s in the house.” Looking back as she walked briskly past the car, she yelled, “You must be Andy. Nice to meet you. Welcome to Texas.”
Eva pulled her car to a stop in front of the house. “Get out, we’re not staying here,” Eva said. As Andy got out, Eva reached behind his seat and punched some numbers into a box. Leaving her door open, she stepped out and started jogging down the driveway with her Glock in her right hand. Andy followed.
As they neared the road, Eva saw the Charger jammed sideways in the trees between the road and the driveway. Mary was standing in the driveway with her AR-15 pointed at a man sitting on the ground about six feet away. A pistol lay next to her on the driveway. George was on the driver’s side of the car with his AR-15 aimed at the driver. The door was open, but the driver wasn’t moving. Noticing Eva approach, Mary said, “We’ve got this guy and one pistol. We’re not sure about the other guy. We’re gonna keep him in the car until the sheriff gets here.”
The tires on Dan Johnson’s black Suburban squealed as he whipped into the Ball’s driveway and pulled to a sudden stop. “What the hell’s going on?” he demanded.
As Mary glanced over at Dan’s SUV, the man on the ground in front of her lunged forward toward Mary, using his left arm to knock her legs out from under her and the other arm to grab his pistol at her feet. Losing her balance, Mary fired off three harmless rounds from her rifle and fell hard onto the driveway. The butt of her rifle hit the pavement a moment before she did, jerking it from her grip.
It was a desperate attempt, but it worked. As Mary scuffled for her rifle, the man wrapped his left arm around her neck and jammed the barrel of the pistol against her head. “Put the guns down or she’s dead,” he yelled. “I’m driving out of here in that Suburban. Get out and leave the engine on.”
Eva scanned the scene. She was standing in the driveway about ten feet away from Mary and the man with the gun. The man could see Eva without turning his head, but barely. George had no shot and the man in the car was starting to move. Dan was still in the Suburban, talking on his cell. Speed, surprise, force, she remembered.
As George was looking at Mary, Eva saw the man in the car raise his right arm toward the driver’s door. She yelled, “George, watch the car. The driver’s got a gun!” When the man on the ground looked toward the Charger, Eva had her chance and took it, rapidly firing two rounds into the man’s head. The jacketed hollow point ammunition did what it was designed to do. The man died instantly, his pistol still in his hand. As Eva looked away from the carnage, she heard three shots at the car and saw George fall to the ground, clutching his shoulder. She couldn’t see the driver.
Mary grabbed her rifle and moved toward the driver’s side of the car. Eva ran a few steps up the driveway to get a better view of the passenger side. Still, no driver. Eva edged into the trees closer to the car. Mary stooped to check on George, who was bleeding badly. Eva moved closer still.  Suddenly, the driver popped up in the bushes at the front corner of the car, pulling his arm up to aim his pistol at Mary. Eva yelled, “Mary, look out!”
Raising her Glock quickly, Eva fired three rounds at the man’s torso from about 25 feet away. The first one missed. The other two hit home. As the man fell, two wild shots rang out from his pistol before it dropped from his hands. Mary kicked the pistol under the car and kneeled to help George. He was barely conscious.
Dan came over, holding his own Glock from the Suburban. He was on the phone with 911. “Ambulance should be here in five minutes, along with the cops. I’ll watch this guy.”
Andy was standing on the driveway. He hadn’t moved. Dan called to him. “Andy, can you pull the Suburban up the driveway to make room for the ambulance and the cops? Keys are in it.”
Eva stooped beside Mary, who said, “He’s losing blood. Looks like one clean hole below his right collarbone, in and out. Blood’s oozing not spurting, so it probably didn’t hit any arteries. Hope he doesn’t have a collapsed lung.”
Still holding her Glock, Eva hugged her with one arm. “He’ll be OK.”
Mary said, “Thank you for what you did. Never knew you could shoot like that.”
“Never knew I’d ever need to shoot like that. Sorry about all this. I guess these two were after Andy. I had no idea he might really be in danger. Where are your kids?”
“Separate sleepovers with friends. Thank God. I’ll call the parents from the hospital.”
The two ambulances arrived just ahead of two cars from the Travis County Sheriff’s office. The paramedics quickly loaded George into the first ambulance and sped away. Mary rode with them. The second ambulance followed with the driver of the Charger, who was bleeding from two ugly gunshot wounds, but still breathing. Communicating through the 911 operator, a sheriff’s deputy instructed Eva and Dan to put their pistols in the back of the Suburban with the tail gate open. Mary had put the two AR-15s next to the Suburban before she’d climbed into the ambulance.
A crime scene team arrived 30 minutes later. The deputies questioned Eva, Dan and Andy separately at the Balls’ house. They shared the sandwiches Mary had planned to serve for lunch. While they were eating, Eva received a text from Mary: “George should be OK. No permanent damage. Partly collapsed lung. Lost 2 pints blood. No transfusion. More later.”
After a while, the interrogation focused on whether the two men were after Andy or Eva or both. Once the investigators realized Andy was a political journalist for the Sentinel Observer in Boston, their questions about his work became more penetrating. Andy fueled their interest when he refused to divulge the targets or sources for the story he was working on.
When the Sheriff’s investigators found out the Charger had been stolen, the Florida plate on it belonged to a different car in Tennessee and the driver’s licenses of the two men showed home addresses in West Virginia, they decided they had an interstate crime on their hands. They called in the FBI. In an encouraging display of intraagency communication, the FBI Resident Agency Office in Austin quickly realized Eva was the same Eva Johnson in the ongoing investigation about her home invasion and the drone incident. By the next day, the FBI special agent-in-charge on that case had been briefed on the Charger gunfight.
◆◆◆
 
Back home later that evening, Dan and Eva shared a hot shower and ate tomato soup and salad together at the kitchen bar. Dan said, “I don’t know how you did that today.”
“I just did what I had to do. Gruesome as it was, I never thought about getting sick. I was clinical. My sole focus was on saving Mary’s life. If I didn’t shoot the guy, he would have killed Mary and probably you and me too. If that wasn’t enough, then I had to shoot the other guy to save George’s life. I don’t know why I was put in that position, but I’m glad I was able to do it.”
“Do you think the men were after Andy or you?”
“Like I told the investigators, it was obvious to me they were after Andy. I never thought otherwise until the deputy raised the question. I still think they were after Andy.
“I agree, but after the things we’ve been through this year, maybe we need to think about it some more. If they were after you, we need to know that. Regardless of who they were after, do you think they were trying to create fear or do something worse?”
“At the time, I was convinced the guy was shooting to kill Andy. I still believe it. If he was just trying to scare Andy, why would he aim so close to him in a moving car? Either way, the guy paid a heavy price.”




Chapter 44

The following morning, Dan and Eva slept late, which for them meant 9:00 a.m. even on Sunday. They lingered over their coffee, Dan in plaid lounging shorts and a golf shirt and Eva in short fluorescent pink beach dress.
Eva said, “I think yesterday’s catching up with me.”
“Not surprising. I’m exhausted and I didn’t do what you did. Can you take some downtime today?”
“Maybe this morning. I’d love to curl into a ball, but hiding’s not the answer. Better to push through it.  I need to call Steve Cole and Andy. I’d also like to go by to see George. Mary sent me a text this morning. He had a good night.”
Eva pulled off her beach dress and dove into the pool. When she came up, she floated on her back, staring silently into the cloudless blue sky. After a few minutes, she said, “I still don’t think they were after me. But if they were after Andy, whoever sent them must be really scared about whatever he’s working on.”
Dan said, “Do you know who Andy’s investigating?”
“No, he still hasn’t told me, and I haven’t asked.”
Climbing out of the pool after a few lack-luster laps, Eva wrapped a towel around her waist and helped Dan put out vanilla yogurt with strawberries and granola for breakfast. They both read the Sunday Times on their iPads, hardly speaking.
After breakfast, Eva unwrapped her towel and stretched out on a chaise lounge to let the sun bake away her trauma from the day before. She dialed Andy on her cell. She hadn’t talked with him since the incident. Maybe I should surprise him with Facetime, she thought with a smile.
Andy said, “Eva, hi, how are you doing? Are you alright? How’s George?”
“I’m OK, thanks. George is good. The man who shot him is still in intensive care.”
“You were amazing yesterday. Where did you learn to shoot like that? Delta Force?”
“Lots of lessons and practice. Ironically, George recommended the lessons and my instructor. Long story, better over some wine. I just did what I had to do. How are you doing?”
“Not very well. Actually, I’m scared shitless. I didn’t sleep much last night. I talked to my mom and dad. Dad’s concerned. He thinks I’m in way over my head. He wants me to resign and take some time off, come live with them in New York for a few months.”
“Do you have any idea who could have hired these men?”
“Had to be somebody who knows what I’m working on and wants to scare me off before I figure it all out. Could be David Bernbach or someone at PaprW8 or someone in China. Or even someone at the Sentinel Observer.”
“Who’s David Bernbach?”
Andy was silent for a few seconds, then said, “Well, I botched that. I’ve avoided telling you who my investigation is about. The main subject is a hedge fund guy named David Bernbach. I really need you to keep his name in confidence, especially after what happened yesterday. Do you know him?”
“I’ve never heard of him. Does anybody else down here know he’s the person you’re chasing?”
“Valerie knows. I told her she could tell Rakesh. You can talk to them about Bernbach if you need to.”
“What about Dan?”
“No, he doesn’t know. At least he’s not supposed to know. There’s a possibility Bernbach or one of his political entities is a client of JPAC. It would help to know that, but I can’t risk Dan telling Bernbach I’m targeting him. Please don’t tell Dan.”
“OK, nothing about Bernbach to Dan. Could be awkward, but I get it.”
“Thank you.”
“Do you think they were trying to scare you or kill you?”
“I’d like to think they were only trying to scare me. But I’m not sure. My dad thinks it was supposed to scare me off, but he also thinks they could take me out if I don’t back off.”
“What about the FBI? Could they help you nail the people you’re after?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t told the investigators who I’m looking at or given them any sources. I’m sure the FBI will press me on it, especially given the political overtones. I’m going to need to decide whether to talk or not. Bad to have to say this, but I’m not sure I trust the FBI to be apolitical. My story may be safer if they’re not involved.”
Eva rolled over, giving her bare backside its time in the sun. They talked for a while longer and agreed to touch base later in the day. Eva called Mary and was encouraged to hear George could be going home early in the week. Her next call was to Steve Cole, who had no idea how she had spent her Saturday afternoon. By the time she was finished with the call, she had pulled her sheer beach dress back on and moved to a chair under an umbrella.
◆◆◆
 
After lunch, Eva went by the hospital to see George Ball and Mary. On the way back home, Andy called.
“Hey, I’ve been looking at some of the latest tweets and posts slamming Professor Williams,” he said. “I’ve got three photos I sure hope are fakes, but the quality is a lot better than the other ones I sent you. If I email them to you, can you check them?”
“Sure. I’ll be home soon.”
When she got home, Eva forwarded the photos to Steve Cole. He called back 30 minutes later.
Cole said, “All three are fakes. Very high editing quality on the alterations, but high assurance on all. “You’re not going to believe this, but all three were made with our stolen decoy.”
“Really? Did our geo-location data come through?”
“Yep. Like a charm. All three were created on Friday in Menlo Park, south of San Francisco.”
“Wow. That’s amazing. How granular is the geo-mapping? Facebook and PaprW8 are both located in Menlo Park.”
“I’m pulling up a Google map now to drop a pin.” He paused. “Looks like it’s PaprW8. It’s not on the Facebook campus.”
“So, does that mean we were hacked by PaprW8 or they got our software from someplace else, like China?”
Cole said, “Given what we’ve learned about the data breach from the home invasion, I’d say the decoy was downloaded by someone in China and shared with PaprW8.”
They talked about the possibilities. Just before the call ended, Cole said, “We should stay quiet about how we know what we know about this. It’s one thing to say VADS can analyze a file and detect alterations. It’s another to admit we can tell where and when the alteration was made.”
◆◆◆
 
Whatever else Eva had planned to do that day fell by the wayside. She called Andy first. “They’re all fakes. Unlike the earlier photos, we can tell something about how these three were created that may help us. Please log every comment, tweet or site that includes any of those three photos. I’ll explain why later. If you find any similar photos, send them on. If you could call Valerie and let her know what we found, I’d appreciate it.”
Dan was next. She gave him part of the news. “Dan, it’s stunning. We created a decoy version of our VADS software for hackers to download. They took the bait. Today, Andy sent me three photos from some negative tweets about Valerie. VADS determined the photos were made using the stolen decoy version of VADS. Andy’s compiling a list of all the threads where the photos show up.” She didn’t tell Dan that the VADS decoy had identified where the altered photos had been made.
Dan said, “I didn’t know you could do all that.”




Chapter 45

Early Sunday evening, Bernbach received a call from Billings on their secure line. “You need to sit down for this one. You’re not going to like it.”
Bernbach said, “OK. What is it?”
“The two guys Franks sent after Andy Baker had a problem. One of them is dead and the other is in intensive care.”
“What the hell happened? Where’s Baker?”
“Baker’s fine. Still a breaking story on the rest. Best Franks has been able to tell so far, the two guys were in a Charger chasing Baker and a woman in a Porsche. One of the people in the Charger shot at them. The Porsche pulled off the road into a driveway and the Charger crashed. Somehow, there was a firefight and the woman in the Porsche killed one of the two men and seriously wounded the other one. The Sheriff called in the FBI.”
Bernbach was silent.
Billings said, “You there?”
“I’m here. I’m just not believing what you said. They were supposed to scare Baker, weren’t they? How did all the rest of this shit happen?”
“We don’t know at this point. Franks called it ‘collateral damage’.”
“So now what?”
“Franks says we’re OK.”
“OK? With the FBI looking into who shot at a journalist who’s working on some story about a political conspiracy that supposedly involves me?”
“Involves you?”
“Never mind.”
“Franks obviously doesn’t know anything about that. At least Baker has to be scared.”
“Who was the woman in the Porsche?”
“Her name is Eva Johnson. Married. Lives in a big house out on Lake Travis. Per Franks, her occupation is listed as artist. She’s married to Dan Johnson, the guy who runs JPAC. No idea what she was doing with Baker.”
“You have to be kidding me. Dan Johnson’s wife is the person who shot the two guys in the Charger?”
“That’s what I understand.”
Minutes later, Bernbach was on the phone with Ward.
◆◆◆
 
Dan spent most of Sunday evening locked away in his study, preparing for his trip the next day for his periodic briefing with David Bernbach in Westport. Bernbach would be sending his plane as usual. This time, Dan would be staying at the Delamar Southport hotel instead of Bernbach’s lavish estate. Not that he’d spend much time there, but it supplied a respectable hotel receipt and wasn’t far from Tara Hope’s very comfortable English manor house. He sent Tara his itinerary by Snapchat. She replied with a Snapchat photo of her standing naked in the moonlight by her pool. He smiled as he looked at the photo and closed the app. Like the other photos she sent every few days, thanks to Snapchat the photo disappeared 10 seconds after he opened it.
Dan emerged from his study just before 10:00 p.m. and found Eva reading in the great room. “Any more news on those fake photos VADS found?” he asked.
“Nothing so far. Busy evening for you.”
“Yeah. I need to go to New York tomorrow. Primary campaigns are heating up. Have you talked with Andy about how his work is going?”
“I called him about what we discovered on the fake photos.”
“I’m worried about what happened Saturday. Whoever was behind that could decide to try again. Andy may be in over his head. I know you’re tough, but I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
“Are you telling me to stay away from Andy?”
“Might not be a bad idea for a while to see what happens, especially while I’m out of town. We were all lucky on Saturday.”




Chapter 46

Dan landed at Westchester County Airport at 1:33 p.m. on Monday. John had him in Bernbach’s office in Westport 40 minutes later. They sat at the small round conference table overlooking the pond.
“Another good flight up, I presume?” Bernbach said.
‘Yes. Very nice. Thank you for sending the plane.”
“I noticed you’re staying at the Delamar Southport. I’m beginning to think you like Miss Hope’s company better than you do mine.” Bernbach smiled and waited for a response.
“Well, uh, the Delamar is convenient. I don’t want to continually take advantage of your hospitality.”
“Blushing doesn’t become you, Dan. Neither does lying. One of the many good things about wealth is it brings the opportunity to experience new things and new friends when traveling. I’m glad you’ve found Miss Hope to be as stimulating as she apparently finds you.”
Standing, Bernbach added, “Now, before we get to your usual updates, I’d like to talk about some contradictions that could affect our relationship.”
“Contradictions?”
“Yes. I understand your wife, Eva I believe, has been spending some time down there with a young newspaper reporter who works for the Sentinel Observer in Boston. I also understand this young man is pursuing a political conspiracy story that involves me. I gather this reporter went to UT-Austin and has relatives in Austin. The most interesting aspect of all this is your wife was driving this reporter to see friends on Saturday when someone supposedly shot at their car and your wife ended up killing one man and fatally injuring another. I had no idea you’d married someone from the Special Forces. By the way, the injured man passed away this morning. Had a heart attack of all things. Then just to add to the drama, the Sheriff investigating the matter decides to call in the FBI. While trying to learn whether this reporter may have named me as a potential target of his investigation, I discovered the FBI is already investigating a drone attack, whatever that is, and a home invasion and data breach at your property that are classified due to unstated national security issues. I must say your wife stays busy.”
Dan started to speak, but Bernbach waved him off and continued, “Then I find your business partner in JPAC, Rakesh Jain, is out trying to put together corporate support for some sort of public service campaign to reunite America. I assume he’s planning to use JPAC to implement this. Although his motives may be pure, I’m sure you understand any program like this will threaten some candidates and help others. For those of us who believe continued conflict in American politics could help usher in a new era of single-party democracy, Mr. Jain’s exalted efforts are not helpful. Given the funds I’m already devoting to the 2020 presidential election, and our own little financial relationship, I was surprised these efforts somehow escaped your earlier status reports to me. Perhaps this was an oversight on your part?”
Dan said, “The reporter you mentioned. The story he’s working on implicates you? I never knew who he was writing about.”
Bernbach watched Dan, waiting for more.
Dan said, “Really. I swear. Nobody told me who he was targeting.”
“What did you hear?”
“That he was working on a story about the influence of technology in presidential elections. Valerie Williams asked me to give him some background. I talked with him for about an hour when he was in Austin for a wedding. It sounded like he thought the Chinese might be involved, but he never mentioned you.”
“What about your wife. What does she know?”
“I don’t know. She and Valerie Williams are close. Both of them have spent time with the reporter. After the gunfight at the Ball’s house on Saturday, I got concerned and told Eva she should stay away from the guy.”
“Where did she learn to shoot like that?”
Dan told Bernbach about the drone incident and the home invasion, including the FBI and cybersecurity investigations, the security improvements they had made and the firearms lessons he and Eva had taken.
“That’s quite a story.  So, your cyber experts concluded the Chinese were involved in the data breaches? Did they get anything?”
“Nothing from JPAC. But they did penetrate the Daneva Tech network.”
“What’s Daneva Tech?”
“It’s the software company Eva created with one of her CMU classmates. It makes digital editing software.”
“Oh, yes. I have heard of them. Did they get her software?”
“Not directly, but the hackers or somebody did end up with a version of the software.”
“Really. What does it do?”
“The software uses AI to create fake photos. It can also detect fakes.”
“Back on the gunfight, as you called it. Did the reporter tell the police or the FBI I was involved in the investigation for his story?”
“I don’t know. Eva might know, but I don’t.”
Bernbach walked to the wall of windows. “We’ll come back to that. Tell me about your involvement in Mr. Jain’s annoying little project.”
“He’s a JPAC client as well as the majority owner. You know we keep each client walled off and compartmentalized. Rakesh doesn’t even know the names of JPAC’s clients. He has no access to what JPAC does for you.”
“Is he using JPAC’s normal services or do you have some new technology for his project?”
“We will be rolling out some additional features limited to his project.”
“Anything interesting?”
“Uh, look, David, I can’t break that confidence. Let’s just say we’ve made some breakthroughs in our use of AI to create and test microtargeted messaging and to assess and capitalize on various voter trends and attitudes.”
“Danny, that’s not exactly the answer I was looking for, given your consulting relationship here.” Pulling out his iPhone, he turned on the flat screen display on his wall and called up a photo of Dan and Tara Hope at the dinner party he had thrown several weeks earlier. They were standing together in the gathering room. “Such a great picture. You look so comfortable together.”
Dan sighed and sat back in his chair.
Bernbach said, “Here’s another one from dinner. And here’s one in the library after dinner when Miss Hope’s jacket was getting a little more interesting. These are classy photos, don’t you think? Up here, they’d look good in Town and Country or one of our local society magazines, especially given Miss Hope’s eligibility following her husband’s tragic death. I could send you copies of these if you’d like to share them with your wife.”
Dan looked at Bernbach. Then he looked back at the screen and dropped his eyes to the table. “I didn’t expect that from you, given your emphasis on the importance of trust.”
“Danny, Dan. Good to you for bringing up trust. Now perhaps you know how I feel about these little contradictions. I trusted you and you seem to have forgotten your end of the bargain. This is not a game for me. It’s deadly serious. Do you think I’m paying you and flying you around in one of my planes and giving you a taste of what it’s like to be wonderfully rich just because I like you? You’re very good at what you do, but if you want to step up to the next level, you have to learn to play with the big boys and girls.”
Dan stammered. “I, I never meant to betray your trust. I appreciate your efforts to expand my horizons. Maybe I’m not cut out for this. Maybe we should terminate my consulting relationship with you. You can make your own decision about whether you want to continue to work with JPAC, which I hope you’ll do.”
“Things like this are never easy, Dan. It’s hard to put Humpty back together again. Let me show you something else. This is an excerpt from one of our security cameras.” The dim screen displayed a video of Dan and Hope walking toward the guest cottage, laughing. Hope was carrying the bottle of Courvoisier. Her tux jacket was hanging open, flashing her bare breasts as she walked.
Bernbach continued, “That’s just the preview. This is the main feature.” The screen switched to a video that had been made inside the guest cottage.
Dan said, “Has Tara seen this?”
“No, and neither has your wife, thanks for asking. Dan, you’re very bright, but you’re playing well above your head. Resignation is not one of your options here. You’re committed. Are we clear on that?”
The video was still playing. Staring at the screen, Dan said, “I guess we are.”
“Good,” Bernbach said as he terminated the video. “I do trust these videos won’t adversely affect your time with Miss Hope this evening.” He smiled at Dan. “I took the liberty of moving our usual team update session to tomorrow morning. I thought we could spend the rest of the afternoon delving into some details of the contradictions I mentioned earlier. Among other things, I want to make a list of deliverables for you. I’d also like to do a phone intro to a colleague at PaprW8 who’s working with me on several matters. Her name is Susan Ward. She’s the COO out there. As I think you know, I bought 9.9% of PaprW8 earlier this year. I’m encouraging them to drive more political marketing revenue.”
After two hours of interrogating Dan, Bernbach had John drive him to the Delamar Southport. An hour later, Hope picked him up in her magenta Bentley Continental GT convertible. She was wearing tan slacks with a blue long-sleeved blouse that was barely buttoned. “Hi!” she said as Dan slid into the white leather passenger seat. “Can’t believe you’re finally back! Thought I’d leave the top up on the car. Small town prying eyes, and all that. Are you done for the night?”
“I am with them,” he said with a grin. “I’m ready for the wine and you. Moon’s almost full tonight. Loved that last picture of you by the pool.”
“It’s still a little chilly, but the pool heater’s on. We’ll see how you like that look in person.”
As soon as they were in the house, Hope slipped off her shirt and threw her arms around Dan, kissing him passionately. After a short break to pour some wine, Hope stripped to a sheer black thong and pulled Dan into her bedroom. Later, wearing a short black lace robe, she made sea scallops over linguini for dinner. After more wine, they made love in the warm pool and eventually found their way to bed. Thanks to Hope’s incessant hunger for physical satisfaction, neither of them slept much.
◆◆◆
 
The following morning, Dan briefed Bernbach’s team for a couple of hours. Then Bernbach took him into his office for a debrief before having John drive him to the airport.
“I thought we should double back on your assignments we discussed yesterday,” Bernbach said. “Why don’t you give me a summary?”
“OK. First, you expect weekly reports on Rakesh’s project. Second, you want to be able to use the new technology we’ve developed for him. Third, you want a copy of the software code with the algorithms sent to PaprW8 and one of your Chinese companies. Fourth, you want me to do whatever I can to distance that reporter and the FBI from being interested in you or thinking you have anything to do with China. That includes keeping Eva away from the reporter, which you’ve made clear could be important for her own safety. Is that it?”
“You’ve got it. Anything else before you go?”
“Yes. I’ve made arrangements to fly back commercial, so I won’t need the ride on your plane. I have a car coming for the trip to JFK. After sleeping on it last night, I’ve decided I can’t help you with your list. I’m resigning, whether you think that’s an option or not. You can do whatever you want with your photos and videos. Once you play them, they’re played. I don’t intend to betray my business partner. I figure the worst thing that happens to me is Eva leaves me and I end up marrying Tara. On the other hand, the worst thing that happens to you is you go to jail for 20 years, along with some of your friends. I don’t intend to be in there with you. You can decide whether you want your people to keep using JPAC.”
Bernbach stood up, glaring at Dan. “You stupid asshole! Are you crazy? Why would you possibly think Tara would swap her life up here for some guy like you in Austin, Texas? You’re not Jeff Bezos. You can’t do this.”
“Well, I’m doing it. I don’t have your money or your experience in business or politics. I may be out of my league, but I’m calling your bluff.”
“You’re making a huge mistake. You don’t want to burn these bridges.”
“Maybe not, but neither do you.”
Dan walked out of Bernbach’s office and grabbed his briefcase and suitcase in the lobby closet. His car to the airport was waiting outside. As the car pulled out of the parking area, Dan pressed the stop button on the iReg app on his Apple watch, ending the recording he had made of his conversation with Bernbach. Just in case, he sent a copy of the audio file to his personal email address.
◆◆◆
 
Bernbach sent a text to Susan Ward that read: “Did CnEyeco create the photo editing SW UR testing? Cld it be from Daneva Tech?”
She replied: “Don’t know. Will check. Can you ask Chen?”
◆◆◆
 
After going through security at the airport, Dan sat in the first waiting area he passed and called Andy. “Are you someplace where you can make notes? Good. Don’t ask me how I know what I’m about to tell you, just write it down. I’ll be home late tonight. We can talk more tomorrow. First, I’ve talked with David Bernbach. Your suspicions are correct. PaprW8 is part of his China connection. He’s working with Susan Ward, the COO there. He knows a lot about the Saturday incident at the Ball’s house. Not sure how. He’s worried you’ll tell the FBI you’re targeting him. He’s aware of Rakesh’s project to reunite America and wants to kill it. He’s also after some new technology we have at JPAC for Rakesh’s project.” He paused, watching a man across the waiting area who was looking at him intently. “I’ll call you back in a few minutes.”
Dan walked down the concourse. The man followed. Dan went into the men’s room. The man was waiting across the concourse hallway when he came out. He called Andy back. “I’m at JFK. I have a 7:30 flight and get in around 11:00. I think I’m being followed by one of Bernbach’s men. Anyway, I have two suggestions. Think seriously about bringing the FBI into whatever you’re doing. Also, be alert. Don’t get yourself or anybody else hurt, especially Eva. Call me if you need to. I’ll try to reach Eva before I board.”
While eating penne pasta with chicken in the airport terminal food hall, Dan opened the iReg app on his Apple Watch and played a few seconds of the recording he had made in Bernbach’s office. Both sides of the conversation were audible. As he pressed the stop button, he noticed his tail continuing to watch him from across the hall.




Chapter 47

While Dan was in Westport on Tuesday, Eva came up with the idea of creating a flood of targeted posts and tweets that would raise questions about Bernbach. She called Andy. “We need to turn this social media game around on him. If Bernbach gets rattled, he may do something stupid. But our real goal should be the Chinese. We need to make them worry he could drag them into a high-profile controversy about Chinese involvement in the 2020 elections. If we can do that, they’ll drop him like a rock. If they lose enough confidence in him, they may do something foolish to cover their tracks.”
Andy loved the idea.
Working together, Eva and Andy mapped out the details. Eva recommended using altered photos of Bernbach with President Trump as part of the strategy. Andy suggested posting rumors about Bernbach being under investigation by the FBI for mail fraud and political conspiracy. The game was dangerous and probably ran afoul of some laws, but they were both convinced it was worth the risk. Their main concern was gaining enough targeted online exposure that Bernbach and his Chinese partners would see it. They were counting on Dan’s help with that, once he was back on Wednesday. By late Tuesday afternoon, Eva’s team had used VADS to create the fake photos, and she and Andy had crafted the messaging for various social media applications.
Given his experience with Bernbach in Westport, Dan was more than willing to help. By noon on Wednesday, he had set up the bots and untraceable accounts necessary to spread the photos and the messaging. When Andy asked about the risks, Dan said, “Don’t worry about the legalities. We know how to do this.”
They specifically targeted Bernbach, PaprW8, Susan Ward, Jason Chen and a variety of other people and companies Andy had discovered in his research. Professor T.Y. Lee at UC-Berkeley was among them. With Dan’s expertise, technology and PII access, the stories started trending by early afternoon: “David Bernbach spends time with Donald Trump.” “Is Bernbach changing sides?” “Bernbach being investigated for election deals.” “Bernbach linked to Chinese election meddling?” Several of the posts included references to Valerie William’s earlier Sentinel Observer blogpost warning about potential Chinese election interference. Others suggested possible investigations by the FBI as well as the media.
◆◆◆
 
Later that afternoon, Professor Lee called Leonard Mayer to ask whether he had seen the posts. He had not. “This is exactly what I warned you about,” Lee said. “My associates are going to be very unhappy. I’m not sure I can keep them in the game.”
Franks saw the trending stories before Billings or Bernbach. He sent texts to both. Bernbach was livid. He was on a call with Billings and Franks minutes later. “Where did this crap come from?” he asked. “How does shit like this get all over the internet? What are we going to do about it?”
Billings had no idea. Franks knew they had a problem. He said, “Sir, this is what we do to other people. There are no good answers. We can craft some denials, but they won’t get much attention in this torrent. We can chase the social media companies and demand they remove the content, but it’s a slow process and there are no guarantees they’ll take it down.”
“Well, get it done!” Bernbach yelled. “Do something!”
He hung up and called Susan Ward, who offered little encouragement other than saying she’d have her fake news team look at it. After conferring with them, her question to Bernbach was simple. “Who’d you piss off? This is a very sophisticated campaign.”
Bernbach said, “My Chinese associates are upset about this. I’m trying to manage their concerns.”
“You have to get some denials out. Create some counterflow. But no interviews. Can your PR team or your man Franks help with this?”
“I’ll see. But what do I do about the Chinese?”
Ward said, “I can get some input tomorrow. My old Stanford classmate who works for the Chinese Ministry for State Security is in town this week. You remember, Zhang Xiu Ying. We’re having dinner tomorrow night. I’ll let you know something Thursday."
A few minutes later, Mayer called Bernbach to tell him Lee had called. “He’s going ballistic,” Mayer said. “Says he’s not sure he can keep his associates in the game. You need to call him.”
“I’ll call him, said Bernbach. “Let’s just hope your damn reporter stays out of this.”
“Let’s hope he’s not already in it,” Mayer said.
Bernbach placed a call to T.Y. Lee. Lee did not call him back.
◆◆◆
 
As the news spread across the web, Andy joined Eva and Dan for pizza, salad and wine at their house. They were elated, giggling and laughing as they read some of the posts, tweets and comments.
Andy said, “I’ve never seen anything spread this fast, Dan! This is amazing! Now I understand why you have the business you have.”
Dan beamed.




Chapter 48

Zhang Xiu Ying’s non-stop Air China flight from Beijing landed at San Francisco International Airport shortly after noon on Wednesday.  After clearing customs and immigration, she reclaimed her bags and met her driver, who delivered her to the Chinese Consulate.
After initial meetings at the Consulate, Zhang and a colleague drove across the Oakland Bay Bridge to the University of California-Berkeley, where they met for an hour with Professor Lee Tung-Yen. After returning to San Francisco, Zhang checked into her hotel, showered and took a nap.
At 6:00 p.m., Zhang left her phone in her hotel room and jumped into a car that took her south to Susan Ward’s home in Menlo Park. Ward was waiting for Zhang in the circular drive. The driver put a small valise on the front porch and departed. The two women embraced, then walked into the house.
Ward said, “It’s wonderful to see you. Thank you for coming all the way down here. I know you have a very busy schedule this trip. If you’re ready, we can go to the restaurant in my car.”
“Thank you for sending a driver for me. This is very special. Your home is beautiful, even more beautiful than I imagined. Yes, I am ready. Let’s go eat.”
They had a casual dinner in Palo Alto at a small Italian restaurant they’d enjoyed when they were both students at Stanford. Ward was wearing a red knee-length button-front shirtwaist dress. Zhang had on a close-fitting silk print sheath far too short for business in China. At the dimly lit restaurant, they reveled in the smells of freshly roasted garlic and baking bread as they laughed their way through college memories, spaghetti dinners and lots of Sangiovese wine.
After getting back to Ward’s house, they shared hot green tea on her brick terrace and listened to music from their years at Stanford. Moonlight trickled through the trees. Pool and landscape lights illuminated the curving beds of tulips, poppies and hydrangeas.
Ward said, “I’m so glad you could break away to do this. It’s been a long time.”
“It has been. Do you remember the fun we had together at Stanford?”
“I do. I often wonder how things might have played out differently.”
“Me too.”
They sat silently for some time.
Zhang stood up and walked over to a fountain spraying glistening strands of water into a Koi pond. She watched the Koi. Turning to look at Ward, she unzipped the back of her dress and let it drop to the ground. Beautifully naked, she stepped out of the dress and her pumps, her pale skin illuminated by the moonlight. She said, “Do you still remember me like this?”
Ward smiled and stood up. “Yes. You are even more sensual than you were at Stanford,” she said. Ward walked across the terrace to her. Zhang slowly unbuttoned Ward’s dress and untied the sash, then slipped the dress off her shoulders. Ward was wearing a black lace demi-bra and matching bikini briefs. Zhang stepped back and looked at her. Ward unhooked her bra and it fell away. Without another word, they embraced, kissing fervently again and again, their hands and fingers searching, finding, touching, feeling.
On the verge of an orgasm, Zhang pulled away. She said, “This is so good. With my job, we could not do this easily in China. Times are changing in so many ways, but we are still far behind you in being able to freely express our sexual identity. There are no laws against being LGBT, but no laws protect against discrimination either, and gay marriage remains a dream.”
“I understand. I would think that’s especially true for people in your role.”
“It is. I miss the freedom we had at Stanford. I miss you.”
“I haven’t done this with a woman since you left Stanford. I went back to men. I’ve enjoyed the penetration and the physicality. I’ve enjoyed riding the bull. But what I’ve enjoyed most is the feeling of power it gives me over men’s satisfaction. I never felt that with you. With you, it was never about control or domination. It was about sensuality and emotion.”
“Because of Chinese cultural values and what I do, I have had to learn to like sex with men. Sometimes I like it. But my first choice is women, physically and emotionally.  Given the danger of lesbian relationships to my position, I have tried to convince myself I am bi-sexual. Yet if real sexual freedom ever comes to China, I will gladly be just with women.”
Ward walked around Zhang, kissing her neck as she cupped her breasts and hugged her from behind. Ward slid her hands down Zhang’s body, until she found the spot she was searching for. Zhang moaned softly until her reflexes took control. She shuddered as she cried out. After a moment, Ward said, “Welcome to America. It’s getting chilly out here. Let’s go inside. You haven’t seen my bedroom yet, and we’ve hardly gotten started.”
They grabbed their clothes and went in. Two hours later, they finally fell asleep.
◆◆◆
 
The following morning, Ward’s iPhone woke them up at 4:30 a.m. After lingering in the shower together, they had breakfast and dressed for work. Pulling clothes out of her valise, Zhang put on her dark blue Chinese business suit with a fully buttoned white shirt, both over suitable underwear. Ward teased Zhang with some sexy lingerie, then pulled on tight blue jeans and a white tee shirt with a rainbow on the front.
Ward drove Zhang into the city. On the way, they talked about David Bernbach.
Zhang said, “What Bernbach is trying to do is very daring. Do you think we should trust him?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Do you trust him?”
“Most of the time. David compartmentalizes what he works on, especially on the political side. It’s like the military need to know.”
“Or the terrorist cell structure.”
“True. If one cell is caught, only the information they know is compromised. He does think like that.”
“Do you think he’s told you everything about his political goals?”
Ward held back. “No, I’m sure he hasn’t. If he needs me or my company for something, I learn more.”
“But you still think we should trust him.”
“Yes. David is a businessperson, a very good one. He does deals. He has a reputation as a tough negotiator, but an honest one. His negotiating style is more transparent than most people think. If he says he’s going to break your arm, he’s going to do it.”
“Are you aware a Boston reporter is working on a potential expose of Bernbach?”
“Yes. His name is Andy Baker. He works for the Sentinel Observer group in Boston.”
“Have you seen all the posts about Bernbach that surfaced on the web yesterday? They’re still trending today. My colleagues are very upset. They don’t know who is behind it, but they think it was well planned and executed.”
“I’ve seen some of the traffic. We’re looking at removing some of the posts as fake news.”
“It doesn’t matter whether the posts are true or fake. China can’t be linked to allegations about interfering in American elections. We can’t take the risk, especially now, with Trump and the trade issues. Look what Trump’s doing to Huawei.”
“Don’t you think this will die down after the usual denials?”
“Maybe or maybe not. Denials work for Putin. He’s a master at it. We have other issues to consider.”
“What do you think is going to happen?”
“If Bernbach doesn’t get control of that reporter and the web traffic, we’ll need to cut him off, and we’ll need to do it soon.”
“Meaning?”
“We’ll pull out of everything we’re doing with him.
“So, would my company would lose the CnEyeco software and data access, and the image editing software we’re testing? That would be bad for us.”
“Probably.”
“Why punish us? You know the respect I have for China.”
“Collateral damage happens. No offense, but you and PaprW8 could be in the line of fire. I am having conversations about preserving a relationship with you. We need the foothold and friendship you offer. However, the puzzle has many pieces. Bernbach promised us things he hasn’t delivered. He also knows things we wouldn’t want him to talk about if your government goes after him. He’s a risk for us even if we cut him off and pull out.”
“None of that sounds good.”
Zhang asked, “It’s not good, especially for Bernbach. Tell me, have you had sex with him?”
“What? Me? No, I haven’t. Why would you ask?”
“Call it need to know. We are using your judgment as part of our assessment of him. We need to know if your objectivity is being affected by a personal relationship.”
“OK. No, it’s not. He and I share similar views about sex and business. Whether or not it messes up your personal life, sex with a business associate or adversary can make you lose your objectivity and keep you from focusing on your business goals.”
“Could you have sex with him if you thought it would be useful?”
“Probably, but I don’t see it being useful. I’ve never traded sex for a job or a promotion and I wouldn’t do that with David. Why are you pushing me on this?”
“You should be concerned about risk too. If some negative story about him sweeps you in, you may need some insurance for you and your company. I fly back on Friday. Stay close. I’ll be in touch.”
Ward dropped Zhang off two blocks from her hotel and drove to work in Menlo Park. Although Ward had some important internal meetings, her mind wandered, re-living her evening with Zhang and wondering whether Zhang was serious about sex with Bernbach.
◆◆◆
 
Ward finally called Bernbach around noon Pacific time. “You were right,” she said. The Chinese are upset about the reporter and the news and rumors about you on the web. My guess is they’re trying to decide whether to pull out and what that means to you and PaprW8 if they do.”
She didn’t know whether to offer reassurance or be sure he understood how bad things might be. She decided on the latter. “It’s not a good situation, David. Whatever you can do, you need to do it quickly. I’ll free up after dinner. Call if you want. And be cautious. This is serious. You’re not playing with your investments. You’re dealing with the Chinese government. They may not think cutting you off is enough to make this problem go away.”
Bernbach said, “What the hell do I do about this?”
Ward said, “I don’t know. Talk with Professor Lee. Find some way to show you have control over what’s happening. I’ve directed our fake news team to start deleting some of the problem content. Maybe that will help.”
Unfortunately, neither that nor anything else did much to stem the tide of online rumors about Bernbach. By mid-afternoon, two members of the House Intelligence Committee were calling for investigations of Chinese plans to interfere in American elections. A Republican member jumped in first, linking his demand to web reports about “prominent Democratic fund raiser, David Bernbach, whose father was an adviser to the Chinese government.”  That prompted the call from a Democrat colleague on the committee, who blamed Trump for failing to protect the integrity of the American electoral process.
Later that afternoon, Ward sent a text to Bernbach: “CnEyeco says they built image editing SW. Our guys think source code looks U.S. If doubts, try Chen.”
◆◆◆
 
When Ward got home after eating dinner at the office, she accessed the hard drive for her home security cameras and copied her backyard encounter with Zhang onto an encrypted portable disk drive she kept in her safe. After putting the portable drive back in the safe, she returned to erase all the footage on the security camera hard drive with any images of Zhang. She decided to not to bother with the cloud backup, as it would overwrite in 30 days anyway. Zhang was right, she thought. You never know when you might need insurance.




Chapter 49

At 7:15 that evening, Bernbach took off from Westchester County Airport in White Plains, bound for San Francisco. Other than his two pilots, he was the only passenger on his Gulfstream G450. The flight would take about six hours. With the time change, the plane’s flight control system estimated the arrival time at 10:08 p.m. Pacific.
The afternoon had been a blur. Professor Lee had finally called him back and agreed to meet early the following morning if he could get to San Francisco overnight. They were scheduled to meet at a tea house near UC-Berkeley at 7:45 a.m.
After Lee had phoned Ward to tell her about the meeting, Ward had called back, saying, “I talked with my Stanford classmate, Zhang Xiu Ying. She’s been in touch with her people in China. She wants the three of us to get together tonight at my house after your plane lands. She doesn’t want you meeting with Lee until she’s talked with you. I know it will be late. You can just crash in my guest bedroom if you want and I’ll drive you to Berkeley in the morning so we can talk on the way.” Bernbach had agreed.
Before he’d left for the airport, Bernbach had sent Franks the most salacious of the photos of Dan and Hope at his house party and the edited video of their sexual encounter in the guest cottage, along with specific instructions about when to get them to Eva Johnson by text or email from a no-reply address. The photo would come first, followed a day or so later by the video.
When Bernbach arrived at Westchester County Airport, he took an Ambien pill to get him through the flight. He needed rest, but what he really needed was oblivion, so he could stop thinking about the chaos and danger swirling around him. He knew the trip to the West Coast well. Half the sleeping meds would be out of his system in three hours. The rest would be gone when they landed. He might still be a little groggy, but he’d start the strong hot tea when the plane began its descent into SFO.
As the plane was on its way to cruising altitude, Bernbach called Franks directly to discuss the situation in Austin. He said, “I’m on a short time schedule, so I’m calling you instead of running this through Billings. We need to clean up some things in Austin. I need you to handle this. I don’t care what it costs, so use the people you need. Be sure it gets accomplished over the next 24 to 48 hours. Don’t just send people. I expect you to be on the ground there to confirm the results. I’ll put one of my planes at your disposal. I’ll send you the contact number for scheduling. Tell them you’re Jim Jones. Use aliases for the manifest names.”
Franks listened and simply said, “Yes, sir, Mr. Bernbach. What do we need to do?”
“We need to take out the reporter. We also need to convince Dan Johnson, the man who runs JPAC, to do two things: First, stop his present internet campaign against me and publicly indicate it was fake news. Second, hand over a copy of the source code for the software and algorithms he’s created for Rakesh Jain’s political project to reunite America.”
Franks said, “Sir, those are serious orders. Are you sure you want this done?”
Bernbach said, “Mr. Franks, as sure of anything in my life. If we fail on these, our entire project will hit the wall. Do you understand?”
Franks said, “I understand. Given your time requirements on the software, capturing and holding Mr. Johnson may be the only practical approach, but kidnappings have a record of going badly for the victim. Is that an issue?”
Bernbach said, “Not at all. Get it done.”
Bernbach put on his noise-cancelling earphones and stretched out on the couch, loosely fastening a seat belt around him and pulling a blanket over him. He woke when the co-pilot came out to bring him a chocolate brownie Clif Bar and his hot Irish breakfast tea, bolstered with a second tea bag.
◆◆◆
 
While Bernbach was in the air, Ward and Zhang ate burgers and fries Ward had grabbed from In-N-Out on her way home. They made sure the house was ready for the meeting. Zhang asked Ward about her security cameras. Ward said she’d turned them off. Zhang asked to check. As Ward took her to the security DVR, Zhang asked, “Am I on this from my last visit to your house?”
Ward smiled and said, “No, I erased that time period. Want to see?” Zhang nodded she did. Ward pulled up the date to show nothing was there from her visit.
“Was that a test?” Ward asked.
“No, silly,” Zhang said. “But it’s always good to be sure.”
“Well, notice it’s off now too.”
Zhang talked about how to handle the conversation with Bernbach. “I need to get a sense of where he is on his project, who’s involved and who knows what. I also need to assess whether he can control the situation with the reporter and the internet traffic. In China, we expect to see strength when problems like these arise. You have different laws over here, but we still expect to see action and results.”
Ward said, “Are you still having a car from the Consulate pick you up after the meeting tonight?”
“Yes. The same driver who brought me here earlier.”
With time to spare before the meeting, Zhang started unbuttoning Ward’s blouse. “We should play in the shower together. It’s always good to relax before an important meeting. Bring some wine. I’ll meet you in there.”
Ward showed up with two glasses of Cabernet, smiling at Zhang, who was already in the shower. “I was hoping we’d have time for some fun,” Ward said.
They did, first in the shower and then in Ward’s king bed looking out on the pool.
Finally, Ward said, “What do you want me to wear?”
“As little as possible.”
“Oh, that won’t tip him off about anything.”
“I’m kidding, although it was an honest answer. Something casual with a little sex appeal to keep him awake. How about a wrap dress with a little cleavage?”
Ward looked through her huge closet and pulled out a Diane Von Furstenberg silk jersey wrap dress with a navy and cream leaf print. “I have this.” She held it up to her bare body. “What do you think?”
“Nice. Tie it loose and wear it commando, just for me.”
She complied. “Did you bring something else to wear?”
“No. Much as I’d love to get in your closet, I’m on duty. I’ll just put my China work outfit back on.”
◆◆◆
 
Ward’s driver was waiting for Bernbach’s plane as it pulled up to the Signature Flight Support terminal just after 10:15 p.m. Pacific. After Bernbach made a pit stop inside the terminal, the driver took Bernbach’s bags and opened the car door for him. Bernbach carried a takeout cup of hot tea in the car. As they pulled away, the man said, “Welcome to San Francisco, sir. We should be at your destination in 25 minutes.”
When they reached Ward’s house in Menlo Park, the car pulled into the circular drive. Ward appeared as the driver opened the car door for Bernbach. The driver placed Bernbach’s bag on the front porch. Seconds later, the car pulled away.
Giving Bernbach a hug, Ward said, “Welcome. You’ve had a long day. I hope you got some sleep on the way out. My friend Xiu Ying is in the house.” Ward pulled his bag into the foyer. “The guest room’s right here off the hall,” she said, pointing. He was still wearing his business suit, without the tie.
After introductions, they sat in the family room. Ward said, “David, would you like something to eat? I have bagels with lox and cream cheese. I can make grilled cheese sandwiches or some eggs if you’d prefer.” He chose the bagels. “What can I get you to drink? We have coffee and tea, as well as wine and plenty of hard stuff.”  He went for the hot tea. Zhang and Ward joined him.
As Ward fixed the bagels and Oolong tea, Zhang thanked Bernbach for coming and explained why she had wanted to meet. She said, “As you know, my colleagues in China are concerned about the Sentinel Observer reporter and all the traffic about you on the internet this week. Part of my job is to try to re-assure my colleagues you are handling these situations and they will not create risk or embarrassment for us.”
Ward watched as Zhang moved through her questions and Bernbach responded. As Zhang pressed Bernbach on who he was working with and what they knew, Ward suddenly realized Zhang was probing what Ward was doing and what she knew. Is she trying to find out what I know? Ward wondered.
Ward was relieved Bernbach didn’t tell Zhang about Ward’s demand to be a general partner or about the additional information he had shared with her as part of that arrangement. I wonder if he realizes what she’s doing, she thought.
Zhang’s questions shifted to what the reporter knew and who might be behind the barrage on the internet. Ward thought Bernbach seemed frustrated he didn’t know as much as he should have. At one point, he said, “Your colleagues must realize this internet traffic is fake news.”
“What they see includes some allegations they know are real. But real or not, the information implicates China.”
“But look at how rapidly this arose. It looks like a disinformation campaign run by a political advisor like JPAC. Surely your colleagues face false allegations like this all the time. Clear denials and the passage of time usually suffice.”
Zhang stood and said, “I don’t think you understand. In our presently strained relationship with the United States, these are unusually inflammatory allegations. The situation is made worse by the continuing controversy about the Russians’ involvement in your last presidential election. Our leadership has no tolerance for this embarrassment.”
After 40 minutes, Ward noticed Bernbach was looking beat. She walked to the kitchen and put on the tea water. When it was ready, Zhang made the tea and served it. Neither Bernbach nor Ward noticed the white powder Zhang artfully dissolved into their tea.
After she served the tea, Zhang hammered Bernbach about the reporter and why Bernbach thought the Sentinel Observer was allowing him to pursue the story. She said, “We have had good relations with that paper. Why would they let him work on this story?”
“I don’t know. I’ve told their publisher it makes no sense. They have put the reporter on two weeks leave of absence. I expect they will kill the project when he comes back to work in about a week.”
“Where is he now?”
“He’s in Austin, Texas.”
“Yes. I see.”
Ward was getting sleepy. She left to go to the bathroom. When she got back, Bernbach looked worse rather than better. He was rambling about how much he valued his relationship with China, barely making sense. She looked at Zhang, who still seemed sharp. I wonder if I should suggest we take a break, she thought, just before she fell asleep in her chair.




Chapter 50

The following morning, Ward was awakened by a call on her cellphone. She picked up the phone, which was on the bed beside her. She was momentarily disoriented. She was naked. It was light outside. The time on the phone screen was 8:23 a.m. Thoughts raced through her mind. How can it be that late? What about the meeting? Why am I in bed? Where’s David? The call was from an unknown number. She answered it anyway.
Zhang said, “Are you by yourself?”
She recognized Zhang’s voice. “Yes.”
“Listen to me very carefully. I can only say this once. We met with David last night as planned to discuss business opportunities in China. You fell asleep and don’t remember what happened. You woke up in your bed this morning. David is in your guest bedroom, which is where he was supposed to sleep last night.”
Ward said, “What about the meeting this morning? I was supposed to take him.”
Zhang said, “Don’t talk. Just listen.
“When you open the door to your guest room, you are going to find David is dead. You will call the police. The authorities will find he died of a tragic heart attack sometime after the car from the Consulate picked me up from your house after our meeting. They will also find some Rohypnol pills in the pocket to his pants, along with some Ambien he probably used on the flight out. You know Rohypnol, it’s the date rape drug. The police will assume he slipped it to you to knock you out. The good news is you weren’t raped. As usual with Rohypnol, you won’t be able to remember what he tried to do. The police may find some of your DNA in his bed.”
Ward started shivering uncontrollably. My God. Poor David. What have I gotten into? I went to college with this girl. Who is she? Am I next? She grabbed a robe from her closet and wrapped it around her.
Zhang continued, “I’m on a flight back at 10:55 this morning on my diplomatic passport. If I must, I’ll give a statement to your authorities at some point before I go. You can tell the police I called you this morning to check in before you found David. In case you’re wondering, some of my colleagues wanted you to join David in his permanent nap. They took my advice to protect you for future use. Understand this is a test. For our sake, don’t do or say anything stupid. I’ll be in touch on the software at PaprW8. For now, just keep your people working.”
She added, “I need to go. Do you understand what I said?
Ward said, “Yes.”
Zhang ended the call.
Ward went into the bathroom, looked at her white terrified face in the mirror and threw up.
After brushing her teeth and checking the house to be sure she was alone, she turned the doorknob on the guest bedroom. It was locked.
Wonderful, she thought. She went to the kitchen for a paperclip. Inserting the end into the hole on the back of the knob, she overrode the passage lock and slowly opened the door. Bernbach was naked, lying face down on the bed. A sheet covered him from the waist down. Ward’s legs buckled. She knelt to keep from passing out. Moving to the bed, she touched his body. It was cool. She watched his back for signs he was breathing. There were none. She felt for a pulse, with the same result.
Ward stood and screamed. Crying wildly, she ran to her bedroom and dialed 911 on her cellphone.
The Menlo Park police arrived seconds behind the Fire-Rescue ambulance. Ward was still in her robe, although she had run a brush through her hair. She was still crying off and on.
When the paramedics said Bernbach was dead, Ward collapsed into a chair and sobbed. She gave them his assistant’s name and number in Westport. She didn’t know any family members.
The police questioned Ward, who told them about the meeting with Bernbach and Zhang. She went through what she could remember, then said she had awakened this morning with a call from Zhang and found David in the guest room. When she said she had no memory of when the meeting ended or how she got in bed, the police became suspicious and checked Bernbach’s pants, which had been thrown over the back of a chair.  They found his wallet, a small plastic container with some Ambien and another small container with some other white pills.
“Roofies?” the policewoman asked her partner. He nodded affirmatively.
“Ma’am, have you had a sexual relationship with Mr. Bernbach?” the policewoman asked.
“No. We are purely business colleagues.”
“Did you have sex with him last night?”
“No. At least I certainly hope not.”
After a few more questions and a call to their superior, the police decided to bring in a crime scene tech and the Medical Examiner. Ward reluctantly agreed to do a rape kit. Still in shock, she was emotionally shattered. As the morning went on, reality set in and her distress about Bernbach’s death shifted to her own survival.




Chapter 51

While Ward was experiencing her terror, Franks was in Austin, lining up the team he would need to implement Bernbach’s instructions to deal with Andy and Dan. Despite Bernbach’s offer to use one of his planes, Franks had flown out commercial the night before, carrying the bundle of cash he expected to need.
For Andy, he called a former member of Seal Team 6 who lived in San Antonio. For $35,000 up front and the same amount on completion, he would arrange the job and make sure it happened in 48 hours. Franks had used the man on other sensitive jobs that mandated his competency and discretion and justified his high compensation. The Seal would not do the job himself, but his connections would assure success.
Franks was more concerned about Dan. He mentioned the job to the Seal, who turned it down. “Software’s too complicated,” the Seal said. “Plus, hostage situations always end badly for everyone. You need a software guy and a gunman. I don’t need the aggravation or the risk. You may need to separate the job. I might be willing to help with securing the target if you can handle making sure you get the deliverables you want.” Franks agreed to think about it.
Franks met the Seal at Zilker Nature Preserve in Austin. After turning over the package of $100 bills, Franks drove around the city with the Seal in his white GMC Sierra Denali pickup truck. Franks told him about the firefight with the two men in the Charger. The Seal said, “Jesus, you should have called me on that one. You say this Eva woman took them both out? And she’s married to the Dan guy you’re after now on the software? Where did she learn to shoot?” After Franks added some more color, they drove out past the Ball’s house. The trees by the road were still slashed and broken from the Charger’s impact.
As they headed back to Franks’ car, the Seal said, “OK, let’s set Sunday at 6:00 p.m. as the deadline for completion. Let me know if you want to talk about the other job, but I don’t want the software side.”
An hour and a half later, Franks called the Seal and gave him the assignment to capture Dan.




Chapter 52

After lunch, Eva received a text message from Steve Cole. The text read: “Received this at Daneva Tech info@ email address last night. No message or reply address. Thought you should see it. BTW, VADS says photo is real.” The message included a color photo of Dan standing next to an attractive blonde woman. Dan was wearing a snazzy sport jacket. The woman was in a tuxedo with no shirt and a very low-cut jacket loosely tied with a sash. That’s interesting, Eva thought as she enlarged the photo on her phone screen. Nice breasts.
Wonder what he’ll have to say, she thought. She sent a text back to Cole: “Thanks. Interesting!” She’d deal with the photo at dinner.
◆◆◆
 
Shortly after 3:00 p.m. that afternoon, Billings received a call from Bernbach’s assistant. She said, “Mr. Billings, I know you’ve been a friend of Mr. Bernbach for many years. I have bad news, sir. Mr. Bernbach is dead. He apparently had a heart attack while he was in San Francisco last night. He left White Plains about 7:00 p.m. last night. He was staying at Susan Ward’s house, the PaprW8 COO, and was supposed to have some meetings today and fly back this afternoon. She found him this morning.”
Billings said, “That’s terrible. Absolutely terrible. Have you made any arrangements yet?”
“No, it’s too early. They’re insisting on an autopsy. We’re all devastated as you might expect. Miss Ward is barely able to talk. Mr. Bernbach has strong leadership succession in place for the hedge fund, but he managed his political dealings himself. I know you were one of his closest confidents on the political front, so if there’s anything I can do to help with the transition, please let me know.”
“Yes. Yes, I will. I’m so sorry for your loss. For all our loss. Thank you so much for calling me. I know I will need your help. Do you plan a press release?”
“Yes. The lawyers and PR people are working on it now. It should be out by this evening. So far, this hasn’t hit the wires, which is a miracle.”
He ended the call and looked out at the mountains. He sat silently for several minutes, then sent a text to Susan Ward that read: “Just heard news from DB’s assistant. Hope you are OK. Please call when you can talk.” He put on his windbreaker and walked out on the deck. He called his security guard to say he was going for a walk on the upper logging trail. He told the guard he didn’t want company. He’d check in later.
◆◆◆
 
During dinner at home with Dan, Eva said, “Oh, I received a photo of you and some blonde woman today.” She watched him closely. Although he didn’t flinch, his complexion reddened. “Very pretty lady. You were both dressed quite well. She had on a tux that would look good on me.”
Dan said, “Is this fake news or are you going to show it to me?”
“It’s not fake news. VADS checked. I’ll text it to you.” She did.
He opened the text and looked at the photo. “Oh, that’s from a dinner party at David Bernbach’s house in Westport a few weeks ago. They were taking candid pictures of the guests for some local community magazine. Bernbach loves publicity. Did this come from the magazine?”
“No, someone sent it to the info@ email address at Daneva Tech. What’s her name?”
“Who?”
“The woman in the photo.”
He looked pensive. “Uh, Hope. No. No, that’s her last name. Something Hope.” He paused. “It’s Tara Hope. She’s one of Bernbach’s political buddies from up there.”
“I see. Well, you certainly look nice together. I hope it made the magazine. Still seems odd someone would send it to Daneva Tech.”
Eva knew Dan was embarrassed. She tried not to think about why.
After dinner, Eva called Andy and asked him if he could find anything on a woman named Tara Hope who lived somewhere around Westport, Connecticut and was connected to David Bernbach, socially or otherwise. She decided not to send him the photo with Dan.
◆◆◆
 
Shortly before 9:00 p.m., Eva received a text from Andy with a link reporting David Bernbach had died in San Francisco from an apparent heart attack. Her cell rang as she was reading the text. It was Andy. “Can you believe this?” he said.
“No. I can’t. That pretty well kills your story, doesn’t it?”
“Maybe. But what if the Chinese took him out? Your whole internet strategy was designed to make the Chinese concerned about Bernbach. What if it worked? What if they decided the only way to cut their losses was to get rid of him?”
“My God, Andy, do you ever give up? The man’s dead. He died of a heart attack.”
“Maybe. What if our efforts at virtual assassination triggered an actual assassination?”
“God, Andy. So now I’m supposed to think we killed him?”
“Stranger things have happened. This is geo-politics. The stakes don’t get any higher.”
“Com’on, Andy. Let’s just hope his conspiracy will die with him. Let it go.”
“Well, it is going to be interesting to see whether the things I’ve been linking with him continue or stop now that he’s dead.”
“I’m going to tell Dan about this. You should send the release to Valerie and Rakesh if you haven’t already. And to your parents. This should help your folks sleep better. You too, for that matter.”
Dan was astonished to hear Bernbach was dead. Eva expected Dan to be concerned about losing an important client for JPAC. Instead, he almost seemed relieved. It was like some huge weight had been removed from his shoulders. She wondered why.
◆◆◆
 
Late that evening, Andy sent an email to Eva with some photos and other attachments. It was a summary of what he’d found so far on Tara Hope: “Tara Hope. About 39-40 years old. Lives near Westport. Large house. See pics. Husband and 2 kids died 2+ years ago in private plane crash in Bahamas while buzzing beach. Husband ran very successful real estate hedge fund. Hope inherited $2 billion +/-. Active in Democratic politics and social circles before and after his death. Very attractive. See society pics, many with Bernbach. Can’t find anything linking them romantically. Still digging.”
Eva looked at the photos. She’s very rich, very pretty and very eligible, Eva thought. Let’s hope Bernbach just liked to show her off. She closed the photos and replied, “Thanks.”




Chapter 53

Saturday morning, Billings called Franks for their regular weekly check-in. “I have bad news. David’s dead. Had a heart attack in San Francisco early Friday morning.”
Franks said, “David Bernbach?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so. His assistant called me late yesterday. Worst news I’ve ever had, other than the loss of my dear wife, God bless her soul. At my age, I don’t have time to recover operations like this.”
“Uh, Mr. Billings?”
“Yes?”
“Are you aware Mr. Bernbach called me on Thursday and asked me to do some things?”
“He called you directly?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What did he want you to do?”
“He wanted to take out that reporter, Andy Baker. He also wanted to do whatever necessary to make Dan Johnson stop his internet attacks on Mr. Bernbach and turn over a copy of the software and algorithms for the technology he’s doing for Rakesh Jain. Mr. Bernbach said he was out of time. He wanted things done in 48 hours, whatever the cost.”
“Well, under the circumstances we should probably hold off on those things until we can decide what David’s passing means to our operation.”
“Sir, I’ve already got things underway.” Franks told Billings about hiring the Seal for Andy and for capturing Dan.
“That’s a lot of money,” Billings said. Do you have the rest of the dollars if he completes the jobs?”
“Yes, sir, but it would just about clean out my expense funds.”
“Can you call your man off?”
“I’m not sure. I’ve never done that. He works through some very dangerous intermediaries. I’m not sure how tight his control is once he presses the button. I can try. Do we put things on pause or completely shut things down? Either way, I’m not sure we’ll get any money back.”
“Put them both on pause so we can decide where we are. With David gone, the reporter may just fade away. On the other hand, he might not. We just don’t know enough to take the man out. I’m more concerned about Johnson, since it sounds like David lost trust in him. They had a very close partnership. Something must have gone wrong.”
“Alright,” Franks said. “Let me hang up and see what I can do. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”
◆◆◆
 
Franks started to call the Seal. He paused, then put his cellphone back into his pocket.




Chapter 54

After their usual Saturday morning breakfast by the pool, Eva and Dan were talking about their plans for the weekend when Dan’s cellphone rang. He answered the call.
“It’s the main security gate,” he said to Eva. “The gardeners are there. Said they forgot some of our yard trash when they were here yesterday. They want to come get it. They’re on their way to the dump.”
Eva looked around. “Probably those bags over there, by the gate to the motor court,” she said, pointing. “OK by me, but you need to deal with them. I’m not exactly dressed for it.” She was wearing a white crochet beach dress with a flouncy skirt that just covered her bare bottom.
“It’s OK, tell them to come on up,” Dan said to the security guard on the phone.
A few minutes later, both of their phones pinged with an alert from their drive gate. Eva stood and said, “You can get it. I’ll duck in the bedroom.”
Eva went to her closet, which was part of the safe room they had created after the home invasion. She flipped on the large flat screen monitor for the security camera system, which showed a collage of camera images from around the property. As she watched, a white RAM pickup pulled into the motor court, with two men in the cab and a third sitting with a pile of bags in the back. The two men from the cab walked toward the gate to the pool area. Every gardener in the country must be Mexican, Eva thought. They work hard.
Eva shifted her attention to one of the pool area cameras and hit the key to bring it to full screen with audio. This is cool, Eva mused.
“Mr. Johnson,” one of the men called over the gate. “It’s the gardeners. Can we come get the yard trash?”
“Si, entra,” Dan replied as he unlatched the gate.
The two men came through the gate.
The first said, “Sorry to bother you. Is your wife here?”
Dan said, “No problem. My wife’s not here.”
Eva turned away from the display to pull out a top she was thinking about wearing later. Hearing a muffled thud on the audio, she turned to see Dan on the ground, with the two Mexicans leaning over him. As she was wondering whether he might have fainted, she saw the two men jamming his body into a large duffel bag. She flipped the display back to collage mode and saw the third man in the truck was no longer there. Seconds later, he appeared at the gate to the pool and the three men carried the Dan’s bagged body toward the truck.
Eva’s security training flashed through her mind. Secure. Alert. Respond. Eva shut and bolted the reinforced door to the safe room. She’d left her iPhone by the pool. Damn. She grabbed her Apple Watch from the charger. Accessing the drive gate control app from her watch, she locked the gate in both directions. Then she hit the silent alarm button on the security system, which would send a coded alert to the monitoring station in seconds.
She looked up at the screen. The men had tossed the bag containing Dan into the back of the truck. They were getting into the truck, two in the front and one in the bed with the bags. At least they’re not coming back for me, she thought.
Eva entered the access code for the gun safe and opened it. She pulled out the Colt M4 Carbine rifle, popped the magazine in and out, and slung it over her shoulder. Next, she grabbed the Remington 870 Express Tactical shotgun and checked the 6+1 load.
She watched the camera display as she slipped on her Skechers sneakers. No sign of the truck in the motor court or at the drive gate. Eva opened the door to the safe room and called 911 on her watch as she ran toward the front door carrying the shotgun.
For privacy and aesthetics, the landscape architect had curved the driveway up to the house, both below and above the drive gate. Thickets of trees and shrubs shielded the gate from the road and the motor court. Eva had made a narrow footpath directly through the woods from the motor court to the gate. By the time she was a few feet along the path, Eva had given the 911 operator her name and location, the nature of her emergency and a description of the men and the truck. She told the operator she was trying to reach the kidnappers before they cleared the drive gate to her house. “I’m going to leave the line open, but please don’t say anything,” Eva said, “They may hear you.”
As she approached the drive gate, Eva veered off the footpath, staying out of sight as she made her way through the trees and bushes. The truck was stopped in front of the closed gate. She had a side view, on the driver’s side. The two men from the cab were standing by the gate, shaking it.
Unlike a typical residential drive gate, this one was made of self-rusting Cor-Ten steel plate over a Cor-Ten frame. When the two-way lock was engaged, heavy steel pipes jammed both ends of the gate. With concrete filled Cor-Ten posts at each end and tank trap rails angling off to the trees on both sides, the gate was designed to take whatever punishment a car or truck could give.
Eva listened as the two men argued. Thank God my Spanish is still good, she thought.
Her problem was what to do with three men and Dan in the back of the truck. Be cautious using shotguns in your house. They can over-penetrate and kill your kids in another room, she remembered the instructor saying. She decided to stay out of sight and wait for the police.
A few minutes later, the driver tried to force the truck through the gate. “Fuck this,” the driver said in Spanish. “We can’t stay here. Let’s go back to the house. We can take him down to the lake and hot wire the boat we saw when we brought in the yard bags last night. If we can’t get it started, we can hide out by the shoreline until we can get picked up.”
Ah, so that’s why the sensors went off last night, Eva thought. Wasn’t a coyote.
“That’s crazy,” the man from the passenger seat said. “We need to go. Let’s leave him and the truck. We can try again.”
“You want to tell Ramos we failed? Go ahead. You do that. I like staying alive. We go to the house while we still can.”
The driver got in the cab and started a three-point maneuver to turn the truck around. The other man jumped back into the passenger seat.
As the truck turned and backed toward the bushes where Eva was hiding, the man in the pickup bed yelled and banged on the rear window of the cab. “Hey, hey, somebody’s in the woods behind the truck. It’s a woman with a gun. No shit, she’s got a shotgun.”
The driver jammed on the brakes, which threw the man in the back down into the pile of bags that included Dan. Eva saw the man fall but didn’t see whether he had a gun. The tailgate of the truck was only ten or twelve feet away.
The man clambered to his feet with a pistol in his hand just as Eva saw the driver’s door swing open. Eva stood and raised the shotgun at the man’s chest. Jamming the stock tight against her shoulder, she fired. The #00 buckshot exploded out of the 12-guage, driving eight steel pellets through the man’s chest and slamming him back against the cab. Even with the managed-recoil shells, Eva was momentarily stunned by the noise and the force on her shoulder. Fortunately, the driver was also stunned. He slammed the door closed and pulled the truck forward to complete his turn. As he tried to pull around, the front of the truck wedged against a small tree, forcing the driver to back up again to get the clearance he needed. This put the passenger side closest to Eva.
As the driver backed up, Eva watched as the passenger side window descended and a pistol came out and fired. The round went into the woods beside her. Acting on instinct, Eva aimed the shotgun at the open window and fired from 25 feet away. The pistol fell to the ground as the #00 pellets slammed into the side of the passenger’s head, blowing brains, blood and bone across the cab onto the driver. Two of the pellets ricocheted into the driver’s right shoulder and neck, just missing his carotid artery.
Bleeding but conscious, the driver opened his door and fell onto the driveway. Eva saw the door open, but lost sight of the driver. Lying down on the ground, she looked under the truck and saw him slumped on the driveway. She lay still, watching him. Where the hell are the police, she thought. She raised her watch to her face and said, “911, are you still there?”
“Yes, Ma’am, Mrs. Johnson. Are you OK? The police are coming up your driveway now.” Thank God, she thought. She told them where she was and where the driver was.
“What about the other two men,” the 911 operator asked.
“They’re both dead, I think. My husband’s still in a bag in the back of the truck. He may need an ambulance.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
Blocked by the drive gate, the two police officers climbed through the tank guard fence with their weapons drawn. One yelled, “Police. Mrs. Johnson, we see you. Are you OK?”
“Yes. The driver on the ground by the truck may have a gun. I think the other two men are dead. My husband’s in a bag in the pickup bed. He may need an ambulance. I have a rifle and a shotgun. I’m going to stay on the ground until you tell me it’s safe to get up.”
The police handcuffed and shackled the driver and confirmed the other two men were dead. One officer took Eva’s weapons and helped her to her feet. The other climbed into the pickup bed and pulled Dan out of the bag. He was breathing but unresponsive.
Eva climbed into the truck bed and took Dan’s hand. “He’s really hot, probably from being in that bag. They must have knocked him out with something.”
The paramedics arrived and got Dan onto a stretcher, where they checked his vitals and gave him an IV for hydration. They said he’d probably been sedated but should be OK.
Eva unlocked the drive gate from her watch and walked up to the house with one of the police officers. She wrapped a coverup around her skimpy beach dress and drank a bottle of Gatorade as she sat on a barstool in the kitchen. The second officer came to the door to report Dan and the driver of the pickup were on the way to Ascension Seton Medical Center. A few minutes later, two other officers appeared and asked Eva’s permission to check the house and grounds. The crime tech team showed up soon thereafter. By now, Eva was getting way too used to the process.
As the police went through their questions, Eva kept wondering what the police were wondering: Who would want to kidnap Dan, and why? Her mind raced. Could it have something to do with the Hope woman? Was Dan in trouble? Did somebody want something he had? Did they want to force him to do something? Could it be related to his JPAC work? Could the Chinese be involved again? She kept thinking. Bernbach’s dead. Dan doesn’t know anything about Andy’s investigation.
Then it hit her. Andy. I need to let Andy know what happened. Valerie and Rakesh too. Where is Andy today? She grabbed her phone and called him. No answer. The call went to voicemail. She sent him a text. No response.
She called Valerie, who said, “He was supposed to be coming over here at 11:00 a.m. He never showed up. Didn’t call or anything. We’re getting concerned about him.
Eva told her about her ordeal with Dan and the kidnappers. She was horrified.
“Is Dan OK?” Valerie asked.
“I think so, but I need to get to the hospital to be sure. I haven’t had an update yet from the ER.”




Chapter 55

Eva put on white jeans and a loose yellow sleeveless top with a scoop neckline. She politely ushered the police out of the house and left them to complete their work outside. Driving to the hospital in her Porsche, she called Debby Jenkins to see if she had heard from Andy.
“Not since we left the house about 9:00 this morning,” Debby said. “Steve and I are out on the lake with some friends. I haven’t heard from him.” She promised to let Andy know Eva had been looking for him Eva gave her a sanitized summary of the morning’s events.
At the hospital, Eva found Dan was still in the ER, waiting for a regular room. The doctors had decided to keep him overnight for observation. He was awake, but still a little groggy from being sedated by the kidnappers. His vitals were back to normal, although he was still on an IV for hydration. Based on Dan’s limited description and his hallucinations, the doctors thought the kidnappers had probably given him Ketamine, but the tests were not complete yet. The police had stopped by to ask Dan a few questions, but they had not told him much about what happened. Eva gave him the ugly details. She also told him no one knew where Andy was.
After spending 45 minutes or so with Dan, Eva called Andy again. As before, the call went to voicemail. After re-checking with Valerie, Eva decided she’d drive out to Debby Jenkin’s house for a look around.
Debby and Steve lived in an old two-story frame house on the Colorado River north of Austin. Located on an acre and a half of wooded land, the historic house had been remodeled and expanded over the years into a Texas Hill Country decorator’s dream filled with modern art and antiques. The original house had been built over crawl space. The additions had been built on slab.
Eva pulled her Porsche off the quiet street into the gravel driveway. The house was set well back from the road. Andy’s rental car was parked in front of the garage. Eva stepped out of her car and rang the doorbell. No one answered. She retrieved her Glock pistol from the locked compartment in the car and walked slowly around the house. She saw no signs of life.
She walked around the house again and called, “Andy! Andy! It’s Eva!”.
At one point, she thought she heard a faint “Eva”. She tried again. Again, she thought she heard “Eva.” Then louder, “Eva, under here. The house.”
Eva looked around the stone foundation below the clapboard siding. There. There’s a vent under the house, she thought. She couched down and looked through the wire screen into the crawl space. It was too dark to see anything. Placing her Glock on the ground beside her and triggering the flashlight on her iPhone, she panned the light into the space. Then she heard it, “Eva, it’s Andy. Help me out. I’ve been shot.”
Eva grabbed her Glock and stood, looking around the yard. She killed the flashlight and dialed 911. She didn’t know the address, but the 911 operator verified Eva’s GPS location was at the Jenkins’ house. Eva told the operator what little she knew and asked for her to send the Sheriff and an ambulance. Eva told her she was armed.
Keeping the operator on the line, Eva squat down and leaned her face close to the wire vent. “Andy, where are you?”
“Straight back. Use your light.”
Lying on the ground, she flashed her light into the crawl space. There he is. “Andy, is that blood on your shirt?”
“Yes. I got shot about 10:00 this morning by a man who broke into the house. Mexican, I think. He shot me in the shoulder. Hurts like hell. I managed to run out of the house and get under the crawl space from the back yard. There’s a square panel. You’ll see it around back. The man stayed a long time, trying to find me. I think he finally figured out I might be under the house. He came into the crawl space with a big flashlight but didn’t see me because I was behind a foundation pier. He went out. When he came back, he put the access cover back on. I think he locked it somehow. I waited until I was sure he was gone. I tried to push the panel open, but it wouldn’t move even when I kicked it. I think he hoped I’d bleed to death under here before anyone found me. I couldn’t call. Phone’s inside the house. I’m feeling very weak. My shirt is soaked in blood. I’m really thirsty. I need some water.”
“OK,” Eva said. She told the operator where Andy was and how he got shot. Leaning back down to the screened opening, she said, “Andy, the police are coming. Ambulance too. I’m going to check the access panel.”
She walked to the rear of the house and found the panel. It was held closed by two large slide bolts on the sides and a staple hasp latch at the top that was tied shut with a twisted piece of Romex electrical wire. Looking around the yard, she took off the wire and opened the slide bolts. The panel fell open against her knees.
Eva tossed the panel aside and looked in. The crawl space was about 30” high to the bottom of the floor joists, with a sand and rock floor. “Andy, it’s open. Can you get over here?”
Andy said, “I can try. I’m feeling weak. Lightheaded.”
“I have a bottle of water in my car. I’ll get it. Try to move over here if you can.”
Eva picked up her phone and asked the 911 operator where the ambulance was. “Five minutes out” was the reply. “First Sheriff’s car in two minutes.”
Eva ran to her car and grabbed the bottle of water. As she rounded the corner of the house on her way back to the crawl space opening, she saw a man walking up from the river. He looked Mexican.
As Eva froze, the man raised his pistol and fired. The round hit the side of the house inches from Eva’s right shoulder. She ducked behind the corner of the house as a second round whizzed by where she had been standing. Damn, where did he come from? she wondered.
Eva quickly realized she had two problems. She had to keep the man from getting under the house to finish off Andy. And she was on the wrong side of the corner. The house was to her right. As a right hander, there was no way to reach her shooting arm around the corner. To shoot, she’d have to step out. She peered past the edge of the corner, watching the man advance toward the house. He fired a third shot at her. The round slammed into the house above her head. She winced, wondering if she should run around to the other side of the house. She peeked around the corner again.
Suddenly, a burst of four quick shots exploded from behind her. The man crumpled to the ground. A voice called to her, “Deputy Sheriff, Mrs. Johnson. Please drop your weapon.”
Oh, my God. She tossed the Glock out to her left. Raising both hands, she slowly turned around to face the Deputy, who had his rifle pointing in front of him, but sloping toward the ground. Another deputy was getting out of a second patrol car, pistol drawn. The Fire-Rescue truck was pulling in behind.
The first deputy picked up the Glock. “You can put your hands down, Ma’am. I’ll take care of your gun for a while if you don’t mind. Where’s the man who’s injured?”
The second deputy checked the man his partner had shot. The shots had torn through the man’s chest, killing him before he hit the ground. The officer followed the trail to the river, where he found a small fishing boat tied to a piling on the shore. The outboard motor was still warm. Returning, he checked the house, which was locked. He saw no signs of forced entry.
The paramedics ran to the crawl space opening and found Andy collapsed about ten feet inside the access entrance. Seeing Andy’s bloody shirt, one crawled in to start the triage assessment while the other ran to get a body board. They had him in the ambulance in five minutes. With Andy’s pulse rate increasing and his blood pressure dropping, the paramedics started fluid therapy to counterbalance the blood loss. Although the bullet had cut some veins, his arteries were intact, which had made the difference between life and death. He lapsed in and out of consciousness on the ride to Ascension Seton Medical Center.
◆◆◆
 
After emergency surgery to stem the bleeding, Andy spent the night in the ICU, largely because of concerns about organ damage from the blood loss. By Sunday morning, he’d been moved to a regular room. A police officer was stationed in the hall outside his room.




Chapter 56

Billings received a call from Franks early Sunday morning. Franks said, “Bad news: I didn’t reach my man in time. Worse news: Both jobs got botched. The reporter got a slug in the shoulder, but he’s in good condition in the hospital with a police guard outside his door. Two of the men who went after Johnson got killed. The other was arrested after he got shot. They knocked Johnson out, but he got away. He was in the hospital overnight. He’ll probably go home today. I’m still trying to get the facts. Apparently, Eva Johnson was in the middle of all this again.”
Billings said, “You seem jinxed, Mr. Franks. How can your special ops people lose four resources in a week messing around with something like this?”
“Yes, sir. Doesn’t look good.”
“So, are they going to try again or give us our money back?”
“My man’s done. He’s willing to return $25,000 out of the $35,000 we paid down and forget the second payment. I never gave him his advance on Dan.”
“How honorable. We should cut our losses. With David dead, you may need that cash for other expenses while we figure out where we are. At least the reporter took a hit.”
“Yes, sir. I’m still in Austin. I’ll try to get the money and head out of town by tonight.”
“Good. Call me when you get back. We might want to meet next week.”
Billings terminated the call and looked at the framed photo of his wife on his desk. She was standing in front of the Rhododendron bushes along the driveway to the mountain house. Clusters of rose and white blooms covered the towering plants.
Opening his laptop, he looked at his calendar for the week. His daughter and her family would be driving up from Atlanta on Thursday for a long weekend. As usual, his son and snotty daughter-in-law in California were too busy to come. The following week, he’d begin treatment for Stage III pancreatic cancer. He closed his eyes and prayed, as if treatment of any kind for an 82-year-old made sense when the gemcitabine chemo was almost worse than dying and the survival rate from the cancer at this stage was less than ten percent.




Chapter 57

While Billings was on the phone with Franks, Eva was sitting alone on her porch staring across the pool nursing her third cup of coffee. After calling Valerie and Steve Cole and going by to see Dan in the hospital, she had slept fitfully despite a couple of glasses of wine and two private security guards Rakesh had provided. For once, she had been glad to trade some privacy for security.
Saturday’s events continued to flash across her mind. In two weekends, I’ve personally killed four people. How did I get into this?
Did Bernbach have a heart attack or did our internet campaign take him out? The mental images flew like thumbnails on a photo stream. Where does it end? How does it end?
One of the security guards walked up to the pool from the lake. He was a young Black man, maybe 25, with short hair and the reassuring look of a professional soldier. “Good morning, Mrs. Johnson,” he said. “Is everything OK?”
“Yes, thank you. I appreciate your help.”
“My shift is over at 11:00 a.m. My partner out front will be here until 5:00 p.m.”
“That’s fine. Thanks.”
Eva wanted to pull off her short cotton beach dress and jump in the pool. She wanted to swim naked and dry in the sun as she usually did. She wanted to bake the memories of the past week out of her system. But she knew better. She showered and dressed in the pool bathroom, putting on a blue low-cut sundress to bring Dan home from the hospital. With luck, she’d be able to see Andy while she was there.
◆◆◆
 
As Eva gave the Suburban to the hospital valet, she received a text from Steve Cole: “Can we talk this afternoon or tonight?” She replied: “Yes. Call me 4pm.”
With 30 minutes before Dan was being dismissed, Eva went to see Andy. After checking her ID, the police guard let her into his room.
Eva said, “Hi. How are you doing? They wouldn’t let me in to see you last night in the ICU.”
“I’m feeling a lot better than I did yesterday afternoon. Shoulder hurts. I’m trying to stay on Advil instead of Oxy. Docs say the physical wound should heal OK. I feel a lot stronger, but they still want to keep me another day to watch for organ damage from the blood loss. They gave me two pints of blood and some other blood products. Said I didn’t have a choice.”
“Well, you look a lot better. I was really worried about you, even more when that guy showed up from the lake as I was getting you some water from my car. Not sure what would have happened if the sheriff deputies hadn’t shown up when they did.”
“Last I remember is trying to crawl to the access hatch. Then I was in an ambulance.” She filled him in on what he’d missed.
“God, that’s awful, Eva. My mom’s flying down this afternoon. My dad wants me to come to New York as soon as I get released. He may be right.”
“With everything that happened to you yesterday, I never got to tell you about my morning.” She told him about the attempt to kidnap Dan and the aftermath. “Dan spent last night a few floors below you here. They think he’s OK. I’m taking him home in a few minutes.”
“Eva, that’s crazy! What’s going on? We need to talk about this,” Andy said.
“Yeah, I’ll try to come back up here this afternoon after I get Dan settled at the house.”
◆◆◆
 
Back home, Eva and Dan ate a late lunch in the kitchen and talked about Saturday. Eva thought Dan seemed back to normal until she pressed him about why someone would want to kidnap him. Then he got flakey.
He said, “I don’t know. Tech guys like me lead a pretty dull life.  You know that.”
“Maybe on the technology side. What about the political side? You have some powerful people as clients. You must know some things somebody else would like to know.”
He waited a moment. “That’s probably true, but I don’t think they’d kidnap me for it.”
“Dan, look at what’s happened over the last two weeks. For that matter, what’s happened this year, with the drone and the home invasion and all.”
“Gee, I don’t know. Eva. Just sounds like spy novel stuff. What do you think?”
“I see two common threads: Bernbach and China.”
“And either or both of them tried to kidnap me? I think your creative mind is working overtime.”
Eva stood and walked out by the pool. “Dan, something’s damn well going on. Five people are dead in the last week if you count Bernbach, probably because of me. Andy was shot and left for dead yesterday. I don’t want to see us join them. The more I look at this, the more I think you’re not telling me something I need to know. It’s not a comfortable feeling. I don’t want to die because of some secret you’re hiding.”
Dan looked out across the yard towards the lake. “You’ve been through a lot,” he said. “You should get some rest.”
Eva glared at him and said, “I’m going to the hospital to see if Andy has any ideas about what’s going on. I need to talk to somebody. I’ll be back. Security guard leaves at five.”
◆◆◆
 
As soon as Eva left, Dan called one of his project leaders and killed the offensive campaign against Bernbach.
He also took a photo of himself by the pool and used his Snapchat App to send it to Tara Hope. He hadn’t heard from her since Bernbach died.
At the hospital, Andy had no more ideas than Eva did. Like her, he narrowed the threads to Bernbach and the Chinese. “But if Bernbach’s dead, what was yesterday all about?” Andy said.
“Leftover orders? Eva asked. Something he put in motion before he died?”
“Possibly.”
“If the Chinese did kill Bernbach, they could be looking to tidy up loose ends.”
“Loose ends like me,” Andy said. “But why Dan?”
“They didn’t try to kill him. They tried to kidnap him. They want something he has, which I’d say is the information about his political clients at JPAC, and the software and algorithms he’s developed for Rakesh’s project.”
◆◆◆
 
A little before 4:00 p.m., Eva went down to the hospital cafeteria to find a place to talk with Steve Cole. She bought a bottle of iced tea and settled into a booth toward the back. Cole called precisely at 4:00 p.m.
“Hi, Steve. What’s up?” she said.
“Hi. I wanted to check on you after yesterday. How are you doing? How’s Dan?”
“I’m good. Still a little shaken. Trying to figure out what the hell’s going on. Dan came home from the hospital around noon today. He’s doing fine. What’s going on there?”
“I thought we should talk. I didn’t see it until this morning, but we received another email about Dan at the Daneva Tech info@ address.”
“Now what?”
“This one had a video file as the attachment. I put it through a VADS review and VADS confirms it’s an original. No edits noted.”
“Alright. More society mag content or worse?”
“Worse, a lot worse. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to call you, but I had to. It’s a sexual encounter with the same woman from the still photo. A little grainy but very graphic. You’re not going to be happy. At least there’s no audio. I couldn’t just send it to you without calling.”
“Well, I’m already not happy. Just email it to my personal account and delete it off the email server. No, archive a copy first. But encrypt it.”
“Will do. I’ll encrypt the copy I send you and text you the password. I’m sorry, Eva. Call me 24/7 if you need to.”
Fighting anger and sadness as they wrapped around her, Eva looked across the cafeteria. She saw doctors, nurses, staff, new parents, people worrying about loved ones, people grateful for medical care, people about to lose their spouses or parents or even children. She saw herself, sitting alone in the cafeteria, about to lose the man she had loved since high school. She closed her eyes, fighting tears.
Heart pounding, she opened the email from Cole and launched the attachment.
The video showed Dan and the Hope woman in what looked like a hotel suite or maybe a guest house. The woman was naked from the waist up, handing Dan a drink. He was wearing the sport jacket and slacks from the still photo. The action quickly got worse from there. Eva wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. Anger overcame the sadness. She watched the video until it stopped. At least the details on the bed were hard to make out. Her first thought was to kill him. Then her mind went clinical.
Eva closed the email and finished her tea. She sent a text to Cole that read: “Got it. No fun. Thanks for being a friend.” She called Andy’s room to tell him something had come up and she’d try to see him after dinner or in the morning. He told her that was OK, his mom had arrived.
Eva walked to the valet station and retrieved her Porsche.




Chapter 58







When Eva got home from the hospital, she found Dan asleep on the porch. “Hey, Dan, wake up,” she said. “I brought Tex-Mex takeout for dinner.” She was determined to seem as normal as possible. “Yours is on the bar. I’m going to eat in my studio. I’m behind in my work after another crazy weekend. Andy looks good, by the way. Still uncomfortable. His mom came in from New York this afternoon. Anything I can get for you before I go to the studio?”
“No, I’m fine, just a little sleepy. The security guard left at 5:00. I may go to bed early.”
“Good idea,” Eva said, carrying her food to her studio.
As she ate, Eva began working down her mental list. Going online, she checked her personal money market account, which showed a balance of $3.3 million. Then she logged into the Vanguard brokerage account for her revocable trust, which showed $11.4 million in liquid investments, mostly in ETFs. She changed the passwords on both accounts and recorded them in her password manager. Moving on, she logged into their joint investment accounts and transferred half of the cash balance of each account into a linked joint account she had set up months earlier. By the time she was done, she had moved $10.7 million into the new linked account. She changed the password on the new account and recorded it. She left the other assets untouched. She wasn’t trying to steal the money. Dan was still on all the joint accounts, including the new one where he lacked online access. It was just a little financial insurance to reduce the risk Dan would do something stupid.
With this out of the way, she went back to her bedroom closet, speaking with Dan on the way by. “Changing into something more comfortable,” she said. Inside the closet, she reset the electronic access codes on their home safe and the gun safe and tested both. She checked the contents of her Go Bag, which included three days of clothes plus $5,000 in cash in a hidden compartment. The safe contained another $25,000 in U.S. dollars, plus the equivalent of about $2,000 each in Euros, Pounds Sterling, Chinese Yuan and Mexican Pesos. Taking off her sundress, she slipped on a sleeveless black midi tee shirt dress.
Back in her studio, Eva called Mary Ball and gave her the news about the video she had received. Mary was shocked and sympathetic. “What are you going to do?” she asked. “Do you want to come over here? Our guest house is available.”
Eva said, “I’m throwing him out of the house tomorrow. If he doesn’t leave, I may need to take you up on the guest house.”
“What are you going to do tonight?”
“I’ll be OK. I’m working late and he’s going to bed early. I’ll sleep in the guest suite next to my studio.”
Eva’s next call was to Steve Cole. After that, she called Andy. His mom was still there, so she said she’d call back.
Picking up her cellphone, Eva looked through her Apps, wondering whether she should change the passwords or access permissions on any of them. Then it hit her. Unless he had changed it, she had the passcode to Dan’s iPhone. They had memorized each other’s passcodes after the home invasion in case one of them ever needed to use the other person’s phone in an emergency.
Putting down her phone, Eva walked to the house. Dan was in bed, totally out. She went into his closet and found his phone plugged into the charger. Closing the door gently, she picked up the phone and defaulted past the facial recognition to the keypad, where she entered the nine-digit passcode. The screen opened to display the home page apps. Oh, my God. It worked. Now what? she thought.
She paged through the apps. Spotting the Snapchat app, she opened it. No messages, but some of the contacts used code names. Not good. She went to his text messages and scrolled through them, looking for anything romantic or suspicious. She scrolled back further. A few messages with Bernbach and Susan Ward, but nothing unusual.
Watching the closet door, she switched to email. The phone showed his JPAC Outlook account and three personal email accounts—the one she used and two others. She went to the others first, which showed little traffic. Then she went to his primary personal account. There, about a week back, she saw an email with no subject line. She opened it to find an audio file but no message. She forwarded the email to her own personal account, then deleted the forward from his sent messages. She scrolled further. Nothing. Deciding not to press her luck, she moved the phone back to the home page, clicked off the screen and put it on the charger.
She opened the closet door. Dan was still asleep. She made some hot tea in the kitchen and went back to her studio. There, she opened the forwarded email and played the audio file.
A man’s voice she didn’t recognize said, “I thought we should double back on your assignments we discussed yesterday. Why don’t you give me a summary?”
Then a voice that sounded like Dan’s said, “OK. First, you expect weekly reports on Rakesh’s project. Second, you want to be able to use the new technology we’ve developed for him. Third, you want a copy of the software code with the algorithms sent to PaprW8 and one of your Chinese companies. Fourth, you want me to do whatever I can to distance that reporter and the FBI from being interested in you or thinking you have anything to do with China. That includes keeping Eva away from the reporter, which you’ve made clear could be important for her own safety. Is that it?”
The first voice said, “You’ve got it. Anything else before you go?”
Then the other voice said, “Yes. I’ve made arrangements to fly back commercial, so I won’t need the ride on your plane. I have a car coming for the trip to JFK. After sleeping on it last night, I’ve decided I can’t help you with your list. I’m resigning, whether you think that’s an option or not. You can do whatever you want with your photos and videos. Once you play them, they’re played. I don’t intend to betray my business partner. I figure the worst thing that happens to me is Eva leaves me and I end up marrying Tara. On the other hand, the worst thing that happens to you is you go to jail for 20 years, along with some of your friends. I don’t intend to be in there with you. You can decide whether you want your people to keep using JPAC.”
Then the first voice said, “You stupid asshole! Are you crazy? Why would you possibly think Tara would swap her life up here for some guy like you in Austin, Texas? You’re not Jeff Bezos. You can’t do this.”
The other voice said, “Well, I’m doing it. I don’t have your money or your experience in business or politics. I may be out of my league, but I’m calling your bluff.”
The first voice said, “You’re making a huge mistake. You don’t want to burn these bridges.”
The other voice said, “Maybe not, but neither do you.”
Stunned, Eva re-played the audio file. It’s clearly Dan. The other man must be David Bernbach. Bernbach’s blackmailing Dan. Dan’s refusing to play. Bernbach’s threatening to release photos and videos of Dan, probably the ones with Tara Hope. Dan’s calling his bluff.
She listened a third painful time. Dan’s basically throwing me under the bus. Does he really mean he’d marry her or is it part of his bluff?
For a minute, she almost sympathized with Dan for trying to stand up to Bernbach’s threats. Then she remembered. Whether he was set up by Bernbach or not, he was in the video, in bed with her.
Eva closed the computer screen and put her head in her hands. The file was what she needed, but it was not what she wanted. Sadness overcame anger. She closed her eyes and cried. When she recovered, she compiled a typed transcript of the audio file. She designated the speakers simply as Person 1 and Person 2. The work was painful, but she knew it had to be done.
By the time she was done, it was too late to call Rakesh. She’d reach him in the morning. She went to the bar and poured a glass of Zinfandel and walked back to her studio. Late or not, she called Andy. Fortunately, his mom had gone to her hotel. Eva dumped her anguish on him for almost an hour.




Chapter 59

After sleeping in the guest suite next to her studio, Eva awoke early, knowing this Monday was not going to be happy. Dan came out as she was eating breakfast at the bar in the kitchen.
Dan said, “Sorry I was so out of it last night. I didn’t even hear you come to bed. Are you going out? That doesn’t look like your usual Happy Monday outfit.” She was wearing a blue and yellow print midi dress with a high neckline and bare shoulders.
“Yeah, I was running some ideas by Andy on the phone last night. I want to go by and see him and also talk to Valerie and Rakesh. Are you still planning to work here this morning? I should be back by noon at the latest.”
“Yes, I’m working from home all day.”
◆◆◆
 
Eva was at the Jain’s house by 8:20 a.m. As Valerie and Rakesh were already aware of the Saturday events, she gave them a brief update on Dan and Andy. Then she told them about the video of Dan’s infidelity and the audio file. She gave them both copies of the audio transcript she’d prepared.
Rakesh said, “Things just keep coming, don’t they?”
Valerie said, I’m so sorry for you, Eva. Have you confronted Dan?”
“Not yet,” Eva said. “I plan to talk with him today and ask him to move out. I wanted to let Rakesh know about the audio recording first, in case he needed to deal with any security matters before I spoke with Dan.”
Rakesh said, “Thank you for doing that, Eva. As soon as we finish here, I’ll be in touch with our security and legal people. If you could give me an hour before you tell him, I’d appreciate it.”
“Yes, of course. He’s working from home today. I won’t speak with him before 11:00 a.m.”
Valerie said, “This has to be so hard for you and Eva, so disappointing.”
“Betrayal of any kind is hard,” Rakesh said. “The timeline and the depth and breadth are always difficult to assess. You never know for sure when it started and whether it’s ended or how bad it was. I expect Eva has the same questions I have: When did it start, has it stopped and was this the only time?”
The meeting lasted 23 minutes.
◆◆◆
 
From the Jain’s house, Eva drove to the hospital to see Andy. He introduced Eva and sent his mother off to the cafeteria for coffee. After Eva’s brain dump on the phone the night before, there wasn’t a lot to talk about. She gave him a copy of the audio transcript. She told him she’d briefed Valerie and Rakesh and planned to tell Dan later that morning and ask him to move out. Andy said he was sorry and gave her a weak one-armed hug.
“I should get released tomorrow, he said. “My parents still want me to go to New York for a week or so. A few days there might make sense. I feel bad about leaving you here by yourself after all you’ve been through and what you’ve done for me. Not too many people save your life twice in ten days. Thank you again, by the way.”
“You’re nice to say that. I’ll miss you. I have to decide where all this goes next. At least the audio recording adds weight to your theories about Bernbach, PaprW8 and some Chinese connection. It also makes me believe some of this craziness will go away now that Bernbach’s dead.”
“I agree. At this point, I’m chalking up Saturday to leftover instructions from Bernbach. I hope I’m not being optimistic.”
“Have you decided whether to go back to the Sentinel Observer?”
“I’m going back. The question is what I do with this story. My dad wants me to give it up. He’s got my mom scared to death I’m going to get killed. I’m still worried myself. Bernbach’s gone, but the Chinese are still out there.”
“You need to listen to your dad. I’d like to think I’m done shooting bad guys for you.”
◆◆◆
 
Eva was back at the house by 11:00 a.m. Dan was in his study. Eva walked in and said, “We need to talk. Can we do it now?” Dan agreed. She remained standing.
“I’ll make this as short as I can. I have five points. First, I received a copy of a video of you and Tara Hope having sex. VADS has checked it and it’s real. Second, I have a copy of an audio recording of you and a man I assume is David Bernbach discussing your rejection of some demands he made. Rather than play it here, I made this transcript for you. You’ll notice I highlighted the sentence where you said the worst thing that happens is I leave you and you marry Tara Hope.”
She handed him a copy of the transcript and paused. He read it and looked up.
“Third, I gave Rakesh and Valerie a copy of this transcript this morning because it seems to involve JPAC. Fourth, I expect you to move out of this house by tonight. You’re welcome to come back and get your things as you need to, but I expect you to call or text me in advance. Don’t just show up. You can take the Suburban. For now, I’ll keep the Porsche and the Tesla. Fifth, if you want to talk about any of this or anything else, we can arrange a time. I intend to seek legal advice, but I’d like to avoid communicating through lawyers if that’s humanly possible.”
Dan said, “Can we talk about this now? Can I explain how all this happened?”
“No. We both need some time to think. I bought a sandwich. I’m going to eat in my studio. If you need help with packing anything up, let me know. I meant what I said about moving out. You’re not sleeping or living here anymore. Whatever you have to say, this isn’t my fault. It’s yours.”




Chapter 60

That evening, sitting in his room at a Comfort Suites in South Austin, Dan sent a Snapchat message to Tara Hope: “Important we talk tonight. Can I call you?”
A few minutes later, Hope called his cell.
“Thanks for calling,” Dan said. “How are you doing? I’ve missed your Snap photos.”
“I’ve had a hard time since David died. So unexpected.”
“I was wondering if I could find a time to come up or we could meet somewhere.”
“Um, Dan, I don’t think it’s going to be easy for us to see each other now that David’s gone.”
“What do you mean. Why? I can fly commercial.”
“I don’t think you understand. You don’t think…. You don’t think I was getting attached to you….”
“Well, I thought we had a pretty good time when we were together.”
“Dan. Oh, Dan. I was dating David. Had been for about a year. He couldn’t give me all the sex I had with my poor husband. So, he’d set me up from time to time with some of his business acquaintances. He got to show them what it’s like to be rich and I’d have a little extra fun. And you were a lot of fun.”
“But David’s gone now. That leaves you with nobody. What about me?”
“Oh, Dan. You don’t get it, do you? You think I could actually care for you, have a relationship with you. We had fun together. You were good in bed and nice to talk to. But you’re from a different world than I am. My husband left me $2 billion. You and I are from different…. What’s that they call it in India? Castes. We’re from different castes, Dan. There’s no way we could be together for more than a night or two at a time. You’re my icing, Dan, not my cake. And I couldn’t just take advantage of you like that. It wouldn’t be fair to you since David’s not here to hold up his end of whatever bargain he made with you.”
Dan was silent for 30 seconds or so. Then he said, “I’m sure you’re right. I guess I didn’t understand. I’m sorry I bothered you. Could I ask you a question?”
“Sure.”
“Were you aware David was videoing us when we were together?”
“No, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d done that. He videoed us having sex all the time.”




Chapter 61

Andy was released from the hospital Tuesday morning. With Andy’s mother on her way back to New York, Eva picked Andy up in her Tesla. He was wearing shorts and a polo shirt. They stopped for lunch at Cooper’s Bar-B-Que on Congress Street.
“Had to get you here before you left,” Eva said.
“Smells great! Hard to get good barbeque in Boston. Feels good to be out of the hospital—especially good to be here with you.”
After they ordered, Eva said, “I can’t believe you’re going to New York tomorrow.”
Andy looked at her. She was wearing a white miniskirt with a yellow short-sleeved shirt tied at the waist over a white crochet halter top.
“Yep. It’s been a crazy two weeks. I’m going to miss you.”
She smiled. “I’m going to miss you, too.”
Neither of them spoke. Finally, she broke his gaze and said, “Did you talk with your boss?”
“Yeah. I’m going back to work on Monday. I’ll fly back to Boston from New York on Sunday. I’m getting sick days for the rest of this week. I told my boss about how much fun I’ve had during my vacation down here. You know, being chased, shot at, left to die under a house. Watching people die all around me. Fun activities like that. He knows about Bernbach’s death of course. We agreed to talk about what to do with the story when I get back.”
“What about the FBI? Did you ever tell them you were targeting Bernbach?”
“Not yet. My editor doesn’t want me to divulge sources or risk having the story leak before we can get it out. My gut is to give them the roadmap, but we’ll see.”
After lunch, Eva drove Andy over to UT-Austin so he could say goodbye to Valerie. The three of them talked in Valerie’s office for 40 minutes. They looked at the social media feeds that had been used in the attacks on Valerie.
“The traffic’s ebbing, Andy said. “Hardly anything at all today.” He promised to stay on it after he left.
Valerie said, “I hope it’s dropping because of Bernbach’s death and not just because classes will be over at the end of this week.”
◆◆◆
 
They stopped at Eva’s house on the way to the Jenkins’ so she could pick up a present for Andy.  They walked through the house to her studio. Andy followed her into the room with her computers and the projection equipment. Stepping to the pinup board, she took down the black and white print of her topless New York picture and slipped it into a Tyvek envelope. Handing it to him with a wink, she said, “I wanted you to have something to remember me by.”
Grinning and blushing, he said, “Uh, yeah, thank you.”
They walked back to the pool. Eva said, “How about a beer or some iced tea before you go?”
“Sure, iced tea would be great,” he said.
She planted him in a chair under an umbrella by the pool and poured two glasses of tea in the kitchen.
Handing him the tea, she said, “You know, you should spend a day or two here baking these bad memories out of your system before you go back north.”
“Yeah, that would be nice. But it’s not gonna happen.” Then he smiled and added, “This trip anyway.”
Eva sat with her long tan legs stretched out in front of her on a footstool. They talked about Andy’s college years, and how he became interested in journalism and politics.
After a while, Eva stood and untied her shirt, tossing it on an adjacent chair. “Warm out here,” she said nonchalantly as she sat back in her chair. She watched as Andy’s eyes locked onto her low-cut halter top or, more accurately, what the open-weave crochet camouflaged but failed to conceal.
They talked about Rakesh’s project to reunite America and what Andy could do to help launch it in the press and on social media. Eva stood facing Andy. “You could do a lot to help. If you can get your editor on board, maybe you could get an exclusive interview with Rakesh for the Sentinel Observer,” she said. She walked around the pool as they talked. Coming back to the table, she grasped Andy’s hand on his good side and pulled gently, coaxing him out of his chair. “We should probably get you going. I have some calls to make.”
“Probably better to say goodbye here,” she said as she put her arms around Andy’s back and stepped against him. She felt what she had already noticed. He wrapped his good arm around her bare back. “Watch your shoulder,” she said. She pressed her lower body against his and held it tightly. Tossing her head back, she looked at him and smiled. “Thanks for coming into my life.” She kissed him gently on the lips and said, “Let’s go. I need to get you out of here. Don’t lose your picture.”
She put her shirt on as they walked to her car.




Chapter 62

At 8:00 a.m. on Wednesday, Rakesh’s Embraer Legacy jet roared down the runway in Austin with two passengers on board. Four and a half hours later, he and Eva were shaking hands with Mike Hastings in his office at PaprW8 in Menlo Park. Rakesh had scheduled the meeting in a call with Hastings on Monday afternoon. Rakesh was dressed in slacks and a sport jacket over an open collar shirt. Eva was wearing a blue and white silk crepe wrap dress with a trendy high-low hemline.
On the way, Rakesh said, “I should give you an update on Dan’s status with JPAC. I met with Dan at our corporate offices on Monday. He agreed to resign as CEO. I’m taking that position for now. It’s sad for Dan, but this will give his key leaders a chance to step up. Dan agreed to remain as an employee on an interim basis while we sort things out. He’ll primarily focus on launching my project. I’m doing some deep security audits to see whether any other information has been leaked or misused.”
“We had another conversation yesterday morning. He was visibly distraught in both meetings. I tend to believe what he told me about what happened, but I’m not convinced he’s being honest with himself or anyone else about why it happened or whether anything else is out there.”
Eva said, “Can you share any of that, at least as it relates to me?”
Rakesh said, “Dan said there were three instances of infidelity with the woman, all when he was in Westport to see Bernbach. He believes Bernbach arranged the whole thing so he could blackmail him. Dan spoke with Hope this week. She told him she had been dating Bernbach and had no romantic interest in Dan. Dan swore he wasn’t involved with any other women.”
“Lovely,” Eva said.
Rakesh said, “Dan said he became infatuated with Bernbach’s wealth and lifestyle, his parties and his power. As Bernbach reeled him in, his morality and ethics broke down. Dan tried to use the audio file to show me he pushed back on Bernbach’s demands. I think it shows he had crossed the line repeatedly over some period before he finally had remorse and tried to pull the plug.”
Eva said, “Of all the things in that recording, I’ll never forget his comment about marrying Hope.”
Rakesh said, “He mentioned that. He said it was just a bluff.
“Yeah,” Eva said. “Wonderful. Too bad she’s not interested. Bernbach was right on that one.”
Rakesh said, “That’s enough for now. This is tough for both of us.”
They spent the rest of the flight preparing for their discussion with Hastings. Eva gladly shifted her attention. “Pushing Hastings to terminate whatever they’re doing with the Chinese should be our first priority,” she said. “It’s probably the only thing he can do at this point to protect his company. I like the message it will send to the Chinese. They’ll worry about why PaprW8 wants out. Best of all, it will make them question where Susan Ward stands. They’ll wonder whether she knows enough to be dangerous to them.”
“Do you think that could put her at risk?”
“Could be, although I don’t think it’s a matter of putting her at risk. She put herself at risk. It’s more like increasing her risk. Given what she’s done, I don’t feel bad about that, whatever the consequences might be.”
◆◆◆
 
At PaprW8, Hastings’ assistant met them in the lobby and took them to a conference room near his office. Hastings was already there, studying his iPad and eating one of the sandwiches that had been placed on the credenza. He was wearing khakis and a black polo shirt with the PaprW8 logo.
Rakesh and Eva took some sandwiches, water and oatmeal raisin cookies. After the introductions, Rakesh said, “Mike, I appreciate your meeting with us on such short notice. Given the loose ends swirling around following David Bernbach’s tragic death, I thought it was important for us to meet in person. We’re in the process of deciding how to handle certain facts we’ve discovered over the past several days. As how we respond could affect PaprW8, I wanted to talk with you before we reach any decisions. While I’m sure you’ll want to discuss these matters with Susan Ward and other advisers, I appreciate your willingness to have this conversation in private. Our companies are not technically under NDA, but as should become clear shortly, we’ll all benefit from discretion.” 
Hastings said, “Rakesh, I’m not happy to be here, but I agreed to hear you out. You asked for the meeting. How do you want to proceed?”
“I’d like Eva to explain the first point.”
Eva said, “My company, Daneva Technologies, created some software we call VADS—V-A-D-S. It uses AI-based digital editing to alter photos and other images, including videos. The same algorithms can be applied in reverse to detect fakes. We believe it’s the most advanced tool of its kind anywhere. Because of some cyber intrusions earlier this year, we created a decoy version of the software and left it open to the intruders in our network. A few weeks ago, it was downloaded. The decoy version secretly encodes altered photos with data about when and where the edits were made and the software version that was used to create them. To get to the point, we recently came across altered photos created with our decoy on your campus here in Menlo Park. Based on other sources, we believe PaprW8 was given a copy of the decoy by the Chinese company CnEyeco Tech. We think CnEyeco downloaded the decoy from our server. We believe Susan Ward and David Bernbach were involved in this.”
Hastings said, “That’s quite a fantastic story, particularly your allegations about Susan.”
Eva said, “Yes, it is. By the way, the altered photos I mentioned appeared in some tweets and posts that were used to attack Rakesh’s wife, Valerie Williams, who is a respected political science professor at the University of Texas in Austin. Over the past few weeks, she’s been the victim of a foul social media campaign claiming her wealth creates bias in her professional articles and teaching.”
Hastings said, “Have you ever met Susan Ward?”
Eva said, “Yes. Several weeks ago, she came to the opening of an exhibition of my digital art at a gallery in San Francisco. We talked about this software. She was interested in learning more about it. She thought it might be valuable in helping PaprW8 deal with altered photos and videos in fake news.”
Hastings said, “That’s a difficult problem for all of us in social media. Perhaps your software could help.”
Rakesh said, “We can come back to each of these. Let me go on to the second item. I own 80% of JPAC, the political analytics company founded by Eva’s husband, Dan Johnson. Your investor, Mr. Bernbach, and various of his PACs and candidates have used JPAC’s services. Recently, we learned Mr. Bernbach may have been attempting to blackmail Mr. Johnson into providing proprietary JPAC software and algorithms to PaprW8 and to a Chinese company we believe may be CnEyeco Tech. We have an audio record of the conversation.
“This item is related to a third matter. A newspaper reporter from the Sentinel Observer in Boston has been working on a story suggesting Mr. Bernbach was at the center of a political conspiracy involving the illegal use of technology and personal information to influence the 2020 American presidential election. The reporter believes this conspiracy includes PaprW8 and one or more Chinese companies as well as the Chinese government. He thinks PaprW8 is receiving both technology and access to hacked PII. He believes Miss Ward is involved in all this.”
Hastings said, “What? Those are wild allegations! Who is this reporter?”
Rakesh said, “Please. Let us finish. The reporter in question was released from an Austin hospital yesterday following the second attempt on his life in a matter of ten days. You may be interested to know four of the attackers in those two attempts are now dead. All four were shot by Eva Johnson here.”
Hastings looked at Eva quizzically and said, “Eva, is that true?”
Eva said, “Yes, it is. Mike, we didn’t ask to be in the middle of this, but we’re there and whether you know it or not, so are you. You may not have been shot at yet, but your investor Bernbach is dead. While the official cause of death is a heart attack, the reporter we mentioned is not so sure, and he’s been more right than wrong so far. The Chinese can be very harsh partners when things go badly.”
Hastings said, “OK, you have my attention. Rakesh, what do you want me to do?”
Rakesh said, “Before we talk about that, let me add some context for you. First, the FBI is investigating several aspects of this, including the cyber intrusions Eva mentioned earlier. Depending on how this plays out, you and Susan Ward may be on their interview lists, if you’re not already. As I’m sure you’ve seen, the FBI is good at indicting people the agency claims lied to their agents.
“Second, PaprW8can’t afford to be dragged into a political conspiracy story, especially given the increasing Congressional focus on social media companies like yours. It would be bad politically, bad for customer relations and bad for your investors. Your stock’s already going to be under market pressure from the uncertainty and overhang of the position Bernbach’s fund accumulated.
“Third, as Eva said, the Chinese can be quite harsh. Being exposed as part of a political conspiracy like this can’t be popular in Beijing. If our reporter’s theory is right, it may have gotten David Bernbach killed. But short of that, even being associated with rumors about a conspiracy like this can’t help your company regain access to the Chinese market.
“Fourth, you have a problem with Susan Ward. She’s obviously very talented. The market views her as indispensable to your company. It’s natural for you to want to protect her. But from what we’ve seen, her fingerprints are on some things that could blow up in your face, and hers. It’s not up to us to tell you how to manage your team, but confronting this sooner may be much more productive than picking up the pieces later.”
Hastings said, “Rakesh, stop trying to leverage me and tell me what you want me to do.”
Rakesh said, “It’s not complicated. I’ll let Eva start.”
Eva said, “Delete the copies of the decoy version of our VADS software and any derivatives or development your team may have created from what you got. Delete the altered photos created with it. Find out where the decoy came from and let us know when and how you got it. We don’t need to know who on your team was involved.”
Hastings said, “Do you expect us to get the original of the decoy back from wherever it came from?”
Eva said, “Nice idea, but probably impractical. So, no.”
Hastings said, “Would you be willing to license VADS to PaprW8?”
Eva said, “At the right price, possibly. If we did that, we’d want to limit its use to the detection of fakes.”
Rakesh said, “That’s item one. As item two, we want you to remove the hateful content about my wife from your sites and cooperate with us as we work to correct her record.”
Hastings said, “What else?”
Rakesh said, “It may surprise you, but we want to build a closer relationship with PaprW8. Many of JPAC’s political clients already advertise with you. Your company wants to increase its revenue from political marketing. We want to increase JPAC’s business. We have a lot of reasons to work together. Beyond JPAC, I have a lot of financial resources in my holding company that could be helpful as you take advantage of the coming antitrust attacks on your larger competitors.”
Hastings said, “What’s the catch?”
Rakesh said, “There’s no catch. If JPAC can succeed as you succeed, I have a reason to help you, and vice versa. Both of us can benefit if you can extract your company from the problems Eva and I outlined. If there’s a catch, that’s it. We can’t work with you or send our clients to you if you have disaster about to strike.”
Hastings said, “Well, I can see why you wanted to meet.” He stood at the table, looking at them. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. You’ve also left me a little confused. You’ve made some ugly claims about my company and my COO, which, to be clear, I deny. At the same time, you’ve also suggested we work together.
Eva said, “We didn’t have to come here, Mike. You’ve built a great company. You’re going through some tough times that will get a lot tougher if you don’t manage the issues we’ve talked about.”
“Alright. I’ll be back to you as soon as I can.”
◆◆◆
 
Less than an hour later, Eva and Rakesh were on their way back to Austin. They ate catered sandwiches and fruit salad for dinner and shared a bottle of Malbec.
During the flight, they talked about Rakesh’s reunite America project. Rakesh showed Eva the pilot videos and a static version of the repaintamerica.com website. He outlined the new JPAC Crystal tools.
Eva was impressed with the videos and the marketing message. She offered a few design suggestions for the website to make the historical material more interesting. “How are you doing in attracting corporate sponsors?” she asked.
Rakesh said, “Based on my focus presentations to groups of senior executives, I’m concerned about getting the corporate support we need. I’m worried companies will decide what we’re doing isn’t worth the risk in today’s politically charged environment. The executives understand the issue. They like the message and the pilot videos. But they’re worried about getting hammered by activists and progressives who will claim we’re trying to protect the status quo. Some of the executives have already received calls from presidential candidates warning them not to participate.”
Eva said. “Could you narrow your approach and focus less on specifics and more on the underlying values? Work on re-creating mutual respect and pride in America. Play to teamwork and cooperation. Go after the underlying social stereotypes. Not just in politics, but in everyday life, too. With all the frustration and bitterness out there, and all the demands for radical political change, I think there’s a backlash brewing that you might be able to tap into.”
“Go on.”
“If you took this approach and limited your initial efforts to social media, using the new Crystal tools to leverage your impact, could you get started without needing corporate support?”
“Those are interesting ideas. I could fund that myself. The question is whether it would be effective without corporate support.”
“If you do this under the radar rather than making a big announcement, I’m not sure you really need the corporate participation to be effective. Think about what JPAC knows about effecting political persuasion. Think about the additional capabilities you’ll have with Crystal. Corporate support could be a distraction, especially if it adds controversy.”
“So, I defer the specifics about reuniting our country and preserving our democracy. Instead, I go underground and work on influencing social stereotypes that affect how we think about our democracy and America—and each other, for that matter.”
“That’s right. Politicians always talk about things being a battle for the minds of the people or the party or whatever. You’re in—we’re all in—a battle for social attitudes. Valerie’s taught me enough about that for me to understand we’re losing trust in the traditional institutions that have provided our social stereotypes, and someone or something is going to fill that void. I think the internet is already a big part of that. With JPAC and Crystal, you can influence public opinion in ways people only dream about.”
Rakesh said, “What you’re suggesting could make sense--going after the building blocks that influence the ideals we have, the things we value. If we can get that moving under the radar, as you say, we might be able to attract support from other individuals and maybe businesses. The Crystal tools could be a huge asset here. We’ll probably need to tweak the algorithms and retrain the AIs, but that shouldn’t take much time. The big question will be how long it takes to impact our national conversation, especially in an election cycle.”




Chapter 63

After spending five long days in New York with his parents, Andy flew to Boston and went back to his job at the Sentinel Observer. Listening to Andy’s story about his time in Austin, his editor said he was sorry they didn’t have any war correspondent positions open.
“I’m kidding,” the editor said, “but that’s a hell of a story. You’re lucky to be here. You probably have a few article opportunities with this. If we’re going to talk about your assignments, I want to understand who some of these Austin people are. Tell me more about this Eva Johnson person. Who is she and how did she get involved?”
Andy filled him in.
“You’ve told me about Valerie Williams, the professor at UT-Austin, and the social media attacks on her integrity. She’s married to Rakesh Jain, the tech billionaire, and he’s working on some program to reduce the anger and divisiveness in American politics?”
“Right. They’re both straight arrow people. He wants to launch his project by July 4th. He’s lining up corporate support and planning to spend a lot of his own money, but he’s going to need help positioning and spreading the word. I’ve thought about a story explaining why he’s doing this, maybe with an exclusive interview.”
“That’s not bad,” the editor said. “So Bernbach is dead?”
“Yes.”
“And Dan Johnson, the CEO of JPAC, is in some kind of trouble with his wife and his boss, which is this Rakesh Jain?”
“Right. The wife’s issues are based on marital infidelity with some woman Dan Johnson met when he was with Bernbach in Westport. The issues with JPAC are less clear, but my guess is they involve some betrayal where Johnson was feeding information to help Bernbach. I need more information there.”
“When you called me from Austin, you said the FBI had questioned you after Eva shot the two guys who were chasing you in the car. Did you tell the FBI who you were targeting?”
“No, I wouldn’t tell them. I keep expecting to hear back from them, but so far, I haven’t. We need to talk about how I should handle that.”
“Who else is on your list of players?”
“There’s Fred Billings, the former chemical company billionaire who’s been one of Bernbach’s political buds for years. He apparently died recently. I haven’t had a chance to check on the details. He was in his eighties. There’s also the Chinese side of the story. A company called CnEyeco Tech and whoever else Bernbach was working with. I still need to figure out the connections PaprW8 had with China. I think Susan Ward, the PaprW8 COO, is the key to that.”
“Eva Johnson’s tech company, Daneva, is also involved,” Andy continued. He told his editor about the VADS image editing software and its ability to detect altered photos. “There are a lot of facets to this story. I think the Chinese got ahold of that image editing technology in a cyber-attack that included a drone and a physical home invasion at the Johnson’s house earlier this year.”
“Are you planning to make a career of this? You don’t need a story; you need the movie rights.”
Andy laughed. “Maybe so. But we do need to decide what my priorities are.”
They agreed Andy’s first piece would focus on Rakesh’s reunite America project.  “Let’s get that one out before word gets around about his program,” his editor said.
“The real challenge is going to be what to do with your conspiracy story,” the editor said. “The biggest weakness I see is the link to the Chinese. Give me a story proposal that defers the Chinese angle to a second part we may or may not publish. In the meantime, keep digging on the facts. If you hear from the FBI, talk to me before you give them anything.”
“OK,” Andy said. “But let me ask you something. If I can pull this story together, will you run it? I don’t want to waste my time or get in another fight with you. I’m not sure I’ll survive another two weeks leave.” He smiled.
“Yeah, we’ll run it, or we’ll both be out of here. Just be sure it’s well documented and well written. I’m not sure what all this means, but you’re on to something big. You’ve just got to prove it.”




Part Three

Two Weeks Later
 
Betrayal can be extremely painful,
but it's up to you how much that pain damages you permanently.
Emily V. Gordon

I am a firm believer in the people. If given the truth, they can be depended upon to meet any national crisis. The great point is to bring them the real facts, and beer.
Abraham Lincoln

Tech isn’t inherently good or evil; it’s simply a tool. Our job is to use it wisely and to be far more vigilant when it comes to our data, privacy and personal freedoms. In the immortal words of Thomas Jefferson, ‘The price of freedom is eternal vigilance.’
Monica Eaton-Cordone, “We Need an Internet Bill of Rights,” Entrepreneur, August 7, 2018





Chapter 64

On Memorial Day, the Sentinel Observer published an Op/Ed by Valerie Williams about structural change in American democracy. She read the piece to Rakesh and their two children as they were having breakfast at their mountain house in Aspen.
As we move into the 2020 election cycle, Democrat presidential candidates are talking about the need for structural changes to American democracy. Making changes to improve our democracy is a pastime almost as old as our country itself. We adopted the Bill of Rights just a few years after our Constitution was established. Including those 10 amendments, 33 have been moved toward ratification. Of those, 27 have been finally approved and one, Prohibition, has been repealed. Although some of the amendments are boring, many are essential to the rights, equality and diverse democracy we all enjoy today. Amending the Constitution is difficult by design, but as these amendments demonstrate, improvements can be made as we move toward our Founders’ goal of creating a more perfect union.
Much of the current discussion about changing the structure of American democracy comes from people who are frustrated at being unable to get their way. To protect the rights of the minority and avoid outcomes driven by short-term passions, our Constitution and the procedural norms used by Congress intentionally provide mechanisms that can slow things down. These circuit breakers are especially important—and frustrating—when partisanship is high and political compromise is absent. This is where we are today.
People who support structural change typically use one of three arguments.
Some people argue the checks and balances set up more than 200 years ago are out of date because they fail to recognize how our population and economy have grown. When these people fly over the American heartland, they see relatively-empty states with two Senators—the same number that states with far more people also have. They see House members who stand for election every two years, while only a third of our Senators get elected every six years. They see an Electoral College that requires presidential candidates to campaign state-by-state across America instead of just collecting the popular votes they need in our most populous states. They also see states that are predominately Red, contrasting with the more populous Blue states on the east and west coasts. To these critics, the current structure gives undue weight to conservative voices. They want more direct, national democracy, which would lessen the ability of conservative voters to block or slow down liberal and progressive programs.
Others take these thoughts a step further. They argue structural change is necessary and justifiable to achieve revenge, both for years of conservative refusals to approve liberal initiatives and, more importantly, for conservatives’ ‘theft’ of presidential elections that otherwise would have put Democrats in the White House and liberals on the Supreme Court. Much of the anger fueling the desire for revenge goes back to Bush v. Gore in 2000, when the Supreme Court settled the ‘hanging chad’ recount dispute in Florida to give George W. Bush the presidency. Trump’s surprise victory in 2016 rekindled the outrage and curated the belief that the Russians or James Comey or someone must have enabled Trump to win an election he didn’t deserve to win. Trump’s election exacerbated the anger resulting from the Republicans’ refusal to consider President Obama’s nomination of Merrick Garland to the Supreme Court earlier in 2016. Like the first group, these people want to get their way on domestic policy issues. But they also want more aggressive changes that would lock Republicans in permanent minority status.
Other people take a less partisan view of the need for structural change. As they see it, technology is changing the world faster than ever, and the pace of change is accelerating. The internet is driving the impact of that change with effects we don’t yet appreciate. But government and social institutions are falling behind in their ability to respond to change. It’s a global problem but it affects different forms of government differently. Centralized economies like China can theoretically move more quickly than democracies. In their view, we must improve America’s ability to manage change if we want to stay competitive in the global marketplace. Whatever their political persuasion, the people in this group want structural change that reduces legislative bottlenecks and promotes objective, bipartisan analysis and action. (I am one of these people.)
The list of potential structural changes runs the gamut. Because Constitutional amendments are hard, most progressive activists focus on changes that can be implemented (at least arguably) without amending the Constitution. Political scientist David Faris has championed several aggressive changes popular with the revenge camp in his book, It’s Time to Fight Dirty. These include establishing statehood for D.C. and Puerto Rico, breaking California into several states to gain more House members, granting voting rights to millions of undocumented aliens and packing the Supreme Court. Democrat presidential candidate Andrew Yang supports reducing the voting age to 16. Eliminating the Electoral College has been advocated over several election cycles—whenever the party that wins the popular vote loses the presidency in the Electoral College.
Congressional rules offer other opportunities for structural change. Filibuster rules can be devastatingly effective in slowing down or defeating legislation and killing presidential appointments. Rules allowing Senate and House leaders and Committees to block legislation from floor votes can have similar effects.
The risks of tinkering with our founding documents are high, especially if they favor one party over another or make revenge easier for the party in power.  We must judge any structural changes through a two-way mirror. Changes we like when our party is in power may seem tyrannical when our party is in the minority. Even the most passionate change advocates admit it’s dangerous to start making partisan structural changes unless you can make sure your dominance will stick. If the party you’re trying to suppress gets back in power, you’re not going to like the results.
The peril of structural change is higher today than in the past because of fading public trust in our traditional social institutions and the rise of the internet as a replacement source of information about how we should think and act and vote. We are losing trust in our schools, our religious institutions, our government and our community news sources and looking to the internet and its mob of influencers, social media manipulators and social activists.
As we’re increasing our reliance on the internet, we’re also becoming less disciplined about seeking the truth. We expect quick, easy answers and emotional satisfaction in a matter of seconds. We’re happy to defer to our identity groups, elites and other echo chambers to determine what is or isn’t true or good.
The critical danger is this: We’re talking about making structural changes to speed up our democratic processes, to reduce or eliminate the speed bumps and checks and balances that currently buffer us from the emotional effects of short-term passions. We’re doing this at a time when the internet is driving us closer and closer to mob opinion. If we strip out the structural buffers from our democracy, we could easily end up with mob rule.
Where does that leave us? We could reduce a lot of the impetus for structural change by returning to an era where our politicians are willing to work together and compromise to move our country forward. If structural changes seem necessary, tweaking the Congressional rules could be a good place to start. Changing filibuster requirements for some appointments has already had some favorable effects.
Another option worth looking at in our world of hyper-partisanship is ‘ranked choice voting’, or RCV, which tends to elect candidates who are acceptable to a wide swath of the electorate, regardless of party. Australia has used this for decades. Maine adopted it for federal elections in 2018. With RCV, voters rank candidates in order of choice. If a candidate receives more than half the first choices, they win, just like any other election. If not, the candidate with the fewest votes is eliminated, and voters who picked that candidate as ‘number 1’ will have their votes count for their next choice. This process continues until a candidate wins with more than half of the votes. To learn more, check out www.
FairVote.org.
Whether we’re playing softball or politics, Americans value fairness and equal treatment. FDR found that out when he tried to leverage his landslide victory in 1936 into legislation packing the Supreme Court. Congress and the public saw it for what it was: an undemocratic power grab. Despite FDR’s popularity, it failed miserably.
If we abandon our commitment to fundamental American values in an effort to achieve political advantage, if we trade our existing checks and balances for new structures designed to achieve revenge or permanent partisan dominance, we will cross a line that will irretrievably change the face of who we are and how we are governed. In the process, we will increase our exposure to the dangers that the internet poses to our democracy—dangers that we still largely fail to understand.
America is a nation of immigrants. We have built this country together, making plenty of mistakes along the way but generally advancing toward more tolerance, more inclusion and more equality. Structural change designed to create a permanent political underclass—a minority, an enemy, whose interests can be trampled, insulted or ignored—goes against everything we have worked to overcome.
Instead of focusing on structural changes to achieve partisan advantage, we need to focus on how we can encourage collaboration and assimilation to bring our country together and move us forward as one nation. Looking back at America’s failures is good if it helps us understand how we can do better. But we also need to remember the achievements we’ve accomplished by working together and use those past successes as momentum to accomplish even more.
We need to replay the soaring aspirational rhetoric of John F. Kennedy, Ronald Reagan and Barack Obama’s first acceptance speech. Regardless of their politics or their personal frailties, these leaders understood the importance of shared experience and moving America forward together.
We’ve come a long way since our nation’s founding, but we still have a lot to do. The issues we face are real and difficult. We’ll get a lot more done if we do it together.
Rakesh said, “This is wonderful. I like it, especially the closing.”




Chapter 65

As the early morning sky slowly brightened behind the dark shadow of the North Carolina mountains, Fred Billings sat at his desk and tore up the third note he’d handwritten to his daughter. He pulled out another piece of his engraved monarch stationary and began again. This time the words flowed.
Bunny,
Thank you so much for a wonderful long weekend with you, Will and the kids. Sorry I wasn’t up to my usual activity level. At least now you know why.
Please don’t think of me giving up. You know I’ve always been a fighter, when the fight was worth it. Think of me as going home.
I’ve had a wonderful life. Even with her untimely passing, my beloved wife and I spent 58 years loving life together. I’ve done some good things and some bad things, but I’ve always tried to do the right thing. I’ve worked hard. I’ve made mistakes, but I’ve kept on trying and learning.
I’m at peace. It’s time. More treatment wouldn’t benefit anybody other than my doctors and hospitals.
Thank you for being such a marvelous daughter and bringing your Mother and me so much joy. Every time you hug Will or the kids, remember I’m there with you, cheering you on.
Love, Dad
Billings folded the letter and placed it in an envelope, which he sealed and addressed simply to “Bunny”. He placed in the center of his desk.
Billings had been up for an hour. He’d showered and dressed, putting on his favorite tan corduroy slacks and a plaid flannel shirt over a long-sleeved tee shirt. As the sun moved closer to the ridgeline to the east, he put on his hiking boots and felt ball cap and slipped his arms into his green windbreaker. Filling his coffee cup in the kitchen, he went out on his deck and watched the sun break above the mountains for the last time.
When he finished his coffee, he took the day pack off the hook in his mud room and slung it over his shoulder. Outside, he picked up a folding camp stool and walked down his gravel driveway to the access road that wound through his property.  As the sunlight illuminated the valley, he placed the stool in the middle of a patch of white oxeye daisies, which had grown and regenerated from seeds he and his wife had first planted more than 20 years ago. It had been their favorite springtime spot on the mountain.
Sitting on the stool, he looked across the valley. Spring leaves had greened the mountains all the way up to his house. Only the higher mountain tops across the valley were still grey and brown, and those were spotted with evergreens above the tree line. Dogwoods and flowering plums splashed white flowers across the green hardwood forest.
Opening the daypack, he took out a Tyvek envelope with “Jason” printed on the front and placed it on the daisies in front of him. Bowing his head, he prayed.
When he had finished, he stood proudly and in a single smooth motion he had practiced for three days, put his Colt .45 M1911A1 pistol to his right temple and fired. The single shot echoed across the valley. The weapon he had carried proudly as an Army officer in Viet Nam fell into the daisies next to his lifeless body.
◆◆◆
 
Jason heard the shot as he was walking out of his house to his F-150. He was supposed to pick Billings up at the daisy patch at 9:00 a.m. for a drive into Waynesville to have breakfast at Clyde's Restaurant and get some things at the Wal-Mart. Jason didn’t need to leave for 15 minutes, but the shot was unusual, especially at that time of day. He put his Glock on the seat beside him, checked his AR-15 and went up to investigate.
As he approached the turnoff onto the driveway, Jason saw Billings lying in the daisy patch. Most of his head had been destroyed by the hollow point bullet. Blood and bits of brain and bone covered the nearby daisies. As he walked over to his body, Jason saw the envelope, which had not been touched by the spray of body parts and fluids. Eyes tearing up, he took the envelope back to the truck and called 911.
As he waited for the Sheriff, he opened the envelope and found a letter, a list of names and phone numbers and five smaller envelopes, each filled with $100 bills. He read the letter, which said:
Dear Jason,
Sorry to inconvenience you with this mess, but I decided going home was better than more treatment. I left a note to Bunny on my desk. Please be sure she sees it today.
Please call the people on the enclosed list and tell them I’ve passed. You’ll see some notes about what to say to some of them. Please call them in the order listed, but if someone doesn’t answer, just go on and call the others. The first two are the most important, my lawyer and my assistant. My lawyer has some letters he will mail once he hears from you. He’ll also contact my daughter and my son. (I did not leave a letter for my son.)
The envelopes of money are for you. There’s a total of $25,000 in the five envelopes. It’s my small way of saying thank you for all your help and service. Once my affairs are settled, you will receive another $250,000, plus title to the Ford and the Jeep, your security weapons and, of course, our expensive guard dog.
The mountain property will go into a trust with resources to provide for its care for a long time. My daughter will be the trustee. If you want to stay on, the funds will be there to pay you. But you’ll need to keep my daughter happy.
Thank you for your respect and the care you and your wife have provided. I hope to see you in the Great Beyond.
Fred Billings




Chapter 66

Susan Ward was lying on a towel on the beach when Zhang Xiu Ying walked down from the house Ward had rented near Waimea on Kauai’s South Shore. “Hey, Susan, I’m here,” Zhang yelled. “Can you believe this place?”
Susan jumped up and ran to hug Zhang. “No, and I can’t believe I’m here with you!”
“Nice suit,” Zhang said. “Is this a private beach?” Ward was topless, wearing a black Brazilian bikini bottom.
“Sort of. There are some houses along the beach but it’s hard to walk very far because of the rocks,” she said, pointing. “I’ve only seen two couples down the beach since I arrived yesterday afternoon, and they didn’t come past here. The pool behind the hedge is private once you’re in it. There’s a hot tub in the garden up near the house. Come on, I’ll show you around.”
“How do you like my dress?” Zhang said, twirling around. She was wearing sunglasses and a floppy hat above a very short sleeveless cotton shift with a Hawaiian print design.
“Like the length. Tell me you didn’t fly in from Beijing wearing that!”
Zhang laughed. “No. I bought it at the Honolulu airport when I was changing planes for the flight to Kauai. Came with pants, but I put them in my bag after we landed here. It’s a little short, but I thought you’d like it.” She twirled again, raising her arms over her head. The dress rode up to just enough to expose a glimpse of her pale blue thong underneath.
They walked up from the beach together. The house was long and narrow with mid-century modern architecture and large windows overlooking the Pacific. It had open, airy rooms, lush landscaping and two different lanais. Privacy was a function of who walked by. The house was about 50 feet from the sand, and the beach was narrow. The windows in the living area had no curtains, although the bedrooms and bathrooms had sheers. The master bedroom had a king bed and a garden bath with an outside shower.
They spent the rest of the afternoon alternating from the bed to the beach to the hot tub and back. After cleaning up for dinner, they sat on lounge chairs in the grass by the beach, drinking Sauvignon Blanc and watching dusk fall over the ocean and the sun sink over the shoreline in the west. Afterglow painted the puffy clouds floating above the southern horizon.
Ward said, “Kauai is my favorite Hawaiian island. Wait until you see the mountains and the jungle. It even has a desert canyon.”
As dusk turned to night, they drove into Poipu Beach for dinner at Tidepools at the Grand Hyatt, eating ono and seared ahi at a table surrounded by koi ponds and overlooking the Pacific. Plumeria and Ginger flowers perfumed the air. Zhang wore her short arrival dress. Ward wore white gauze pants and a red print Aloha shirt tied unbuttoned at her waist. As dinner moved to more wine for dessert, Ward brought up PaprW8. Better to get it out of the way early, she thought.
“I’m sorry the project with CnEyeco Tech didn’t work out,” she said. “You did your part and more by leaving the software and data access in place after David’s death. Hastings never knew it was at risk of being pulled. He just got cold feet and second-guessed the whole relationship. I’m still not sure why. I pushed back hard, harder than I usually do. He basically ignored me and started isolating me from the project and some other work. When I confronted him, he suggested I take a couple of weeks off. He hasn’t treated me like that in a long time.”
Zhang said, “Having your company back out of the deal after I went to bat to keep you in was very damaging for me. I lost a lot of face. I would have been better off if I had recommended pulling the project from PaprW8.”
“I’m sorry.”
“At least we’re spending some of your vacation together in paradise. Do you have any idea what set Mike Hastings off?”
“No. I did find out he had a meeting with Rakesh Jain, the billionaire investor who owns most of JPAC, and Eva Johnson, the artist behind Daneva Tech, the company that created the image editing software. Hastings didn’t invite me to that meeting, which seems strange to me.”
“Have you heard anything from the FBI or the police?”
“No, nothing.”
“Has Hastings been contacted?”
“Not that I know of. But somebody spooked him. He’s trying to distance himself from something. He does that.”
“Have you heard from the reporter?”
“No.”
“Well, we’ve severed everything with PaprW8 at our end. Hopefully, that’s the end of it.” She sipped her wine. “Let’s go back to being tourists. You’ve been here before. What are we going to do tomorrow?”
Ward said, “I booked a helicopter ride over the island. It’s the best way to see how different Kauai is. Afterwards, we can drive up to Wailua Falls and stop for a late lunch in Poipu Beach. We’ll be able to spend some time on the beach back here before dinner. I made reservations at RumFire back in Poipu.”
“Wow! You sure you’re not a tour director?”
“That’s just tomorrow. The next day, we’ll drive up to Waimea Canyon and the lookout across Kalalau Valley over to the Napali Coast. We’ll see those places tomorrow from the chopper. On the way back, we’ll drive out to Barking Sands Beach and Polihale State Park. We should be back to the house in time to have some fun before dinner.”
“Any plans for our final day together?”
“Nothing yet. Maybe we’ll play here. Just you and me and Hawaii.”
◆◆◆
 
They did everything Ward described and more. On their last day, they went swimming at Poipu Beach in the morning, bought takeout sandwiches for lunch and spent the rest of the day at the house. After swimming naked in the pool, they dried in the sun while they ate their sandwiches on the pool deck. The beach and pool gave way to the bedroom more than once. Catnaps refueled their energy and their desire.
Holding Zhang’s naked body against hers in the pool, Ward said, “I can’t believe you’re going home tomorrow. Can’t you stay for a couple more days until I leave?”
“No. Can’t do it. I have to fly to Chengdu the same day I get back to Beijing.”
“Going to see the Pandas?”
“No, Miss Tourist Director. I’m just glad we could spend the time we’ve had together. It’s been very special. I’ll remember it the rest of my life.”
“Don’t sound so melancholy. You’re going to make me sad now. Let’s at least put that off until tomorrow.”
After naps and showers together, they had wine and snacks by the pool. Both were topless, with silk scarves wrapped around their waists. They strolled along the sand, holding hands, watching the sun slip toward the horizon where the mountains fell to the sea. After a while, they fixed dinner together. Ward made shrimp with Asian chili garlic sauce. Zhang made the salads. As dusk settled in, they ate on a lanai table lit by hurricane lanterns. A woven wood fence panel sheltered them from the easterly wind. Walking to the kitchen, Ward opened another bottle of Sauvignon Blanc and re-filled their glasses.
Zhang looked up at Eva with tears in her eyes. “Sorry,” she said.
“Hey, what’s up?”
“I’m going to miss you.”
“Me too. I don’t know how you do what you do. It must be so hard sometimes.”
Zhang looked at Ward, then turned away. “It is,” she said. “More than you know.”
“Well, you’ve sure gotten me over guys. I’m hooked on you. Do you know when you’re coming back to the States?”
“I don’t know. It depends on how my superiors judge this botched operation. I may not be allowed to travel to the U.S. for a while.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes.”
“I know you probably think it’s a stupid question, but would you ever consider moving to the U.S.?”
Zhang hung her head. “You are so innocent sometimes.” She looked up. “I wouldn’t last a month. I’d be dead. In this business, commitment is not an option.”
Eva looked at Zhang’s eyes. They were cold as ice, she thought. “You’re right, I’m naïve as hell. You’re playing on a different playing field. One I can’t even begin to imagine.”
Zhang stood up and wrapped her arms around Ward. They stood there, holding each other as tears flooded their eyes. After a few minutes, Zhang looked at Ward and kissed her, warmly, softly, with more love than sexual passion. Salty tears flowed together across their faces.
Zhang shivered. “Breaking their embrace, she walked to the pool and stuck her foot in the water. “I’m getting cold,” she said. “Bring your wine. Make love to me in the pool. It’s still warm from the sun. I’ll be right back.” She walked to the bedroom.
While Zhang was gone, Ward panicked. Why is she so emotional, so melancholy? she thought. Love? Conflict? Something worse? Deciding she had to cut the risk, Ward quickly swapped their wine glasses, making sure the levels and the wine glass charms were the same for each of them as they had been before the trade.
A few minutes later, Zhang returned with her coverup, which she dropped beside the pool. “Ready?” She took off her scarf and stepped in.
Ward went to the pool, pulled the scarf off her waist and joined Zhang.
“See, it’s warm,” Zhang said as she moved toward Ward. She passed Ward’s wine to her and took a drink from her own glass. “This is nice. I could stay here all night. Play with me.” Zhang said.
Kissing her passionately, Ward rubbed her body against Zhang’s, then slid her thigh between Zhang’s legs. Zhang clamped down, riding Zhang’s leg as it massaged her. Zhang pulled away and reached for her wine. Ward took a drink of hers and pulled Zhang to her. This time their fingers did the touching. After three days together, they knew each other’s needs and how to prolong the encounter. Zhang stopped Ward again. After more wine, they both gave in, shuddered and let go. Hungry for more, they repeated the experience.
They held each other for a while, then separated. Zhang said, “That was nice. You are so good. I love you.”
Ward said, “I love you too.”
It was the first time they had said “I love you” to each other.
It would also be the last.
Ward said, “I think I’m getting drunk. I’m a little light-headed.” She walked unsteadily toward the steps to climb out of the pool. She said, “I think I need to get some water.”
Zhang followed her out of the pool and helped her lie down on the bed in the master bedroom. “Rest there for a minute,” Zhang said. “I’ll bring you some water, then we can play some more.”
Zhang went back to the pool and put on her cover up. She picked up the dishes and finished her own glass of wine. After she rinsed the dishes and cleaned up the kitchen, she went back to check on Ward. “Hey, sleepy, how are you doing? Are you ready for some more fun?” There was no response. “Susan? Susan?” Zhang nudged her. Still no reply. She was out.
Zhang went back to the kitchen and poured the rest of the open bottle of Sauvignon Blanc into her glass. Retrieving the burner phone from her purse, she sent a single text message that said: “Beautiful weather. Miss you so.” Then she walked down to the beach and sat on a lounge chair in the sand. The surf had calmed from the afternoon. The sound of the waves was hypnotizing. By the time she finished half her glass of wine, Zhang passed out. She didn’t see or hear the two text messages that came into the burner phone.
Using fear to stay awake, Ward remained on the bed for 20 minutes. The house was quiet, the bedroom lit only by light from the hall. The sheers were pulled closed. Still naked, she walked into the living room to check on Zhang, who wasn’t there. Going out to the pool, Ward saw her asleep on the lounge chair on the beach. She damn well better be asleep, she thought. Wrapping a towel around her waist, she walked down to the beach and jostled Zhang. “Hey, dream girl, time to play! Xiu Ying, hey, wake up.” Other than breathing heavily, the dream girl made no sound. Ward tried again and again got no response.
Walking back to the house, Ward picked up Zhang’s cover up and checked the pockets. She pulled out a thin vinyl glove and a small ampule with a plastic tip. Shit, she thought. Good thing I swapped the wine.
Moving quickly, Ward returned to the bedroom and flushed the ampule down the toilet. She pulled on black yoga tights, a pale blue Kauai tee shirt and her Skechers. She strapped on her Apple Watch and slipped her iPhone and passport into her waist band. Then she stuffed her toiletries and most of her clothes into her roller bag, grabbed her backpack purse with her iPad and charger and headed for the garage, where her rental car was parked. She put the roller bag on the back seat and threw her purse on the front passenger seat. She hit the button on the wall to open the garage door.
As the door opened, Ward saw a white Ford Transit van pulling into the driveway, blocking her exit. Blinded by the headlights, Ward barely made out a large man and a small woman who got out of the van. As the man shut off the engine and killed the headlights, she could hear him talking rapidly to the woman. God, it’s Mandarin, Ward realized.
Standing next to the front passenger door to her rental car, Ward grabbed her purse and turned to run into the house. As she glanced back, she saw the man pull a pistol from his pants. Ward slammed the door to the garage and ran through the house, across the yard and onto the pitch-dark beach. The man followed, yelling something in Mandarin and “Stop, lady!” in English. When she hit the sand, she turned right, weaving near the grass line, where she hoped she’d be harder to see. She prayed the man wouldn’t risk the noise of a gunshot.
The rental house was in a seaside neighborhood of about 40 houses, with a dozen of them beachfront. The beach stretched 1,500 feet before rocks and ocean cut it off at both ends. Ward had 700 feet to run before she’d hit the rocks and an undeveloped rocky area of oceanfront beyond them. Climbing across the rocks wasn’t practical. She was desperate for help, desperate for a place to hide, desperate for anything or anyone who might save her. With the end of the beach approaching, she cut onto the grass and angled sharply to a covered free-standing lanai behind an old two-story beachfront house. As she crouched behind the lanai deck to look back, she saw the man standing down the beach well behind her, his face illuminated by the screen on his phone. As she watched, the man turned and began walking down the beach in her direction.
Ward pulled her phone out of her waistband to call 911, but stopped, frozen with fear and indecision. She was in serious trouble. She needed help. She had no idea whether Zhang was dead or alive. She was convinced Zhang was trying to kill her, just as she or some colleague of hers had killed David Bernbach. Thoughts swirled in Ward’s head. What happens if I call the police?
What if Xiu Ying is dead? How will I explain that? What if the Chinese have bribed the police? I can’t call the FBI. I can’t risk having them link me to China. Should I ask for help at this house? But how do I know they’re safe? I just need to get off this island. I need to hide out until my plane leaves tomorrow. She started shaking.
Ward crawled around the lanai to assess the house and the yard. Lights illuminated a few of the windows. She hid behind the lanai as the man walked past the house on the beach and disappeared. Panicked, she moved around the front of the house to try to see him. She spotted him ten minutes later and he walked off the beach toward the back yard where she had been hiding. Peering around the corner of the house, she watched as he checked the lanai and a large wooden storage locker on the deck.
She moved to a thicket of tall butterfly ginger plants on the other side of the house and looked across the side yard to the street in front. As she watched, the white Ford van she’d seen at the rental house drove slowly down the street. A large sign on the side of the van read “Kauai House Cleaning.” A couple of minutes later, it repeated the trip from the other direction. This time it stopped at the house next door and the man from the beach got into the passenger seat. The van slowly circled the route again, then didn’t return.
After another ten minutes, the lights in the house went out. Ward crept onto the lanai to explore. The wooden locker was filled with towels and chair cushions. A cooler with a few warm soft drinks and bottles of water sat nearby. Ward decided to stay put until morning. The man had already checked the locker, which at least meant she’d be safe until daylight returned. She took a pee in the bushes by the lanai, put some of the drinks in the musty locker and climbed in, too exhausted to worry about spiders or roaches. She wrapped up in two towels and lowered the top, using a rolled-up towel to provide a gap for fresh air. Seconds after she stretched out, her energy left her, and she fell deep asleep.




Chapter 67







The next morning, Ward woke up to a sudden flash of light, followed by screams, a loud bang and then darkness. As her mind caught up to the action, she realized two children had opened the top of the locker, screamed and slammed the top shut. The girl and boy, about 8 and 10, were as surprised to see Ward as she was to see them. Still shrieking, they ran to their mother, who was sitting on the lanai having coffee. “Mom, there’s a dead woman in the towels,” the little girl cried.
Ward pushed the locker top open and sat up, proving she wasn’t dead, but unsure of what else to do or say other than “I’m sorry to scare the children. I was chased by a man with a gun last night. I was hiding. I need help. Please help me.”
Thirty minutes later, the woman and her husband were sitting with Ward in the dining room of the house, eating breakfast while Ward explained the redacted version of her story. She told the couple she was Sally Wilson, a business executive with a California company. The couple was from Seattle and spent a month at the house every year.
Ward explained she was afraid to call the police because it might tip off her attacker on where to find her before she could fly home, which she was supposed to do that afternoon. She told them she needed to get her rental car, but she was terrified to go back to her rental house alone. She didn’t mention Zhang. The wife seemed skeptical, particularly when Ward seemed sketchy about who the man with the gun was. The husband volunteered to help.
“Sam Bell across the street is a retired guy from San Diego,” the husband said. “Lives here full time with his wife. Used to be in the Marines. Has a lot of guns. He’s usually home in the mornings, puttering around gardening or making things. I’m sure he’d be glad to provide some muscle. We can drive to your rental house with him, look around, grab your things and get you off to the airport.” The wife objected, but the husband was already out the door to get Bell.
Bell proved worthy of his past, bringing a Glock 19, a Sig Sauer P226 and a Mossberg 500 shotgun in his Jeep. Ward jumped into the passenger seat. The husband sat in the back. The rental house driveway was empty. The garage door was down. At the house, Bell stuffed the Glock in his belt and carried the shotgun. The husband carried the other pistol. The front door was locked. When no one responded to the doorbell, they walked around the outside of the house together. The lounge chairs were by the pool. One back door was unlocked. They went in, calling out, “Anybody home?” No one answered.
Bell checked and cleared each room. The house looked like no one had been there for days. No clothes or luggage. No food in the refrigerator. Clean dishes and linens. No sign of Zhang. Even the beach sand had been raked. The house cleaners, or whoever they were, had done their job well.
Ward’s rental car was in the garage, but her bag was gone.
Bell said, “Was the house cleaned up like this when you left?”
“No,” said Ward. “Not at all. And my roller bag was in the back seat of my car.”
The husband said, “Guess whoever did it wasn’t concerned you’d call the police.”
Bell said, “It looks like somebody wiped down the whole house. What time’s your flight?”
“A little after 5:00 p.m. Non-stop, Kauai to San Francisco.”
“Let’s go back to my house and figure out how to get you out of here safely,” Bell said. “Before we go, open the garage door and back your car into the driveway. I’ll close the door after you’re out. You don’t want to be the person who returns that rental car. It’s the first place I’d be watching for you. Call the car rental agency and say the car won’t start and you don’t have time to deal with it. Tell them the keys will be under the driver’s mat.”
Back at his house, Bell let the husband out and pulled the Jeep into his garage. He and Ward sat on the lanai behind his house and talked.
Bell said, “I don’t think you should take that 5:00 flight. Safest bet would be to book another flight out of Honolulu. More flights, more passengers, easier to blend into the crowd.”
“How do I get to Honolulu?”
“You can charter a private plane. Flight just takes 30 minutes or so. One of my neighbors has a Cirrus SR22. Check the Honolulu flights to the mainland and I’ll go call him. He’s a great guy. Loves to fly. If he can do it, you’ll probably just need to pay him for gas.”
Bell’s plan worked. After lunch, his neighbor flew Ward to Honolulu for a late afternoon nonstop to San Francisco. Thanks to Bell’s wife, who took Ward shopping at a thrift store before she left Kauai, Ward was wearing a loose-fitting Hawaiian print Mumu dress with blue slip on tennis shoes and a dark blue scarf over her hair. Tortoise shell sunglasses with huge lenses completed her frumpy outfit.
◆◆◆
 
Before boarding her Honolulu flight, Ward called Hastings to give him a heads’ up. After listening to her story, he immediately patched in PaprW8’s head of security to work up 24/7 protection. When the flight touched down at SFO, Ward was met by a security detail of two men and a woman. One of the men drove Ward home, while the other guards followed in a separate car.
Ward was terrified and confused, but she was alive—and back in San Francisco.
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After a treadmill run and a shower in PaprW8’s on-site gym the next morning, Ward met with Hastings in his office to replay her story in more detail. As they talked, Hastings said, “Do you have any idea what happened to your friend Zhang?”
“No. She could have died on the beach from whatever was in the wine. The Chinese could have killed her for allowing me to escape. Or she could have flown back to China to face whatever there. It’s hard to think about.”
“Is there any chance you misread the situation? Are you sure the wine she drank was drugged? Is it possible she thought you both got drunk and you left her, so she just flew home as planned?”
“That would be better than the other alternatives. But I didn’t make up the ampule in the pocket of her coverup, or the man and woman with the van and the gun. All that was very real. And there were no text messages or calls on my iPhone. If she was looking for me, why not text or call?”
“If your friend was going to kill you, why didn’t she do it once she thought you’d passed out?”
“I don’t know. Grace of God, I guess. I was counting on the meds in the wine I swapped knocking her out before she finished the job. Maybe she just wanted to do it later so she wouldn’t have me lying around dead all night before she left in the morning.”
“Could the house cleaners really have been house cleaners, who pulled a gun when they didn’t expect to see you in the house?”
“You’re reaching, Mike. Let it go. I was there. Xiu Ying and the housecleaner guy both tried to kill me. I’m grateful to be alive.”
“I’m concerned about you, Susan, both personally and professionally. We’ll keep you under 24/7 security here and at home. If you’d rather live in a different city for a while, we can deal with that. In the meantime, we really need your mind back here. With the CnEyeco software out of the picture, we’ve got to find some other ways to drive revenue. If you stay in town, I don’t want you working from home. It’s safer here and you need to get back to focusing on the things you do best.”
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Susan Ward struggled to get back into her rhythm at PaprW8. If Bernbach’s death had shaken her, Zhang’s betrayal had shattered her. However hard she tried to focus on business, she was distracted by daydreams of Bernbach and Zhang and fears the Chinese would come after her. Even with sleeping pills, she tossed and turned at night. When she did sleep, she’d often wake up in a cold sweat, terrorized by being chased around the PaprW8 campus by some Chinese assassin.
While her 24/7 security team provided reassurance at home and on her commute, it couldn’t trail her everywhere she went at work. Wherever she looked at PaprW8, she saw Chinese—in their cubes, next to her in the gym, in the cafeteria, in her meetings. All perfectly normal for any Bay Area tech company. But Ward couldn’t handle it. She kept staring at them, worrying about them.
By Friday night, Ward decided she had to do something. Go somewhere, anywhere. She wasn’t naïve enough to think she’d be able to disappear and hide forever, but she had to break through the fear that was tearing her apart. She had to get out of San Francisco on her own, without her security watchdogs. She packed her BMW X5 with bags for a week. If she was gone longer, she’d deal with that. If she just had a good weekend, she’d be grateful. She needed some confidence. She needed a reset.
Against the advice of her security guards, on Saturday morning she pulled out alone in the X5 and headed south on the 101 toward San Jose, where she cut across the low mountains toward Santa Cruz and Monterey on the coast. She ignored the texts and calls from her security chief and Hastings, finally texting she was OK and turning her phone off when she pulled into Fort Ord Beach State Park. She spent the night at the Tickle Pink Inn in Carmel.
On Sunday, she drove south on Highway 1 through Big Sur. The scenery was majestic. She sailed across the arching Bixby Creek Bridge with the ocean on her right and the mountains on the left. She stopped at overlooks. She drove into parks and campgrounds, wondering whether she could ever become a camper if it would help her escape. She decided not. She stopped at the Big Sur Lodge and the Ventana Big Sur looking for a room but finding none.
She finally nabbed a cancellation at the Post Ranch Inn—her favorite resort in Big Sur. She lucked into one of the Ocean House cottages nestled into the cliff top. With a curved beamed roof covered with grass and wildflowers, the cottage had a private deck overlooking the Pacific Ocean 1,200 feet below. Best view in California, she thought. Not a place for people with Vertigo.
Arriving in time for a hike before dinner at the Inn, she drove north to a turn off that led through the sandy forest to the cliff face. Parking her X5 on the side of the dirt road, she hiked along a pathway high above the glittering ocean. This is what it means to be free, she thought. This is where I need to be. She sat on a rock for almost 30 minutes, watching the seabirds soaring over the water below her.
As she stood and walked back toward her SUV, she was surprised to see another car parked behind hers. A man and a woman were following the trail along the cliff edge.  The man was huge and muscular, the woman petite. Both were wearing black ball caps. As they passed, they nodded and said hello. Ward did the same, smiling. As Ward passed, her fears returned. They’re both Asian, she thought. The man looks familiar. He’s the housecleaner from Kauai. No, can’t be.
Hardly really saw him.
Have to get over this. Still, she picked up her pace to the car.
She never got there.
Seconds after nodding, the man spun and grabbed Ward from behind, knocking her out with a single blow to the back of her head. Dragging her by the shoulders a few feet to the edge of the cliff, he flung her down the steep slope. As Ward hit the ground, she rolled and bounced across the grass and rocks, picking up speed as she plummeted toward the ocean below. With luck, she died before she regained consciousness.
Dropping to one knee, the man removed the cellular tracking device from Ward’s car. It was the same unit he had installed in the X5 at Ward’s house the night Bernbach died. The companion device remained in Ward’s Tesla. Their job done, the man and the woman climbed back into their vehicle for their scenic drive back to San Francisco.
A hiker found Ward’s car and her bruised and battered body the following day. The Medical Examiner ruled Ward’s death was accidental. Based on the forensic evidence, he was unable to determine whether suicide or foul play might have been involved.
PaprW8 released news of Ward’s accidental death on Business Wire late Monday. PaprW8 stock promptly fell 8.8%.
Andy saw the news through online alerts he had set for PaprW8 and Ward. He called Eva immediately.
“Did you see the news? Susan Ward’s dead! She fell off a cliff in Big Sur! Supposedly an accident. She was traveling by herself. A hiker found her car, then they located her body.”
Eva said, “Oh, my God! Not another one! Are they sure it was an accident?”
“Not much in the way of details yet. I hope the Chinese weren’t involved, but I don’t know. Damn. This thing just won’t end. How do we make it stop?”




Chapter 70

The day after Ward’s death was announced, the Sentinel Observer’s print and online editions ran Andy’s story on Rakesh Jain and his project to reunite America. The piece was a huge success, quickly trending. The online version had the highest readership and forwarding results of any story the Sentinel Observer’s sites had run all year.
Rakesh’s project had hit a chord. The initial reaction was overwhelmingly positive. Readers recognized the problem and understood what Rakesh was trying to do. People liked Andy’s portrayal of Rakesh as a naturalized U.S. citizen who had lived the American dream, building two successful businesses, creating thousands of jobs and earning his way to a spot well up the Forbes 400 list.
By nightfall, the negative tweets and posts began flowing, mostly from progressives taking shots at Rakesh’s wealth and suggesting he was out of touch with the need for change in America. The loudest criticism came from some of the presidential candidates. Although the negative comments started as a fraction of the traffic, they quickly multiplied as the activists and liberal media piled on. Most claimed Rakesh was just another billionaire trying to protect his fortune from progressive policies that were long overdue. A few used the opportunity to make their case for structural change in American democracy. Some claimed Rakesh was a front for Joe Biden or the Democratic National Committee. A few even claimed President Trump was involved. Conservative websites and cable news fired back, fueling the controversy but doing little to dampen the opposition. The centrist candidates for president all remained quiet. For once, Trump stayed off Twitter.
Within a day, the critics dredged up the allegations that Valerie Williams tried to hide the professional bias her wealth created. Those claims were followed by the assertions of racism from her students. Blogposts and op/eds called for her to resign her position at UT-Austin. Within a day after that, negative posts tied Rakesh to JPAC, which created a firestorm of speculation about which candidates might be using JPAC’s political analytical services and whether Rakesh’s reunite America program had been designed to help any of those candidates. Several of the candidates denied using JPAC. Others refused to comment.
The effect of all of this on Rakesh’s proposed sponsors was predictable: They ran for cover.
Rakesh was crushed, but not surprised. Sitting in his study with Valerie, he said, “I’m amazed at how spineless America businesses have become when political activists rally their troops. It’s disappointing. I’m not trying to be partisan; I’m trying to be patriotic. Maybe that’s where we are today. If you’re patriotic and care about America, some progressive activist group is going to target you for something. And as soon as they say anything, the big companies are going to duck.”
“For most companies, it’s just Marketing 101. Companies take positions they think will help their business, which means attracting the customers they want to attract. They avoid positions they think will harm their business. Target demographics matter here. For most companies, younger customers are more valuable than older ones because the younger ones spend more, both now and over their longer lives. These younger customers often have more progressive values, which can skew how a company thinks about its political persona. Some companies with aggressive marketing strategies, like Nike, may be willing to risk offending a less valuable customer segment if they can fire up their most important customers. It’s like a political party firing up its base. Risk avoidance works the same way in reverse. It’s not like an election where you win if you get 51%. Most businesses can’t risk losing the other 49% of their customers. Employee pressure in some companies can also keep them from supporting political and social programs. Google’s employee contributions were 95% Democratic in the 2018 mid-terms.”
Rakesh said, “But big businesses do take positions on some social issues.”
“True, and mostly because they think it’s good for their business. Most of those examples involve diversity or racial or gender equality—issues that go to the heart of who we are, or at least want to be, as a nation. Those are safe bets in today’s world.”
“I’d like to think preserving American democracy is a safe bet too, but apparently not safe enough. Based on what I’ve seen so far, I don’t think many businesses are going to be willing to take the risk of sponsoring what I’m trying to do.”
“You may be right on the challenge of landing major corporate sponsorships. The platform issues in 2020 are not going to help you attract business partners. With both parties attacking big tech, those companies will be especially cautious about offending either side. Some potential sponsors may not want to be associated with you because you made your money in tech. Health insurance companies are going to be worried about seeming to take sides on the fight over Medicare for All. The list goes on.”
“I’m trying to reunite America. I’m not trying to take positions on those platform issues.”
“That’s not the way your opponents will paint it. They’ll call you out for being against new ideas and progressive change. They’ll align you with the billionaires and big businesses they’re attacking as part of their basic thesis about America.”
“It’s depressing. If what you say is correct, my program could be hurt just by having some of these leading companies as sponsors. By the time their propaganda machine gets finished, the progressive activists will be claiming we accepted ‘tainted’ money from the capitalist companies that are sucking billions of dollars out of the pockets of innocent Americans.”
“You’re probably right. Elizabeth Warren would have a good time with that. But don’t overreact. Andy’s article attracted a lot of positive comments from everyday Americans. You can find other ways to leverage that popular support.”
“I’m not going to give up. I’m going to focus on the underlying social values—the approach Eva and I talked about on our trip back from San Francisco. I’ve had Dan looking at how we could implement that using the Crystal tools. He thinks we could be very effective and still stay largely behind the curtain if we decide that’s best. The budget would be reasonable, and I would just fund it personally.”
“I like that approach.”
“Dan’s going to start virtual testing with the AIs next week. We could be ready for mainstream deployment in two to four weeks.”
“That sounds encouraging. You need a boost. Do you think the questions about JPAC will affect its business in the 2020 election cycle?”
“Possibly. Dan’s worried about it. So far, only one presidential campaign has pulled out and it wasn’t a major. My bet is we’ll end up with more business, not less. People like to work with winners, and JPAC is by far the best political analytics firm out there.”
“Have you decided what to do about Dan’s earnout?”
“I’ve talked about it with him. He’s embarrassed and contrite about what he did, both to me and to Eva. He’s a bright guy and still very valuable to the business. I think we’ll work something out that keeps him tied to the business for a longer period without any change in the total incentive. He’s pretty well shattered over Eva. Do you know how she’s doing?”
“I talked with her last week. She’s still angry and hurt, which isn’t surprising. But she’s getting on with her work. She has another gallery show coming up and Daneva Tech is about to release its image editing software for beta testing. We’re going to have lunch next week.”
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As Andy was catching up on his email in his Brighton apartment the following day, he came across an email listing Susan Ward as the sender. Curious, he opened it. Dated almost three weeks earlier, the email said:
Andy,
Hi. This email was set for delayed transmission. If you are getting this email, I may be dead or in trouble. I have placed a password-protected PDF file on a secure website, which you can access by following the instructions you’ll receive in a separate email. You can also download the file and delete it from the site.
Two weeks from the day you receive this email, another delayed email from my account will go out to Patrick Healy, the New York Times Politics Editor, giving him the same access information to the site. If you want to have an exclusive, you need to delete the file from the site before he gets to it.
I believe you are at serious risk until your story is released. You may be next. Please use the information quickly. Give the FBI what they need.
Susan Ward
Andy closed the email and opened the second one with the access information. He navigated to the site and double-clicked to open the PDF file. He entered the password and the file opened. “My God,” he said out loud as he began reading.
The file consisted of two pages. The first was a page of typed text. The second was a photograph of an attractive Asian woman. The typed text said:
My name is Susan Ward. I am making this statement because I am concerned about my personal safety. The following information is true and correct to the best of my knowledge. This document is intended as a roadmap in the event something should happen to me. The total situation is much more involved.
I met David Bernbach after he invested in my company, PaprW8.
Mr. Bernbach died at my house recently after a meeting there with me and Zhang Xiu Ying, a Chinese agent who works for the Ministry of State Security in Beijing. Ms. Zhang and I graduated from Stanford University together. Page 2 includes a recent photograph of her.
Mr. Bernbach did not die of a heart attack. I believe he was killed by someone associated with the Chinese government.
At the time of his death, Mr. Bernbach had been working on a plan for the 2020 U.S. elections. His goal was to take advantage of the present partisan bitterness to gain popular support for radical structural change in the U.S. government that would usher in single-party control for the Democrat Party. (I mention this only because of its relevance to Mr. Bernbach’s death. This statement is not intended to provide details of Mr. Bernbach’s plan, which involved many people and parts.)
Mr. Bernbach intended to use his political, business and international connections to accomplish his plan.
At Mr. Bernbach’s urging, PaprW8 licensed software from a Chinese company called CnEyeco Tech. The deal included both software and access to extensive PII data needed to exploit the software in marketing political issues and campaigns. I believe much of the PII data was stolen in the U.S. by hackers working for the Chinese government. Until very recently, PaprW8 had been working to commercialize this software by this summer, using a SaaS-based system.
As part of the deal, PaprW8 also received image editing software from CnEyeco that may have been stolen from an American company called Daneva Technologies. Until very recently, PaprW8 has been testing that software.
I have been the PaprW8 executive driving the relationship with CnEyeco and Mr. Bernbach. Mike Hastings, the CEO of PaprW8, is not responsible for any of this.
Mr. Bernbach became concerned a reporter with the Sentinel Observer was working on a story claiming Mr. Bernbach was involved in a conspiracy with various people and entities, including PaprW8 and the Chinese government, to use technology and other tools to influence the 2020 presidential election. He believed the Chinese government had become aware of this potential story and was going to terminate their relationship with him if he could not stop the story. As a result, he took aggressive measures to try to stop the story.
I believe Mr. Bernbach was killed because the Chinese government feared they would become publicly associated with Mr. Bernbach’s alleged conspiracy even if they formally terminated their relationship with him. To reduce their risk, Mr. Bernbach needed to be eliminated.
PaprW8 recently decided not to continue working on the CnEyeco system or the image editing software. This may put my life at risk if the Chinese conclude I am no longer committed to the relationship between PaprW8 and China.
Ms. Zhang and I were lovers in college. We recently became lovers again. I am going to Kauai for a week for vacation. Ms. Zhang is joining me there for four days. I fear others, but I trust her with my life. My assistant has my travel details.
The statement was signed and dated by Susan Ward.
Andy saved the file to his hard drive and his cloud server, recording the password he needed to open the file. Then he deleted the file from the website where Ward had placed it. He sent a text to Eva: “Please call me. Urgent news.”
Eva called him five minutes later. “Don’t talk, just listen,” he said. He read her the email and the PDF, then forwarded both to her and texted her the password to open the PDF.
Eva said, “She’s right, you need to get your story out. You need to get this your editor. You need to call your dad. In the meantime, you need to be very cautious. Have you seen anybody tailing you since you left Austin?”
“No tails. If the Chinese decide to take me out, they’re not going to waste time with tails. I’ll see my editor in the morning. I’ll call my dad now.”
“Andy,” Eva said, “Seriously, be careful. I care about you.”
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The following morning, Andy was waiting for his editor when he arrived at the office. “Get your coffee and sit down,” Andy said. “You’re not going to believe this. You remember Susan Ward, the PaprW8 COO who was involved with Bernbach?”
“Yeah. The woman who just died on a cliff up in Big Sur?”
“That’s her. Read this.”
Andy gave his editor copies of the email and the two pages from the PDF file. The editor read them and looked up. “Fucking amazing if it’s true. Are you sure this isn’t a hoax? If the Chinese can kill these people, they can sure hack this woman’s email, especially if she’s dead.”
“I hadn’t thought about that. Crap. But why would they send this? I can only hurt them.” He re-read the documents. “I don’t know how I could be certain.”
Then Andy said, “Wait, let me look at something.”
He opened his laptop and pulled up the PDF and checked the metadata. “OK,” he said. “The PDF creation date is the same as the signature date. Susan Ward is the creator. Look at this. There’s a message in the metadata description box. It says, ‘For validation: Eva Johnson was wearing a yellow jumpsuit when I met her at the opening of her gallery show in San Francisco. I offered to have breakfast with her the following morning, but she declined.’ Damn. She wanted to make sure we could tell she created this.”
“That’s pretty clever. Get ahold of Eva Johnson and be sure it’s true. But before you do that, let’s think about what to do with this. The email’s right. You could be in danger. We need to get your story out even if we do a second installment with more.”
“What about the FBI?”
“If we go to the FBI and this thing leaks, we’ll lose the biggest scoop of your career. Mine, too. Plus, if the FBI starts chasing the Chinese on this, they could decide to take you out as well. No, we need to get your story out. Then you can go to the FBI.”
“My dad wants me to go to our family’s country house in upstate New York until the story breaks. Is that an option?”
“I don’t like it. You need good internet and a full court press here to do your story. Plus, you’re safer at the office. The building security is good, and the newsroom is locked. Spend some nights here. Order out for lunch and dinner. We can get an extra security guard for a week or so. The key is getting this thing done in days, not weeks.”
“OK, I’m on it. I’ll need some input from you as I structure the story. Lots of pieces. I’m going to need to simplify the thread.”
“This is a winner, Andy. Don’t screw it up!”
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Looking in the mirror of his elegant room at the Philadelphia Ritz-Carlton, Bob Franks straightened his tie and smiled. He was wearing a dark blue pinstriped suit from Brooks Brothers with a white shirt and a red and blue silk tie. With the suit’s trim cut, he looked successful, fit and professional.
Franks was having a busy week. He’d started in Baltimore on Monday. On Tuesday, he’d had three separate interviews in D.C. Wednesday, he’d been in Boston, which had let him spend Thursday at home before his evening flight to Philadelphia.
Today was the most important meeting of the week—maybe the most important meeting of his career.
He received a warm welcome at the campaign headquarters office, where he was ushered into a windowed conference room and served some coffee. Moments later, his host bounced into the room.
“Bob! Welcome to Philadelphia! We have a busy day for you. I’m so glad you could be here today, when Joe’s in town. Have you ever met him?”
“No, I haven’t.”
“We’re going to win this thing, Bob. America needs somebody who can pull things back together again. That’s not just a campaign slogan. People on both sides are sick of all the crap. Revenge and crazy progressive issues may dominate the media but when people get in the voting booth, they’re going to realize they don’t want someone who’s going to continue the bitterness and mudslinging. They’re not going to want somebody who’s going to take their private health insurance away and trash the economy with free everything. They’re not going to want to pay for someone else’s college loans. They’re going to want somebody who can deliver results instead of continuing the Trump drama and proposing things that don’t make economic sense. We’ll have to publicly embrace some of the progressive issues, of course, but hopefully just for the primaries and not enough to create any permanent damage in the general. Center-left, baby! It’s our time!”
◆◆◆
 
Franks left the headquarters a little after 3:30 p.m. On his way to the airport, he called his wife. “Great meeting,” he said. “I think I’ve got it. Should have the offer letter by Monday. I’m going to cancel my Monday meeting in South Bend, but I’ll hold off cancelling Minneapolis and El Paso until I see the letter. This is the big leagues, hon. We need to celebrate. Doesn’t get any bigger than this. I’ll still be behind the curtain, which is where I play best. Dad would be proud.”




Chapter 74

Andy’s conspiracy story broke in the Sentinel Observer nine days after he had received Susan Ward’s email message from the grave. Trending on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and virtually every political and news app, Andy’s explosive findings were all over social media and the network and cable news. His article quickly skyrocketed to the top of the most popular and most forwarded stories on the internet.
Eva read the story in Washington. D.C., where she was attending the opening of a new gallery show of her work the following day. She shot a text to Andy: “Congratulations! Fantastic job. Take some time off and celebrate. Come to Austin. Back from DC late Sun.”
The Sentinel Observer’s lawyers had scrubbed the article carefully, stripping out any unsupported allegations that could create collateral damage to the peripheral players and lawsuits for the Sentinel Observer. To provide some cover and avoid tipping off the Chinese any more than necessary, the story omitted some key sources and details, such as the delayed email from Susan Ward, although it used the information. It also left out other things that had helped Andy’s research, including the Daneva Tech software decoy, the JPAC social media campaign that had raised Chinese concerns about Bernbach and the meeting Rakesh and Eva had held with Mike Hastings in Menlo Park. The story didn’t cover Eva’s drone attack or home invasion. As Leonard Mayer had pledged, he wasn’t in the article.
By late afternoon, the House leadership and almost every Democrat presidential candidate had weighed in. Some of the candidates claimed President Trump’s refusal to acknowledge Russian interference in 2016 had emboldened the Chinese. Others demanded a Congressional investigation to learn whether the Chinese efforts were payback for Trump’s trade war. All demanded action, without specifying what needed to be done. Even the President expressed concern. Fearing the worst, investors drove PaprW8’s stock price down another 9.1%.
As morning broke over Beijing, the Chinese issued a terse denial, calling Andy’s article “a total fabrication” filled with “politically driven accusations.”
By the end of the weekend, Andy had been interviewed on several Sunday morning political shows and booked for appearances on the Monday morning network and cable news programs.  Eva caught a few of the Sunday shows and some interview clips while she was in D.C.
She finally heard from Andy Sunday night after she had made it back to Austin. His text said: “Thanks. Crazy here. Overrun with interview requests, job offers, book offers, conspiracy theories and threats. Exhausted. Miss you. More later.”
That was enough for Eva.




Chapter 75

Monday morning, Eva was walking through her wildflower garden with her coffee, when a call came in on her Apple Watch. “Hi, Rakesh,” she said. “What’s up?”
“How was the gallery opening?” he asked.
“Great. Good crowd. Nice sales. I was glad to get away. Even happier to see Andy’s story hit the street. I got back yesterday afternoon.”
“Yes, Andy’s story has certainly created a stir. Eva, sorry for the short notice, but I was wondering if we could meet this morning. I’ve been talking with the FBI about some important matters.”
“Sure. Where do you want to meet?”
“Could we meet at my corporate office about 10:00?”
“Yes, fine. I’ll see you there. Anything I need to do to prepare?”
“No. I’ll see you then.”
What could that be about? she wondered.
Eva finished her coffee and checked the time. She pulled off her short gauze beach tunic and jumped in the pool for a few laps before getting cleaned up for her meeting. Forty minutes later, she slipped on a green and white sleeveless silk-jersey midi dress and headed downtown in her Porsche.
They met in a small conference room next to Rakesh’s corner office on the 15th floor of his corporate headquarters building. The windows overlooked the Colorado River as it wound its way south through the city from Lake Travis.
Rakesh gave Eva a hug as he came in. “Eva, thank you for coming on short notice. I’m sorry if this sounded mysterious. Unfortunately, this is very sensitive. Please, sit down. Let me get to the point.”
Still standing, Rakesh said, “I think I mentioned we were going to do some JPAC security audits on Dan. The results were so disturbing that we called in the FBI. Bottom line, and I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, we found that Dan has been providing confidential information about some of JPAC’s political clients and their marketing to agents of the Chinese government.”
“Oh, my God,” Eva said. “How long has this been going on?”
“At least since late last year, but the data he was providing goes back to the 2018 elections and some early work on 2020.”
“Are you sure you’re not misinterpreting something? I can’t believe he’d do something like that.”
“We’re sure. He’s been accessing firewalled client accounts and sending the data to another internal account he controls. From there, he’s been using his executive overrides to our data loss prevention and content filtering controls to transfer the data and some reports he created to an email address the FBI says is associated with known Chinese espionage operations.
“Why? Do you know why he would do that?”
“According to the FBI, he’s been receiving recurring offshore payments into the same personal account he used for his personal payments from Bernbach. The FBI also thinks he’s received some cash, which they haven’t found yet. Beyond the money, which Dan hardly needs, the FBI thinks the Chinese have been blackmailing him, both with regard to the data he’s supplied already and with regard to the Chinese agent’s he’s been working with.” 
“Chinese agent? Oh, no. Don’t tell me there’s another woman.”
“Possibly so. I’m sorry. The FBI won’t share the details, but the evidence apparently includes some security camera facial recognition matches they discovered while working the investigations of your drone episode and home invasion. They think Dan was recruited by an agent you know as Xeng Li, who went to some parties at your house. She works out of the Chinese Consulate in Houston.”
Eva was stunned. She stared out the window, watching some brightly colored kayaks on the river. Anger blocked the tears that started to form. Looking down at the table and then back at Rakesh, she said, “I’m sorry, Rakesh. This is just hard to process. Are you saying Dan had some kind of relationship with Li?”
“Not necessarily, although the FBI seems to be going in that direction.”
“That’s just disgusting. Tara Hope I could maybe understand. Xeng Li? I don’t get it.”
“Regardless of the relationship question, they say she has been Dan’s handler.”
“Is she still in the U.S.? We had heard she left the country.”
“Apparently that was a show to get rid of the man she was dating. Your friend.”
“Is any of this connected to what Andy was investigating about Bernbach and the Chinese, or is this a completely separate situation?”
“So far, no one’s suggested any connection with what Bernbach was doing. Even if this had nothing to do with Bernbach, the two situations both show China’s interest in our elections.”
“This is crazy. What happens next?”
“The FBI is arresting Dan this morning at JPAC. They’ll keep it quiet, but they won’t just let him turn himself in. They’ll take Li as soon as they can find her.”
“This has to be terrible for JPAC—and you.”
“True. Once the news gets out, and it will, JPAC is going to suffer badly. With the management changes we’ve already made, the team can handle losing Dan. But the reputational impact is going to be devasting, and the lawsuits from clients are going to be expensive, even with some insurance protection. We’re parsing the data Dan divulged so we can explain things to the clients. Unlike the corporate data breaches we all read about, what Dan did only affected about two dozen clients, but the races were all important Federal elections. We’re trying to see whether any PII for individual voters was included in what Dan supplied. If not, it will reduce the disclosures we need to make. The candidates may prefer to keep the whole disaster quiet, if that’s possible.”
“It’s just so hard to believe. They had to play to Dan’s ego, his vanity—just like Bernbach did.”
“There is one positive from JPAC’s perspective. Dan apparently didn’t give them access to any JPAC software or algorithms. The FBI thinks that’s what the Chinese were after in the drone and home invasion incidents at your house.”
“Thank you for calling me, Rakesh. I’m sorry, if I seem a little distracted. I’m still in shock.”
“That’s understandable. Please keep this in the strictest confidence. Valerie’s aware of it, so you can talk with her. But nobody else, especially our reporter friend, Andy Baker. You’ll probably hear from Dan once he’s been taken in. If he asks, you can tell him we’ve talked, but please omit the details. He may need your help with bail or legal counsel. I’ll give you an update this evening if I can.”
Eva nodded, finally tearing up. They stood and hugged again, this time for longer. Then Eva was gone, and totally alone.
While she was driving home, tears flooding her eyes and anger wrenching her heart, two FBI agents quietly arrested Dan at his JPAC offices and took him away in an unmarked black sedan. Rakesh arrived a few minutes later and met with Dan’s assistant and the JPAC leadership team to start the remediation process.




Chapter 76

Back home, Eva traded her dress for compression shorts and a sports bra. After pushing herself for an hour on the Peloton, she showered and pulled on shorts and a tee shirt. With little interest in lunch, she grabbed an apple and walked to her studio to try to take her mind off the meeting with Rakesh. Although she made a few gallery calls and dabbled with some ideas for new prints, her mind kept flashing to images of Dan with Li, and the FBI arresting Dan at the business he had worked so hard to build. How could he do these things? she thought, To me? To Rakesh? To himself?
Mid-afternoon, she walked down to the tram station and looked over the lake, remembering the last time she had stood there, topless, kissing and hugging Dan so passionately. Tears warmed her face as the permanence of her loss set in. Painful as it was, the hurt from the Tara Hope affair was redeemable if she was willing to forgive. She controlled the outcome. This was different. Dan was going away and she couldn’t control anything. In theory, she could wait for him to get out, but she knew she couldn’t—she wouldn’t. This was permanent. This was reality. She sat on the tram bench, staring at the lake, and cried. Fear and loneliness washed over her. As her tears slowed, she thought about her father. Breathe. Pray. Focus. Find the peace, then the will.
◆◆◆
 
Eva jumped as a call came through on her Apple Watch. It was from Andy. Eva stepped off the tram platform and said, “Andy, hi. Good to hear from you. How are you doing?”
“I’m good,” he said. “Still trying to get over the crazy schedule this past weekend. Think I can do those interviews in my sleep. The FBI is coming in a few minutes. Hey, were you serious about Austin?”
“What about Austin?” she asked.
“Uh, you said I should take some time off and, uh, come to Austin. Were you just kidding?”
“Oh, sorry! Today’s been rough. But no, I wasn’t kidding. I mean, yes, I’d love for you to come down and spend some time if you can.”
“The company wants to take advantage of the publicity my story’s getting. Between that and the FBI, my boss thinks I’m probably stuck here for another week. How about a week from today if I can make that work? Might be able to fly in on Sunday night.”
“That would be wonderful. I could really use a friend.”
“Me too. I’ll call my Aunt Debby and see if I can stay there.”
“Why don’t you hold off on that? I’ve got a lot of room here. Let’s talk this week.”
"Oh, uh, OK. Sure. Sounds good. Gotta run. FBI’s here.”
Eva wiped her eyes and walked back to the house, looking forward to what she could become.
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In the history of American democracy, four periods defined whether the place once called the world’s best hope would continue to be a beacon to the world or would die in vain.
The first period was during the late 1700s, when the passionate advocacy and pragmatic compromises of the Constitutional Convention resulted in the adoption of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.
The second period was during the middle of the nineteenth century, when the Civil War years and reconstruction tested America’s morality and commitment to be one nation, indivisible.
The third period was during the country’s recovery from the Great Depression, when the New Deal saved the country from the ravages of greed and ushered in a new era of social safety.
Some might say that the fourth period was during the middle of the twentieth century, when segregation was finally defeated a century or so after the Civil War. Others would rightly note that while the efforts of the Supreme Court and President Lyndon Johnson were important if belated steps toward forming a more perfect union, they failed to solve the problems of racial prejudice and inequality that continued to plague America for decades more. No, the fourth period that mattered occurred during the early twenty-first century, when an unforeseen combination of shifting demographics and this new technology called the internet upended the very assumptions that were the basis of the American constitutional compact.
Although political scientists will be debating the impact of this period for decades, just as historians try to parse the specific events that led Rome to fall, this book explores part of the story of what happened and why it mattered.
Intentional Consequences is set in the early days of the 2020 presidential election cycle, in a world of fake news, facial recognition, altered images, drones, artificial intelligence, geopolitical hacking, privacy issues, social media manipulation and a loss of trust in our traditional socio-political institutions.
As the lawyers would remind me to say, this is a work of fiction, not history. But the characters live in a world swirling with current news, events and people you’ll recognize. The setting is realistic but embellished and tweaked with the creative license of a novelist. Like most of us, the characters have opinions and are glad to express them. As you get to know them and the reimagined world around them, you’ll find their political opinions, like their morals and egos, are their own.
I set out to make this book fun, pointed and provocative, regardless of your political point of view. Overall, this is a “purple” book that’s intended to offend and invigorate both sides of the American political spectrum—and especially each party’s so-called base. If you don’t like one character’s politics, stand by for the next one. If a character’s comments make you smile or frown, that’s good. You’ve taken the bait and you’re engaged.
This story is fiction, but the underlying issues are real. Many of them are affecting and endangering the future of American democracy. Beyond entertaining you with an interesting, timely and fast-paced story, I hope this book will encourage you to join in the good faith debate we need to confront these issues and enhance democracy in America.
Much of the political commentary in the book is intended to highlight the partisan bitterness that is encompassing virtually every aspect of our society. In portraying that, I have relied on news reports, articles, editorials, blog posts, tweets and other materials from both traditional media and social media through early August 2019, when this book was first released for publication.
The technology in this book is important because of its current and future impact on our democracy, and on each of us as voters and keepers of the flame. All the technology discussed in this book exists in one form or another, and the few of the applications that have been embellished are in research and development somewhere. I’ve tried to provide enough detail to be interesting to readers who are familiar with these technologies while still being informative to those who are parsing them for the first time. In a few situations, I have intentionally withheld details that might be helpful or encouraging to bad actors, domestic or foreign.
Few issues are more important than determining how we are governed and by whom. We can debate the platform planks and nuances of specific legislation. We can argue about the character and demeanor of our candidates and elected officials. But if the pace and misuse of technological change outstrips the capability of our constitutional structure and socio-political stereotypes to protect us against mob rule from the left or the right, none of those things will matter. Whatever the answer, the first step is agreeing that American democracy deserves preserving. The second is admitting and understanding the challenges. Only then, can we move past denial and work together on the solutions.
Although I’ve written extensively across my legal and business career, this is my first novel. It won’t be my last. So, I offer special thanks for the time you entrusted to this book. Please post a review and spread the word. I hope you’ll be back for more.
I inherited my love of writing from my mother, who taught me the power and value of words. I’m eternally grateful to her and for the sacrifices she made for me. I’m also thankful for my wife and family, who have been the sunshine and inspiration in my life and always will be. Without their love and support, this book and so much more would not have been possible.






Reading Group Guide







	How does the book explore the causes and effects of personal, political and business betrayal?




	Which characters were the victims of betrayal? Which were the perpetrators?




	How did the victims of betrayal respond? Were some responses more successful or satisfying than others?




	How were the principal characters affected by their relative ability to exercise self-discipline and control?




	How does the theme of personal discipline relate to the internet’s trend toward shorter attention spans and quick, easy answers? 



	What were David Bernbach’s strengths and weaknesses?




	What were Susan Ward’s strengths and weaknesses?




	What are some of the personal and business privacy issues the book explores?




	How does the book relate loss of personal and business privacy to loss of trust and betrayal?




	Several of the characters talk about using silos and “need to know” to protect information. How effective was that approach for them?




	The book highlights several emerging technologies that are affecting our society. What are the benefits and dangers of these technologies? How should the dangers be controlled?




	What are some of the “intentional” consequences different characters caused or enabled by their actions or inactions? 



	Is reckless disregard for a possible result as morally culpable as knowing intent? Where does malice fit in?




	The author says the book was intended to be pointed and provocative, but not partisan. Do you think the book had a partisan slant and, if so, what was it?




	The book includes three posts or Op/Eds by Professor Williams. Why do you think the author included these?




	Was Professor Williams as objective as she portrayed herself to be? Why or why not? How would your answer apply to other professors and commentators?




	Are you seeing a loss in the trust Americans have in their traditional socio-political institutions (religious, school, government and civic organizations and news media) and elites? If so, why do you think this is occurring?




	If you are seeing a decline in trust in these organizations and elites, what do you see filling the gap?




	Do you think foreign or domestic players are more likely to manipulate social media and the internet to influence the outcome of American elections? Why?




	Several of the characters talk about the bitter polarization in American politics today. Do you see this occurring? If so, how bad is it and what are some of the causes?




	Do you believe the United States is susceptible to radical political change in the coming election cycle? If so, why, and what do you think the changes might be?




	What will Eva Johnson do next?











About the Author




Charles Harris writes vivid real-world fiction that unleashes his characters into the emerging social, political and technological changes that are altering who we are and how we live.
Fueled by years of experience as a business lawyer, professor, investment banker and CEO of publicly traded technology and financial companies, he uses meticulous research, suspense and action-packed plot twists to bring his characters and settings to life.
Harris has a B.A. degree in Political Science from the University of Florida and a law degree from the Harvard Law School. He is the author or co-author of several books on business negotiating as well as articles on technology, banking and the law.
He lives in Florida with his wife. This is his first novel.
For more information, visit www.charlesharrisbooks.com



cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpg





