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China is a sleeping giant. Let her sleep, for when she wakes she will
move the world.

— NAPOLEON BONAPARTE
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1

hey’re coming for you,” the base commander told her as he returned
the phone to its cradle.

Natesh watched Lena for a reaction. Nothing. Stoic. But he knew that
there was more behind the emotionless eyes. Lena was trusting everyone
around her even less than usual after the recent failures.

It was probably over, Natesh knew. His life’s defining moment—and his
biggest mistake—was coming to an end. Cheng Jinshan had been taken into
custody. And now a plane full of Chinese military police was secretly flying
to Manta, Ecuador, with orders to apprehend the criminal Lena Chou.

Criminal.
It was amazing how quickly things could change. Lena was the best

covert operative China possessed. Natesh had seen the results firsthand. And
they were sometimes hard to watch.

Lena stood next to him now. Her long black hair ran down her tall,
muscular frame. She had been wearing her hair down more lately. Natesh
suspected that she wanted it to hide the recently acquired burn scars that ran
from her right ear down to her leg. He had seen her looking in the mirror at
the scars, when she thought no one was watching. That was a remarkable
sight in itself. It proved that even the robotic killer queen wasn’t immune to
human emotion.

What was going on behind those eyes? Was she contemplating the recent
turn of events, and how it would affect her? Would she become a survivalist,
turning on Jinshan as others in China must have?

“When was Jinshan taken?” Lena asked the base commander.



“Several hours ago.”
She turned to Natesh. “What have we heard from the island?”
“Nothing since the Americans attacked our ships. Admiral Song’s

operation has gone dark.”
Their failure was still raw. One Chinese ship had been sunk in the Eastern

Pacific, as well as one Chinese submarine. Three Chinese navy ships were
limping into a port in Panama.

The American Navy had responded swiftly when one of their destroyers,
the USS Farragut, had been attacked by a Chinese submarine. Three US-
allied ships were sunk, but the Farragut had survived. The Farragut had then
gone on to recover a team of US special operations commandos who had
raided the Chinese base in Ecuador and gotten a vital piece of Chinese
cryptologic equipment into the hands of the NSA.

That was what had gotten Cheng Jinshan arrested, Natesh knew. The
crypto key had uncovered Jinshan and Admiral Song’s secret military
movements. With that evidence, the Americans had shown the Chinese
president and a few politicians that Jinshan was plotting a war. While the
Chinese leadership had likely been horrified to learn that one of their most
powerful citizens had been able to orchestrate a Chinese military operation
without their knowledge, that wasn’t what scared them the most. The Chinese
politicians were most terrified of what their exclusion from Jinshan’s inner
circle meant for them. He must have been planning a coup. And there is
nothing like the fear of losing one’s throne to motivate action. Cheng Jinshan
and Admiral Song had been arrested within hours.

Lena let out a breath of frustration through her nostrils, looking at the
floor. Slowly turning her head. Thinking. “Colonel, do you know when the
aircraft filled with military police will arrive?”

“My source tells me to expect it sometime today. This information didn’t
come from normal channels. It is likely a matter of hours.”

She nodded, her eyes racing from side to side as she thought. “Very well.
Thank you for the notice. We bid you farewell for now. When they do arrive,
this conversation never happened.”

“Of course.”
Natesh followed Lena out of the office. He knew enough not to ask her

any questions right now. Natesh had seen her eyes like this before. She was
on the warpath.

Their first stop was at one of the barracks buildings. They were nothing



more than a series of trailers, recently set up to house the influx of Chinese
military personnel that had been flown over from Guangzhou.

This trailer held a single resident. From his uniform, Natesh saw that he
was an officer. When he saw Lena and Natesh enter, he sat up in his bunk, a
surprised and frightened look on his face. Lena and the officer began
speaking in rapid Mandarin. Natesh couldn’t understand them, but the
Chinese officer rose to his feet and began to protest whatever Lena was
saying. Her eyes were narrowed, and the tiniest of smiles crept over her face.
Natesh took a few steps back.

The fight didn’t last long. As soon as the Chinese officer realized what
she was here for, he tried to move past her. But she blocked his path down
the narrow corridor of the trailer, sliding gracefully in front of him and
cocking her head.

He would have to go through her.
The officer’s face grew red. He glared at her, then struck. A right hook

that would have connected with her head, had she not ducked. The miss
angered him, and he yelled and walked forward, on the offensive.

Lena’s movements were fast and controlled. Her fists shot out in a series
of rapid strikes to his torso and neck area. The captain doubled over and fell
to his knees, writhing in pain. He made a choking sound, one hand covering
his throat and the other his stomach.

Lena removed a knife from her belt.
“Lena,” Natesh said, “what are you—”
She jabbed the knife up into the officer’s chest. The man’s eyes widened

as the gleaming blade penetrated his heart. He collapsed onto the floor, a
steady flow of blood pouring out of the wound. Lena grabbed him by the shirt
and pants, her muscles rippling as she dragged him back over to his bed and
heaved him up onto the mattress. She walked over to a sink, cleaning the
blood off her hands. The knife remained in the man’s chest.

Natesh stared in silence, his eyes wide. For a moment, the only sound was
that of the running sink.

She scrubbed off the blood with soap and water, not looking up as she
spoke. “You are wondering why I have done this? Well, here is your answer.
I knew this man. I had a debt to settle with him. And I suspect that he may
have been the one who notified the authorities that I am here. If he is
watching us, I don’t want him to see us exit the camp.”

Natesh didn’t reply immediately. He just looked at her and the dead body



behind her, the knife protruding from the man’s chest cavity.
A wave of questions filled Natesh’s mind. Was this something he wanted

to be a part of? What had he fallen into? These methods weren’t what Natesh
had agreed to with Jinshan. Modern war was to be quick and decisive.
Jinshan had lured Natesh with the opportunity to design a new and better
society. But first, he had to help orchestrate a war. The allure of power and
the challenge of writing history—even if that history began with a war—was
what had drawn him to this path. But seeing the violence up close…this
wasn’t at all how he’d thought it would be.

She glanced at him. “Are you alright? I’m sorry that you had to see this,
Natesh.”

He nodded. “I’ll be okay.”
She dried her hands and arms with a towel. “Come. This way.”

As they walked out of the dead officer’s trailer, Lena could see that Natesh
was upset. He had every right to be. A few weeks ago, he had been a
promising Silicon Valley entrepreneur. CEO of his own boutique consulting
company, working with some of the world’s largest firms to solve problems
and create new products.

Now, he was a witness to murder, each one bloodier than the last. He was
likely questioning himself. Natesh Chaudry was one of the chief architects of
the Chinese invasion of the United States. A brilliant mind, and a valuable
asset. One that Jinshan thought highly of. She couldn’t have him getting cold
feet.

“Wait here, please.” She went into her own quarters, leaving him outside.
She dug around in the trunk under her bed. Beneath a false floor was a hidden
compartment. She opened it and removed a satellite phone that worked
through an encrypted connection, routing calls through a special network of
Chinese military communications satellites. Lena powered up the phone and
dialed a number from memory.

The operator on the island picked up within seconds.
After providing her passphrase, Lena was transferred to the duty officer.

Their conversation lasted five minutes, as Lena received her instructions,
interrupting only twice to clarify the information. When the call ended, she



stared at the phone. Then she shook off the feeling of surprise and placed the
phone in her bag. She dug around in the trunk and retrieved other items as
well—clothing, a silenced pistol, cash, and false IDs. Passports for both her
and Natesh.

She walked back outside and handed him his passport. “Is your travel bag
ready?”

“Yes.”
“Let’s go to your quarters and retrieve it. Quickly. I want to be gone in

the next few minutes.”
Natesh nodded and they both walked over to his trailer. He was in and out

in a matter of seconds. They walked over to the fenced area that stored the
military vehicles. The guard saw Lena and nodded to her. Everyone knew
and feared her. There would be no questions. Not until the team arrived from
Beijing.

Lena had toyed with the idea of having the Leishen Commandos on the
base take the military police prisoner, but she didn’t want to test their loyalty.
Besides, now she had a new set of orders.

She threw her bag into the back of a jeep. “Put your stuff in here.”
Natesh did as commanded. “Where are we going?”
“We’re going to Portoviejo. It is a city about an hour from here. Now get

in.”
She started up the jeep and drove them out of base. The guards nodded at

her as she left. Lena could have had the private jet pick them up from Manta,
but there would be too much risk that it would be tracked by the Americans
or Chinese parties not loyal to Jinshan.

Green jungle trees arched over the dirt road, providing shade from the hot
sun.

Lena glanced at Natesh. “You are worried.”
“Yes.”
“Don’t be. We’ve planned for this.”
“For what?”
“For the possibility of Jinshan being taken into custody. For the

possibility of…things not going well.”
“Lena, four Chinese navy ships were defeated by the Americans. A

Chinese submarine was sunk. Now the Chinese government is coming to
Manta to apprehend you.” He looked exasperated. “If Jinshan has been taken
into custody, that means that the American government has exposed him. The



Chinese president must know about the Red Cell now…”
“Yes?” She looked over at him while driving. “What of it?”
He sighed, looking into the dark rainforests that whipped by.
“Have faith, Natesh.”
“Lena, you need to think about your own well-being. We need to think

about—”
“Stop it. Listen to what I said. We have planned for this.”
Natesh shook his head. “We need to figure out a plan to hide. Maybe we

should consider reconstructive surgery. I have cash. At a bank in Barbados.
It’s an untraceable account. I’ve been putting some away ever since Jinshan
told me about—”

“Natesh, please. Nothing has changed.”
She reached over and grabbed his shoulder with one hand, making sure to

hold his eye for just the right amount of time. Then she placed her hands back
on the wheel.

“How can you say that? So much has gone wrong.”
She decided to change tactics. “Is this really about Jinshan being

captured?”
He bristled. “What else would it be about?”
“I know that you have been uncomfortable with things.”
He pouted, not responding immediately. “Well, this was supposed to be a

war of deception.”
“It is. It will be.”
Natesh scoffed. “Jinshan had promised me that there would be minimal

casualties. In the past few days, I watched you execute an Ecuadorian
military commander in front of thousands, and you just stabbed a Chinese
officer to death.”

Her grip on the wheel tightened. “I understand your frustration.”
He was still staring at her as she drove. “Things are out of control.”
“I’m sorry that you feel that way. But you knew that this wouldn’t be

easy. Great achievement requires great sacrifice.”
They didn’t speak for the rest of the trip.
An hour later they drove through a small town. Most of the homes were

shacks. She parked her jeep outside the airport and they both hopped out.
“This airport doesn’t look open,” Natesh said. Bits of grass were growing

up through segments of the runway pavement. The hangars and parking lot
were empty, and the central terminal looked abandoned.



“It’s not.”
“Excuse me?”
“It’s not open.”
She walked over and stood in front of him, taking his hands. He was

frowning, still angry.
“I’m sorry, Natesh. You are right. Things have gotten out of hand. This

isn’t what Mr. Jinshan or I intended to happen. But you must keep trusting
him. He is a visionary. And I suspect that you joined him for many of the
same reasons that I did. His grand idea of what the world could become, if we
can win.”

“I appreciate you admitting that.”
Lena nodded, doing her best to show empathy. “Part of the allure of our

great task…for people like you and me, Natesh, is the challenge of sculpting
the world into greatness.”

Natesh folded his arms.
Lena continued, “I know that you have now seen me do some horrible

things. Truth be told, I am not proud of everything that I have done. But I
won’t lie to you and tell you that it is going to stop. Many more will die. It
has to happen. The world has become entrenched in political systems and
power castes that won’t relinquish control without a fight. You must have
known this when you accepted Jinshan’s offer to join us.”

Natesh took a deep breath and nodded. “I was optimistic. Maybe naïve.”
“Natesh, when I take someone’s life, I do it for a reason. That Ecuadorian

general—he was a barrier to our progress. And his death, however gruesome,
served as an example for the others. They will be better soldiers now that
they understand the seriousness of their job. Now that they understand the
realness of this war.”

“And the Chinese officer?” Natesh looked skeptical. “Why did he need to
die?”

“I told you, I was worried that he might turn us in. We had history,
and—”

“Lena, you didn’t have to kill him.”
Her face darkened. “Listen. That Chinese military captain that I just…”

She looked away for a moment. “If you knew what he did to me when I was a
girl… Natesh, I was but a teenager. Trust me, if you knew what he did to me,
you would be fine with his death.”

Natesh’s expression changed. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”



She nodded. “There is a lot that you don’t know, Natesh. Cheng Jinshan
is a good man. He wants to bring about a better world. We are his
instruments. You need to trust that in the end, it will all be worth it.”

Their eyes met, and Natesh nodded.
A propeller plane buzzed low overhead, circling the runway.
“There they are. Right on time.”
Natesh said, “That sign says the airport is closed. And I can see some

tents and containers on the far half of the runway. Where is the plane going to
land?”

“I spoke with them before we left. They assured me that they would be
alright.”

“Them?”
“Colombians. Contractors. They’re going to fly us to the coast of

Colombia. From there we will take a boat.”
“To where?”
She didn’t answer.
The small propeller plane landed on the near side of the runway, which

was clear of debris. The plane taxied over to Lena and Natesh’s jeep. The pair
got out and threw their things into the plane.

Moments later, they had taken off, headed north.
Over the loud noise of the plane’s engine, Natesh spoke into Lena’s ear.

“Can you please tell me where we are going now?”
Lena leaned over, her long black hair flowing down over Natesh’s arm

and shoulder as she spoke. “Back to the United States.”
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Han-class submarine
90 miles west of Panama

aptain Ning read the email for the third time, shaking his head. Ning
had taken his submarine across the Pacific as fast as possible, per

Admiral Song’s orders. Their original mission had been to support the other
Chinese naval forces in the area.

But a lot could change during a journey across the Pacific.
A week ago, the Americans had sunk a Chinese submarine and destroyer

and severely wounded three other Chinese warships in the Eastern Pacific.
This was the naval group that Captain Ning was supposed to assist. Ning
knew the men aboard the submarine that was lost. The captain’s wife was
friends with his own. He clenched his fist, thinking about the loss.

The email was from the senior PLA Navy commander. It came as
background information—an addendum to the submarine’s official orders.
Their official orders were to stand down and cease all further hostile activity
towards US Navy warships. There was no further explanation about what
they were to do after that.

But the email from the admiral contained extra information. Ning was to
continue into the Eastern Pacific and await further instructions. He wasn’t
sure why this was but had hypothesized that it might be to escort the
wounded Chinese navy vessels on their way into Panama. After discussing
the matter with his XO, however, he had become convinced of an alternative
reason. Ning had precious cargo on board his boat—highly trained naval



commandos.
Captain Ning rose from his desk and headed to the bridge.
“Status report.”
“Sir, the American carrier group is to our north. We haven’t noticed any

active sonar activity in the past day. One unknown submerged track is
coming in and out of contact in the vicinity of the American carrier group.
We believe this to be either a Los Angeles–class or a Virginia-class attack
submarine.”

The captain nodded. “Keep working to identify who it is. We must be
very careful here. We cannot afford to be detected.”

“Yes, Captain.”
The communications officer entered the bridge. “A message from the

island, Captain.”
The island. Those two words were spoken with a hushed reverence now.

Or was it worry in the young officer’s voice?
The captain nodded and followed him to the communications room,

where he hunched over the computer and adjusted his reading glasses. He
read over the message and sighed. “Please fetch the executive officer.”

“Right away, sir.” The young officer scurried off.
The captain wasn’t sure what was going on in Beijing now, but at least

this message answered one of his questions. His XO had been right about
using their special cargo.

Admiral Song had warned him that something like this might happen.
The fog of war spreading into the hallways of government. Confusion and
misinformation were byproducts of such a radical body of work. Jinshan’s
operation must have been rejected by Chinese leadership.

Was a coup underway? But if Admiral Song was behind bars… would
Ning be imprisoned when he returned to home port? Maybe there was still a
way out of this conspiracy. He shook off the thought. Ning had already
picked his side.

Admiral Song had chosen a dozen of his most trusted and capable
commanders, and Ning was among them. Song had brought them into
Jinshan’s inner circle and explained what would happen to China if they
didn’t make war upon the United States.

The operations that they were to participate in would be classified at the
highest level. Even members of the Politburo would not know the truth. The
loyal and patriotic officers of the South Sea Fleet had pledged to do whatever



needed to be done, and Admiral Song had begun deploying them in
clandestine operations around the world, in preparation for Jinshan’s war.

Captain Ning’s boat had been training near the island, practicing with the
elite naval commandos before traveling across the Pacific Ocean. While
Captain Ning didn’t know Cheng Jinshan, he trusted Admiral Song
implicitly. Admiral Song was a brilliant strategist, and an outstanding officer.

Still, he wondered how the charade was being kept up in Beijing. Were
the political and military leaders there still so confused as not to know where
their military units were, or what they were being told to do? If Song and
Jinshan had been arrested, why was the island still sending them orders?
Orders that appeared as if nothing had changed.

Could it be a test? To see if Ning was loyal to Beijing or the island?
Or maybe Jinshan and Admiral Song hadn’t really been arrested. Perhaps

that was a ruse, too. But then why had Beijing sent out their message last
week after the naval battles—the one that told all Chinese military forces to
stand down and cease further hostilities?

He read the computer screen again, shaking his head. The island had just
sent him orders that directly conflicted with the stand-down instruction. Now
he would have to decide which instructions he would follow.

“Captain, you wanted to see me?”
The captain nodded toward the screen. “Read.”
His executive officer was the number two officer on the submarine. His

subordinate, but also his closest and only confidant. Captain Ning thought
highly of the man.

“What do you think?”
The XO looked him in the eye. “Very odd, after what the PLA Navy high

command sent us last week.”
“My thoughts as well.”
The captain turned to the bulkhead, thinking. “Tell the conning officer to

head us towards these coordinates. See if sonar is picking up anything that
matches this description. If it’s there, we’ll follow these orders.”

“Yes, Captain.”
The executive officer left the communications room and began issuing

orders to the different members of the crew.
The captain picked up the phone and dialed a three-digit number. The

commander of the South Sea Fleet’s naval special operations detachment
answered from his stateroom several spaces away.



“This is Lieutenant Ping.”
“Lieutenant, please have your men get ready for immediate deployment.”
A moment’s hesitation. After two months at sea, and the news of the last

week, the young officer was as surprised as anyone. “Yes, sir, of course.”
“And come see me as soon as you are ready. I’ll provide instructions. We

have received an urgent message from the island.”

Chinese special operations forces are very different from the United States’
own units. The PLA has almost two and a half million active-duty members,
and an estimated thirty thousand special operations personnel. The United
States active-duty military is about half that size, although its numbers of
special operations personnel are comparable.

But while the Chinese special operators are high in quantity, they are low
in experience. United States special operations forces have been sharpened by
decades of war around the globe. Their units are made up of experienced
veterans, and they are often integrated with organic specialized aviation units.

Chinese special operations forces, on the other hand, are comprised
mostly of two-year conscripts and first-tour lieutenants. Chinese commandos
are known for being extremely tough and capable, but young and
inexperienced.

Lieutenant Ping was one of these young lieutenants. He was four years
into his service as a naval officer. A graduate of the newly formed Special
Operations Academy in Guangzhou, he was one of only fifty officers in the
South Sea Fleet’s Special Operations Regiment, one of the few Chinese naval
SOF units.

While his unit spent most of their time training, Chinese military
leadership had recently stepped up SOF deployments. Lieutenant Ping’s
regiment had sent teams to various parts of the world in order to better
project power and protect Chinese interests. Ping and his group of peers had
competed fiercely with one another in order to be selected for one of these
coveted deployments. When Ping was chosen, he relished the opportunity to
prove himself in a real-world situation.

Ping had been deployed aboard a PLA Navy destroyer and sent to the
Middle East on a counterpiracy deployment in the Gulf of Aden. Their



mission was to escort cargo ships transiting the Internationally
Recommended Transit Corridor in between Somalia and Yemen. Merchant
shipping companies had learned from the rash of pirate attacks over the past
decade and often hired private security to escort their valuable ships. But acts
of piracy still occurred.

Lieutenant Ping had led a team of naval commandos as they retook a
Chinese-flagged merchant ship from a band of Somali criminals. Ping had
received many accolades from his superiors and earned the respect of his
enlisted men. Ping’s men appreciated his cool demeanor and quick decision
making. But more than that, the young officer looked out for his troops and
demanded from himself a level of performance that exceeded that of his men.
He was always the hardest-working, the first one to meetings and the last one
to leave the training areas.

But as Ping listened to his orders now, he had many questions. Some of
them he would voice to the captain. Others he would keep to himself. In the
PLA Navy, a few questions would show intelligence and preparation. Too
many, and he might show a lack of comprehension, or worse…that he was
questioning the wisdom of his orders.

“Terminate all personnel with extreme prejudice, it says.”
“You have read the orders accurately,” replied the submarine captain.
“Who are these men?”
“Criminals. Drug smugglers, from what the description says.”
Ping looked at his watch, then back at the orders on the screen. “We have

two hours to prepare.”
“Correct.”
Ping read over the instructions once more. “May I use the wardroom to

go over our mission brief with my men?”
“Of course. Just let me know what you need.”
“Very well. We will study this and spend the next hour planning. This

will be an unusually quick reaction time, but we will be ready, Captain.”
“Excellent, Mr. Ping. I wish you good luck.” The captain extended his

hand.
The young special operations lieutenant shook the captain’s hand, his

eyes fierce.
Ping hurried to the different sections of the submarine where his men

were located. Some were working out, others sleeping. Within five minutes
of notification, they were all dressed and in the wardroom, looking over a



chart. Planning took an hour. They looked at the type of vessel they would be
assaulting, how many personnel were on board, expected armament and skill
level of enemy forces, and optimal entry points.

Preparations for their underwater exit took another forty minutes.
They divided into four groups of two for the exit. They used the

submarine’s two escape trunks, built just inside its hatches.
The outer doors were flush with the body of the submarine. The chamber

just inside the outer hatch was the escape trunk. They could fit two people at
a time. A submarine crewman operator stood just inside the inner hatch. His
job was to make sure that the inner and outer doors were both locked, that the
pressure was equalized with the ocean outside the door, and that the hatch
was flooded with water and refilled with air at the appropriate times.

Moments later, all eight members were swimming outside the submarine,
breathing with the help of their scuba system. Ping and his team swam over
two hundred yards to the boat. They broke the surface once, about fifty yards
away, to check their bearings.

The moon and starlight reflected glimmers of white off the ocean surface.
The smugglers’ boat was a black shadow, pitching and rolling in the sea. The
ship was dead in the water—engine off. Ping could hear the occasional sound
of voices over the lapping of the waves.

His team was silent, swimming fast with their scuba gear and silenced
submachine guns strapped to their wetsuits. Once they were underneath the
vessel, Ping had a decision to make. They could use grappling hooks and
rope, climbing about five feet above the waterline. But that might be noisy,
and it would take a little longer than the alternative. The second entry
possibility was a small ladder at the aft end of the ship. The problem with that
was its proximity to where the boat’s crew was likely to be. They would have
to climb up one man at a time. If the smugglers were armed and had numbers,
it could end badly for Ping’s men.

Not to mention that there was a propeller right next to that ladder. The
motor was off for now, but Ping wasn’t sure how long they would have until
the cigarette speedboat arrived. The submarine captain had estimated one
hour. Would they start moving once it was within radio range? Or would they
stay quiet, afraid to draw the attention of coast guard and navy vessels
patrolling the area?

Ping’s men would follow his lead. Sometimes it mattered less whether
one made the best choice than whether one made it in a timely manner. He



chose to go up the aft end of the ship and signaled his men. They began
removing their weights and tanks, tying them off on the ladder.

Ping grabbed on to the metal ladder and pulled himself up, stepping and
climbing fast. He was heavy, his tactical gear weighing him down as soon as
he was out of the water. He threw himself over the stern of the ship and
unstrapped his weapon. He then brought his mask down around his neck,
looking and listening for any sign of opposition.

His team was only seconds behind. Each of them followed his
movements, preparing their equipment and aiming their weapons forward,
trying their best to be quiet in their bulky black wetsuits.

The lights were all off on the ship, and voices could be heard coming
from the bridge. Ping and his men each removed a clip-on night vision
goggle apparatus from a waterproof chest pocket and snapped it in place. A
flick of the switch, and the unit powered up. Night became day, and his men
broke into preplanned teams, each silently making their way throughout the
vessel.

Ping walked along the port outer deck of the boat. There was a covered
bridge ahead. Another team would be walking along the starboard side, and
yet another would be heading down the ladder and into the berthing area. It
wasn’t a large vessel. This would only take a few seconds.

He heard a shout and rapid Spanish ahead, then the familiar rattle of one
of his men’s silenced submachine guns. Then there were many shouts.

Movement ahead. There.
A smuggler appeared in front of him. The man backed out of the bridge,

his hands to his sides. Ping pressed his trigger and fired a burst from his
machine gun. His target’s body convulsed and then fell to the deck.

“Clear,” said one of his men from the bridge.
More gunfire. This time from belowdecks. Bullet holes in front of him as

the floor was peppered from below. Ping ran backwards to get out of the line
of fire, his heart beating. More gunfire. Ping could see two of his commandos
advancing down the stairs, their weapons glued to their shoulders, firing in
short, controlled bursts. Then, silence.

“Clear belowdecks.”
Ping went to the bridge and checked the radio. He keyed the mike three

times on the bridge-to-bridge frequency. The submarine, at periscope depth,
would hear this and know that the first part of his mission had been a success.

He turned to his men. “Stow your diving gear and get ready. The



speedboat should be here any moment now. When they arrive, we need to fill
it up with gas. We will then board it and head inland. We must be ashore
before dawn. Does everyone understand?”

“Yes, sir.” Nods from his men.
So far, so good. Ping wondered what the island would have in store for

him once they reached the Americas.
She would know.
Lena Chou. Ping had heard of her—most of them had. Ping had even seen

her once, when he had attended training on the island a month ago. But he
had never spoken to her.

She was a shadow. An elite blend of intelligence operative and special
forces warrior. One of Jinshan’s special spies. Rumor had it that she had been
embedded with an American intelligence agency until recently. Her cover
blown, she was now operating as Jinshan’s personal cleaner, fixing and
improving their espionage and special operations capability at the tip of the
spear.

“There it is, Lieutenant. The range finder says two thousand meters.” One
of his men was looking through a night vision telescopic lens.

Ping checked his watch. “Excellent.”
When the long cigarette speedboat finally pulled up alongside, Ping’s

men threw out bumpers and tied it up. They began pumping fuel from the
mothership to the go-fast.

Lena Chou stepped across to the mothership. “Who is in charge?”
“I am Lieutenant Ping, Miss Chou. My men and I are now at your

service.”
“Thank you, Mr. Ping. We’ll need to get to shore before dawn. Once

there, we’ll be able to get your men into civilian attire before we journey
north. How much have they told you about this assignment?”

“I know that we will be traveling through Mexico and into the United
States. My men are prepared for anything.”

“I’m sure they are, Mr. Ping. This won’t be hard. But we’ll need to keep a
low profile. How many of your men speak Spanish or English?”

“All of them speak English, ma’am. But some better than others. Two are
fluent in Spanish.”

She nodded. “That will do.”
Ping noticed a dark figure in the speedboat, lying in a heap. He seemed to

be groaning.



“Who is he?”
“He is with me.”
“What’s wrong with him?”
“Seasick.”
Ping smiled.
One of Ping’s men walked up to them, balancing himself on the rail as the

waves rocked them back and forth. “We’re finished fueling, sir.”
Then Lena walked over to the radios on the bridge. She tuned up a

frequency and began transmitting. She spoke several times, but nothing she
said made any sense to Ping. It was gibberish. Or code.

“Miss Chou?” Ping knew that it was not smart of her to make any radio
transmissions. The US military would be able to triangulate the transmission.
The American intelligence collection agencies would be able to match her
voice to their data. They would surely be looking for her voice…

Lena continued speaking for one full minute. Then she turned off the
radio and faced him. “When investigators evaluate this vessel, they will likely
take fingerprints and see that I was here. Intelligence agencies will match my
voice to the radio call I just made and know the transmission location. There
are those who would like to see us fail. They are looking for me. This will
throw them off my scent.”

“I see.” He looked over towards the speedboat. “We should not waste
time, then.”

Lena nodded at Ping, who said, “Everyone on the speedboat.” He then
asked Lena, “Do you think we should do anything with the bodies?”

She said, “Dump them over the side. That should be good enough.”
Ping barked orders to his men. The corpses were dumped

unceremoniously into the black ocean. Splashing sounds echoed every few
seconds. Then the rumble of the speedboat’s engine announced their
imminent departure, and everyone hopped aboard.

Lena pushed the throttle forward, and they raced to the northeast.
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Destin, Florida

avid Manning sat on the beach under an oversized umbrella. The clear
greenish-blue water of the Gulf Coast lapped gently against the sugar-

white shore. His three-year-old daughter was building a sandcastle near the
surf with his wife, Lindsay. Their baby slept in the shade next to him.

Henry Glickstein walked up, smearing his face with thick globs of
sunblock. He wore a gardener’s straw hat, oversized sunglasses, and a
Tommy Bahama tee shirt.

“Sorry you had to come down when the water’s still a little chilly. You’ll
have to come back when the weather warms up. But don’t come in April—
that’s when all these young college kids get here and ruin everything.”

David said, “Oh no, this is still great, Henry. Can’t thank you enough for
letting us stay here for a few days. It’s warm enough for Maddie to play in
the sand. That’s all we need.”

“Sorry about the drama last night. I should have known better than to let
the riffraff in when you guys were here.”

The prior evening, Henry had had a visitor show up unexpectedly at his
home. Apparently, she was a waitress at one of the less-than-reputable
establishments in nearby Pensacola.

David’s wife Lindsay had smelled stripper on her from the moment she’d
walked in the door. Bleach-blond hair and fake…well, everything. While
David had been amused, Henry had been embarrassed at her often
inappropriate and less-than-intelligent additions to the conversation. But



David suspected that Henry hadn’t been interested in her intellect. Lindsay’s
eyebrows were permanently raised and her chardonnay glass permanently full
for the evening.

The young woman had stayed for the barbecue they were having, but then
left abruptly after dinner when Henry had said that he wasn’t going to be able
to go out with her that night.

“She was, ah…nice?” It was the best David could offer. She couldn’t
have been more than thirty years old.

Henry smiled, as if it were a compliment. “Yeah, she loves that I was on
the news.” Glickstein shrugged, then sat in the empty beach chair next to
David. “So you hear from any of the group? The Red Cell folks, I mean?”

The Americans who’d been freed from Chinese custody in the Red Cell
had been transported to a US military base.

“They’re being given medical treatment and doing interviews with
government officials. I’ve seen some of the debrief reports.”

“The interviews with our government this time?” Henry smiled.
“Let’s hope so.” David snorted. “We’ve flown their families out to be

with them. They should all be arriving back home soon, I think.”
“We, now, is it?”
“Yes, sir. I guess it is.” David was now working full-time as an analyst

for the CIA. He had only been working in the job for a few weeks and was
still getting used to it. He was assigned to the interagency SILVERSMITH
team—a program created in response to China’s increased hostility towards
the United States.

David was part of the reason the SILVERSMITH operation had been
started. He had been an unwitting participant in a Chinese espionage
operation. Twenty Americans—Henry Glickstein among them—had been led
to believe that they were joining a CIA-sponsored Red Cell. The Red Cell
was made up of US defense, intelligence, and technology experts whose
mission was to create a plan for China to invade the United States.

But as David had quickly learned, the Red Cell was actually part of an
elaborate Chinese intelligence operation, designed to uncover classified
American secrets and bolster China’s own soon-to-be executed attack plans.
The Red Cell was the brainchild of Cheng Jinshan.

Cheng Jinshan wore multiple hats. A Chinese national, he had risen to
become the head of several Chinese Internet and media-related companies.
His firms made up a large portion of the cybersecurity and censorship wings



of the Chinese technology industry. All throughout his career in business,
however, he was also employed as an operative within the Ministry of State
Security—the Chinese equivalent of the CIA. His business roles had begun as
a mere cover. But Jinshan’s power had grown tremendously.

The influence he wielded in each of his positions—the private sector and
the Chinese intelligence world—had served to rocket him into the
stratosphere of China’s elite power brokers. The Chinese president had even
been friendly with him, and had appointed him as the head of the Central
Commission for Discipline Inspection, normally a cabinet position, reserved
for a politician.

The CCDI was the Chinese agency intended to root out corruption in the
government. But Jinshan had wielded his authority like a sword. He had used
the CCDI to consolidate power, installing loyalists in key positions within the
Chinese government. His political views were quite unique. Jinshan was
obsessed with Chinese dominance of the West and envisioned creating an
idealistic form of government, led by an inner cadre of technocrats.

Jinshan had attempted to bring his vision to life through a global
conspiracy. Admiral Song—a Jinshan loyalist and commander of the PLA
Navy’s South Sea Fleet—had secretly organized the military wing of
Jinshan’s campaign. Through a complicated network of spies and secret
communications, Jinshan and Admiral Song had engaged in deception and
covert operations against the United States in various parts of the globe.

This conspiracy had culminated in a series of naval battles in the Eastern
Pacific Ocean, off the coast of Central America. David’s sister, Victoria
Manning, had commanded the USS Farragut during the hostilities, ultimately
leading the US Navy to victory.

The director of the CIA and the American president had contacted the
Chinese president after they had gathered verifiable evidence of Jinshan and
Admiral Song’s treachery. They had informed the Chinese president that he
was only days away from an attempted coup, and that Jinshan and Admiral
Song were the chief instigators.

The Chinese president, embarrassed and surprised by Cheng Jinshan’s
rogue activities, had taken swift action. He had called upon all Chinese
military forces to stand down and promised no retaliation against the US
Navy. The Chinese had fired the first shots in the skirmish, and the US
actions had been defensive in nature. The members of those Chinese naval
units had been under the impression that they were following legitimate



orders, and were considered innocent. Jinshan and Admiral Song were the
criminals. And Lena Chou, wherever she was…

For now, the two nations were at peace. But the citizens of both nations
were furious at the loss of life, and each felt that they were the victims of a
grave injustice. The peace was fragile.

Henry reached into the cooler and pulled out a sparkling water. “Want
one?”

“No, thanks.”
He opened the bottle and took a sip. “Seems to me that things quieted

down kind of quickly, don’t you think?”
David looked at him. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, our country was attacked. I know the Chinese have publicly

apologized and everything, but…”
“You’re not one of those crazies who’s saying we should go to war with

all of China now, are you? I thought that was just for the political websites. I
mean, where’s that going to get us?” Much of the country was still in an
uproar over the Chinese-American naval battle that had occurred. David
knew it wasn’t fair to characterize Henry as crazy and immediately regretted
saying it.

Henry said, “Well, you’ve got to admit that they have a point there,
David. Hundreds of lives were lost. What was the total count?”

“Including the Chinese ship, I think they said eight hundred and
seventeen people died. Mostly from the initial Chinese submarine attack.”

Henry flung up his hands, shaking his head. “Well, that’s what I mean.
They can’t just get away with that. They apologize and that’s it? Now our
president is just acting like it’s not a big deal. Like we can bury the hatchet
and blame it all on one guy.”

“I don’t think that’s what the president is trying to do. But he doesn’t
have very good options. And they’re supposedly working on a new bilateral
agreement that’s going to make China pay for what they did.”

“Right. The new bilateral agreement. What’s the president going to do?
Slap a tariff on them? They’ll just do the same thing to us. Look, I mean, I
don’t want anyone else getting hurt. But that was an act of war. That wasn’t
just Jinshan. China’s military did that. They were responsible too.”

“It wasn’t a sanctioned military activity.”
Henry folded his arms and cocked his head in protest. “Come on.”
This same argument was being played out on radio shows, podcasts, and



news rooms across the world. What it all came down to, David knew, was
that China had crossed the line. And the American people wanted them to
pay.

“Have you seen all the funeral footage? They had a big one in Bogotá.
From the Colombian navy ship that was sunk. And the poor kids of those US
Navy men. The ones from your sister’s ship, for crying out loud.”

David looked at his daughter sleeping next to him. She was less than a
year old and was starting to stir from her nap. David held his finger up to his
lips.

Henry got the hint and began to whisper. “All I’m saying is that people
are angry. They feel wronged. I mean, the stock market has crashed since all
this stuff came out. GPS isn’t working, and the Internet is half of what it
was…”

“Things are being restored. And Chinese sailors lost their lives too.”
“So you’re defending them now? This was all just one big

misunderstanding, is that it?”
“Henry, what do you want, World War III?”
Henry frowned. “I already said I didn’t. But they deserve to pay. An

apology isn’t enough.”
“Jinshan and the admiral he was working with are on trial. They will pay

the price.”
“Says who? China’s president? Can you trust them after what they did?”
“You do sound like the talking heads.”
“And you sound like one of those hippies who just wants to make peace

everywhere. Don’t be so naïve, David. You saw what they’re like. You were
on the island. You of all people should know.”

“What does that mean?”
Henry took another swig of his sparkling water. “I have a hard time

believing that it was really just one person, and no one else is to blame. What
about Lena? What happened to her.”

“They’re looking for her. She’ll be caught. It’s only a matter of time.”
“You think China really doesn’t know where she is? They know, believe

you me.”
David couldn’t be completely sure that Henry wasn’t right on that point.

The CIA had had some of the same discussions about Lena. If the Chinese
government found her before they did, would they let the Americans know?
She had been a double agent, embedded in the CIA for over a decade. They



would want her for themselves—even if she had been part of Jinshan’s
unsanctioned operation.

Lindsay and Maddie strolled back up the beach to where the two men
were sitting.

“Daddy, Mommy says I can have a snack.”
“Sure, honey. Want a peanut butter and jelly?”
“Yes, please.” She held out her sandy hands. David brushed them off,

took out a quarter of a PB&J sandwich from the cooler, and handed it to her.
Lindsay pointed to Henry’s drink. “Can I grab one of those?”
“Of course, madam.” He handed her a sparkling water, and Lindsay sat

next to David on the towel.
“She still sleeping?”
“She’s starting to move, but yes.”
Lindsay sat on the towel next to David, their knees touching. She said,

“Henry, how long have you had this home?”
The three-story beach house was stunning. A large open floorplan, great

views. Lindsay had been talking about getting a beach house for years.
“I got it a few years ago. After I began working for myself. It’s nice to

come out here whenever I want.”
“It’s beautiful.”
“Yup. Retirement is nice.”
She said, “So are you still getting interviews with three-letter agencies, or

are they done with you?”
Henry glanced at David. “Not sure I’m supposed to say this, but yes, I

still get calls occasionally. But I think they feel they’ve sucked everything out
of my brain that’s going to help them for now. I didn’t get a job offer, like
some.” He smiled at David.

“Well, some of us don’t have beach homes, so we still need jobs,” David
shot back, also smiling. Henry laughed.

“I mean this, folks—you guys are welcome down here whenever you
desire. Even if I’m not here.”

They lay on the beach making small talk for another twenty minutes, until
the baby woke up. Then they collected their beach gear and went back into
the house. Maddie got cartoons on the iPad. “It’s vacation,” Lindsay said,
justifying the extra screen time.

Henry put on Fox News in the kitchen, and the adults made lunch from
last night’s leftovers. The volume on the news channel was low, but David



could still read the headline. It was all anyone was talking about.
CHINA TENSIONS STILL BOILING AFTER HIGH SEAS COMBAT
One of the talking heads was the recently ousted National Security

Advisor. He was making arguments for something he called “strategic
patience.”

The other talking head was a China expert from a D.C. think tank. He
claimed that the Chinese political scene was like the novel and TV series
Game of Thrones, with power struggles and deceptive tactics throughout. His
argument was that only time would tell who was really in control, and what
China would do. David agreed.

Henry handed David a beer. David opened it and took a sip.
“David, something has been bothering me and I’d like to get your take on

it.”
“What’s that?”
“Jinshan is a master planner, right? A billionaire, a genius. Everyone

agrees.”
“Right.”
“So why didn’t he have his ducks all lined up in a row when they were

attacking our Navy off the coast of Ecuador?”
David furrowed his brow. “Well, I think they were acting in a panic. The

Chinese were surprised by a team that we sent down there. I can’t really say
more than that.”

“I know. And I read about it online. Some black ops group infiltrated
their base in Manta. Blink twice if I’m close.”

David smiled. “I can’t say.”
Henry continued. “But what I mean is…Jinshan must have been planning

a coup, right? The Chinese president wasn’t in on it. Otherwise, he wouldn’t
have arrested Jinshan when the United States showed their evidence on what
he was up to. Right?”

David nodded. “I think it’s generally accepted now that Jinshan had
intended to stage a coup.”

“And?”
“And what?”
“That timeline doesn’t strike you as odd? Jinshan, a master planner, a

genius, was in the process of staging a coup, but doesn’t strike while the iron
is hot? What was he waiting for? I mean, he must have a ton of support.
Otherwise it wouldn’t work. Jinshan doesn’t plan something without a lot of



preparation. Just look at the island.”
David felt a tickle in his brain. Henry was on to something. “Say more.”
Henry looked at the wooden blocks that David’s three-year-old daughter

was now playing with. She had built them up into a tower. “So Jinshan is
building this castle, right? He’s been working for years at this. Building it
piece by piece. The military forces are starting to be sent overseas. He’s got
schemes going on in the Middle East to tie up our forces there and hurt our
economy. And he’s got his cyber forces starting to cripple US
communications—like how they’ve taken out our GPS satellites. Now to me,
it sounds like Jinshan is pretty darn close to completing this castle. But one
major piece seems to be missing. He isn’t in charge of China.”

David sipped his beer. “And what you’re saying is that he must have been
ready to execute the coup, if he was this far along in all his other plans.”

“Exactly. Which brings me to my real question—why didn’t he? Why
didn’t he execute the coup on time?”

“I see what you mean.” David looked out at the ocean. “I guess if Jinshan
was planning a coup, and he had everything set up, it might still be pretty
easy to move forward with it. But he didn’t. Why?”

Henry tipped his beer towards David. “Yes. That’s been bothering me
something fierce. From what I saw in that Red Cell, everything was raring to
go. If they stayed on schedule, that means that their military exercises have
been prepping for an attack that should take place right around now. And
their industrial capability should be shifting over to wartime production.
Shipping containers should be specially outfitted for military uses. Undersea
cables would be cut. EMP attacks. Everything we talked about over there.
The works. But when we were in the Red Cell, we didn’t much talk about
convincing the Chinese leadership.”

“No,” David admitted. “We pretty much took that one for granted.”
“Right. Instead, we talked about winning over the Chinese people. Hearts

and minds. Popular support for the war. That was what the Shrink kept
talking about. And Natesh, the bastard.”

David glanced over at his wife, who was eyeing them, the children right
next to her.

Henry said, “What?”
Lindsay walked over from the kitchen, smiling, and whispered, “You said

bastard.”
“Sorry. Not used to the little ones being around.” Henry reddened.



She waved it off. “We’re just busting your chops. You guys want a
sandwich?”

“Sure. Thanks, honey,” David said.
Lindsay nodded and walked back into the kitchen.
David turned back to Henry. “What if those two things are related

somehow? What if Jinshan can’t gain control of China’s leadership until he
successfully motivates the Chinese citizens towards supporting war against
the United States?”

“That might solve the puzzle.” Henry rubbed his chin. “So what, then—a
big event that causes all of China to hate the United States? We did sink their
ships. Is that the catalyst?”

David shook his head. “Nah. I don’t think so. We’ve been monitoring
their news and Internet. The Chinese version of events doesn’t place total
blame on the United States. They say it was a training accident related to
Jinshan and Admiral Song. Chinese media is saying that they were arrested
for crimes against the state. But they don’t list what those crimes against the
state actually are.”

“You’re kidding.”
David shook his head. “Nope.”
“Don’t their people know? Can’t they read about it on the news?”
“State-controlled news is all they’re broadcasting now. They’ve tightened

up which TV and Internet news sources are accessible even more than
normal. Even in places like Hong Kong, which are traditionally more lenient
in that department. The great firewall of China is alive and kicking.”

Henry said, “But their leadership is cooperating with us, right?”
“To an extent. But they’re looking out for themselves above all else. The

government news agencies have said that Jinshan and Admiral Song’s trial is
going to be live-streamed, if you can believe it.”

“No shit? Why would they do that?”
“Someone in the Chinese government must want to make sure that the

coup is totally squashed.”
“Well, that’s good news at least. Gets rid of the loons.”
David picked up one of the blocks and placed it carefully on top of his

daughter’s tower, studying it. “You know, my grandfather was at Pearl
Harbor.”

“No kidding?”
“I know. Pretty incredible, right? He was on duty on one of the ships



when the bombs began falling. I always thought it was amazing that one
major power could surprise-attack another like that. I remember asking him
about it when I was a kid, when he was still alive. I said, Grandpa, didn’t you
know Japan would attack? I was just a kid. I didn’t know you weren’t
supposed to say stuff like that.”

“What did he say?”
“He said there were plenty of signs that war with Japan was coming, but

—how did he say it?—he said the people with the best view of a tsunami are
usually the ones who are sitting on the beach.”

Neither said anything for a moment. Then David added, “Henry, here’s
what bothers me most about this—if Jinshan was waiting for one big planned
event to happen, something that would motivate the entire nation of China to
want to go to war with the United States, what’s to say that this event isn’t
still in the works?”

Susan Collinsworth didn’t have a good feeling about the message she was
reading. She was the CIA’s senior operations officer in charge of the
SILVERSMITH program—the interagency task force set up to counter
China’s recent increased aggressive behavior. Susan was privy to a variety of
restricted-handling materials being collected in the Western Pacific area of
operations.

Her concern stemmed from the most recent message sent from an Agency
asset placed high inside the Chinese government, code name GIANT.
GIANT was the long-time assistant to Secretary Zhang, one of China’s
powerful Central Committee members. His real name was Dr. Jin Wang. A
Chinese citizen, he had been sent to school at UC San Diego in the late
1980s. He had been permitted to stay in the US to finish his education and
received a PhD in economics from Berkeley, just before returning to China.

While in his PhD program, GIANT befriended an American—another
Berkeley student in a program similar to his own. Unbeknownst to GIANT,
this American student was also an operative of the CIA. CIA recruiters were
looking for Chinese students who might one day flower into quality sources.

In 1989, just before GIANT finished his PhD program, Chinese troops
with assault rifles and tanks killed several hundred demonstrators in



Tiananmen Square. GIANT watched the American press coverage and was
deeply disturbed.

When GIANT returned to China, he was not shocked by the stark
difference in Chinese press coverage of the Tiananmen Square incident. But
he was motivated by it.

His friend from Berkeley met him in Beijing a few months after he’d
returned. The meeting, while appearing coincidental to GIANT, had been
meticulously planned by the CIA. The friend had been hired by the US State
Department, GIANT learned. He would be stationed in Beijing for the next
few years.

The men continued their friendship. Over several private meals, the CIA
operative carefully teased out GIANT’s strong feelings of distaste for the
Chinese government. Eventually, the CIA man proposed that GIANT and he
work together. Men like GIANT were needed, he was told. America needed
back-channel communications. Windows into the minds of Chinese
leadership. GIANT could help China to become a free and just nation, by
becoming a confidential advisor to the American diplomatic and intelligence
communities. Help create a China where another Tiananmen Square could
never happen, he was told.

GIANT began spying for the US government shortly after, and continued
to do so as his reputation and job title increased in prominence.

Because he had risen to such a high level in the Chinese government—the
chief of staff of one of its most powerful policy makers—and because of the
fierce counterintelligence operation in China, his reports were restricted to
only a handful of personnel within the US government. That level of
classification would protect him, and it would protect the uninterrupted flow
of information from a reliable and well-placed source.

“Shit,” Susan muttered to herself, reading over his latest message.
Secretary Zhang and President Wu fear Jinshan’s coup and hostile

operations may still be in progress. There is an ongoing power struggle as
many Jinshan loyalists remain in important positions. Have heard rumors of
unknown military training throughout regions in Guangdong and Liaoning
provinces. Of particular interest is Liaoning training. Have recently learned
that this covert camp holds special operations units conducting unique
training. Intercepted communications have revealed that Jinshan held this
camp as crucial element in his plans.

Susan tapped on her desk, thinking. GIANT’s information was always



helpful in understanding what the hell was really going on inside the Central
Committee. But this was not what she wanted to hear. Jinshan was in prison.
He wasn’t supposed to be able to influence anyone there. Were things really
so bad that President Wu was losing his political clout? This wasn’t
something that her analysts had expected. Then again, neither was a Chinese
false-flag operation that had conned twenty unwitting American defense
experts into giving up national secrets. But that had happened…

She looked at her meeting schedule for the day. She had to sit in waiting
during a Senate Intelligence Committee briefing while the deputy director for
clandestine operations gave them an update on SILVERSMITH. Her role was
to feed him information on any questions that he couldn’t answer.

The intelligence world was flipping out about their reduced satellite
capabilities. Backup satellites were being launched, and patches were being
installed to encrypted datalink networks. But it was a slow healing process—
America could only launch so many satellites so fast. And many of the
datalink networks were still considered security risks. The Chinese had
crippled space-based reconnaissance and communications for months, if not
years. Monday morning quarterbacking and cross-departmental finger-
pointing were in full swing. And since SILVERSMITH was “the CIA’s
special China program,” as one senator had put it, Susan was under a lot of
pressure to fill in the intelligence collection gap.

Her desk phone was blinking. The special light. The director.
Double shit.
Since she had been put in charge of SILVERSMITH, the director had

taken to calling on her at will for updates. That was understandable, given the
gravity of the situation. But as a veteran of decades of fieldwork, Susan felt
like a fish out of water here in headquarters. She hated the frequent in-person
updates to leadership, the incessant worrying about political ramifications,
and the chess matches between the massively egocentric career bureaucrats.

“Director Buckingham, how can I help you, sir?” she answered.
“Susan, you got a moment? Please come up.”
“Of course.”
It took Susan five minutes to reach the seventh floor.
The director had his jacket on and was standing behind his desk. “You

read GIANT’s latest?”
“Yes, sir. I was just going over it now.”
“I’m speaking with the DNI and the president this afternoon. I’m going to



include some of that intel in the brief. What help do you need?”
Susan liked the CIA director. He was the type of leader who looked to

empower his people and break down walls.
She didn’t hesitate. “ISR on Liaoning, sir.” Intelligence, surveillance, and

reconnaissance. She was asking for imagery on the Chinese military camp
that GIANT had mentioned.

“Have you already requested it?”
“Yes, sir. I’ve been asking for ISR on various Chinese locations for

weeks, but I’m hitting walls. The Liaoning camp is one of my new priorities.
Technically I haven’t asked for surveillance on that location yet, but I already
know what response I’ll receive. Satellites are depleted. Drones are
vulnerable to Chinese countermeasures and cyberoperations. I even
mentioned the SR-72 to General Schwartz. He floated it by the Pentagon, but
they said that it wouldn’t be a good asset to use. It’s not ready for prime time
yet.”

The director buttoned his jacket, frowning. “I agree that we need
intelligence collection on those camps. And I agree that we’re low on ISR
options. I’ll mention it, but if the National Reconnaissance Office and the
Pentagon are pushing back, then we’ll need to come up with an alternative.
Please work with General Schwartz on developing a few options. Be
creative.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied as she followed the director into the hallway
outside his office. Two escorts joined him, and Susan fell back.

Great. How the hell was she supposed to collect intelligence on a secret
Chinese camp one hundred miles inland, with no ISR support?
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USS Farragut
Eastern Pacific Ocean

hile repairs normally would have taken place in port, the US Navy
had decided that these were exceptional circumstances. The Farragut

had pulled in to Panama City for only seventy-two hours, then left to
continue an East Pac patrol. Repairmen and contract maintenance crews had
stayed aboard to fix the sections of the ship that had been damaged when the
shrapnel from a Chinese submarine-launched missile had torn through parts
of the bridge and forward compartments.

Lieutenant Commander Victoria Manning stood on the flight deck,
watching the Panama City skyline sink below the horizon. Their single
helicopter was in the port hangar, a daily maintenance inspection underway.

Lieutenant Bruce “Plug” McGuire wandered up to her. “You know why
they made us leave, right?”

“Why?”
“The Chinese ships—the three remaining ones—are supposed to pull in

tomorrow.”
Victoria shot him a skeptical look. “Where’d you hear that?”
“Rumor mill.”
“Rumor mill isn’t always that reliable. Is that the same rumor mill that

said we were going to go home through the canal today instead of back out to
sea?”

“Maybe.”



“Hmph,” she said triumphantly.
“It’ll be on the news,” Plug said, using his best “you’ll see” voice. “They

won’t be able to hide it. I heard that they couldn’t make it back to China, so
the US government agreed to it. And they didn’t want us in port causing
trouble.”

“You really think that our sailors would go over and do something to
them?”

Plug shrugged. “Fourteen of our shipmates were lost, Boss, including the
captain and XO. Forgiving is pretty hard after something like that.”

Victoria said, “Amazing, if it is true. This whole situation is like a dream.
Nothing makes sense. I can’t believe that China is so dysfunctional that one
rogue billionaire and an admiral could do all that damage.”

Lieutenant J.G. Juan “Spike” Volonte walked out of the open starboard
hangar wearing workout clothes, sweat dripping down his shirt. He saw
Victoria and Plug and walked over. “Hey, guys.”

“Spike.” Plug mock-saluted.
“What’s the good word?”
Victoria said, “I spoke with the captain.”
“The new guy?” Plug asked.
“The captain of the ship, Lieutenant,” Victoria said.
Plug pointed his thumb at her and said to Juan, “She’s been pointing out

my rank a lot lately. Ever since I crashed one of her helicopters. Sometimes I
think she doesn’t appreciate me.”

Victoria glared at him. “We’re clear to fly tomorrow evening. I want to
do deck landing qualifications. It’s been a while.”

“How many hours?” Plug asked.
“Why?”
“We could use a five point oh to get into the next maintenance window.”
“I’m not sure the captain will want to do DLQs for that long, but I can

ask.”
“If not, can we throw another flight on the back end to get it in the

window?”
“I don’t see why not.” Victoria smiled.



The next evening, Juan felt like maybe he was finally starting to get the hang
of this Navy helicopter thing. The twenty-thousand-pound Seahawk
helicopter hovered over the rolling flight deck of the USS Farragut. He
moved the stick in much smaller increments than he used to. The result was
that the helicopter needed smaller corrections when he inevitably overshot his
intended hover location.

“Good. Good. Nice, easy inputs. You’re getting much better, Spike.”
Victoria sounded like a proud mother.

“Thanks, Boss.” Juan had trouble sounding normal under the stress. He
was still flexing all his muscles and sweating profusely.

The aircrewman said, “Easy right two…one…over the trap.”
Juan lowered the collective down with his left hand and made rapid tiny

adjustments with the cyclic in his right hand, doing his best to keep the
helicopter over the same spot on the back of the destroyer as it rolled in the
ocean. The aircraft came down from its five-foot hover at a steady rate and
landed on the steel deck with a bouncing jolt. The heavy-duty wheel
suspensions were built for the rough landings, Juan knew. He was learning
that he needed to come straight down faster than he was comfortable with,
lest he give the rolling ship enough time to slide him out of position.

“In the trap. Nice one, sir.”
A wave of relief washed over Juan.
Over the radio came the words, “In the trap, beams coming closed.

Trapped.”
Caveman, the other junior pilot who was manning the LSO shack, was

controlling the hydraulically operated metal contraption just beneath the
aircraft. A foot-long metal probe protruded out of the bottom of his
helicopter. Juan had just landed so that the probe would end up in the three-
foot-by-three-foot metal rectangle on the flight deck. Then Caveman had
flipped a switch that closed the beams, locking the probe in with its jagged
metal teeth.

“Chocks and chains,” Victoria called, making the proper hand signals as
the enlisted men ran out on deck, securing the helicopter further. With the
ship constantly rolling in the sea, a big enough swell could cause a rolling
movement that would tip a helicopter right over, with catastrophic results—
thus the need to heavily secure it whenever they were not actually in the
process of taking off or landing.

And right now, they were conducting a crew swap.



“Good flight, Juan. Much improved from last month. You’ll make HAC
no problem.”

“Don’t jinx me, Boss.”
She smiled as she began unstrapping. “I’m out.” She unplugged the black

communications cord that ran from the ceiling to her helmet.
Plug was coming in next. Juan would fly with him. It was a welcome

change. While Juan enjoyed flying with his boss—he admired her as a pilot
and an officer—she was a tough trainer. His flights with her were nonstop
question-and-answer sessions. She was constantly trying to make him a better
pilot and decision maker, throwing scenario after scenario at him to see how
he would react.

Flying with Plug was quite different.
“Hey, fucker.” Plug had just connected his headset. “You ready to play

some movie quote trivia tonight?”
“Sure, I guess…” Juan smiled. “You mind if I pee first?”
Plug carefully got into the cockpit’s right seat. “Sure, let me strap in.” He

fastened his harness and adjusted his seat from the Airboss’s settings. “Man,
Boss is tiny. How do they allow her to fly? She couldn’t have passed the
flight school medical exam. Probably wore lifts that day. Okay, I got
controls. Go pee.”

Juan unstrapped and walked out of the rotor arc and into the hangar. He
removed his sweaty helmet and walked through the ship, weighed down by
his heavy gear. He passed through the wardroom. There were a few people in
there who had brought up plates from midrats.

“Hey, sir, did you get dinner?” the first-class petty officer in the
wardroom’s kitchen yelled to him.

“Not yet.”
“You want me to put something in a box for you?”
“Sure, thanks. Appreciate that.”
When Juan returned from the head, the petty officer had two white boxed

dinners waiting for him. “There’s metal forks and knives in there, so make
sure you don’t toss ’em.”

“Hey, thanks, CS2.”
“Anything for the guy who sank the submarine.”
Juan glanced up at him, nodding, not knowing what to say to that. He left

through the wardroom door and marched back along the ship’s main
passageway to the hangar, carefully holding the boxed dinners. After putting



his helmet back on and walking out onto the dark flight deck, he entered the
rotor arc and handed the food to the aircrewman in the back of the helicopter,
who gave him a thumbs-up.

Juan opened up the left cockpit door, plugged the communication cord
into his helmet, and strapped back into the bird.

“CS2 give you this, sir?” said AWR1 Fetternut.
“Yeah, why?” Juan said as he snapped down his night vision goggles and

adjusted his gear.
“I was down in the mess with him earlier. You got a fan club now, you

know.”
Plug said, “Alright, let’s talk after we get airborne. I don’t want to piss off

the Shoes for being on deck too long. Checklists.” Shoes was the semi-
insulting term that pilots sometimes used when referring to members of the
surface Navy. It had to do with the fact that traditionally, pilots wore brown
shoes, and other naval officers wore black. Black Shoes, or Shoes for short.

The crew ran through their checks and contacted the ship to get takeoff
clearance. Moments later, they were lifting off deck, sliding aft, and watching
the ship slowly steam away from them.

“Nose coming left.”
“Roger,” said Juan. His visual scan was on the instruments now.

Everything else around him was black. Even the green image through the
night vision goggles was just a useless blur, with nothing to focus on.

“Pulling power. One…two…three positive rates of climb.”
Juan could feel the nose dip slightly and carefully watched the radar

altimeter, the barometric altimeter, and the vertical speed indicator as all
three instruments showed that the aircraft was indeed climbing upward.
When they were flying at night over water like this, almost everything they
did was on instruments. There were simply too few visual stimuli.

“Radar altimeter on,” Juan said, flicking the toggle switch.
“Roger,” said Plug. “Leveling off at a thousand.”
“Roger,” said Juan.
“So, did Boss quiz you on your limits and emergency procedures?”
“Oh yeah,” said Juan.
“She was merciless as always, sir,” said AWR1 Fetternut.
Plug said, “Coming right to zero-four-five.”
“Roger, zero-four-five.”
“Okay, well, if Boss already took care of your training, let’s just shoot the



shit.”
“Sounds good to me.”
Juan knew that while Plug was trying to justify not asking Juan any

questions, the truth was that Plug would much rather just chill out and have
fun while they burned holes in the sky for a few hours. Every pilot was
different. The way they flew usually fit their personality. Plug was carefree
when he could be, and extremely detail-oriented and skillful when he had to
be. Like the Airboss, he was a very talented pilot. Sometimes Juan wondered
if he would ever get to their level. To some, it came naturally. Others had to
work at it. Juan thought of himself as part of the latter group.

Plug said, “Okay, the game is ‘would you rather.’ Would you rather be
twenty minutes early for every meeting for the rest of your life, or ten
minutes late?”

Fetternut said, “Sir, you’re already ten minutes late to everything.”
“Okay, Fetternut, you’ve forfeited your turn. Spike?”
“No question. I’d rather be early. You can’t be in the military without

being early to everything. What’s the saying? Fifteen minutes early, you’re
on time, on time, you’re late, and late, you’re better off not even showing
up.”

Plug said, “Okay, that one was easy. Would you rather be alone for the
rest of your life or always surrounded by annoying people?”

Fetternut said, “How annoying?”
“Think of the most annoying girl you’ve ever dated.”
“Okay. Hmm. I can handle it. I’d rather be around annoying people. Cuz

if you were alone, you could never have sex. So really, that’s a double
whammy…”

“Spike?”
“Alone.”
“Hey, sir, I have a radar contact at one-fife-fife for sixty. It’s the only

thing around.”
Juan tapped a few keystrokes on his panel. “I just put in a fly-to, just

follow the needle.”
“Got it, coming right.” The aircraft turned and leveled off on the new

course. “Okay, would you rather have a horrible job for ten years and then be
able to retire, or have your dream job but have to work forever?”

“Isn’t that basically what the military proposition is?”
“Come on, don’t say that. You don’t love this?”



“Flying, yes. But being stuck on a boat with you guys…”
Laughter.
Juan said, “So, Fetternut, what were you saying about those guys in the

mess deck?”
“Oh yeah. Sir, you got a fan club on the ship. They all know your name

now. They’re talking about you as the guy who killed the submarine. You’re
famous. You’re like the guy who shot bin Laden.”

Juan could see Plug glancing over at him, his eyes lit up by the green
glow of the NVGs. Plug didn’t say anything, but his expression was one of
concern.

Juan hadn’t felt good about what had happened. Watching movies and
reading books about war was one thing, but actually pressing the button was
another matter. Dropping a torpedo and seeing the white water of the
exploding submarine rocketing up into the air. Knowing all those souls were
gone. He had lost a lot of sleep since that day. He would do it again if he had
to. But he hoped that he never would.

Plug turned back, looking out the windscreen, scanning back and forth
through his goggles. “Fetternut, how far away is that radar contact?”

“We still got a little way to go, sir. It’s over forty miles away.”
“Okay. Let me think of another question…”
Juan said, “I got a joke. How about that instead?”
“Spike? A joke? Lord have mercy, are you feeling alright?”
Ignoring him, Juan began. “Okay, so there are a bunch of ISIS fighters in

Iraq, and they’re hiding in some mud hut. The leader says, ‘Okay, guys, the
Americans are closing in on us, and there are reports that the CIA might have
even infiltrated our ranks. So, I tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going
to double up the watch sections.’”

Plug said, “Sounds like this guy’s a SWO…”
“‘Two guys to a duty section instead of one. First up, Omar and

Muhammad. Second watch, Rahim and Akmed. Third watch, Hamid and
Bobby.’”

AWR1 Fetternut was laughing.
Juan looked over at Plug and could see him smiling underneath his

NVGs. “Oh, I get it. Because Bobby was CIA. Funny.” He let out a howl.
“Alright, 2P, find me this boat. It’s the only thing out here tonight.”

Juan placed his hands on the control unit for the forward-looking infrared
camera—the FLIR, as it was known. He pressed a few buttons and his



display began to show the camera image.
The screen showed a green sea with a flat horizon and a few clouds. Juan

used his thumb to turn the camera. “What’s the bearing?”
“Should be about ten degrees right of where you’re pointing it, sir.”
“Okay. I think I see it.”
A little white dot on the horizon of the screen was the only disruption to

an otherwise symmetrical view.
Plug said, “How far from Mom are we?”
“Close to seventy miles from Farragut.”
“Okay, let’s check in with them. Let them know we might lose comms for

a moment.”
Juan checked his communications selector switch to make sure it was on

the right frequency. Then he depressed the footswitch that allowed him to
speak on the UHF radio. “Farragut control, Cutlass 471.”

“471, Control.”
“471 is investigating a surface contact seventy miles to your north. We

might lose comms for a moment, but we should be back up in five mikes.”
“Copy, 471.”
Plug said, “Coming down to two hundred feet.”
“Roger, leaving one thousand for two hundred.”
“One thousand for two hundred.”
Juan’s eyes bounced from location to location as he scanned his various

sources of information. He looked outside through his night vision goggles to
see if there were any other air or surface contacts in the area. Nothing. Then
he checked his instruments to monitor Plug’s descent to two hundred feet
over the water. It was crucial that everyone in the aircraft checked this. While
it was a simple maneuver, being so low to the ocean could be deadly if the
pilot became distracted and continued descending through his altitude. He
checked the radar altimeter, the barometric altimeter, and the VSI.

Then, as they got close to their level-off altitude, he said, “Fifty feet
prior.”

“Roger.” The altitude stopped on 200. “Two hundred feet, radalt on.”
“Roger, two hundred feet.” Juan glanced at the radar altimeter, the

autopilot feature that served as the most precise altitude hold.
“Looks like a trawler or something.”
“Yup,” Plug said. “I’m going to circle it on the right.”
“Roger.”



Juan could feel them banking left and then coming back over to the right,
making a wide arc around the boat. He manipulated the FLIR to keep the
camera focused and locked on to the boat the entire time.

“What do you think? Fishing boat or drug trafficker?”
“We got any intel about drug boats out here?”
“No.”
“I don’t see anybody moving on deck.”
“Me neither. Can you get a name?”
“Nah. Can’t see it on her. Too dark.”
“She doesn’t look like she’s making way.”
Fetternut said, “Yeah, I show her at one knot on radar, sir. So she might

actually be dead in the water.”
Juan zoomed in and focused the camera. “Is that someone laying down on

the back of the ship?”
Plug snuck a look at the screen underneath his goggles. “Looks like it. He

moving?”
“No.”
“He alive?”
“I don’t know. This is creepy.”
“Let’s come up and show Mom.”
“Roger.”
“Coming up to two grand.”
“Roger, two thousand feet.”
Juan felt a flutter in his stomach and watched the numbers on his

instrument panel rapidly begin rising as Plug pulled power and climbed. Now
that they were higher, it would be easier to establish a communications link
with their faraway destroyer.

“Farragut control, 471. We have video on the surface contact out here.
Looks like a fishing boat, a trawler. But she’s not making way, and we have
one…uh, person…laying on the back of the deck. They aren’t moving.”

The Farragut’s air controller said, “Roger, 471, we’re getting it on link
now.”

“Okay, they want us to do anything?”
“Stand by.”
Juan said, “I mean, we’re quite a ways from land. Kind of weird for a

ship to just be hanging out around here, right?” The fishing arms weren’t
down, either.



Fetternut said, “They didn’t look like they was fishing.”
The Farragut’s air controller said, “We have video and took some

screenshots. We’re passing it up the chain to see if they want us to go check it
out.”

“Roger, control. We’ll need to head back soon if we’re going to make our
landing time. Let us know if you want us to loiter here or not.”

“Stand by.” After a minute, he said, “Negative. TAO says to come back
and land on time.”

“Roger.”
Juan said, “Don’t they care about this? I mean, what if that’s a dead body

down there?”
“If it is,” Plug said, “it isn’t going anywhere.”
They flew back to the ship without incident. During the debrief for the

flight, Juan checked with the folks on watch in the combat information
center. They had been told to investigate the fishing ship in the morning.

Victoria had been up since dawn. She had worked out while her men were
conducting the freshwater wash-down of the helicopter on the flight deck.
Thick sponges and a light soap to get all the salt off. It helped prevent
corrosion. The deck was wet with small pockets of soap bubbles every few
feet.

She sipped coffee from a metal thermos. “Morning, Senior.”
“Morning, ma’am.”
“You guys gonna tear it apart today?”
“Yup. We’ll start the phase maintenance inspection today. And because I

know you’re gonna ask, we hope to be done in seven days or so, as long as
you guys can get the rotor turns done quick.”

Victoria smiled at the seasoned senior enlisted. “Don’t worry, your
esteemed maintenance officer has already been lowering my expectations on
the timing.”

The senior chief smiled. “He’s learning.” He placed his hands on his hips
and yelled something at one of the enlisted men washing the helicopter. Then
he said, “You hear any rumors about them giving us another bird from
Ford?”



“I inquired about it. But I don’t think it’s gonna happen. Ford’s
compliment of helicopters is light as it is. They were in a rush to get out here,
apparently.”

He nodded. “Hmm. What about any rumors on when we might be headed
back? It’ll be six months tomorrow.”

“I know.” She sighed. “Everyone’s spooked right now, though. No one
wants to lower our Navy presence in the area. I mean, can you believe that
we’re out here right now, after taking hits?”

“Ma’am, I don’t know what to believe anymore. This is all crazy. I heard
that the Chinese ships were pulling into Panama City.”

“Oh, so you’re the one that Plug got it from.”
“Chief’s mess knows all, Boss.” The seasoned Navy veteran nodded, a

wide grin on his face.
A whistle went off through the ship’s 1MC speaker system, signifying

that it was 7 a.m. Morning meal had started. “Alright, that’s my cue.”
“You have yourself one of them good ones, Boss.”
“You too, Senior. And stop telling the MO your secret rumors.”
The senior chief laughed as Victoria made her way through the starboard

hangar. She walked along the busy passageway, the smell of a mass-produced
breakfast wafting through the air from belowdecks. The officers and crew
were rushing through the passageway. Some had wet hair, just out of the
shower. Some had red eyes, just off the midnight-watch rotation. Everything
they did was on the clock. They hurried to eat, hurried to prep for their
morning meetings, and hurried to go on watch. The packed schedule made
the time go by faster. The repetition sharpened their skills.

Victoria loved the Navy. She was meant for this life, she knew. Her
father, and his father before him, had served in America’s Navy.

She had never expected to become what she now was—a battle-tested
officer on a ship at sea. But as she saw the look of pride in the eyes of the
men and women who passed her, she was so glad that she had chosen this
path.

She opened and stepped through a door with a blue sign that read,
“Officer’s Country: Enter on Official Business Only.” She remembered the
first time she had seen that sign, many years ago as a US Naval Academy
midshipman, on a destroyer as a part of her summer training. She had stood
outside the door for five minutes, too afraid to open it without permission.
“O-country,” as it was known, was the part of the ship where the officers’



quarters and the wardroom were located. When an ensign had finally seen
her, paralyzed with fear, he’d chuckled and explained to her that she was part
of the club. The sign was more tradition than actual warning. And besides, no
one paid any attention to it except for brand-new seamen and midshipmen.

Victoria opened the wardroom door and stepped in for breakfast. She
looked around the filled room and met the eyes of the ship’s new captain,
Commander James Boyle. She liked him so far. But while she respected the
memory of the recently deceased previous ship captain, it didn’t take much
for an upgrade. And there was always a feeling-out period as you began
working with someone new. Time would tell what Commander Boyle would
really be like to work with.

“Permission to join the mess, Captain?”
“Have a seat, Airboss. Good morning.” The half dozen conversations at

the wardroom tables quieted a few decibels whenever the captain spoke.
“Good morning, sir,” she replied.
“They getting ready for the phase maintenance on the bird?”
“Yes, sir, I was just back there in the hangar. They’re set to begin taking

her apart this morning.”
There was a single long table in the destroyer’s wardroom. A smaller

table with only a few seats stood off to the side. This was the room where the
officers ate, and where many meetings were held.

“Coffee, ma’am?” asked the petty officer over her shoulder as he laid out
a clean set of silverware and a napkin.

“No, thanks. Just a water, please.”
He placed a glass of ice water in front of her. “What would you like,

ma’am?” The sailor had a pencil and paper in his hand.
“Could I get scrambled eggs and toast?”
“Sure. Any sausage? We have sausage this morning.”
“No, thank you. Got any fruit?”
“Apples are still good.”
“Oranges?”
“No, ma’am. We ran out yesterday. Should get more the next resupply.”
“No problem. Thank you, CS2.”
The petty officer nodded and went over to the window on the far

bulkhead, where another enlisted man was waiting to take the order from
him. They ran it like a high-speed diner. Fast, polite service. Get everyone
fueled up quick so that they could get back to work. There were still remnants



of long-held naval traditions in modern wardrooms. The silverware was a
little fancier than in the enlisted mess downstairs, and the tablecloths were
nicer. Officers were expected to eat here for most of their meals. Proper
etiquette rules were followed. They were expected to ask the captain or the
highest-ranking person in the wardroom permission to join and leave the
mess. The enlisted mess a deck below was buffet-style. Hundreds of sailors
flowing through the line every meal. Nonstop cooking and cleaning. The
thick smell of grease in the air at all times. But everyone on board ate the
same food—officers and enlisted.

Victoria made small talk with the captain and the other officers at the
table. None of her pilots were there yet. Normally they crawled in five
minutes before the meal hour ended, their hair embarrassingly disheveled,
lines on their faces from just rolling out of their racks.

They didn’t disappoint this morning.
First came Plug, then Juan, then Caveman. All in wrinkled green flight

suits. Plug’s hair was sticking up, and he needed a shave. Victoria would
have to talk to him about that later. She didn’t want to piss off the new
captain. First impressions were important, and he’d already screwed the
pooch on that. Her pilots grabbed boxes of cereal and any of the leftovers that
the CSs would provide. They gave them plates of sausage, toast, and hard-
boiled eggs. If there was one group on board the ship that her aviators kept up
a good relationship with, it was the cooks.

It was a bit of an odd relationship between Victoria and Captain Boyle.
She had been the acting commanding officer of the USS Farragut for almost
a week before he had arrived. She had taken command after the previous
captain and XO had been killed in combat. While she would have given
anything to bring them back, she had to admit that the thrill of command was
everything she had been told about by her father. Admiral Manning had held
many commands in his career. And even though he was a naval flight officer,
his favorite job had actually been commanding ships. He had been the
commanding officer of two deep draft vessels, including once as an aircraft
carrier captain.

Victoria now understood why he had said that. To hold that awesome
power and responsibility was unlike anything else in the world. The
commanding officer of a ship at sea was all at once a town mayor, county
sheriff, restaurant owner, and military commander. Command was the
ultimate goal and the ultimate high of many military officers.



The wardroom began clearing out. The captain excused himself. The
place settings were being removed and Victoria’s pilots rushed to finish,
shoveling food and gulping down their glasses of juice.

“You gentlemen plan on staying for OPS Intel?”
“Yes, Boss.”
“Good. Next time, please make sure you shave before showing up in front

of the captain, okay?”
Plug gave a sheepish grin. “Sorry, Boss.”
The petty officer who was running the wardroom said, “Ma’am,

gentlemen, would you mind getting up so we can clear off the table before
OPS Intel?”

“Of course. Sorry, CS2.”
“Oh, it’s no problem, ma’am. I just see the ensign over there in the corner

waiting to set up his PowerPoint presentation.”
The communications officer waved. He was holding a laptop and a

bundle of cables, each with a bright red sticker on them that read
“Classification: SECRET.” The pilots each went to their staterooms while the
room was cleaned up. Victoria washed out her thermos and left it by her sink.
She grabbed her notebook and walked back into the wardroom. The seats had
been arranged in rows now, and dozens of people had entered the room.
Many stood, swaying with the ship’s rolls, not wanting to take the seat of
someone who might be of higher rank.

At exactly 8:15 a.m., the captain and XO walked in.
“Attention on deck,” one of the senior chiefs called out.
Most were already standing at attention when they saw him enter. A few

tightened up. Plug got up from his seat in the corner, standing at attention a
little too slowly for Victoria’s taste.

“At ease,” replied the captain. Those with seats sat down. All of the off-
duty department heads and many of the senior enlisted were present.

“What have you got for us, COMMO?”
“Sir, this is the morning OPS Intel brief. First, OS2 will give the

weather.”
“Captain, good morning. The weather is predicted to be in the

midseventies and partly cloudy for most of the week. A sea state of two until
Friday, when a low-pressure front is moving into the area and we’ll have a
sea state of three, and some rain is possible.”

“Thank you, OS2.”



The brief went over the schedules for the next few days. Victoria looked
at the screen and took note of when the RAS was. The replenishment at sea
would bring them their much-needed parts and supplies. With her only
helicopter going into a maintenance period, there was always a chance that
some unknown problem would pop up. And the only way to solve it might be
with a helicopter part that could be picked up on that RAS.

The operations officer spoke next. His slide showed a map of the Eastern
Pacific theater. There were dozens of blue ships with three-letter name
identifiers next to them scattered throughout the area.

Three red ship icons were near Panama City, with an arrow pointing
towards the port location.

“Sir, Third Fleet has informed us that the Chinese ships will be in port,
Panama, tomorrow.”

Grumbles from the crew. The captain didn’t say anything. Perhaps he
would have told the crew to quiet down under different circumstances. But he
hadn’t been aboard when the Chinese had attacked them, killing some of their
shipmates, so he probably was giving the crew a longer leash.

“The Bush Strike Group is now conducting a training exercise off San
Diego.”

“This early?”
“Yes, sir. They’ve moved up her deployment schedule by six months.

And they’ve moved around some of the escort destroyer and cruiser
maintenance schedules to increase the size of her strike group. Also, sir, the
VP squadron is sending more P-8s down to El Salvador to work with us
here.”

Victoria had the phrase “too little, too late” in her head. The battle was
over. Or was it?

Was the Pacific Fleet ramping up its operational tempo in response to
recent Chinese aggression? Or in preparation for more? She shook off the
thought. Three wounded Chinese warships were headed into Panama City.
That was not where they would go if further hostilities were on the horizon.

The captain said, “Okay. Any word on where they want us after this
week?”

“No, sir, but the guys at Desron are breathing down my neck about it.
They want us home for our next maintenance inspection.”

“Which Desron?”
“Not the one on the carrier, sir. The one in Mayport.”



“They’re actually called Surfron now,” someone said.
“What the hell is a Surfron?” someone else said, and a few people

laughed.
“The staffer who’s giving you trouble at Surfron can go to hell,” the

captain said. “We’ve got more important things to worry about out here. This
is a combat-ready warship. Our maintenance inspection will happen when it
happens.”

Pleased nods from the crew. The captain would win them over with that
attitude. It made it appear as though he was sticking up for the crew in the
face of “the man.”

The captain looked around and held up his hands. “Well, now, don’t tell
anyone I told Surfron to go to hell or anything. He’s still my boss when we
get back to Mayport.”

A few chuckles.
The captain pointed at the map on the display screen. “The Navy wants us

here, patrolling the Eastern Pacific. An aggressor nation just launched an
attack on us. So, this is where we should be. Our reason for being isn’t so that
we can pass maintenance inspections. We do maintenance and training so
that we can effectively defend our country.”

“Yes, sir,” said OPS.
“That being said, if they do extend us here, let’s look at the impact that

will have on personnel, training, and maintenance. CHENG, OPS, please
identify any risks you see and present your findings to the XO.”

“Yes, sir,” the two officers echoed. The XO nodded, acknowledging the
request. Like the captain, he was also a new arrival.

The captain said, “Alright, now what about this mystery boat that the helo
crew found last night?”

“Sir, it’s about fifteen miles away now. Our VBSS team is standing by in
case we need to go over there.”

The captain nodded his approval. “Good. Anything from Third Fleet?”
“We don’t yet have permission to conduct a security inspection, sir. I

think they have their hands full with the Chinese stuff and they’ve been slow
to get back to our requests. But we did see a message about some sort of
signals intelligence in this area. Supposedly the office of naval intelligence is
involved now. They want us to report on anything out of the ordinary.”

“Well, I would say our mystery boat counts.”
“Yes, sir.”



“Alright, please ask again. I want permission to board this sucker by the
time we get there.”

They went through a few more slides. Meeting schedules, training for the
week, and the joke of the day, something that the communications officer—
who was also the Bull Ensign—had put together. The Bull Ensign was the
most senior of the ensigns. As ensigns were the lowest-ranking officers, it
wasn’t much of a distinction. But it was a position of humor and tradition
beloved by wardrooms around the world. His gold collar devices were
oversized, and he was expected to mentor his junior peers.

“Alright, Bull Ensign, what have you got for us?”
“Sir, I just want to say that this joke excludes the Airboss.”
The pilots all perked up at that. Plug was smiling. “Bring it, COMMO.”
The ensign went red.
The captain said, “Let’s go, COMMO.”
“Sir, what’s the difference between a pilot and their helicopter, sir?”
“What?”
“The helicopter stops whining when you shut down the engines.”
Laughter and several “Oh’s!” throughout the wardroom.
The Airboss kept a straight face. “COMMO, please see me for counseling

later, even if you did exclude me from the punchline.”
The captain stifled a laugh and stood to leave.
“Attention on deck,” said someone from the back of the room.
The captain left, and the officers and crew of the USS Farragut began

their day. As everyone was leaving, Victoria tapped Plug on the shoulder.
“Got a minute?”

“Sure, what’s up, Boss?”
“Let’s get coffee.”
The junior pilots, eavesdropping as always, echoed comments of “Uht-

oh” and the like. Victoria headed over to the far end of the now-empty
wardroom, taking an empty mug. She filled it up with a thick black version of
coffee that she was pretty sure could only be served aboard Navy ships and
administered to animals in scientific experiments—outside the US, of course.

Plug filled up an obligatory cup and sat at the cleared table, waterproof
blue fitted cover on top with the ship’s emblem in the center.

“What’s wrong?” Plug turned his head slightly as he said it and had the
tone of “What did I do now?”

“Nothing. Well—this is going to be a difficult conversation.”



“For who?”
“Mostly for you.” She put on a serious face. “You weren’t chosen to be a

RAG instructor.” The Replacement Air Group was technically a retired term.
The acronym “RAG” was deemed less politically correct as more and more
women filled the ranks of naval aviation. The unit that Plug had applied for
was now known as the FRS—the Fleet Replacement Squadron. But everyone
still called it the RAG. Old habits died hard.

The RAG was the squadron that trained young nuggets fresh out of flight
school on how to fly their fleet aircraft—in this case, the MH-60R Seahawk
helicopter. Only the top pilots from each fleet squadron were selected for this
assignment, which was seen as the first step along the “golden path” towards
someday becoming a commanding officer.

Victoria watched his face closely. This was a job that he’d really wanted,
and he would be very disappointed. The good thing about Plug was that he
was what she liked to call emotionally expedient—he went through all five
stages of grief at once.

He let out a big sigh. “Fuck.”
“Yeah. Sorry, man,” she said.
He looked back up at his boss. “You weren’t a RAG instructor, right?”
“That’s correct. I was an HT instructor.” The HTs were the squadrons in

flight school where student naval aviators learned to fly helicopters for the
first time and earned their wings of gold. HT was the Navy designator for
Helicopter Training Squadron.

Plug sipped some of the black coffee in his mug and tried to make a joke.
“And you’ve already been a CO.”

Victoria smiled. “Technically. Although I was relieved after a week,
so…” They were referring to her brief stint as CO of the destroyer after the
former captain and XO were both killed in a missile strike. She grew more
serious. “Listen, I checked, and this slate of instructor pilots was already
selected for the HTs.”

His face fell in a second defeat in as many minutes. “Okay, Boss. What’s
next?”

“We’ll keep looking. I’ve got a draft email typed up that I’ll send to the
skipper. We have a few other options lined up. But if you really want to get
one of those instructor pilot slots, you may want to consider extending in the
squadron, or taking a different set of orders for a short period of time.”

Plug shook his head. “Dammit. Okay. Thanks for letting me know. Just



tell me what I need to do.”
“Just keep worrying about your mission out here for now. And keep

having a good attitude. We’ll figure something out for your orders.”

A few minutes later, Victoria stood on the bridge wing next to the captain and
the officer of the deck. The captain and OOD were looking at the fishing boat
through binoculars.

“Ti-bu-ron Panama.” The OOD turned to the captain. “What’s tiburon
mean? Is that Greek mythology or something?”

The petty officer next to him said, “Uh, sir, it’s Spanish for shark.”
“Ah. Thanks.”
The captain said, “The helicopter crew said that they saw someone laying

out on the deck last night. I don’t see anyone. At all.”
Victoria said, “It’s been about eight hours since they overflew it. Maybe

they’re down below?”
The captain handed her his binoculars. Plug’s instincts had been correct.

Something was off about this boat. About one hundred miles from shore. No
personnel on deck. Dead in the water. Looked to be about sixty feet long.

The voice of the TAO came over the radio buckled to the captain’s
uniform. “She’s registered in Panama City, sir. We just looked it up.”

He unclipped his handset. “Understood, thanks. Tell the VBSS team to
conduct a safety inspection.”

“Roger, sir.”
The captain looked at Victoria. “Your helicopter already taken apart?”
“They’ve probably started that process, yes, sir. Sorry about that. If I’d

known that we might be doing this today, I would have tried to hold off the
maintenance for another day.”

“Don’t worry about it, Airboss.” He began walking into the bridge.
“Come on. Let’s go to combat and start prodding Third Fleet to let us do our
jobs.”

Ensign Adam Kidd, like everyone on board a Navy ship, had several duties.



His primary job was to be the USS Farragut’s communications officer. So
just about everyone on board called him COMMO. But one of his collateral
assignments was as a Visit Board Search and Seizure team leader. The VBSS
team was essentially the US Navy’s shipboard version of a SWAT team. This
role was his favorite part of being in the Navy.

Ensign Kidd looked over his team. They were decked out in black tactical
gear, snuggly fitted over their uniforms. Black Kevlar chest protectors and
helmets. Thin waterproof communications headsets and protective eyewear.
They carried a mix of M-4 carbines and M-9 handguns.

One by one, all seven of them climbed down the rope ladder extending
from the USS Farragut’s boat deck down to the rigid-hull inflatable boat
below. The RHIB was tied to the destroyer, its engine rumbling, the two
personnel who were part of the boat team already on board.

“Careful. Watch out,” the driver of the RHIB called out as his small
vessel heaved in the ocean, the rope ladder swaying. Within two minutes, all
members of the VBSS team were being driven towards the fishing trawler,
pitching and rolling over the deep blue ocean. White splashes of salt water
whipped in their faces. A small American flag waved on the aft end of the
RHIB.

“We already got permission to board?”
“Yes, sir. Combat just confirmed.” The OS1—Operations Specialist First

Class—was the most experienced member of his team.
“Any reply from the fishing vessel yet?”
“No, sir. Nobody over there is answering.”
All eyes were ahead as they clutched their weapons and held on to the

RHIB. They sat on the inflatable outer rim of the watercraft, and their black
helmets bounced up and down as it traversed the waves.

The six men and one woman on Ensign Kidd’s VBSS team were well
trained. They had done two of these on their deployment already—although
the other times had been to inspect suspected narcotics traffickers. While this
boat might very well be a smuggler mothership, the fact that no one was
aboard or responding was very odd. Still, he was confident that his team
could handle it. Many of his men had been on multiple deployments and
conducted boardings around the world for piracy and security inspections.
Their training and capabilities weren’t anything close to Navy SEALs or
other special operations units, but the VBSS teams were typically made up of
some of the best sailors on board Navy ships. And they took their job



seriously.
As soon as the RHIB made contact with the Tiburon Panama, the team

rushed onto the deck, weapons pointed outward. The vessel wasn’t very
large.

It didn’t take them long to find the bloodstains…or the body.
“Sir, come check this out!”
Kidd headed forward into the small bridge.
“Guy doesn’t have a pulse. He’s cold. But the bloodstains look like he’s

crawled all over the ship. Must have been looking for something.”
COMMO nodded and reached for his radio. “Captain, this is Ensign

Kidd, sir.”
The radio blared, “Go ahead, Kidd. What’s your status?”
“Sir…there’s one dead body on board. But there are bloodstains on the

main deck and in the berthing area. It’s pretty bad.”

The Coast Guard cutter James arrived later that day. She had been on patrol
only fifty miles to the north when the USS Farragut’s VBSS team was
conducting their boarding. While the James’s main mission was
counternarcotics focused, she was one of the newer Legend-class national
security cutters that the US Coast Guard had in service. They were larger and
more capable than their predecessors and allowed the Coast Guard to
effectively perform a wider variety of national defense–related missions.

A Coast Guard investigative team had joined the Navy’s VBSS team on
board the smuggler boat. The Coast Guard lieutenant had spent decades on
these types of missions. He was speaking to both his captain and the captain
of the USS Farragut over his radio.

“Looks like a mothership alright. Empty fuel drums, guns belowdecks.
We just did some tests and there are traces of multiple chemicals here that
indicate narcotics trafficking. But something definitely went down here.
Pretty strange, really. We don’t normally see this type of thing way out in the
ocean. If it was a rival smuggling operation, I would expect them to fight it
out on shore. Either way, we think there were five or six people killed here.
We’ve collected seventy-four rounds of ammunition so far and we’re just
getting started. We’ll send that back to the lab once we get into shore.”



The CO of the Coast Guard cutter replied, “What about the dead body?”
“Sir, it looks like that person was part of the crew of this mothership. We

think he was trying to hide in a small storage locker. There were bullet holes
in the locker. The person must have been shot while hiding in there, but then
made his way out when the attackers were gone. Then he just bled out. My
guess is the other bodies were dumped overboard. Probably floating around
here somewhere if the sharks haven’t already gotten to ’em.”

Commander Boyle said, “Alright. Thanks for checking this out,
gentlemen. I assume you’ve got it from here? We were just informed that we
have a rendezvous with the aircraft carrier Ford that we have to make.”

“We’ve got it from here, Captain,” replied the captain of the Coast Guard
cutter.

Commander Boyle recalled his VBSS team to the Farragut. Within the
hour, the destroyer was sailing away. The Coast Guard cutter James ended up
towing the narcotics mothership back to Panama City. From there, special
investigation teams would comb it for clues and pass on the intelligence to
various international agencies.

It would be several days before forensic experts matched some of the
spent rounds to Chinese military weapons.
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eneral Chen threw his cover across the room with such velocity that it
slammed into an unstable bookshelf, swaying it and knocking several

volumes onto the floor. The noise was sufficient to cause his secretary to
open the door and check on him. Through the small sliver that she dared to
create, she could see that the general was quite upset, but physically
unharmed. She quietly re-closed the door.

Chen knew that three members of this staff would be out there in the
waiting area. The general’s mood was the chief indicator of the quality of life
of his staffers. General Chen had fifty-six staff members in all, but he only
spoke to the most senior officers among them. The others were beneath him.
But for those staffers who had daily contact with him, death would be a
welcome comfort, providing a quick end to the general’s daily verbal
onslaught.

The general knew that he had a certain reputation among his staff
officers, but he didn’t care. They were tools for him to use. A good day for
them was when the general sent them on a distant errand, usually to
investigate the status of one of his units.

Today was not a good day.
Cheng Jinshan and Admiral Song had been arrested over a week ago. To

the general’s knowledge, no one in the president’s circle had been aware that
he too had been assisting Jinshan. But now he had been told that two Central
Committee members were asking about him. Their staffs had contacted his
own, asking for information on his schedule.

What if they were scheduling an inquiry? Given his high rank, they would



want to be sure of his involvement before leveling any charges.
General Chen had told Jinshan that things were moving too fast. China

was a massive country, and massive organizations didn’t move with lightning
speed. But Jinshan was notoriously persistent. He’d demanded that the
Chinese military be ready for war by spring. How was that supposed to
happen given the current presidential leadership? When was Jinshan planning
on installing a puppet? If the coup was unsuccessful, any one of them could
be rounded up and shot for treason. And now they were in a precarious
position…

For the last fifteen to twenty years, the general had been of such high rank
that he had grown used to unwavering support of his every idea. His belief
that he was supremely intelligent and omnipotent was reinforced by
subordinates that quivered at the thought of opposing him. He ruled with an
iron fist. Any subordinate that voiced an opinion of dissent was sprayed with
a verbal flame that left little doubt as to how to behave in the future. These
years of royal treatment had served to reinforce the general’s belief in
himself.

Disappointment could be devastating to his psyche. His response was
usually disbelief and a therapeutic lashing out at his favorite of targets—the
staff.

Where were they? Did they expect him to come get them? Fine. He
stomped over to his door and swung it open violently, hitting the wall and
causing the secretary to jump in her seat for the second time in as many
minutes. The general glared at his men.

“Well?” His voice boomed. “Get in here!”
They scurried in like scared dogs. Then the general slammed the door

behind them, marching around his large wooden desk and collapsing in his
chair. His staff remained standing. They were senior officers themselves, but
the general’s treatment of them was indicative of their place in his eyes. They
were the lowest of cretins. They would stand because they were subservient
to him. He would sit because he was their king.

“Well? What do you have to say for yourself, Mr. Li?”
Colonel Li, the general’s chief of staff for the last two years, did not

know what to say. The general was worried about being taken down with
Jinshan and Admiral Song. The senior staff officers knew of Jinshan’s plans.
They had to know. It was the senior staff that did all of the work. For them, it
was a risky proposition, being loyal to General Chen. That loyalty was a one-



way street. But he was quite vindictive, if crossed, and the Chinese
government wasn’t known for its surplus of whistle-blowers. The last staff
officer who had tried to lodge a complaint against General Chen had ended
up getting demoted on the spot. Then he had been shipped off to the Russian
border, never to be seen again.

Li could either attempt to show that he had nothing to do with today’s
cause of pain, or take responsibility for it himself. Either way, the staff would
take a browbeating. The general was in one of his moods.

Li began, “Sir, I sincerely apologize that we have not supported you well
enough. I will do everything I can to rectify…”

The general held up his hand. His face was contorted in disgust. “Li, do
you know what this is? Failure. Each of you has failed me. Once, just once, I
would like the support of my staff. But instead, this occurs. Failure. If I am
accused of anything…”—he couldn’t even utter the word criminal—“then I
owe it all to you.”

The three men, sweating and swaying in their stance, stood silently and
tried not to make eye contact with their boss. There was no reasonable
predictor for when the general would be in one of his moods. Each time the
staff approached him, it was like sticking their heads into the mouth of a lion
to determine whether it was hungry or not.

“Failure,” the general muttered quietly. He was shaking his head now.
“How many times did I say that we needed to keep ourselves separate from
Admiral Song’s operations?”

The staff nodded in agreement.
“Just get out.”
The three staffers did not need to hear that twice. They walked in a line to

the exit, closing the door behind them.
General Chen put his face in his hands. A dark cloud formed over

him. He was sixty-two years old. He had spent over forty years in the
Chinese military, and twenty as a flag officer. None of this was his fault. His
talent and leadership went criminally underappreciated. Those bastard
politicians didn’t understand what it was to be a warrior like him.

He was confronted with his own mortality for the first time that he could
remember. Over the years, each promotion had been another step on the
ladder towards the highest title in the Chinese military. He was so close to it
now. Jinshan had made promises.

But those would not come to fruition now.



General Chen thought about what might come next. If the politicians who
were investigating him found him guilty of conspiracy, he could face
imprisonment or even death. Even if they couldn’t prove anything, he would
likely suffer a reduced stature in retirement.

The general looked at a picture on his wall. In it, he stood in front of a
military parade in Beijing as tens of thousands of troops and tanks went by.
The Chinese president was next to him.

He shook his head. It couldn’t end this way…
Jinshan had promised him title and power—supreme commander of the

Asian theater. General Chen would take command of all five PLA branches
during the war. His name would go down in history as the greatest battlefield
commander in all of China. Perhaps in all the world.

The intercom on his desk interrupted his thoughts.
“Sir, I’m very sorry, but you have a call from Qincheng.”
“Qincheng?”
“Yes, General. From the prison, sir.” What is this? “Fine,” he barked,

pressing the flashing light on his phone and picking up the receiver.
“This is General Chen, who is this?”
“Hello, General. This is Cheng Jinshan. I hope you are well.”

A few hours later, General Jin Chen sat behind his office desk, flipping
through a brief on the American military’s Pacific deployment schedule. He
adjusted his glasses as he read. His three staff members were back in front of
his desk, relieved at their sudden change in fortune.

“When do we leave?” he asked his chief of staff. Chen did not look up as
he spoke.

“Your car is waiting, sir. The drive is only ten minutes, but the politicians
will be arriving soon. Now would be a good time to go,” replied the chief of
staff, Colonel Li.

The general nodded and looked up at the colonel. “What are you hearing
from your friends to the West?” He was referring to the other chiefs of staff
that Colonel Li had spoken to at the behest of his superior.

“It is as Mr. Jinshan said, General. The wheels are still turning. And the
politicians’ staffers who inquired about your schedule were doing it to ensure



that you would be at this meeting.”
General Chen shook his head and smiled. A rare expression for him.

“Cheng Jinshan is a remarkable man. Even in prison, he is in control.”
“Where will the meeting be?”
“Mr. Jinshan will join you and the politicians in the warden’s office.”
“And Song?”
“Admiral Song will also be present.”
Chen nodded. “Excellent. I must say that I am relieved. But I am glad to

see this positive turn of events.”
Colonel Li gestured with his arm. “Sir, if you are ready, it would be good

for us to depart now.”
The general handed the folder to one of his aides as he marched out the

door to a black sedan. Three escort vehicles were in trail, two of which were
part of a Chinese special operations security detail assigned directly to the
general. The security men held light machine guns with slings over their
shoulders. Their eyes took in everything. The other escorts carried small
briefcases with secure laptops inside. They had access to any information the
general might need during the brief.

The general’s motorcade stopped outside the gate of Qincheng Prison. A
gate guard began to check identifications and then spotted the general. He
gave a crisp salute and motioned them to head in. The cars passed under the
traditional Chinese arch known as a paifang. Then they parked in the
courtyard, where several more military guards were waiting.

Qincheng Prison had been built in the 1950s with the help of the Soviet
Union. It was located in the Changping district of Beijing, an hour away from
the city’s center. The building was highly secretive, and the only prison that
belonged to the Ministry of Public Security. Political prisoners, including
those who had participated in the democratic protests in Tiananmen Square,
had been imprisoned there. But more recently, Cheng Jinshan and the CCDI
had used it as a place to send China’s “purged” elite. It was cynically referred
to in China as a “luxury” prison. Ironically, Qincheng Prison was where
Cheng Jinshan himself had sent politicians he had deemed to be disloyal. The
prison warden had been on the payroll for years. He was one of Jinshan’s
staunchest supporters.

Several weeks earlier, Cheng Jinshan and Admiral Song had been taken
into custody by the PLA military police and sent to Qincheng Prison to await
their sentencing.



But their stay hadn’t been uncomfortable. They had been given number
identification, just like all the other prisoners. Guards watched them. And
they weren’t allowed to leave the premises. But they were able to make
phone calls whenever they pleased. And their rooms were filled with creature
comforts. Jinshan had a bedroom, an office, and a couch. His personal
secretary had even begun working there out of an office near the warden’s
own.

Admiral Song’s staff, in disarray for the first day after his arrest, had
quickly learned that they were expected to continue their operations on the
island and update him several times a day by phone.

The wheels were indeed still turning.
“This way, General.” The commander who was waiting for them wore the

uniform of the South Sea Fleet. One of Song’s men; General Chen
recognized him immediately.

Minutes later, the general sat upright in an elegant leather chair, sipping
tea. Two politicians—the ones who had scared him half to death with their
inquiries—sat across from him. They were engaged in a meaningless
conversation about each other’s families.

Cheng Jinshan walked through the door wearing the drab clothes of a
prisoner. There were bags under his eyes, and his skin was tinted yellow.
General Chen was reminded of the rumors that he was in bad health.

Jinshan looked at the guard who had escorted him in and waved the boy
away. The guard followed orders and left the room. Probably the highest-
ranking meeting ever to have occurred here. General Chen laughed to
himself.

“Sorry I’m late, gentlemen. I hope I did not keep you waiting for too
long.”

The others dismissed the apology with nods.
“We are each glad to see that you are well,” replied General Chen,

unsmiling.
He had first met Jinshan years ago, when Chen had been a mere colonel.

That unfortunate situation with his daughter. Chen still wondered about her
sometimes. But he never asked. That was part of his deal with the devil.

Chen’s wife had never been the same since then. Li had left with nothing
more than a phone call for a goodbye. With Jinshan’s help, Li had been
chosen for a prestigious yet secretive program. The general and his wife
wouldn’t see their daughter for a long time, they were told. Perhaps never.



But it was by far a better outcome than what could have been.
Li’s actions at Junxun had been inexcusable. Criminal, even. She had

mutilated another student in response to some sort of disagreement they’d
had. Chen’s conversation with his daughter had revealed it to be more than
that, but the details didn’t matter. It was her word against theirs, and no one
would believe the girl. Besides, an opportunity had presented itself…

Cheng Jinshan had claimed to be a sort of recruiter for the Ministry for
State Security. He had explained that, from time to time, he could help
wayward candidates to overcome their misfortunes—as long as it was in the
best interests of the state, of course.

Li was an exceptional candidate, Jinshan had remarked to Chen. Her slate
could be wiped clean. She would be placed in a special program. One where
a person of her talents could pursue an honorable and noteworthy occupation.
The sky was the limit for someone of her talent. She would be of great
service to her country. And importantly, Jinshan would surely remember the
sacrifice that the colonel had made as well. After all, he was up for
promotion. And Jinshan was well connected to the PLA’s flag officer corps.

A recruiter indeed. General Chen laughed at that claimed occupational
title now. Chen knew that no mere recruiter for the Ministry of State Security
would have been capable of what Jinshan had accomplished.

A part of General Chen was sad that Li had left them. But truth be told,
he wasn’t the fatherly type. The arrangement had been the best thing for all of
them, he knew. In one fell swoop, Jinshan had allowed his daughter to retain
her honor and ensured that Colonel Chen became General Chen.

Chen’s career had quickly blossomed after that. He had barely made
colonel before meeting Jinshan. That was his ceiling, he had been told by the
PLA’s human resources staff—idiots.

They hadn’t recognized his talent. That had been four promotions and
three decades ago. General Chen was now one of the five highest-ranking
military members in all of China. It had taken a man of Cheng Jinshan’s
vision to see his talent and assist him up a promotional ladder fraught with
politics.

Politics were Jinshan’s strength, not General Chen’s. Chen continued to
receive visits from Jinshan throughout the years. They had quickly found that
they shared two things in common: persistence and an unbridled ambition.
Empires were formed by such men.

Now General Chen looked at the two politicians sitting across the room.



The fact that they were here meant that they were loyal to Jinshan. He
wouldn’t have invited them otherwise.

But these politicians didn’t yet know why they were here. Did they
possess the ambition to become empire builders? Or would they wilt in the
face of such a radical proposition?

Why did they think Jinshan had invited them? Perhaps they expected
Jinshan to lobby for his release, or to have his sentence commuted? Both of
the politicians were powerful members of the Politburo’s inner circle—the
Standing Committee. They had likely had to take many precautions in order
to come here without being seen. General Chen knew that—like himself—
they must expect that the return on this investment outweighed the risk.

The Standing Committee of the Central Political Bureau of the
Communist Party of China was possibly the most powerful group of men in
the world. Their official role in the Chinese government was to make
decisions when the larger Politburo was out of session.

But their roles were so much bigger than that. The Standing Committee
Politburo members were always the real decision makers. These seven men,
which included the president of China as their senior member, were the key
influencers of the entire government.

Cheng Jinshan’s role as the head of the Central Commission for
Discipline Inspection had allowed him to become very close to these political
figures. While they might no longer feel indebted to him while he was in this
faux prison, they still knew how useful he could be, if given the right tools.
Jinshan had eliminated their enemies and helped them to consolidate power.
What else was possible, given time?

Another thought occurred to the general. Everyone knew of how much
research Cheng Jinshan did on his business ventures. Jinshan must have had
leverage on all these politicians, should their relationship ever take a turn for
the worse.

The general pondered all of this as he studied the faces of these men.
How would they react? What were they expecting to hear? He doubted very
much that they knew what Jinshan was about to propose.

War.
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ena’s van drove onto the rural property in the early afternoon, tires
crunching against the long gravel driveway. She had taken a few of the

Chinese special operation team members with her. The ones who spoke the
best English. They weren’t trained for this, but she wouldn’t be using them
for much more than a little extra muscle, if need be.

An old pickup truck sat just outside an empty barn. Two of its tires were
missing, concrete blocks in their place. A scattering of dirty children’s toys
throughout the yard. A giant black star adorned the house’s siding. Rocking
chairs under the front porch.

There were stacks on the grass next to the driveway. Lena read one of
them:

REPENT SINNERS. THE FIRES OF HELL AWAIT ALL WHO TURN
A BLIND EYE.

Lena knocked on the door, hearing someone stir inside. It was a Sunday,
and the man had asked them not to come until their church service was over.
His wife was inside, watching TV. For now.

He opened the door, looking suspiciously at the mix of Asian people at
his door. Then recognition hit his eyes and a pleasant look formed on his
face.

“Well, hello. Glad you all could make it.”
“Thank you for having us,” said Lena.
Natesh was playing the part of the cameraman. She had to keep an eye on

him. His nervous attitude of late was concerning. She would have to speak to
Jinshan about him when they arrived in China.



The American man said, “What program did you guys say you were with
again? I was trying to look it up on the iPad, but I must have—”

“We’re with the Chinese Christian Alliance. We don’t have a specific TV
program or channel. But our organization puts out documentaries like this
one for TV stations to pick up. We aim to show viewers the persecution that
Chinese Christians face. And we want to show like-minded Christians that
there is something they can do. We want to bring stories like yours to as
many people as possible, in hopes of helping Chinese Christians.” She smiled
at the man.

Charles Beulah let out a grunt in response. “Damn right. Them Chinese
have been killing people in Tiennymen Square and persecuting people like us
Christians for far too long. You see on the news what they did to them Navy
ships? It’s getting crazy. I mean, I can’t believe we aren’t at war after that.
And now the president is saying we know it wasn’t really China. Well,
that’s…” He looked over his shoulder. “That’s just bullshit if you ask me.
Pardon my French.”

Lena nodded in agreement. “It really is incredible how the Chinese
government has hurt our poor Christian brothers and sisters. But, Mr. Beulah,
we’re really excited for this opportunity to speak with you. We’d like to
waste as little time as possible. I want to hear your story, and get it on
camera. Where can we set up?”

“You mean, like, for the filming?”
She nodded and smiled, restraining her desire to strike him in response to

his slow intellect. “Exactly.”
“Well, we could go in the barn, I guess.”
“The barn?”
“Don’t worry, it’s cleaned out. We just sold our three cows. There’s

plenty of space in there. Betsy don’t want me doing this inside, bless her
heart. She ain’t been feeling well lately. Trying to quit smoking. She’s on the
patch. Makes her a bit irritable, if you ask me.”

“Sure—no problem, Mr. Beulah. We can use the barn.” Lena looked at
Natesh. “Will that work for the lighting?”

“Sure, no problem,” Natesh said, an uncomfortable look in his eyes.
“You can call me Chuck. Everybody does. Chuck Beulah, TV star.” The

man let out a laugh. Then his face darkened, remembering why the film crew
had come today. “It really is a shame what them Chinese have done.”

Then he narrowed his eyes, looking Lena over. “Now, excuse me for



saying this, but you’re Chinese, am I right? So…”
“Yes, but I’m one of the good ones. We’re Christians, like you.” She

hoped he wouldn’t test her Bible knowledge.
He made a face that implied her answer had just cleared everything up.

“Ah, yup. Makes sense now.”
Lena’s “cameraman” took about five minutes to set up the lights, the

background, and the folding chairs for their interview. She knew that both of
the Chinese special forces soldiers were monitoring them from the back of
the van. If she signaled them, they would be there in seconds, ready to clean
up.

Natesh said, “Okay, we’re ready.” He gestured towards the folding chairs.
After they both sat down, Lena said, “Are you okay? Remember, don’t be
nervous. Just speak slow and from your heart.”

“Sure thing.”
She looked at the camera. “Okay, I’m here today with Mr. Chuck Beulah.

He’s a strong Christian and a patriotic American. And he believes that people
around the world should be able to practice their religion without fear of
government interference. Isn’t that right, Mr. Beulah?”

Lena had a few names on her list. Chuck Beulah was the first one they
had tried. He started off a little shaky, but once he got going, Lena was sure
that they would be able to use the footage. That was good. It would save her
having to do extra work.

“Yes, ma’am. That sure is right. My church—and my country—are the
most important things in my life. I believe in Jesus Christ and the holy God
above. Now you look at what those Chinese are doing over there, and it’s a
mess. They’re Communist baby-killers. And I think it’s just awful.”

Lena said, “And how do you feel when you hear stories of Christians not
being allowed to go to the church that they want to go to? Not being free to
practice their Christianity?”

“The Chinese government should allow all Chinese to practice
Christianity. Only then, with the help of the Lord Jesus Christ, can China be
saved.”

“But what about the Chinese president? He has said that religion can be
harmful. That only state-sponsored churches should be condoned.”

“The Chinese president is flat wrong. He’s against God and the people.”
“Would you support removing the Chinese president?”
“Absolutely. If the Chinese president is against God, he should not be in



charge of those people over there.”
“Are you aware of the government-mandated abortions in Chinese law?”
The man’s face contorted a little, as if searching which word he should

grasp onto. But eventually he found it.
“I’ve heard about all the abortions in China. And that’s what I am trying

to make more people aware of. It’s awful. They kill little baby girls just
because they want a boy.”

“What do you think should be done about that?”
“Someone should stop those guys! I mean, they’re killing babies.”
“What would you do if you saw someone trying to take one of those poor

women and force her to abort her baby, against her will?”
“I would kill ’em. I think those Chinese communist bastards who do that

deserve to die.”
“Thank you for your passion, Mr. Beulah. Someone should put a stop to

this madness. Tell us about what you do to help Chinese Christians and
protect the persecuted.”

Chuck scratched his beard. “I have a website where I blog about these
things. And every second Tuesday of the month, me and a few guys from my
church, we go up on the corner of Fifth and Main, in town. And we take a
megaphone and signs and tell the whole wide world what we know about it.
And I do believe that it makes a difference. Maybe not everyone, you know,
but even if we can just illuminate a few people’s brains—that’s all I’m
saying.”

Lena said, “And what is your religion?”
“I’m a Baptist, ma’am.”
“You are a Christian.”
Chuck shot her an odd look. “Yes, ma’am, I am a Christian.”
“And what do you think about the atheists in China who want to

persecute Christians?”
“I think all atheists are going to burn in the eternal fires of hell. Especially

those in China, cuz they’re killing all them Christian babies. Atheism is one
step away from worshiping Lucifer himself.”

Lena had to be careful here. She wasn’t sure if he’d say it exactly the way
that she was hoping for. But editing would take care of the rest. “The
president of China is reportedly an atheist. What do you think should be done
to him?”

Chuck didn’t disappoint.



“If the Chinese president is an atheist, then he is an enemy of all God-
fearing Christians. He deserves to die, just like the rest of ’em Satan-
worshippers. He’s part of the problem then. Spreading atheism and killing
babies. And now they’re trying to sink our Navy ships and killing our brave
armed forces. Damn those bastards to hell. Pardon my French.”

Lena looked back at the cameraman, who nodded. “We’re good.”
Lena slapped her hands on her knees. “Okay. I think we’re done here.

Thank you for that, Chuck. You were excellent.”
She turned back towards the van and signaled, and the doors opened. Two

of the Chinese special forces soldiers walked toward them.
“Who are they?” Chuck asked, bewildered.

The charter aircraft flew from the US to Mexico, and then to China. The
Chinese special forces men had remained behind, meeting up with other
operatives in Jinshan’s network. They would be very busy in the coming
months.

Dozens of special operations teams would be stationed throughout the
United States. Training only at night, in secluded rural locations. Scouting
out positions and targets. A gas pipeline. A highway intersection. A radar. So
many undefended targets. It was only a matter of which ones to prioritize.
But Jinshan had made that decision. The soldiers at the camp in Liaoning
were training for their special targets even now.

But Lena didn’t worry about that. She had other concerns. Lena sighed as
she looked at Natesh, sitting in the seat next to her. Several rows forward of
the drugged and sedated American. Chuck Beulah was a nutjob, as they say.
But he would serve a purpose.

Lena had seen how upset Natesh had been after her men had killed
Beulah’s wife. But what was Lena supposed to do? The woman had seen
them when she’d walked outside, her husband screaming at the sight of her
men’s machine guns. The wife had to be eliminated.

Natesh was a brilliant mind, but intelligence had no correlation with
mental fortitude. Everyone had their limits, and Natesh was reaching his. It
was time to see how bad he had gotten. From that, she would determine what
her options were going forward.



Lena broached the subject delicately. But it was like placing a pin into the
skin of a water balloon. Everything came tumbling out. Natesh was sobbing
after five minutes. Lena tried to say all the right things. She even embraced
him for a short moment. A robotic, empty hug. A check in the box, to let him
know that she cared.

“You have to get me somewhere else. I can’t keep doing this. I can’t keep
seeing all this violence. It’s not what I wanted. It’s not who I am.”

Lena watched Natesh’s chest heave. He wiped his red eyes and tried to
regain his composure, realizing, no doubt, that he sounded like a pathetic
child.

“Natesh, let me ask you something. Do you still believe that we’re doing
the right thing?”

He looked up at her, a flicker of instinctive worry in his eyes. Then, quick
nods. Reassuring words. “Of course. Lena, I know that what Jinshan is trying
to do is the right thing. I just…I’m not made for this type of work. Put me
somewhere that I can help plan logistics and manage people. Give me a team
and I’ll optimize your workforce. But what we did to that man’s wife…”

She fought the urge to roll her eyes. So they had placed two bullets in the
forehead of Chuck Beulah’s wife. Get over it already. Lena was glad to see
that Lieutenant Lin’s men could obey orders. When Lena had given the word,
they had not hesitated to kill the woman. Then they had left the scene
quickly.

Lin’s team would need to be careful to keep a low profile on the
American streets. Lena wasn’t quite sure when Jinshan would call for the first
wave of the strike on America. But until then, she must assume that
American law enforcement investigations would proceed as normal. And she
didn’t want the FBI looking for groups of Chinese special forces who were
killing the wives of crazed evangelicals.

Lena straightened her shirt. “Natesh, we all have to do things that we
don’t want to do sometimes.”

“I understand.”
“Natesh, I tell you what. Let me speak with some people. Maybe even to

Mr. Jinshan. I know that there is a place for you, as long as you are still with
us. Perhaps that place is a bit removed from the less tasteful aspects of our
work. Hmm?”

He nodded. “Thank you, Lena. I’m sorry for asking, but thank you.”
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heng Jinshan began in a soft voice. “Gentlemen, I welcome you each
here. We are about to embark on a great journey, and I hope that you

will keep an open mind—and a strong conscience.” The flat-screen monitor
behind him showed a series of charts.

“This is classified data. Here you will find the most accurate economic
indicators of our nation’s likely future. You will not see these numbers in our
newspapers or hear about them in your political meetings. These reports were
commissioned anonymously by one of my private firms. There is no bias or
fear of repercussion built into these numbers. These numbers, gentlemen, are
as close to the truth as we can get. And our esteemed General Secretary of the
Communist Party of China does not wish for you to see it.”

Jinshan paused and saw both politicians frown as they processed the
information. The numbers showed very sharp declines in Chinese production
and GDP. The charts also showed very sharp rises in inflation and national
debt.

China was changing. As money flowed into the country, a huge middle
class was rising up in financial prosperity. This phenomenon detracted from
what had once been China’s greatest advantage—an endless source of cheap
labor. With the increased economic prosperity came an increase in life
expectancy. Government-subsidized benefits were getting more expensive.

The people needed more.
But once the poor switched from low-cost rice-based diets to more

expensive poultry-based diets, they could not realistically be asked to switch
back.



China was getting what it wanted—wealth—but with that came the
problems of a wealthier nation. Cheng Jinshan had seen the writing on the
wall. With an economic downturn and a populace that wanted a better life,
the communist system was in danger. And unhappy citizens didn’t bode well
for the political lifespan of the Central Committee members here today.

A new slide came onto the screen. It showed American debt, and the
percentage of ownership by each nation around the world. China was at the
top of the list—by a lot.

This was not news to anyone. There was a very large trade imbalance
with the US in China’s favor. China was thus flush with cash and had been
buying up US treasuries at a furious pace. It was the safest place to put their
money when the markets got jittery. And it gave them a strategic edge in the
economic cold war with the world’s only other superpower.

“Our country has purchased an exceptional portion of US debt throughout
the last decade. We have been saving up for a rainy day. Now if you look at
this”—the slide changed to show US and European economic indicators and
their projected impact on the value of American bonds over the next decade
—“you can see that this rainy day is coming soon. In the free market system,
the saying is ‘buy low, sell high’—well, it may be time to sell.”

The first politician spoke up. “Mr. Jinshan, we appreciate your
information and advice, as always. These numbers are disturbing to say the
least. This is something that our parliament must discuss and take action on
soon. But I was under the impression that we were here to discuss
your…personal situation.”

“We will get to that, my friend.”
The second politician said, “I notice that General Chen has joined us. I

suspect that there is another reason for showing us these economic numbers.
Perhaps this reason will explain why our esteemed military representative is
present?”

“Yes, you are correct,” Jinshan said, looking briefly towards Chen. The
next slide showed a comparison of projected Chinese and American military
capabilities every five years for the next three decades. Jinshan said,
“Defense forecasts are hard to predict with certainty. National militaries are
subject to national budgets. When we evaluate these military comparisons
between the United States and China, we should do so with the economic
forecasts of the previous slides fresh in our memories.”

The first politician said, “Can you explain what you mean by that?”



Jinshan sipped his tea, and his face looked grave. “Over the past two
decades, China has been strengthening its military might. We have been
closing the military capability gap between us and America. We have built
dozens of submarines, stealth jets, military satellites, and…”—he paused for
effect—“most importantly, cyberweapons. We hold some advantages today.
But I can’t promise that we will hold those advantages in five years. And I
can almost guarantee that with our budgetary constraints, we will begin to fall
behind our foes in the strength and modernity of our conventional weapons
systems.”

A new picture appeared on the screen, illustrating how Internet-based
computer attacks could be used against a foreign enemy.

Jinshan continued, “We have reached a new level of sophistication with
our cyberweapons technology. The recent cyberattacks on the United States
—what they have been referring to as the Blackout Attacks—have greatly
reduced their satellite communications ability and completely destroyed their
organic GPS satellite network. They are attempting to switch over to
European-owned GPS networks, but that is no easy task.”

“And the Americans are calling for our heads on stakes. For one of our
heads in particular,” commented one of the politicians.

Jinshan nodded. “I understand your frustration, given the current political
climate. But that will be addressed. Please allow me to finish.” There was a
hardness to his tone.

The politician held out his hand. “My apologies. Please continue.”
“We have the capability to strike American communications and utilities

infrastructure and make the previous cyberattack look minor in comparison.
We have implanted software into several key utilities in their country that
allow us to disrupt the vast majority of their electrical grids, oil pipelines, and
water pumps. Many of the key nodes to these networks cannot be disabled
through software alone. So I have emplaced human resources at our disposal,
assigned to destroy them if need be. In essence, we can turn off the
communications and electrical grids of the United States—a country that is
completely dependent on technology.

“Logistical supply lines for food, water, oil, and gas—lines that have
become too reliant on technology—would crawl to a standstill. We estimate
that their grocery stores would be bare within the first forty-eight hours of our
strike. Cold winters and hot summers would turn deadly. The civilian
population within the United States would begin looting and rioting in the



streets, and law enforcement and hospitals would be overwhelmed. We
estimate that it could be months before they would be able to get their
systems back up and operational. If they are even able to recover.”

The next picture was a rendering of the United States at night, the dense
cities illuminated by masses of lights.

“As discussed, most of America’s GPS and communication satellites—
both military and commercial—have been impacted by the cyberattacks of
last month. But there are several weapons that have yet to be used. The most
important of which are our highly advanced EMP weapons.”

Jinshan clicked and several red circles appeared, spread out across the
map of the US. The lights began to go out on the map, simulating the effect
of the EMP weapons on the US electrical grid. “These EMP weapons would
further amplify our attack on utilities and communications infrastructure.”

“This capability is very impressive,” the first politician said.
“Gentlemen, we have reached possibly the only point in our lifetime

when three things will be true simultaneously. We have a distinct military
advantage over our main adversary, a distinct economic advantage over our
main adversary, and the people’s support of our capable political leaders.
You see, gentlemen, I study trends. And the trends indicate rapidly
approaching changes in our national health. If nothing is done, our
unemployment will go up. Our per capita income, adjusted for inflation, will
go down. And we will lose the support of our people. The Chinese citizen
will demand change. After that occurs, history tells us that violent revolution
will soon follow.”

The politicians squirmed in their seats. “Is it really that bad?”
Jinshan nodded. “I liken the world of international relations to the jungle.

As the saying goes, it is kill or be killed. Our leaders must show strength and
choose aggression when that is the best option for our survival. China needs a
change in strategy.”

Jinshan read their faces carefully. The politicians looked alarmed, but
attentive.

“Do either of you play Xiangqi?” Pronounced Shyahng chi, it was
sometimes referred to as Chinese chess.

“Of course. I used to play a lot when I was in school,” one of the men
offered. The other politician, and the general, stayed quiet, waiting to hear
Jinshan’s point.

“I played when I was young as well. I enjoy it very much. It hones one’s



strategic skill. Do you know what the Western translation is? I will tell you.
They translate Xiangqi into ‘the Elephant Game.’ Partly—for obvious
reasons—because the first character for the word means elephant. And partly
because the original pieces were carved from ivory. Taken from creatures of
the jungle, who knew how to survive in the wild.”

He paused for effect.
“But when explaining the game to Americans, I have always called it

Chinese chess.” He shook his head. “I think that explanation doesn’t do the
game justice. The Elephant Game is so much more nuanced than a simple
game of chess. I bring up the Elephant Game because it mimics our own
situation. In the game, soldiers normally do not support each other in the
beginning. Because at that point, they are vulnerable. But as the game
progresses, it becomes advantageous to form new alliances.”

He met their eyes.
“We have always been your close friends, Jinshan,” said the first

politician.
“I know you have. But now, our bonds must become stronger still. Let me

ask you a question. What do you think will happen in ten years, when our
inflation is twenty percent and our GDP is negative four, as indicated by the
chart earlier? More importantly, what will happen to your sons?”

Jinshan did not wait for an answer. “Do you think our political system
will survive if unemployment increases to more than one in four? And if
wages decrease by more than half? This is what we project in less than ten
years. You will not hear these figures uttered in the halls of parliament. But I
assure you, they are accurate. As a businessman, it is my profession to study
these figures, for the benefit of my company. But as a servant of China, it is
my duty to recommend action based on these figures, for the well-being of
our country.”

The politicians took in what they were hearing. Both looked concerned.
Jinshan spoke gently now. His eyes seemed to pierce those of his

audience. “Our nation needs direction. We have the greatest country on earth,
filled with peace-loving people. But our population needs more resources in
order to sustain its growing prosperity. The United States clumsily throws its
military around the world, killing civilians in the name of peace. Its citizens,
too, yearn for direction. Chinese policy and law have transformed our nation
into a dominating force. Today we have the ability, gentlemen, to transform
the entire world into a unified and prosperous planet. Imagine a world



without borders, without the threat of war, without the need to build up
stockpiles of weapons and worry about whether our financial burden will
support our potential ability to kill. Have you ever wondered what a united
world would look like? It could look like China…” His voice was just a
whisper now.

It wasn’t just an act. Jinshan felt pride and excitement at the great things
they could accomplish with one set of laws around the globe. He wanted to
cement his legacy before it was too late. Before his sickness took him to his
grave. This was the one choice that China had if it was to continue
prospering. And it would cure not only China, but the world as well. Jinshan
knew that they must act now to secure China’s future with bold action, or
they would slowly go down on a sinking ship.

Jinshan used altruism as his reason for action. He did this not because
politicians were altruistically motivated, but because they wanted altruistic
reasons to be seen as their primary motivation. Even in this small group, he
knew that it was the best way to manipulate them. When he finished listing
off how China’s global “spreading” would better the world, Jinshan switched
to his true pitch: appealing to their vanity and ambition.

“Each of our new Chinese states would need Chinese governance. And a
new global Chinese government would need new and more powerful
leadership—capable leaders with the foresight to plan for all contingencies.
These leaders would no doubt be the same ones who had the foresight to take
bold steps when others were happy with the status quo. You see, gentlemen,
as we realize the dramatic shift in strategy our nation must make to ensure
our prosperity, we also realize the internal reorganization that must take place
—so it is not only your support that we seek, but your leadership as well.”

Now they were both starry-eyed as they imagined their personal futures.
A knock at the door snapped the four men back to the present. The general
pressed a button on his remote and the screen went blank. He walked over to
the door and let in a pair of servants with roller carts. Lunch was being
served.

Jinshan spoke again. “Let us eat, gentlemen. We can discuss this more
after lunch.”

He was pleased.
He saw General Chen looking back at him, a knowing grin on his face.

With these two, the rest will go, Jinshan had told the general on the phone.
Jinshan sat back in his chair and refilled his teacup. They had done it. Over



tea, they had just overthrown the Chinese government and cemented the start
of a world war.

The meetings continued for the next hour. Then the Chinese politicians and
military advisors departed. Jinshan looked to his assistant and nodded to
bring his next guests in.

The Russians were only too eager to put the screws to the Americans.
Jinshan’s conversation with them had been ongoing for more than a year
through back channels.

The Russian ambassador actually had a prepared message from his own
president, which offered military cooperation with China in the Pacific. But
that was not part of Jinshan’s strategy. He needed the bulk of Russian
military assets to remain near Europe. There, the Russians would force the
Americans to keep valuable assets in the European and Middle Eastern
regions. Jinshan needed the Russians to serve as a deterrent.

Russia had a fraction of the military power that the USSR had once held.
But it still owned more nuclear warheads than any other nation on earth. And
even today, its military was quite formidable compared to most of the West.

“Good day, Mr. Ambassador.”
The Russian ambassador to China was all smiles. He walked up to

Jinshan’s desk and shook his hand, commenting on the strength of the
proposed military plans. Jinshan preferred never to show his hand. But he
knew of the Russian president’s obsession with military and intelligence
details, and he needed him to get on board. So he had given them a glimpse.

“Moscow is very impressed. And our leadership wishes to extend to you
once again our warmest regards. Russia and China are strong strategic
partners, and we want to continue this prosperous relationship in the future.”

“Of course.” Jinshan sipped his tea. It was cold now, but his voice was
growing hoarse from talking. “That is why I have invited you here. I can’t
trust this message to a phone call or the written word. I need you to travel
back to Moscow and deliver this directly to your president.”

“What shall I tell him?”
“I need Russia to contact all the countries in the European Union and the

Middle East. I would like your president to express his neutrality in this war,



once it begins in earnest. But I also want him to pose to these nations an
ultimatum. If they enter the war, or pledge allegiance to the United States,
Russia shall do the same with China. And Europe shall be Russia’s prize.”

The ambassador listened happily, his jowls jiggling as he nodded. “I
understand. You wish to keep this between the United States and China. And
you want Russia to be the neutral deterrent. Standing by in case any of the
European nations join the fight. Do I have that right?”

“Yes, Mr. Ambassador. I would like you to make these conversations
happen over the next twenty-four hours, if possible.”

“The people of Russia would like nothing more than for you to succeed,
Mr. Jinshan.”

Jinshan nodded. He knew that the Russians would cooperate. Europe was
their prize, they had been told. Whether any of the EU nations joined the
fight or not.
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avid took a bite of buttered toast and scrolled through the news
headlines on his phone.

Coming off their vacation in Florida had been an adjustment. Even if they
had only stayed for a few days, it had been great to get away. But now they
were back to the grind.

It was dark outside, and the kitchen light was dimmed down all the way.
He sat at their round kitchen table across from his wife. She was wearing a
worn purple bathrobe. Taylor—their six-month old—lay sleeping in her
rocker on the floor, bright-colored plastic shapes dangling over her tiny head.
She had just fallen asleep after nursing, a look of pure satisfaction on her
face.

Lindsay stole a sip of coffee from David’s cup and whispered, “Between
Maddie and this one, I was up five times last night.”

He looked up from his phone. “I’m really sorry.”
“I’m going to be a zombie today.”
“Sorry.”
“Stop saying sorry.”
“So—okay.”
“You men have it so easy.”
David looked at his watch. “I have an early meeting.”
“Get going. Leave your wife. She’ll have a hot meal for you when you

return.”
“Hot wife, hot meal. Can’t ask for more than that.” He got up and

smooched her on the cheek, which she held out for him.



He grabbed his keys and waved goodbye again, careful to shut the door
quietly so as not to wake up either of the two kids. The drive to the CIA
headquarters only took about twenty minutes at this time of the morning. It
helped that David lived close by.

As he drove along the streets, flashes of the past few weeks rolled
through his mind. While he still wasn’t quite sure what a normal week would
be like now that he was officially a full-time CIA analyst, he was liking the
work so far. The last few weeks had been anything but ordinary.

As a technologist for In-Q-Tel, the CIA’s private equity firm, he had
traveled the country evaluating new software and hardware that might have
military or intelligence applications. Now, he was evaluating Chinese
technology, as well as geopolitical and military intelligence estimates, as part
of the SILVERSMITH team.

David passed the security checkpoints in the CIA headquarters and began
walking towards his office space. He wasn’t sure if he would see his brother
today. Chase, while technically part of the SILVERSMITH team, was a
different type of CIA employee. He was one of the special ones.

Chase Manning was a former US Navy SEAL and had entered the CIA
two years ago as a member of its elite Special Operations Group. But a few
recent high-profile and successful missions had put Chase in very high
demand. He wasn’t an operations officer—he didn’t have the training and
experience of that world. But he had become a sort of hybrid agent—working
with the operations officers and the Special Operations Group. Chase learned
fast, and his ability to quickly solve problems and integrate seamlessly with
special operations units made him a valuable tool of the SILVERSMITH
program.

Alas, his desk was empty. They must have him out on assignment. David
expected to receive either an email or an intel report over the next day, letting
him know more about his brother’s whereabouts.

“Morning, David.”
“Morning, Susan.”
Susan Collinsworth was pushing fifty years old, with strands of gray

starting to overtake her otherwise short brown hair. She had the look of a
stern elementary school librarian—she wore rectangular Coach glasses and a
cashmere sweater vest over a white button shirt.

As far as David knew, she had no kids and had never been married. The
Agency was her life. She was always in the office before him and worked



like a dog.
Susan had taken David under her wing during his brief time here at

Langley. In his conversations with her, he had learned a bit about her history.
While she was modest in her self-description, David had learned that Susan
had made a name for herself early on in her career. In the ’90s, she had been
running agents out of various European stations. Several of them had been
former KGB operatives, struggling with how best to navigate the transition to
the modern Russian spy game.

David was fascinated with that part of the work. While his brother was
getting more than his share of it now, it was foreign to David. In his own
section of the intelligence world, he was relegated to research and analysis.
His little wins came while identifying the technical clues that made the
geopolitical puzzle clearer.

Behind closed doors over half a dozen lunches, Susan had regaled him
with stories of foreign agents and dead drops on dark city streets.
Surveillance operations on diplomats. Hunting moles within their own
agency. “In one European city, I was running this girl—a pretty little thing, a
secretary—who was sleeping with the Ukrainian ambassador…”

She was careful about how much she gave away, even decades later. But
it became clear to David that Susan had been there and done that. From her
stories, David learned that the real goldmines weren’t garnered from
computer hacking or telescopic lenses. The most fruitful bounties came from
long nights of note taking with reliable assets. Assets with inside access to
their own national intelligence organization’s knowledge and plans. These
bits of information allowed US intelligence to ferret out moles, to protect
their own agents, and to continue the flow of valuable information into the
hands of the policy makers.

David followed Susan into their meeting room and sat down at the long,
glossy conference table. About six others were already sitting at the table.
Most were typing on computers and sipping coffee, trying to achieve the
proper level of caffeination.

Susan was all business, as usual. “Okay—let’s begin.”
They went around the room, each person responsible for a different part

of the weekly update. This group contained a Chinese military expert, an
NSA analyst, a representative who specialized in South America, and a
nuclear weapons expert.

“We still haven’t seen any change in Ecuador.”



“Still? What the hell?”
“Yup. The Chinese troops have not returned to China, as promised. The

planes have stopped bringing in more of them. So at least the numbers aren’t
growing. But the troop strength is still around two thousand.”

David said, “What are they doing?”
“They’re still training, as far as we can tell. Rifle shoots. Field exercises

with the local military units.”
Susan said, “Remind me. The State Department put that in the terms of

our agreement with China, right? Full withdrawal of all military forces in
Ecuador. I’m not making that up?”

The South America specialist nodded. “That’s correct.”
“Is State aware that they aren’t yet in compliance?”
“We’ve made sure to share this information with our State Department

rep on the SILVERSMITH team.”
“Good. Let me know what happens there, please. What’s the status of

their naval vessels?”
“We got the name of the one that was completely sunk. It was…”—he

checked his computer screen—“the Lanzhou. The other three ships have
either sailed under their own power or been towed to Panama City for repairs.
They’re there right now.”

The naval battle in the Eastern Pacific was only two weeks old. The
resulting diplomatic chaos was expected.

Jinshan and Song were in jail, and China was retreating, begging
forgiveness from allied nations in private, and spinning an acceptable story to
their citizens on state media. Chinese citizens were told that the sunken ships
had resulted from a tragic and unauthorized international training accident,
with a jailed politician (Cheng Jinshan) and a navy admiral (Song) solely
responsible.

Full details of new Chinese reparations and punishments were still being
worked out by the diplomats. But the United States had announced certain
requirements on Chinese military units in the Eastern Pacific immediately.

“Our inspectors are in Panama?”
“They are. They arrived last weekend. As stipulated, US State

Department and DoD personnel are overseeing the Chinese naval vessels
while they are in port. No Chinese sailors are allowed off the pier, except to
go to the airport as they are flown back to China.”

The door opened and a uniformed General Schwartz walked in. “Good



morning, team.”
Susan rose from her seat at the head of the table. “General, I didn’t realize

you were going to make it this morning. Would you like to sit here?”
“Canceled meeting. And no. I’ll humbly accept the chair closest to the

screen so that my old man eyes can actually see what we’re discussing.”
General Chester Schwartz was a US Army three-star, a Ranger, and now

Associate Director of the CIA for Military Affairs. Director Buckingham had
asked him to be the SILVERSMITH team’s “sponsor.” He was supposed to
be informed of everything they knew and to empower them to cut through
any bureaucratic barriers as they arose.

Over the past few weeks, he had also sent Chase Manning to several
brand-new military commands to hand-deliver their orders. General Schwartz
had worked with the Pentagon to preemptively deploy several special
operations teams and high-tech military units in case they were needed for an
immediate response to Chinese activity.

It was a good thing he had done so. Chase had ended up working closely
with a MARSOC unit in Ecuador to steal a Chinese crypto key. This turned
out to be the crucial piece of evidence that helped convince the Chinese
president that Jinshan was really maneuvering PLA military units without his
consent. Other military units that General Schwartz helped to activate
included the newly formed Ford Carrier Strike Group. The Ford CSG proved
instrumental in helping to defend the USS Farragut against the four Chinese
warships in the Eastern Pacific.

Susan smiled and sat down. “We were talking about Chinese military
status in Latin America.”

General Schwartz said, “I read a report yesterday saying that the PLA
numbers in Manta are unchanged. Is that still the case?”

“Yes, General. The Chinese are bringing back naval personnel from their
wounded ships, now docked in Panama City. But there’s no change to the
ground troops in Ecuador.”

The general frowned. “So why would they be following the agreement
with regard to the PLA Navy ships, but not be recalling their troops in
Manta?”

David said, “Those Navy ships are worthless now. They’ve suffered
severe damage. And there are US inspectors monitoring everything in
Panama. That isn’t the case in Ecuador. Those PLA troops are still training.
And their effectiveness hasn’t changed over the past two weeks.”



“What are you suggesting?” asked the NSA analyst. “That they are still
up to something? The whistle’s been blown, David. There’s no element of
surprise anymore.”

Susan didn’t look happy. “What level of readiness are we seeing across
the rest of the Chinese military?”

The Chinese military expert said, “The coastal naval activity has
subsided. Submarines and ships have been called into port. It’s the lowest
PLA Navy activity level we’ve seen in the past five years. Army and air force
units on the coast have also hunkered down. Air force flights have all but
stopped. We have noticed more strategic bomber activity further inland, near
Chengdu. Some exercise, we think.”

“Don’t forget to tell her about the 41s,” said the nuclear weapons expert.
“What’s he talking about?” said Susan.
The Chinese military analyst said, “Before you got here, we were going

over the Chinese land-based nuclear weapons movements. The Dongfeng-41
is their newest ICBM. They’ve recently started deploying them along the
Russian border.”

David said, “Isn’t that a good thing? They’re keeping Russia in check,
and the nukes are farther away from us, right?”

The nuclear weapons expert shook his head. “That’s not the way it
works.”

The Chinese military analyst said, “The Chinese have had ICBMs that
were capable of reaching all of Russia for more than a decade. But these
Dongfeng-41s are new. And the fact that they are stuck up there against the
Russian border actually makes them more vulnerable to a Russian strike. But
it does make it a lot harder for an American unit to attack it. Oh, and what
makes the 41s special? The 41s are able to hit anywhere in the United
States.”

“Haven’t the Chinese already had this capability?”
General Schwartz said, “The Dongfeng-5, right? Isn’t that the name of the

Chinese ICBM that could hit anywhere in the US?”
The analyst replied, “The Dongfeng-5 has been around since the 1980s,

and yes, it could reach the US. But it was liquid-fueled. So that means it
would have to go through a long fueling process before they could launch it.
We would see that and respond accordingly. So the Dongfeng-5 wasn’t a
good first-strike weapon. Then they came up with the Dongfeng-31 in the
2000s, and its alpha version could hit the US. But it had a poor payload



capability. Most of the members of my assessment team believe that the 41 is
the first real game changer for them. It puts their land-based ICBMs on par
with US missiles. Now they can finally hit anything in the US, and execute
the attack on short notice.”

General Schwartz turned to look at the map on the screen. It showed a flat
display of the earth, with winding lines to show the different missile ranges
launched from China. “So, you’re saying that the recent deployment of this
Dongfeng-41 to the Russian border represents an increased nuclear threat to
the United States.”

“Yes, sir, most certainly. Because they deployed these ICBMs far away
from the coast, near the Russian border, it would take a long time for us to
reach them.”

“Long time, as in…?”
“Depends on the strike method, sir, but assuming that we were using

ballistic missiles ourselves, twenty plus minutes to reach the target.”
“And twenty minutes is a long time?”
“It’s a long enough time for them to realize that we are attacking and

respond accordingly, sir. Especially with their island bases and the air
defense they’ve got stacked up. They have three islands in the Spratleys, and
one in the Parcels, that they’ve converted into military bases, with runways
long enough to land anything in their arsenal, fuel and munitions, and SAM
batteries. They have the South China Sea dominated with anti-air capability.”

General Schwartz looked at Susan. “I feel like I’m going back in time—
back to the good old days of the Soviet threat. Thank you all for this warm
feeling.”

Susan looked at the analysts. “That’s one aspect of their triad. What about
submarine and air-launched-nuclear capability? Have we noticed any change
in their strategic air and submarine missile boat activity? And how big of a
threat are those assets?”

The nuclear weapons analyst said, “The Chinese nuclear missile boats
aren’t nearly as capable as our own. They only have a few type 94s. That’s
the closest thing they have to our Ohio-class subs. But theirs are noisy. We
generally know where they are at all times. As for the air component, they do
have over one hundred and twenty strategic bombers. But they aren’t able to
reach the continental US. The Chinese are reportedly working on a
competitor to the B-2 Spirit, but we haven’t seen it fly yet.”

The Chinese military expert said, “Near the coast, as we previously went



over, military activity has been kept to a minimum. But PLA Air Force
activity is high at many of the inland bases. Susan, they’re still training
around the clock over there. Maybe the Chinese president’s orders haven’t
trickled down yet, or…”

David said, “Or, maybe they’re getting another set of orders.”

David sat alone in the CIA cafeteria. He had brought his own lunch. Ham and
cheese sandwich, a plastic bag of yellow corn tortilla chips, and a
Tupperware container of carrot sticks.

“Mr. Manning, how are you liking the new job?” General Schwartz stood
over him. Like the trained Ranger that he was, he had approached with speed
and stealth.

David started to stand.
“Please, keep your seat. Mind if I join you?”
“Of course, sir. And the job is going well, sir, thank you.” David

wondered if he was using too many “sirs.” Probably his Navy training, or his
admiral father’s discipline shining through.

The general sat in the empty chair across from David. They were the only
ones at their table.

“Susan speaks highly of you. And you’ve caught the director’s eye. I
might not be a CIA guy, but I’ve learned a thing or two about upward
mobility in my day. The director of your agency is probably a good one to
impress.”

David reddened. “I hope they are happy with my work. To be honest, it is
somewhat similar to the type of research I had done at In-Q-Tel.”

“Really? I thought you researched technology there.” The general took a
bite of his meal, a spring mix salad with slices of grapes, walnuts, and
croutons. Everyone was a healthy eater nowadays.

“That’s right, sir. I researched technology. Weapons and weapons
systems. Sometimes cyberweapons. Sometimes aircraft or missiles. It was
interesting. I got to be a jack of all trades. But in order to do the job well, we
had to research what our adversaries were capable of—and what they were
working on.”

The general nodded. “I see.”



“In a way, I’m doing the same job now. The only difference is the
timeline.”

“How’s that?”
“At In-Q-Tel, I was looking at what our potential enemies might be doing

in the next five to ten years. Here, I’m looking at what they might be doing in
the next few days or weeks. It’s the same game, just a different time scale
that I’m looking out over.”

General Schwartz smiled. “Strategy versus tactics. Some would argue that
the two are the same, just on a different scale.”

They ate their lunch and made small talk for a while. David told the
general about his sister, Victoria, and how she was still deployed to the
Eastern Pacific. “She isn’t sure when they’ll return home.”

“No, I imagine she wouldn’t be. My guess is very few people know the
answer to that question right now.”

David said, “I can’t help feeling that we’re all waiting for something, sir.”
“For the other shoe to drop? I think a lot of us have the same feeling. We

were just attacked by the only military on the planet that outsizes our own.
Whatever the politicians say they intend to do, history would demonstrate
that hostilities would increase, not decrease, after a string of events like we
just had.”

“I agree, sir. In my research, I’ve seen a few indicators that give me
concern.”

“Like what?” The flag officer checked his wristwatch. “Care to show
me?”

The general was easy to speak to. He didn’t have that stuffy, all-knowing
manner of conversation that many senior leaders did. His speech pattern was
no-nonsense. Gruff at times. But mostly friendly and down to earth. Like he
hadn’t forgotten what it was like to be working in the trenches.

David didn’t want to overstep his authority. Susan was his direct superior,
and she reported to the general. But since the general and he were already
talking…

Schwartz smiled. “What’s the matter?”
“Nothing, General. I just would have prepared something for you if I’d

known—”
“Yeah, I know that. But we need to get away from that bullshit. I don’t

want you guys having three meetings of preparation before you have one
meeting with me or the director. We just don’t have the time.” He stood up,



using a napkin to wipe his hands. “Now let’s go.”
They walked back through the hallways of the CIA headquarters to the

SILVERSMITH team spaces. David took a seat at his cubicle, and the
general pulled up a chair from the empty desk next to his.

“Now you guys just told me that you think the Chinese might not be fully
complying with their stand-down claims. That right?”

“Yes, sir.”
“So what else might we look at to verify what their true intentions are?”
David said, “Sir, I’ve been looking at a few things. Leading indicators, I

call them.”
“Leading indicators for what?”
David looked uneasy. “I don’t want to get ahead of myself, sir.”
“Son, in the past few weeks, you have been on the receiving end of a

Chinese espionage operation, and our nation has been openly attacked by
Chinese military and cyber assets. You are not getting ahead of yourself. In
my opinion, we’re all playing catch-up.”

David turned to his computer and opened a folder. He pointed to the
screen. “This is something I’ve been looking at. When Susan and I briefed
you earlier, we told you that we were seeing mixed messages from the
Chinese military analysis. Some military assets are standing down. Some are
increasing their levels of activity.”

“Tracking.”
It took David a second to register that this was Army slang for “I

understand.”
David said, “So I wanted to check out some leading indicators that might

be harder to conceal. Leading indicators that would tell us if they were
preparing for a large-scale war.”

The general sat forward in his chair, looking at David’s screen. “What am
I looking at here?”

“Blood bags, sir.”
“Blood bags?”
“Yes, sir. Chinese orders of blood bags.” David moved his mouse and

clicked on another file. “And this one is for a refrigeration unit. A specially
made one that keeps blood and plasma at a specific temperature during
storage. The NSA provided me with internal company documents that
showed orders to the manufacturing plant. They don’t match the company’s
sales numbers.”



“So that means they are trying to conceal something?”
“Possibly, sir. That is my hypothesis. It’s a Chinese medical device

company that is making a huge quantity of blood bags and refrigeration units,
and not reporting it. And what’s more, this specific style of blood bag is one
that their civilian hospitals don’t use. It’s only used in military hospitals, and
in the field.”

“Can you tell who made the orders?”
“No, sir. These orders are only found on the internal network at the

manufacturing plant. No buyer is listed.”
“Sounds fishy.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Am I reading these numbers right? It looks like the orders have

increased dramatically over the past week.”
“Yes, sir.” David eyed the general. “You are reading the numbers right.”
“How did you come up with this? What made you look at blood bags?”
“We—me and some of the people on my team—did a brainstorm session

on what other items might need to be prepped if the Chinese were about to
follow through on the Red Cell plans. When the US military began its surge
in Iraq, and when we made several other large-scale troop increases over the
past few decades—periods when this type of medical transportation
technology was available—orders for blood bags went way up. We had a few
mathematicians look at our data—American military data—and we came up
with an equation. Now, there are several variables where we don’t know if
we have the inputs right. But we can extrapolate a range…”

“A range of what, Manning?”
“How many troops they intend to move into a combat zone, sir.”
The general sat back in his chair, his face showing much more interest

now. “And what number did you come up with?”
David lowered his voice, a bit embarrassed at the assessment and how

crazy it might sound. “Sir, when we use the data from American military
movements and input these recent Chinese medical device orders into the
equation, we come up with ten, sir.”

“Ten?”
“Yes, sir.”
The general sounded confused. “Ten thousand troops doesn’t sound

like—”
“Ten million, sir. These numbers correspond with preps to place ten



million Chinese troops into a combat zone.”
The general frowned. He leaned back in his chair and didn’t respond for a

moment.
“General, I’m not saying this means that China is about to send ten

million troops overseas. I’m just saying that there are companies that are
making military medical devices in quantities that are astronomically high.
And it corresponds with these levels of troop movements.”

“Maybe it was part of previous plans, and the purchases just haven’t been
canceled yet? They could still be catching up with the fact that Jinshan is
behind bars. Or maybe they manufacture them in bulk? I’m just trying to play
devil’s advocate, before we start spreading this around.”

“Sir, we’re with you. That’s possible. But the odd thing about this is that
these purchases really ramped up in the past week. After Jinshan was taken
into custody. So I would think that these manufacturing orders could be our
first indication of current military intentions. Our first window into the PLA
mindset after recent hostilities.”

The general nodded. “Okay. I’m done with devil’s advocate for the
moment. Now I’ll play devil. Let’s say that this is real. What would have to
be true?”

“You mean what else would we expect to see?”
“Yes.”
David didn’t hesitate. “Shipping containers.”
The general nodded. “Right. That’s what I keep hearing you guys talk

about. Specifically, though, what about shipping containers would you want
to know?”

“The Red Cell plans called for specially made shipping containers to
outfit merchant ships to easily become troop transports. They would also
allow for quick and easy troop movements by rail, once overseas.”

“So have you looked into the shipping containers angle?”
David nodded, a serious look on his face. He made a few more mouse

clicks and another file came up. “Another leading indicator. We have human
intelligence reports that several shipping container companies are now
canceling orders.”

“Why are canceled orders bad?”
“We think that they need to add capacity to their manufacturing lines.

Capacity for these specially made containers.”
“And how big are these shipping container orders?”



“We’re still working on this one, sir. Right now, we’re just hearing
reports that some of these modifications might be being made.”

“Understood. What do you need to confirm?”
David made a face. “Sir, that’s not really my area of expertise.”
“Well, who’s the expert, then?” The general looked around the open

office area. “Susan! Please join us for a moment.”
The CIA operations officer walked over, flashing a look at David as if to

ask, Why are you speaking to my boss alone?
“Thanks, Susan. Quick question. I asked David to take me through some

of the work you guys have been doing on…” He looked at David. “Leading
indicators. What do you need to confirm whether or not the Chinese are
actually outfitting shipping containers for mass troop transports?”

Her face relaxed as it became clear what the conversation was about. “Sir,
we’re working on that. As you know, we’ve struggled with our human
intelligence sources in China over the past seven years…”

Seeing the look of curiosity on David’s face, Susan said, “The Chinese
government cracked several of our networks in 2010. It was a very dark time
for the Chinese desks. They began losing agents left and right. Over a dozen
CIA sources were killed. One of our assets was shot in a public square in
front of the government building where he worked. They made his colleagues
watch. It was a message for the others. That was in 2012. It made the New
York Times. You might have read about it.”

“What happened? How—”
“There was a mole. At least one. That, coupled with some pretty

sophisticated hacking into government databases, allowed them to piece
together who our operatives over there were. From there, they did what any
good intelligence agency does. They began surveilling all our operatives.
Laying traps. Tracking who they spoke to and where they went. As some of
our assets were taken prisoner, they began giving up information. Once
enough of the puzzle is clear, it becomes easier for them. We still haven’t
fully recovered, David.”

General Schwartz said, “Susan, I sympathize with the challenges you’ve
faced. But we may not have a lot of time. So, what do we need to confirm
some of these leading indicators that your team is starting to uncover?
Particularly with respect to the shipping containers.”

Susan said, “We have sources that may be able to help us with this. But
we still need to find a solution to our other problem.”



David frowned. “What other problem?”
The general and Susan glanced at each other. General Schwartz nodded,

and Susan motioned them into one of the soundproof huddle rooms, closing
the door behind them. She looked at David. “We have HUMINT that
suggests Jinshan has a covert military training facility a few hundred miles
north of Liaodong Bay.”

David nodded. “I read your report on that. It was vague. Something about
Jinshan holding that location as important.”

“That’s right. My report was vague to protect the source, and because we
don’t know what’s at that location. But the asset who gave us the information
is very good. If that person is convinced that it’s an item of interest, then we
need to be concerned. The cable we received said that Jinshan had considered
the site to be vital to his plans. Based on everything we’ve seen, I can only
assume that these plans were to wage war against the United States.”

She glanced up at the ceiling as she recalled the exact phrasing. “A covert
camp with special operations units conducting unique training. If Jinshan is
still wielding influence and power in China, and these military units are still
preparing for something, it is crucially important that we find out what they
are training for.”

General Schwartz said, “Susan and I have been working on ways to get a
team in there. With satellite capabilities degraded, and it being in a location
not suitable for drones or manned reconnaissance flights, we think a small,
covert team might be best. Ideally, it would be an agent or agents already in
country.”

“But as we discussed,” Susan said, “the CIA’s HUMINT resources in
China are less than stellar.”

Schwartz said, “I have a small group of Delta operators that would be
well suited for the job, but the problem is insertion. We think we have a way
to get them out of the country. But we can’t insert them the same way.”

David said, “The camp is supposed to be about one hundred miles inland
in China, right? And you need a covert method of insertion for a SOF team?”

“Correct.”
David smiled. “You know, when I was at In-Q-Tel, there was one

interesting project that I took a look at. DARPA came up with the idea. I
think they might even still be working on it.”
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hase walked out of the Kyoto train station to a blue sky, crisp air, and
the sound of large tour buses. It was rush hour on a weekday. He wasn’t

sure if that made Kyoto more or less crowded, since it was such a huge
tourist destination. The beautiful city was known for its tranquil and historic
temples. Some of them were in the city, while other temples were tucked
away in the mountains, accessible only by hiking along winding paths
through quiet pine forests.

Crowds lined up outside to get tickets for their tour buses. The buses
arrived along the curb and departed, an endless ferry to the temples.

Chase walked up to a standing map—the kind you saw in most indoor
malls. Thank God they wrote in English under the Japanese descriptions. His
eyes searched the restaurant section.

There. That was the one he was looking for. Ogawa Coffee.
After a brief walk, he arrived at the tiny cafe. Chase took in the rich smell

of coffee. The little shop had wooden boxes filled with beans. The boxes had
tiny windows so that you could see what you were getting. Plastic scoops and
bags. It reminded him of the gourmet coffee shop his mother had loved in
Tysons Corner when he was growing up.

“Mr. Manning?”
Chase turned to see a Japanese man standing behind him. Medium build,

jet-black hair. He looked like the picture he had been shown two days ago in
Langley. Then again, half the people here looked like that picture. Was it
racist to think that?

Chase stuck out his hand. “I’m sorry. I’m going to butcher your name if I



try to pronounce it.”
“Hiramatsu. Hi-ra-ma-tsu. That’s my last name. Tetsuo is my first name.

Just call me Tetsuo.”
His English was excellent. Zero accent. Which made sense, since he had

been born in the US and had lived there most of his life. It was the CIA that
had sent the second-generation American back to the home of his ancestors.

Tetsuo Hiramatsu worked in the US embassy in Tokyo. While he had an
official title as an economic advisor, that was a cover. He had worked for the
CIA in Tokyo Station for four years now. It was his third overseas
assignment with the Agency.

A native of Seattle, Hiramatsu was an avid Seahawks fan, a third-degree
black belt in the Japanese style of karate known as Shotokan, and a recent
student of a type of car racing known as “drifting.” He had paid for several
lessons, when he could get away from his actual work.

Tokyo Station was one of the most important CIA locations in the world.
All sorts of politicians and businessmen traveled to Tokyo for legitimate
reasons. It was a great place to run an agent. And Tetsuo was running several
important assets for the Agency.

“You can call me Chase.”
“Pleased to meet you, Chase. I have to admit, I was a little worried.

Kyoto has many tourists. And I’ve been here too long—all you white people
are starting to look the same to me.”

Chase laughed. Perhaps he had found a kindred spirit.
“Would you like a coffee before we head out?”
“I would, actually.”
They ordered and took two coffees to go. Chase stirred in a sugar packet

as he followed Tetsuo out of the cafe. A Toyota sedan drove up and stopped
just in front of them. Tetsuo opened the door for Chase, and he got in the
back seat. Tetsuo sat in the front.

The driver worked for Tetsuo, Chase learned. He was one of their CIA
technical experts. His job was to do things like place listening devices in
hotels when they were surveilling persons of interest.

“Where are we headed?”
“To one of our safe houses. Susan wants you to sit in on this.” Tetsuo

sipped his coffee, looking back at Chase from the passenger seat. “I’m told
that you have made quite a name for yourself in a short period of time. You
were a Special Operations Group member until recently, were you not?”



The Special Operations Group was an elite subset of the CIA’s
clandestine services. They were the shooters. The guys who helped to provide
a more robust level of security where needed, and got sent in for the more
kinetic missions. They were seen as a supporting element to the Political
Action Group operatives—the more traditional agents who operated around
the globe on behalf of the CIA.

“That’s right,” said Chase.
“So what are you now? You still SOG, or what?”
“I don’t really think they’ve defined that. They just tell me where to go,

and I go.”
“Interesting.”
Tetsuo seemed like a good guy. But a lot of operatives had massive egos.

They had to, considering the balls it took to do what they did. Men like
Tetsuo had been like gold miners in the 1800s. They would conduct
painstaking searches for valuable locations of their precious commodity.
They took many precautions not to be observed by the competition. And once
they found a good mine, they would carefully extract every bit they could,
until it was dry. But the competition was dangerous and ever-present.

Instead of gold, intelligence operatives like Tetsuo mined information,
access, and influence. Tetsuo had an official cover. And by the code of
intelligence agencies around the world, violent action against him was off-
limits, as long as he was playing by the rules.

It was the lives of his agents—the ones that he was running—that were
really at stake. If the Chinese, or the North Koreans, or the gangsters or
crooked businessmen found out that Tetsuo’s informants were providing him
with secrets, things wouldn’t end well for them.

Tetsuo was GIANT’s handler and had been for the past four years.
GIANT had had a myriad of handlers over his long career of spying for the
Americans. But Tetsuo’s reputation for street smarts and operational
discipline had made him a top choice for the assignment. GIANT frequently
made work trips outside China. From his station in Tokyo, Tetsuo was able to
quickly and discreetly meet with him when he was in town. Every six months
or so, they would spend long evenings in quiet hotel rooms, GIANT filling
him in on insider information about the Chinese political scene and military
advancements.

It was Tetsuo’s job to protect his agents. And not just for their safety—if
they were found out, that mine of information would be sealed off, and the



CIA’s collection capability would diminish. Not to mention, Tetsuo’s career
would take a tumble. It wasn’t like Tetsuo’s goal was to get promoted to GS-
15 or anything. He had joined the CIA to serve his country, not end up a
bureaucrat. But if his agent got made, and his career suffered, Tetsuo
wouldn’t get any more plum assignments—the ones that really made a
difference. And he did care about that.

So when Susan Collinsworth had sent him a message two days ago,
asking him to allow his most valuable agent to meet with Chase Manning—
some new guy who was working out of Langley—he had rightly told her to
go to hell.

It wasn’t often that the director of the CIA got involved in Tetsuo’s
business—never, actually. But shortly after Tetsuo had told Susan
Collinsworth to go to hell, Tetsuo’s boss, the CIA’s Tokyo station chief, had
gotten a call from Director Buckingham himself. The director had ordered
them to assist Susan with whatever she needed. SILVERSMITH was point on
all things China. The message was clear: Get on board.

Tetsuo had done his homework on Manning. Oh, he realized. That guy.
The Dubai guy. Rumor had it that Chase had been sleeping with one Lisa
Parker—the Chinese mole who had sent earthquakes through the Counter
Intelligence Center—before she had gone AWOL. Poor Chase had had no
idea that she was a Chinese double agent. No one had. Another interesting
item in Chase Manning’s file was his location over the past few weeks. On
temporary assignment in Latin America. Right when all that shit in Ecuador
was going down.

Tetsuo had seen the reports. A SOCOM team had been inserted into the
Chinese camp in Manta, Ecuador. SILVERSMITH, the CIA’s code name for
the operation attempting to counter recent Chinese aggression, was assisting
the SOCOM team. Susan was in charge of SILVERSMITH.

If Tetsuo was a gambling man, which he was, he would bet money that
Chase Manning had been a part of that SOCOM group. Especially since
Manning had been a Special Operations Group guy in the Agency. All of
those fellas were taken from the SEALs and Army Delta. Tetsuo decided to
give Chase the benefit of the doubt.

Chase eyed Tetsuo as the car swerved along the narrow Japanese roads.
They raced past rows and rows of small attached homes, single-car garages
on each one. A bike lane took up a lot of the pavement.

Chase said, “How long have you been running your source?”



Tetsuo glanced at him. “He’s been with several handlers over the years.
Let’s leave it at that.”

A few moments of silence went by before Tetsuo said, “When we go in
there and speak with him, I want you to remember something. He trusts me,
not you. I’ll ask that you remain quiet while I’m talking to him. Don’t
interrupt us. He is risking his life by working with us. Chinese
counterintelligence is quite active in Japan, and they usually try to monitor
their own dignitaries when they visit. In other words, there may be Chinese
operatives trying to look for him. If anything goes wrong, the minute I say
the word, we leave. Just stick with me, don’t talk, and leave. Understood?”

“Got it.”
“If the Ministry of State Security finds out that we’re using him…”
Chase simply said, “I understand.” He knew how delicate the relationship

was between handler and agent. It was the first time he had worked with
Tetsuo. He still had to earn his trust. And this guy GIANT was a big-time
agent.

The car slowed in front of one of the identical attached homes and pulled
under the small car overhang. Chase was pretty sure that they had driven in at
least two complete circles before parking.

Chase and Tetsuo got out, but the driver stayed in the vehicle. Tetsuo
began walking along the sidewalk around the building. Chase followed him.
“We aren’t going into the house?”

“Not that one.”
Surveillance detection, Chase realized, watching Tetsuo’s eyes scan the

streets. These guys weren’t screwing around.
Chase continued to follow Tetsuo along a path that ran parallel to a thirty-

foot-wide canal. An identical pathway lay on the opposite side of the water.
Cherry blossom tree branches covered them overhead, reflecting in the still
water. They were still another month from blooming, but the scenery was
impressive. The walking path was made of square stone tiles and gravel.
Wooden walking bridges arched over the canal every fifty yards or so. There
were plenty of tourists posing for pictures.

“Nice area.”
“This is called the Philosopher’s Path. Very well known here. You should

come back in the spring or fall. It is truly beautiful.”
As Tetsuo talked, he continued to work. Scanning each passerby, each

person on a bench, each tourist with a phone—looking for anyone who might



be watching them.
“Are we black?” Chase was asking if they were clear of any foreign

surveillance.
“I think so. We’ll do this for another twenty minutes. I have a local team

helping out with countersurveillance as well.”
Eventually Chase followed Tetsuo as he veered off into a nearby

neighborhood. Homes and shops were pressed up next to each other, just like
everywhere in Japan’s urban districts. Busy streets filled with tiny cars and
pedestrians. Many were riding bikes. The two men walked up to an
unremarkable two-story townhouse. Power lines buzzed lightly overhead.

They walked into the house through a back door, not visible from the
street. A man stood waiting for them. Tetsuo introduced Chase and the man
—another member of his team. One of the only ones with access to this safe
house and knowledge of his asset’s identity. The team member didn’t smile;
he just gestured toward a pile of shoes near the door. Chase frowned and
wriggled out of his shoes. The man, Japanese or Japanese American by the
look of it, rolled his eyes and picked up Chase’s shoes, rearranging them
neatly next to the others. More Japanese culture stuff. It was a country of
obsessive-compulsive disorder patients.

“Tough crowd.”
Tetsuo smiled. “There are a lot of etiquette rules here.”
“I guess so.”
Tetsuo gestured for Chase to head down the narrow hallway. “First door

on the left.”
Tetsuo opened the door, and a diminutive Asian man wearing a suit stood

and bowed at them. GIANT.
“Dr. Wang.” Tetsuo bowed and said something in a deep, rapid flurry of

Mandarin. He gestured to Chase, who bowed awkwardly and then stuck out
his hand.

The man looked like he was in his late fifties. Maybe early sixties. Gaunt
features. Steady eyes. He bowed slightly and shook Chase’s hand, then
looked expectantly at Tetsuo.

Tetsuo said, “Let’s have a seat.”
On what? Chase thought to himself. The room was empty except for a

little six-inch high coffee table and a small green plant in the corner.
But then they all sat down on the floor—a tatami mat, he realized. Tetsuo

and the aging Chinese man sat gracefully, folding their knees underneath



themselves and continuing their conversation in Mandarin with the slightest
hint of a smile as they spoke.

Chase, an ex-lacrosse player and well-muscled man, forced himself to sit
Indian style, his knees jutting up uncomfortably. It wasn’t working. He
rearranged himself up on his knees, but then he was a foot higher than the
others. He finally sat on his butt, with his socked feet flat on the floor,
holding his knees for balance—he felt like a kindergartener.

Tetsuo glanced at him, visibly annoyed. “You alright?”
“Fine.”
He sighed and resumed conversing in Mandarin. Issuing an apology for

his idiotic American friend, no doubt. Who the hell sat on the floor? And how
were they both able to fold their legs so effortlessly? Didn’t they have groin
muscles?

A few times during the conversation, Tetsuo made audible changes to his
tone, which indicated surprise and interest. It was killing Chase not to ask
what the hell they were talking about. It had been fifteen minutes now, and he
had yet to provide a translation. All Chase could make out was the occasional
English-sounding acronym and once—he wasn’t completely sure—he
thought he’d heard them say “Jinshan.”

Finally, Tetsuo turned to Chase, his eyes narrowing. “Do you speak
Chinese?”

“No,” Chase said. “Of course not.”
Tetsuo leaned toward Chase, speaking quietly. “Then why haven’t you

said anything? What have you been doing this whole time?”
“You said to be quiet,” Chase whispered back.
Tetsuo looked at Dr. Wang, who smiled. Tetsuo looked pained. “Forgive

us. We will continue in English, if you please.”
Chase reddened.
“Dr. Wang is here in Japan with a Chinese envoy, accompanying

Secretary Zhang, whom he works for. President Wu has decided to make
Cheng Jinshan and Admiral Song’s trial public, as a way to provide
maximum impact in reducing Jinshan’s power.”

Dr. Wang said, “He hopes this public trial will serve as a turning point.”
Chase said, “The two are in jail.”
“Yes, but unfortunately, Jinshan still wields influence. Jails for the

Chinese elite are not the same as jails for the commoners, I’m afraid. Jinshan
has many friends, even now. But Secretary Zhang and President Wu are



working to curb that remaining power.”
Tetsuo turned between Chase and GIANT. He said, “Dr. Wang, we are

concerned that some of Jinshan’s military plans may still be in motion. What
are you seeing on your end?”

Dr. Wang said, “Secretary Zhang and President Wu have been forced to
send out inspection teams to various locations. Men that they trust. Because
like you, we are also getting reports that Jinshan’s men are still operating
under his separate instructions.”

“What have the inspectors seen?”
“Nothing that provides evidence of a continued conspiracy. Each place

they go, teams loyal to Jinshan or Admiral Song are there already. Records
have been cleaned up. Factories and military bases made to look appropriate.
Without Jinshan tried and convicted, he is too powerful to entrap. All we
have are rumors and secondhand reports.”

“Well, what do those say?”
GIANT’s face went dark. “That the island is still operational. That

factories in Guangzhou are pumping out militarized shipping containers. That
the air force has been training for a classified mission. That some of our most
elite special operations groups are at a secret base in Liaoning—training for a
mission that Jinshan commissioned.”

Chase had read the reports while at Langley. This was what they were
hoping to find out about.

“What are they doing at Liaoning?”
“We don’t know. But my sources tell me that it is very important to

Jinshan. There are two locations that seem to be central planning centers for
his operation. The island is one. The special operations training camp at
Liaoning is the other.”

Tetsuo said, “Dr. Wang, how is it that you don’t know if any of this is
true or not? Why haven’t your inspections identified—”

Chase saw a flash of frustration. “Excuse me, young man, but things are
not so simple right now. The Chinese people are angry, and so are many of
the politicians. There are some who say that Jinshan was the one who was
protecting China from Western hostilities. Many military leaders and
politicians are openly supportive of Jinshan, even now. Others pledge loyalty
to Wu, but we suspect they are secretly working for Jinshan. It is difficult to
know who can be trusted in this environment. As head of the Central
Committee for Discipline Inspection, he helped to place many of these



politicians in their current roles. And do not forget, Cheng Jinshan controlled
much of the censorship for state media.”

“Controlled or controls?”
GIANT shrugged. “Who can say for sure? But if you control the

censoring agency, you control the message. You shape opinions. There is a
great anti-Western sentiment among many Chinese right now. It is not easy to
choose the unpopular path in a communist state. The populace gets their news
and opinions from social media and state news on their phones. The 3PLA
has programs that control what articles are posted and shared on these
platforms. Guess whose company monitors those programs?”

“Jinshan.”
Wang nodded. “President Wu was wrong to trust him. The Central

Committee allowed Jinshan to become too powerful. Now, we are all paying
the price.” He paused. “But there is something else. Another reason that it is
hard to know whether Jinshan’s operations are still being conducted.”

“What reason is that?”
“Cheng Jinshan practices compartmentalization to the extreme. He

segments up his teams and decentralizes command. Apart from Jinshan,
Admiral Song, and Lena Chou, there were almost no personnel—at least that
we are aware of—who were versed in all of Jinshan’s day-to-day operations.”

“So you have Jinshan and Admiral Song.”
“They are not cooperating.”
“What about Lena Chou? Do you know where she is?” Chase said,

leaning forward.
Dr. Wang looked confused. “You haven’t heard? Lena Chou is dead.”
Chase felt oddly numb. While he no longer harbored the same feelings for

Lena Chou that he once had, the news was shocking.
Tetsuo glanced at Chase, then said, “This is the first we are hearing of

this. Can you elaborate?”
Dr. Wang went on to tell of a Chinese satellite intercepting a radio

transmission in the Eastern Pacific. The intelligence organization concluded
that Lena Chou had attempted to escape from Chinese military police by
hitching a ride out of the region with Colombian drug smugglers.

Wang said, “There was some sort of gang war between rival smugglers.
A gunfight on the boat. It is our understanding that Lena was killed on board.
This is the information we have received from the Colombians, and…”—he
looked embarrassed—“and by looking at reports from your own agencies.



Your Coast Guard is investigating the matter.”
Tetsuo and Chase looked at each other. Chinese cyberoperations were

reviewing US government reports in search of Lena Chou.
Tetsuo said, “Do you have any way to verify that she is really dead?”
“Chinese intelligence is attempting to do so now. Secretary Zhang and

President Wu had seen Lena Chou as a potential ‘star witness’ in the case
against Jinshan. Although she would not be likely to testify against him, the
information that she knows could be very useful as we put a stop to any of
Jinshan’s ongoing plans.”

“And now?”
“If Lena Chou is truly dead, this will be much more difficult, for reasons

already stated.”
Tetsuo looked frustrated. “Is there a way that you can get us more solid

information on these rumored military training operations?”
GIANT looked unsettled. “I have given this much thought. If I were to go

myself, under the authority of Secretary Zhang, perhaps I could inspect one
of the two locations—either the camp at Liaoning or the island.”

Tetsuo shook his head. “That sounds too dangerous. You shouldn’t be the
one—”

GIANT held up his hand. “The inspectors we are sending are turning up
nothing. No one wants to stick their neck out because Jinshan is still too
dangerous. But he will go to trial soon. His power will recede. If I could
conduct a surprise inspection during Jinshan’s trial, then I could provide you
with the information which you desire. I could tell you how deep his
conspiracy goes. And whether there are any remaining military plans in
progress.”

Tetsuo looked at Chase, who nodded. “Okay. Thank you, Dr. Wang. I
will speak with my superiors and get their thoughts. I will meet with you
once more tomorrow evening.”

After transmitting their reports to Langley that evening, Chase and Tetsuo ate
dinner in Osaka.

“You drinking?” Tetsuo’s mood was much more light-hearted now that
the work was done. They sat on pillows on the floor, thin wooden walls on



three sides giving them privacy. An open curtain revealed dozens of similar
tables. Well-dressed Japanese businessmen and women, done with the day’s
work at the early hour of 10 p.m., were out on the town, ready for cocktails
and fine cuisine.

Chase’s legs were once again squeezed at impossible angles underneath
the table—it couldn’t have been more than a foot off the ground. Why didn’t
they use chairs in this country?

“I think I’ll need some alcohol to get over the pain in my legs from all
this yoga you people have been making me do.”

Tetsuo smiled. “So I take it you’ve never been to Japan.”
“Never been to Asia, actually. Well, not this part of Asia.”
“You’ve been in the sandbox, though, right?”
“Yeah. Spent all my operational time there with the teams and then with

the Agency.”
“Teams? Like, the SEAL teams?”
“Yes.”
“Nice. How does this compare?”
“This? This is very different. But it’s interesting work, and I’m trying to

learn as fast as I can.”
The waitress came and Tetsuo ordered for them. Chase had looked at the

menu, but everything was in Japanese. A minute later she brought two frosted
mugs and filled them with bubbling golden lager. The bottle said Asahi.
Chase took a sip and gave a nod of approval.

“Cheers. Welcome to Japan.”
“Thank you. I was worried you were going to make me drink sake. I’ve

had that. Don’t care for it much.”
“No, actually, we start with beer here. It is the Japanese way.”
The waitress came back a moment later and laid down a cubic stone that

looked like a miniature castle tower. She lit the gas flame in the center of the
stone and placed a metal grate on top. Next she placed a plate of assorted raw
seafood on the table. She then smiled, bowed, and left them.

Tetsuo said, “You gotta use your chopsticks and just place the meat on
the grill. Let it cook for a minute and then eat. We’ll have several courses, so
save room. The best stuff is coming later. The Kobe beef is unbelievable
here. They just give you little morsels, but the way they cook it, and the
quality—it wins awards.”

Chase fumbled around with the chopsticks and eventually got a few



pieces of a translucent white meat on the grill. “What is this stuff?”
“It’s the fin of a ray.”
“No shit? Like a manta ray?”
“Yeah. Or maybe a stingray. I forget. But it’s really good.”
Chase sipped his beer while he let the ray cook. “How about you? What’s

your story?”
“I entered the Agency right out of college. My fluency in Japanese and

Chinese helped. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I love it. There’s nothing
better than this game, I tell you what.”

Chase gripped a piece of cooked ray with his chopsticks and brought it to
his mouth, taking a bite. “Damn. That is pretty good. It’s like salty beef
jerky.”

“That’s a great description. Never heard that one.” He took another gulp
of beer, finishing his glass. He signaled the waitress to come over and
ordered another round.

After she left, Tetsuo lowered his voice and said, “So we’ve shot off our
reports to Langley. We’ll wait and see what they want to do next. But my
guess is that they’re going to want exactly what we asked for. Details and
verification.”

Chase nodded. “Let me ask you something. You’ve had to learn about
Cheng Jinshan, and you know the Asian geopolitical scene. What do you
think is going on over there in Beijing right now? What’s going to happen
with Jinshan’s trial?”

The waitress returned and brought two more beers. They waited until she
departed before continuing their conversation.

Tetsuo said, “I’ve never seen it like this before. My sources in China say
that they’re cracking down on religious groups, and on the information that’s
filtering to their people, like never before. This anti-American, antireligion
kick is pretty scary. They’ve always leaned atheist, from their communist
roots. But China has a lot of traditional religions that influence their people as
well. Taoism, Buddhism. This antireligion thing is different. It’s more like a
nationalist sentiment than anything. Our analysts say that a lot of it stems
from a big social network and news media propaganda push. But it’s hard to
gauge how prevalent the feeling is without being on the street.”

“But we must have a lot of agents there, right?”
“We do. And we do get reports. Anecdotal stuff. But honestly, China has

spent the last decade purging our agents over there. It was pretty bad there for



a few years. We’ve had to rebuild our network from scratch. And it’s really
dicey trying to gain access to their political and intelligence mindset.”

Chase said, “What’s your opinion?”
“Me? Shit.” He took another swig of beer. “This could be the conflict that

shapes the next few decades. America and China have coexisted and
mutually benefited from each other. But now that China is becoming more
wealthy and powerful…”

“And what about Jinshan?”
“I just don’t know, man. But if they’re dragging him out in front of

everyone for a public trial, I would think that his time is coming to an end.”
Chase felt a buzzing in his pocket. He pulled out his phone. It was a CIA-

issued smartphone, with little capability other than sending and receiving
encrypted phone calls and text.

CONTACT SILVERSMITH FROM SECURE LOCATION ASAP
Tetsuo saw his look. “What’s up?”
“Tell them to hurry up and send the Kobe beef. We gotta go.”

Susan and General Schwartz gave Chase and Tetsuo the details of the brief
on video conference. A slightly buzzed Chase noted that his brother, David,
was also at the table. An almost imperceptible nod between the two brothers
was transmitted thousands of miles across the world on fiber-optic cables that
had been specially laid by the NSA over a decade ago.

David looked good, Chase thought.
Susan looked worried. “I realize that parts of what I’m about to say will

be highly unusual. But we commend you both on your recent operational
achievements and are confident that you’ll be able to make this work.”

Outlining the plan took a little over an hour. It would involve
coordination between an Air Force B-2 Spirit crew stationed at Guam,
members of the 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment–Delta (known
more commonly as Delta Force) stationed in Korea, and Chase.

Susan said, “We evaluated GIANT’s proposal that he be the one to
inspect the camp. Frankly, we thought that was too risky. We would use
GIANT only as a last resort.”

Tetsuo said, “Understood.”



They spoke for a few more minutes, going over timing and some of the
details of the plan. When the video conference ended, Chase turned to
Tetsuo. “So I guess I’ll be going to China.”

Shortly after their video call with Chase and Tetsuo, Susan hit David
Manning with a new assignment.

“The Chinese think Lena Chou is dead.”
David nodded. “I read the report that they sent this morning.”
“And if you believe that, I’ve got a used car to sell you.”
“What are you talking about?” David asked.
“Come on, I’ll show you.” She walked into one of the enclosed huddle

rooms in the CIA headquarters. One of the senior analysts was already in
there.

“Last week we received a report from the NSA. They picked up a radio
transmission matching Lena’s voice ID.”

David said, “Yeah. Near Ecuador. I remember.”
The analyst shook his head. “Not near Ecuador. Further north. Several

hundred miles north.”
David looked at Susan, confused.
She was nodding. “Turns out that the most likely source of the radio

transmission was a seized Colombian narcotics transport vessel. The Navy
spotted it a few days after the radio transmission and conducted a boarding. A
Coast Guard cutter came in to take over the investigation.”

“What investigation?”
“Based on GIANT’s report and what our NSA partners are saying, this

incident has at least some in the Chinese government convinced that Lena
Chou is dead. The Chinese knew she was on that smugglers’ boat, from their
connections in Colombia. The NSA matched her voice to radio calls in the
area. If they did it, you can believe the Chinese 3PLA did the same thing. We
also believe that 3PLA hacked into and read our Coast Guard investigation
report. Here it is. There was a gunfight. Several dead. Most were found
floating in the sea. No one was alive on board. Lots of blood, though.”

David said, “So Lena was really there?”
The analyst said, “We do think Lena Chou transmitted from that boat.



Yes.”
“What the hell was she doing there?”
“We don’t know. But as GIANT reported, the Chinese government now

considers her officially dead.”
“But who in the Chinese government?”
“Exactly. This report came from a source close to the Chinese president.

We think that means that people aligned with him are being led to believe
that Lena was killed on this drug boat, while trying to escape.”

“But you don’t believe that?”
“No. This is classic deception. Rule number one: if there is no body,

consider your target alive.” Susan stood.
David said, “What do you want me to do?”
She smiled. “Figure out where Lena went, and what she’s up to now.”
David nodded. That day, he connected with different members of the

SILVERSMITH team—including representatives from the FBI, Homeland
Security, and the NSA. He ran the facts by them, gathering their thoughts and
asking them to put out alerts to their agencies.

The next day, they caught a break. David gathered Susan and General
Schwartz to show them what they had found.

“Last week the US Navy and Coast Guard conducted a joint boarding on
a vessel about a hundred miles off the coast of Central America. Drug
smugglers use standard lanes coming up from South America and into
Mexico, and we think this was a mothership. This particular mothership was
empty, except for one dead body. But the forensics analysis now shows that
at least five people were killed there. There is signals intelligence that
suggests Lena Chou broadcast a radio transmission from that vessel.”

Susan waved him on. “We know. We know. So…”
David held up his hand. “Here’s the new news. You’re familiar with a

man by the name of Charles Beulah?”
General Schwartz and Susan both shook their heads. “Never heard of

him.”
“Did you hear about a religious fanatic in Oklahoma who is missing after

they found his wife dead in their home?”
General Schwartz frowned. “I think I read something about that. Saw the

headline…”
The NSA analyst in the room spoke up. “Chinese social network bot

farms have been plastering this guy’s name up—”



David interrupted. “Can you explain what those are, for those who might
not be familiar?”

“Sure. Governments like Russia and China sponsor bot farms—”
David said, “Start with bot.”
The analyst looked annoyed. “Bot. Robot. A bot is a software program

that automatically performs a certain task. Like an automated response for
your email. But bots can get a lot more advanced than that. Foreign
intelligence services will create fake profiles on social media. They will
program these bots to post or relay information from each of these fake social
media accounts—this acts to amplify a certain message.”

General Schwartz said, “Pardon me, I’m just an old soldier. Posting
online for everyone to see isn’t really my style. I don’t have, nor do I want, a
Facebook account. So my question is, does that really work?”

David said, “The bot farms can control millions of fake social media
profiles. To answer your question, sir—yes. We’ve done studies that show
how they really do influence people’s opinions. These fake accounts look and
behave like real people. And with the way these social networks are set up—
especially in China, where the government controls everything—the effect is
that your average user believes that an idea or article is very popular. This
idea of appearing popular is very important in shifting people’s opinions. I
mean, why else would companies spend billions of dollars a year on
marketing, if it didn’t work?”

Susan said, “Marketing 101. If you want to influence people to think a
certain way, convince them that everyone else likes what you’re selling. So
these bots in China are amplifying certain ideas?”

The NSA analyst nodded. “Yes. They have been talking a lot about anti-
Western and, in particular, anti-religious themes lately. This guy Charles
Beulah is a popular target.”

“Why?”
“Because he’s nuts. Or at least, that’s the way the Chinese websites are

portraying him. He’s well known there in some circles. He proclaims to be
pro-America and pro-Christianity. But some of his views are way out there,
and he’s obsessed with China. His website talks about how he wants the US
to use drones to kill Chinese politicians, for example.”

“Okay. And this guy just went missing?”
David said, “Yes. A local relative drove to Beulah’s house and found his

wife dead inside the home. Beulah hasn’t been seen since. The



SILVERSMITH team gets any news and intelligence bulletins that might be
related to China. This one crossed our desk, but at the time we didn’t think it
was relevant.”

“But?”
“I asked the NSA to focus some of their more sophisticated surveillance

programs on that area, to see if anything pops up related to Lena Chou.”
The NSA analyst tapped on his computer and an image appeared on the

screen. It was a white van. The resolution was good, but the van was a bit
blurry. “Sorry that the picture isn’t perfect. This was taken from a home
security camera one mile from the Beulah residence, the same day that the
coroner’s office says the wife was killed.”

In the passenger seat of the van sat a woman. Long black hair flowed
down from her head, covering half her face. From what was visible, she
looked Asian.

“You think that’s Lena Chou?”
“Yes.”
“That would never hold up in court. It’s not clear enough.”
“I wasn’t aware that was our standard.”
“It’s not. Good work.”
General Schwartz leaned forward, his hands on the table. “Am I thinking

about this right? What are we saying here? That Lena Chou murdered the
wife of this religious activist?”

David said, “Correct. And she didn’t act alone. The bullets found on the
drug smugglers’ boat were fired from weapons favored by Chinese navy
special operations. And someone is driving her in that van. Looks like an
Asian male, about twenty to thirty years old.”

“So Lena and a Chinese special operations unit murdered people on a
drug-smuggling boat in the Eastern Pacific? And this same unit murdered
Chuck Beulah’s wife—inside the continental United States?”

The FBI representative said, “That is one possible conclusion, yes. We
don’t have hard evidence that Lena Chou and/or any other Chinese nationals
were involved in the Beulah shooting.”

General Schwartz said, “But this Beulah religious activist guy is missing.
And Lena Chou is still missing.”

“Presumed dead by the Chinese.” Susan added.
“So where the hell are they now?”
Susan shook her head. “This is sloppy. Why use Chinese weapons on the



drug-smuggling boat? And why wasn’t she more careful not to get
photographed? The woman is a trained intelligence operative, wanted by both
China and the United States. But she’s driving around riding shotgun in the
middle of Oklahoma?”

David said, “To be fair, no one was looking for her there. But that part
concerns me too. My only thought is that she isn’t worried about
repercussions from the United States.”

“But why? We’ll bring this evidence to the Chinese. President Wu has
been very cooperative. He’s going to agree with us that—”

A sharp knock on the door interrupted the meeting.
One of the other SILVERSMITH team members cracked it open and

stuck his head in. “Sorry to interrupt, but you guys need to turn on the news
immediately…”
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ena Chou’s caravan of vehicles came to a halt just outside a towering
building in central Beijing. Her long black hair swung back and forth as

she walked up to the chief security guard on the Chinese presidential detail.
He recognized her on sight.

“Good morning, Miss Chou.”
“Good morning. Everything set?”
“As you have instructed us, ma’am. The streets have been cleared for two

blocks around this position. All security cameras have been shut off.”
“Excellent work.”
She turned back towards her vehicles and nodded her head. Doors

simultaneously opened, and men in suits identical to the presidential guard’s
got out of the vehicles. The rear door of one of the SUVs was opened, and a
body bag removed. Two men carried it tucked under their right arms.

There were more than a dozen of them in all. Each carried a black duffle
bag filled with clothing, weapons, and equipment.

They stood in the lobby, waiting for the elevators to come down. No one
spoke. The group was one of Jinshan’s “wet” teams. They were the cleaners
—the mechanics who sought out and killed informants and spies of foreign
governments. They also took part in assassinating rival businessmen and
politicians when Jinshan required it. They specialized in making it look like
an accident.

But today was unique, even for them.
A ding announced the opening of the elevator door. Five of the men

stepped inside and took the elevator up to the floor just below the penthouse



suite.
Lena rolled her eyes. She was spoiled from years of work outside of this

country. Elevators in China were known for being extremely small. Because
the elevators were so tiny, and the building so tall, this process of getting her
men up the building took several minutes.

Once gathered on the floor below the Chinese president, Lena and the
others conducted their final stages of preparation. They retrieved specially
tailored clothing from their bags and began putting it on—white tunics with a
bright red cross painted on both the front and back. Matching masks with
little slits in the eye and mouth areas.

“Everyone ready?” Lena asked.
Nods all around.
They looked ridiculous, wearing sheets over their heads. It looked like

some type of cult. But from her time in the US, she knew that the outfit had
been designed to resemble that of the KKK, a fanatical hate group that
claimed ties to Christianity. In all of Lena’s time in America, she had never
met anyone in the KKK. And her experience with Christians had been
unremarkable. But as Jinshan was always saying, truth was malleable. What
mattered was what Chinese commoners would believe, after today.

“Follow me.”
The group took the fire escape stairway up the final flight of stairs. Masks

on. Weapons out. Lena was the only one who hadn’t bothered with a mask
yet. She might be caught on camera. But no one would be investigating the
matter other than Jinshan’s loyalists, and they would quickly find out, if they
inquired, that Lena wasn’t to be investigated.

The presidential guards in the hallway saw Lena coming. One whispered
something into his cuff, and they began walking away from their posts.

It was remarkable. Even she couldn’t believe how Jinshan’s fingers had
infiltrated that section of the government. But everyone had a price, a desire,
a fear. Everyone had a motivation—something that Jinshan the artist could
use to mold the world into his vision.

The penthouse door opened and several more presidential guards left,
hurrying down the hall, opposite Lena and her approaching troop.

Lena and her team of white-sheeted and armed men entered the
penthouse.

“What is this?”
There he was. President Wu. His eyes widened as he saw the white-



masked men fanning out throughout the spacious living area.
“Where are my guards?” His words were directed at her, the first hint of

fear in his tone.
Lena said, “They left.”
She stood in the center of the white marble entranceway, thick columns

rising up on either side of her. She was a picturesque statue, all at once
beautiful and grotesque. Her dark eyes and sharp features would be the envy
of any runway model, but for the scars.

A flash of recognition hit the president as he stared at her. One of Lena’s
men grabbed hold of him.

Two screams came from the bedroom. Seconds later, her men emerged,
holding the president’s wife and daughter kicking and screaming in their
arms.

Lena focused on the daughter. She was only fifteen or sixteen, by the look
of it. An odd feeling came over Lena. Maybe it was that ridiculous discussion
with Natesh, about how some people weren’t meant to see certain things. But
she felt sorry for the girl. Lena decided that the daughter didn’t need to be a
part of this.

“Tie the daughter up and place her down in my vehicle.” No one
questioned Lena’s orders. Two of the men left with the teenager, who was
whimpering now but didn’t put up a fight.

President Wu said, “You are Lena Chou. Jinshan’s agent…”
“I am.” Her eyes were unblinking.
“Jinshan—is he what you are here for? Is his freedom what you are trying

to accomplish? You are going to hold us hostage for his release? Miss Chou,
this tactic is not in your best interests. Jinshan’s fate and yours are not tied
together. Please reconsider before…”

Lena’s lips formed a thin smile as she studied the president. Leader of
one point four billion people. And now that his life was in danger, he flew
back to the familiar. Calculating and probing. The master politician. Trying to
find weakness and motive in his opponent.

But Lena had realized long ago that famous politicians and celebrities
were often nothing more than propped-up machinations, created by publicity
studios and marketing firms. Without their makeup and their carefully crafted
speeches, they were nothing. Lena was unmoved by his words.

“Sit them down,” she said to her men.
They forced President Wu and his wife onto one of the couches. The wife



was near hysterical. She wouldn’t stop screaming.
Lena sighed. “Gag her, please.”
One of her men stuffed a rag in the woman’s mouth and used tape to keep

it in there. The wife looked like she was choking at first but then calmed
down, breathing through her nose, closing her tear-filled eyes as if she could
wish this all away.

Several of her men began removing equipment from silver cases. They
set up cameras and microphones. A tripod was placed ten feet in front of the
couch, and then a camera placed atop it.

President Wu was red-faced. “I will not release Cheng Jinshan. And my
guards will be here soon. They will—”

Lena stood tall in front of the president. “Your guards left voluntarily.”
He stopped speaking at that. While he had seen his presidential security

detail depart, he hadn’t thought about the implications until now. His eyes
lowered, a wave of defeat washing over him.

“We don’t want you to release Cheng Jinshan, Mr. President.”
He looked up at her, confused. “Then what do you want me to do?”

Lin Yu stood behind the counter of his uncle’s small electronics store in
central Guangzhou. He ate a lunch of reheated noodles with steamed
vegetables. He used one hand to take another bite with his chopsticks while
using the other to scan the social media feed on his phone.

His shop was empty, as usual. Beneath his elbows was a glass display
filled with rows of cell phone parts. Memory cards. Screens. Microchips.
Some of the big cell phone suppliers were located nearby. Lin Yu’s store sold
spare parts and secondary items from those plants. The manufacturers got rid
of parts that they didn’t need and reduced their overhead. Everybody won.

Except for Lin Yu, working in this dead-end job. Entire weeks would go
by without a single customer. Then the floodgates would open as buyers
came in from all over the world, here to find bargain prices for their
companies. Lin Yu’s uncle would show up on those weeks. He would take
out his calculator and bargain with the men on prices and quantities. The
purchasers would use the display cases to point to which item they were
interested in. The quantities were often astronomical during those busy



weeks. But during the dry season, as Lin Yu called it, manning the store was
a dreadfully boring task.

However, Lin Yu needed a job. He couldn’t go home during the day. He
still lived with his parents. And the longer he was there, the more likely his
mother would be to drive him towards insanity.

All the woman talked about was him finding a woman to marry so that
she could have a grandchild before she was dead. She wasn’t fifty years old
yet and she was talking about her own death. More likely, she just used the
all-powerful bargaining chip that all mothers possessed—guilt.

It wasn’t Lin Yu’s fault that he couldn’t find a girlfriend. It wasn’t like he
was uninterested. It was just slim pickings.

One of his friends had forwarded him an article last year that said China
had thirty-three million more men than women. His friend had meant for the
article as a joking excuse for why they couldn’t find girlfriends. But as Lin
Yu had read the article, he had been fascinated—and horrified—at the
conclusions. The article had been written by a Western journalist, and it had
been deleted on China’s Internet by the censors shortly after Lin Yu had read
it. The article claimed that the one-child policy and sex-selective abortions
had driven the gender disparity in China. At the height of the problem, in the
early 2000s, there had been twenty percent more male babies being born than
female.

“Hey, Lin Yu. Get any customers?” His friend who worked at a similar
shop down the hall stood in the doorway.

“Nothing. You?”
“Nah. This week will be sleepy, I think. I’m off now, though. Done for

the day. I have to go help my mom with something.”
He grabbed a snap pea from Lin Yu’s lunch.
“Hey, stop it—come on.”
“Relax. Just one. I’m hungry. Hey, what are you reading? The stuff about

the navy ships?”
Everyone was talking about the recent American attacks on their navy

ships in the Pacific. It was a horrible accident. The PLA Navy ships had been
on a training mission in the Pacific Ocean, but somehow an American ship
had accidentally fired weapons at them. At least, that was the story he read on
the state news.

“You know that news is all fake, right?”
Lin Yu frowned. His friend was always telling him that the news he read



was bogus. He was one of the rule-breakers. He used a VPN to dig under
China’s government-censored Internet—“the great firewall of China.” His
friend would often check out foreign news websites. And just as often, dirty
pictures of white women.

“What are you talking about?” said Lin Yu.
Feng brought up his phone and tapped a few times. “Here. See? The

British news is saying that it wasn’t an accident. They say that some of the
Chinese ships were there on purpose. And that one of our submarines fired
first.”

“What? That’s crazy. Why would our submarine do that? Tell me you
don’t believe that crap.”

His friend grabbed a noodle from Lin Yu’s bowl and held it up, slurping
it down.

“Come on. Stop that. This is my lunch.”
“It’s a good lunch.”
“What are you talking about with the navy ships?” Lin Yu didn’t believe

him, but it was still very interesting to hear about.
“Something’s going on, Lin Yu. Something big. I can feel it.” His friend

tapped his heart. “You’ve seen all the signs about Junxun, right? When was
the last time you ever heard about Junxun being held in winter? And the kids
who volunteered—they still haven’t come back.” Junxun was the Chinese
government-sponsored summer training program for all high school
graduates. Each year, millions of Chinese teens were forced to attend a multi-
week military basic training program that prepared them for military service,
in case that were ever to be required.

“What are you talking about?”
“I have a cousin who volunteered for the Guangdong Junxun a few weeks

ago. My aunt hasn’t heard from him this whole time. She wrote to the
People’s Liberation Army office where they said parents can call, but they
just gave her some line about hearing from him soon. But that was last week.
Trust me, there’s something mysterious going on, and they aren’t telling us
about it.”

“You’re a conspiracy theorist. You don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

Lin Yu’s friend rolled his eyes. “Okay.”
“Whoa. What is this?” Lin Yu held his phone so that his friend could see.
“Oh my. Is that the president?”



“What? Oh no.”
“Is this live?” His friend tapped the volume button on Lin Yu’s phone so

that they could hear what was being said.

Lena walked out on the outdoor patio and waited until both cameras were set
up inside. She savored the view, up here atop the city’s skyscrapers. They
had another camera positioned on a rooftop across the street. That one would
pick up great footage, with maximum psychological impact. It would get a
view of the open-air garden outside the president’s suite, where she now
stood, and of the ropes that were slung over the thick wooden beam atop the
tall awning.

Her men had tested this part out for hours. They couldn’t make any
mistakes here—not today. Jinshan had worked with his cyberoperators to
ensure the bandwidth could handle such a massive audience for this footage.
It would be live-streamed on all of China’s social networks and TV stations.

One of her men approached. “The cameras are rolling, ma’am. We’re on
CCTV. The newscasters have been informed. It’s time, Miss Chou.”

Lena thought about her pseudonym briefly. She could use her birth name,
now that she was back in China. But she had grown fond of the name Lena
Chou. She took in a deep whiff of the garden flowers and said, “Very well.
Let us begin.”

Her men began dragging President Wu and his wife out to the garden
area. The two of them could see the nooses swinging now, and both were
fighting mightily against their restraints. Lena walked back inside, out of
view for the moment.

“Why would you do this? Why is Jinshan doing this? Whatever he has
promised you, I can give you more.”

She stayed inside the covered area, behind the glass wall, until her white
mask was on. Then she walked back outside, speaking through the small
cutout for her mouth.

“No. You can’t, Mr. President. That’s really why we are here, isn’t it?
Few are capable of leading us to the future that Mr. Jinshan has promised.
They don’t have the stomach for it. The world is changed not by mere
politicians and statesmen, but by those capable few who build great things—



who seize power and force drastic action. China has been moving too slowly,
Mr. President. But no longer. You should know that your deaths here today
will serve a greater purpose.” She leaned in close. “I want to thank you for
your sacrifice.”

She picked up the gas canister and poured the pungent clear liquid on top
of his head. He coughed and then nearly vomited as it drizzled down his
body. His wife tried to cry out in fits, muzzled by her gag. Then she too was
doused with the flammable liquid. Lena was careful not to spill it on her own
clothing.

The nooses were placed around their necks, and the men behind them
pulled steadily on the ropes, which began raising the president and his wife in
the air. Their hands tied behind their backs, there was nothing they could do
as the ropes tightened and lifted them up. Their faces transformed into plums,
veins nearly popping out.

One of her men handed her a small lighting torch. She clicked the metal
starter, and it ignited. Their white masks and tunics, while designed to mimic
the look of the American KKK, also served another purpose. They were
made with flame-resistant material, to reduce the risk that they might
accidentally burn themselves. Lena walked up to the president of the world’s
largest country, who was now swaying on his noose, the life squeezing out of
him.

Fire would accelerate the process.
Lena held the torch to his feet and felt the familiar tingle that only

violence could bring her. She tried to conceal her bloodlust as she raised the
flame up and the gasoline ignited. She then walked over to the woman and
repeated the process.

They didn’t scream. They couldn’t. Through her white mask, two flames
reflected in her brown eyes. The burning bodies shook and then went still,
flesh melting and turning black. A violent, horrific end.

The black smoke rose up into the air. One of the burning ropes snapped,
and the president’s flaming corpse fell to the ground.

She called out, “Time to leave.”
But two of her men were coming in through the penthouse entrance,

shoving the daughter along by her arms.
“What is this? I told you to place her in my vehicle.”
One of them handed her a phone.
Jinshan’s voice on the other end. “Everyone, Lena. The daughter is the



most important piece.” She began to reply, but the line was dead. Jinshan
hadn’t spoken to her in that tone in years. She wondered which of the men
had reported her amendment to the plan to Jinshan.

Her demons twisted around inside her mind, one lusting for more blood,
the other filled with sorrow and sympathy as she looked at the poor girl’s
tears. Unfamiliar emotions to Lena, but powerful ones. The daughter was on
her knees now, reacting to the sight of her burning parents, the men trying to
control her as she sobbed and fought and cried.

Everyone, Lena.
She found herself thinking about what she had said to Natesh, only a few

days ago. We all have to do things that we don’t want to do sometimes.
Amen. So be it.

Lena walked over to the girl. Sixteen, Lena decided, not fifteen. A pink
hair tie in her hair. A silver locket around her neck.

The fire was too large for them to hang the girl like they had her parents.
Lena brought the daughter to the center of the outdoor garden, a spot she was
sure was covered well by all the cameras.

“Stay,” she said to the girl, who was looking into her own eyes. She no
longer had tears. Just a numb look of curiosity, perhaps at hearing her voice
and seeing that Lena was a woman, hiding under that white mask. Maybe the
girl was wondering what sort of monster would take part in this. What sort of
gruesome creature?

Lena pulled out a black handgun that had been holstered under her robe
and stared back into the girl’s face, feeling the cold metal weapon in her hand
and reflecting. The fires of her dead parents burned in the background,
warming them both.

You are wondering how I became this way? Scarred skin and full of
bloodlust? I was like you once. Beautiful and innocent, filled with the hopeful
dreams of the young. But then I was torn from my home and molded into this
creature that you see before you. A spy. An assassin. A warrior, fighting for
the cause. But the lies and violence have made me numb. What is good and
evil, when I have to do this?

Lena raised up the pistol and fired a single shot into the girl’s forehead.
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avid looked at the TV screen in the CIA conference room.

BREAKING NEWS: CHINESE PRESIDENT AND WIFE KILLED.

“This footage is coming to you live from Beijing. We need to put out a
warning to all of our viewers that this may be disturbing video. There have
already been two reported deaths. We’re still trying to get audio worked out
with our news bureau there, but it looks like this is some sort of penthouse—
you can see the outdoor patio. It’s a…okay, hold on. We now have our chief
Chinese bureau correspondent with us. Tim, can you hear us?”

A British-accented voice came over the TV.

“Yes, we’re watching this video with you for the first time. We do have
confirmation that the president and his wife have been killed. We are about to
see that footage. This area of Beijing is a very upscale section. And we are
being told that the penthouse suite in this building was being occupied by the
Chinese president and his family. It began as some sort of hostage situation.



The streets are being cleared and the police are on scene. As you can see, it
looks like there are several masked persons walking out on the patio with
automatic rifles. All of them are wearing white shirts with red crosses on the
front and back. And it appears that they’ve strung up some type of rope—a
noose, it looks like—over one of the high wooden beams on the penthouse
patio. Oh. Oh my.”

“Holy shit. What are they doing? Are they going to hang her?”
Susan said, “I think so. My God. That’s the Chinese president’s wife.

And that’s the president.”
They watched in horror as the two were strung up, hung, and burned.
“How could this happen?”
“Doesn’t the Chinese president have security like ours?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Then how is this possible?”
“I don’t know.”
David and his coworkers watched in shock as the violence unfolded on

TV. The newscasters provided more dialogue, trying to make sense of what
they were witnessing.

“I’m getting word from our producers that we need to cut to—okay, this
video that we’re about to show you is from a group that claims to be
responsible for what is going on. They are calling themselves the American
Christians Against China Coalition.”

The screen cut to a white man of about sixty years of age. He was sitting in
front of a bare beige background. His face was red as he spoke. The video
was clearly heavily edited, but the quotes were from his mouth.

“Someone should stop those guys! I mean they’re killing babies…I would kill
’em. I think those Chinese communist bastards who do that deserve to die… I



am a Christian…I think all atheists are going to burn in the eternal fires of
hell. Especially those in China cuz they’re killing all them Christian babies…
That Chinese president deserves to die, just like the rest of ’em. He’s part of
the problem then. Spreading atheism and killing babies. And now they’re
trying to sink our Navy ships and shootin’ down our helicopters. Damn those
bastards to hell.”

David looked at Susan. “That’s Charles Beulah.”
General Schwartz said, “The religious fanatic?”
“Yes.”
David shook his head. “This has to be set up.”
Susan nodded. She walked over and picked up her phone.
“Who are you calling?”
“I want to have some of the NSA folks put some numbers behind this. I

want to know what the Chinese media and social media are saying about all
this.”

David looked back at the screen. He covered his mouth, disturbed by the
image of two bodies swinging from a noose, burning.

“I’m not sure that you need the NSA to tell you. They’re going to be
going crazy.”

One of the people wearing a white robe walked out onto the garden area,
dragging a younger-looking Chinese woman with them.

“Who is that? She looks young.”
The person in the white robe lifted up a pistol from beneath the garment,

aimed it at the head of the young woman, and fired.
“Oh my God.” David winced and turned away for a moment.
Susan shook her head. “I think that might have been the daughter. We’re

going to need to put together a preliminary assessment of how this is playing
over there.”

Director Buckingham was in his office with one of his deputies when Susan
and David arrived.

“What are your thoughts?”



Susan said, “It’s too early to say who’s responsible.”
“Gut?”
David crossed his arms. “This sounds like Jinshan. Everything we’ve

seen from him has been carefully orchestrated. He has a talent for
manipulating public opinion.”

Susan filled the director in on the information David and the team had
uncovered regarding Lena and the religious fanatic, Charles Beulah.

“So this is the work of Lena Chou?”
“And by association, Jinshan. That’s a guess. The evidence is sketchy

right now, but we’ll obviously dig further.”
The deputy director of the CIA said, “You think Jinshan would have the

balls to off his own president? He’s in prison right now, isn’t he? How the
hell is he supposed to orchestrate anything?”

Susan said, “Sir, we have reports that he’s still been active, even while
awaiting his trial. Putting him in prison in China is like putting Pablo Escobar
in prison in Colombia. He still has access to and communication with many
of his loyalists.”

The dark blue phone rang and the director picked up, glancing at his
audience. “Director Buckingham. Yes, sir, Mr. President. I’m just speaking
with my team now.” He looked at his watch. “Very well, sir, I’ll work out
timing with the chief of staff.” He hung up the phone.

“We need something fast. The president wants an estimate on what we
think the Chinese reaction will be. I assume that Secretary Zhang is now in
charge over there. Please confirm that and coordinate with State to make sure
they’re feeding you everything they know. Susan, you have one hour to
prepare a brief. I want you two with me when we head to the White House.”

“Me?” David said.
“You know Lena Chou better than anyone. You two better get moving.”

David found the Situation Room utterly intimidating. He wanted nothing
more than to leave, but the importance of the conversation kept him from
letting his mind wander too much.

The president had just finished listening to Susan’s geopolitical estimate
—how China would react to the death of their president, ostensibly at the



hands of an American religious fanatic.
“So, you think that this Cheng Jinshan might be responsible for this? And

what—they decided to blame it on religious extremists?”
“Not just any religious extremists, sir. Christian extremists. Americans,

specifically. We think that was very purposeful. This particular man who the
Chinese are holding responsible has been vilified on Chinese news media
sites for several weeks now. Just before this meeting began, I saw that the
Chinese state-sponsored news is now showing an image of Beulah’s corpse at
the crime scene in China, supposedly shot by police. But based on our own
initial investigation, we suspect that this may be a ploy. We think that
Chinese agents may have taken that religious fanatic from his home and
brought him to China. It’s possible that this is another deception created by
Jinshan.”

The president raised an eyebrow. “Why? I mean, why a religious
fanatic?”

Susan said, “Sir, it’s possible that Jinshan’s war plans are still being
executed. In their Red Cell operation, when they created their set of
psychological warfare plans, one of the objectives was to sufficiently
motivate the Chinese people.”

“Motivate them to do what?”
David said, “To want to go to war with America, sir. The Red Cell was

looking for social or cultural issues that would help drive a wedge between
the two countries. Religion was it. We looked at polling. In 2016, over
seventy-three percent of the United States identified as Christian. Eighty-two
percent identified as religious. In China, while religion statistics are hard to
accurately measure, the polls we looked at were flipped. Between fifty and
ninety percent of Chinese citizens were not religious. And only two percent
were Christian. Those who do practice religion in China do so with the
government carefully watching the churches.”

“So what’s the idea? Make the Chinese people hate Christians? Make
America into a Christian boogeyman?”

“Pretty much, Mr. President.”
He looked at the director of the CIA. “What’s your take? Would that

strategy work?”
“Mr. President, at this time, we’re just trying to confirm whether or not

Cheng Jinshan had a part in this. But it fits with his profile. He has enormous
influence over the Chinese government’s communications tools—its media



messaging. This Christian extremism angle could be a very effective
cornerstone for a propaganda campaign—one designed to rally a country to
war.”

The acting National Security Advisor said, “But Jinshan is supposed to be
on trial, right? Is that still happening?”

“We believe so, yes.”
The president said, “Let’s pretend for a moment that Jinshan is continuing

his war plans—are we seeing other signals that are consistent with a war
drumbeat?”

Director Buckingham said, “This is the other item that we need to
discuss. While we are seeing coastal military activity and Chinese naval
activity decrease, we’re still seeing a flurry of movement with the Chinese
army and air force at bases located several hundred miles or more inland. Our
analysts are in disagreement over what this means. It could be that the inland
military activity is unrelated, and that the coastal and naval military activity is
them complying with our demand that they stand down after last week’s
hostilities.”

The president said, “I’m guessing that I’m not going to like the other
theory, am I?”

“No, Mr. President,” said Director Buckingham. “Sir, the other theory
involves electromagnetic pulse weapons.”

The president closed his eyes for a moment and then reopened them,
turning to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “Let’s start talking about
how we can prepare for the worst.”

The attorney general said, “Look, gentlemen, my background is in law.
And the evidence that you’ve presented is highly speculative. Bullets at a
crime scene at sea as evidence that the Chinese military did it? A picture that
shows an Asian woman with half her face covered as evidence that the
Chinese kidnapped someone on American soil? Let’s just slow down. Yes,
there has been a tragic event that has occurred in China. But, Mr. President, if
I may…this could present us with new opportunities. If Secretary Zhang is
installed as their new president, that could be very good for US-China trade
relations. And that would mean jobs, Mr. President…”

David could see the twinkle in the eyes of both politicians. Jobs.
Approval ratings. Votes.

The president said, “General, what is your take? Give it to us straight. Is
China preparing for war?” He spoke to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of



Staff.
“With all due respect to Director Buckingham and the excellent work that

his staff has done, I would urge caution against shouting that the sky is falling
just yet. Yes, someone has just killed the Chinese president. Yes, there may
be evidence of a continued conspiracy against the United States. But I find it
hard to believe that China could be planning for a massive war without
making a much more visible footprint. I agree it would be prudent to take
precautions. But with all that’s going on in the region—including options that
we’ve discussed to tame North Korea—I don’t want to overstress our armed
forces by taking unnecessary action. Our military is spread pretty thin as it is.
And we have a strong presence in the region that serves as a deterrent to
China.”

The president said, “What’s your estimate for worst-case scenario,
General?”

“Worst case, Mr. President?” The general rubbed his chin. “Well, I was
concerned about the report I read that they were purchasing equipment for up
to ten million troops. Blood bags, I think it was. I even read one of General
Schwartz’s memos on the increased military recruitment they’ve been doing.”

“So you are concerned?”
The general took his time. “Honestly, Mr. President, I just don’t see the

Chinese military capable of long-range power projection. There are strategic
disadvantages they have, based on the makeup of their armed forces. It is
possible that if they became truly belligerent, I would say that perhaps China
finally makes a play for Taiwan. But anything beyond that is just not realistic,
in my view. A large-scale war would be settled by the US Air Force and
Navy in the far Western Pacific. Our bases in Korea and Japan, and our
carrier strike groups in the region, simply have too much firepower for them
to test us there.”

Director Buckingham surprised David by speaking. “And, General, what
if the Chinese did get past our fleet in the Western Pacific, and were able to
neutralize US and allied military forces in Japan and Korea?”

The general said, “The Pacific Ocean is very large. And we have critical
military strongholds on Guam and Hawaii. Those are very strategic locations.
Our aerial refueling program allows us to project air power all across the
Pacific. Our airborne early-warning aircraft and other radar assets provide us
advance notice should anything go wrong. As long as we have Guam and
Hawaii, and air superiority, China could never challenge American



dominance in the Pacific.”
The president said, “Thank you, gentlemen. General, please take

precautions as you see fit. But let’s not do anything that might provoke China
during an unstable transition period.”

Director Buckingham, in an unusual breach of protocol, spoke after the
president. “Mr. President, excuse me. One more question for the general.
What if, to play devil’s advocate, China were able to find a way to neutralize
all four of those locations—Korea, Japan, Guam, and Hawaii? What then,
General?”

The general let out a snort, frowning and shaking his head. “It’d never
happen.”

“What if?” the director pressed.
“Well, then, we’d be shit out of luck, wouldn’t we?”
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in Yu walked through the crowded marketplace. Carts of food and
cheap goods were stacked along the curb. Young men carrying heavy

burlap bags of produce on their shoulders hustled to restock the outdoor
shops. Mobs of people moved in and out of the street like ants. Salesmen
hawked their products. The old women bargain-hunters had made their way
down from tiny high-rise apartments, eager for their daily entertainment.
Young and old alike, their heads were buried in their mobile phones when
they weren’t actively doing anything else. The normal fast-paced bustle of
life in Guangzhou, China.

But there was something new in the crowd today. A tension that hadn’t
been there the week before. Before the president and his family had been
murdered on live TV.

People were kinder to each other. More polite to each other. More open in
their conversations with perfect strangers. “That poor girl.”

But there was something else. They were unified. Angry at foreigners,
and at the religious zealots that would attack their peaceful leader.

Lin Yu’s social network feed was a volcano of fury. People wanted
revenge on the man responsible for the terrorist attacks on their president and
his family.

But it was too late.
The police had killed the Christian terrorists as they’d entered the

building. Four white people. Americans, they said. The leader was a Christian
advocate against the Chinese government. He had posted videos online, and
everyone had been sharing them. The lunatic had called for their president to



be killed. He was obsessed with abortions and religion.
Lin Yu stopped at the market to purchase some vegetables—his mother

wanted them to make dinner. He overheard the conversations ahead of him in
line. An older woman was speaking to the owner of the small outdoor shop.

“Our poor president. And those poor women. I just hate the people that
did this.”

The store owner was nodding in agreement. “Yes. Yes. Especially for
what they did to the daughter. Crazies, all of them. Religious fanatics.”

“Have you heard that the government has started to come down hard on
the local churches?”

“Yes. I saw one two streets over. They had rocks thrown in the window.
Now, I don’t think people should throw rocks at them, but—”

“And why not?” asked the woman. “They’re responsible for this. We
shouldn’t allow them to spread their hateful message.”

The store owner shrugged.
Lin Yu said, “Sir, may I buy these?” He held up a pair of bell peppers.
The man and the woman both shot him a look for interrupting.
The woman, spurred on by Lin Yu’s impatience, finally handed the

shopkeeper her items. The owner rang her up as she continued talking.
“I hear that the daughter was being taken out of the building, but that the

religious leader—the American man from the video—he called her back in
because he wanted everyone to see her being murdered. He knew that the TV
cameras were on.”

The woman shook her head. “Despicable.”
“And the only one who is standing up for the citizens of our country is on

trial. Did you hear? Cheng Jinshan is going before the Politburo on TV next
week.”

“I have heard that. I’ve never seen them do this before. A publicly
broadcast corruption trial. They must know how much people care about the
outcome.”

The woman paid for her things and left. Lin Yu handed the man his
peppers. “Who is Cheng Jinshan?”

The store owner scoffed. “You young people need to pay more attention.
Don’t you read the news? He is a businessman who was appointed by our late
president to root out corruption in our government. And now they want to try
him for conspiracy.”

“What do they say that he did?” Lin Yu had heard of Jinshan, but he



wasn’t sure about the charges against him.
“Something about the military. He and an admiral from Guangzhou were

training to defend us against the American military. Some say that he didn’t
ask permission. And somehow the American training accident that sank our
navy ships was related to this. It’s complicated. Not so easy for a young man
like you to understand, I think. But Jinshan is a good man. He wants China to
be strong and protect itself from other nations that would see us become
nothing but their workers. You should watch tonight. Everyone else will be.”

Lin Yu paid for his food and thanked the man, heading back home.

Lin Yu sat on his couch the next morning, half-watching TV while he
scrolled through his social network feed on his phone.

“Hey, you see this?” His friend was pointing to the TV.
“What?”
“The government is looking for new employees. It will help you get

training in technology and pay for college. Good pay and benefits while you
serve your country. I think it’s some military job.”

“What, as a soldier?”
“I don’t think so. Why would they talk about training you in technology if

they wanted you to be a soldier?”
Lin Yu cocked his head, looking at the TV advertisement. He searched

for more information on his phone. “I found it online. They say you can start
work immediately. Oh, wow. They pay twice as much as I’m making in the
phone parts shop.”

His friend said, “Are you really interested?”
“For that much money? Maybe. I’ll check it out on the way to work

today.”
An hour later, Lin Yu was walking into the Guangzhou recruiting office

of the People’s Liberation Army.
A pretty woman in a green uniform greeted him at the door. “Hello! Are

you interested in signing up for our new program?”
Lin Yu pretended to be disinterested. He shrugged. “Maybe. I just wanted

to hear about it.”
The woman gently grabbed him by the shoulder, bringing him further into



the small office. There was a line of young men and women signing up at a
table on the other side of the room. Two other uniformed men sat behind the
table, smiling and helping the new recruits to fill out their paperwork.

The woman looked Lin Yu up and down. “You have graduated from
school?”

“Yes, last year.”
“You speak any other languages?”
“Just Mandarin and Cantonese.”
“Are you good with computers? Do you know how to do any

programming?”
“Not really.”
“Why don’t we have you take a short test, and we can tell you what type

of work you would qualify for? It’s fun, try it!”
Lin Yu frowned and checked the time on his phone. “I don’t know. I need

to get to work in an hour.”
The woman pulled out a chair at one of several empty desks and grabbed

a laptop that was already set up. “Here. It will only take a few minutes. We’ll
get your results and have you on your way. You might be eligible for a big
bonus if you score well. Trust me, you will want to know. Here, type in your
name to start, and your birthday. Yes. There you go.”

Lin Yu shrugged and began the test. The first question was easy. Simple
math. The woman was still standing over his shoulder. She said, “There’s a
timer in the corner. See that? That tells you how long you have to answer
each question. Okay, I’ll be back. Let me know if you finish and I’m not
here.”

She walked back to the entrance, greeting more kids as they came in. Lin
Yu was annoyed. He didn’t want to be taking a test right now. But if there
really was a better-paying job that could help him pay for university fees, he
wanted to know about it. And lately, he’d felt a sense of patriotism that he’d
never really felt before—ever since President Wu had been killed by the
Americans. And he was very tired of sitting behind an empty store counter all
day, hoping to hawk leftover cell phone parts to American suppliers in for the
weekend.

The recruiter was right; the test went by quickly. Ten minutes and he was
done. He turned around and she was leaning over him again, looking at the
results screen. He could smell her perfume.

“Oh, yes, this is very good. You have done quite well.” She smiled and



tapped him on the arm. “You should be very proud of this score. Ninety-five
percent. You are very smart.”

“So, what does that mean? Ninety-five percent?”
She took out a booklet and thumbed through the pages. “Hmm. Hmm.

Okay, yes. I think we would most likely place you in our mobility program.”
Lin Yu said, “What’s that?”
“It is for most of our best-qualified candidates. Are you physically fit?”
“Sure.”
“Okay. You will need a physical examination before we can give you any

guarantees. But…” She turned to check who was listening, then whispered,
“I’m pretty sure that this score will get you into our exceptional candidate
program.”

“Really? Do you have anything that I can read about what I would be
doing?”

“Of course.” She reached over to her desk and handed him a brochure,
opening it to pictures of good-looking young men and women in uniform.

“You would do a few weeks of accelerated training here in Guangzhou.
Then, depending on what you select after that, you might be able to travel.
Many of our recruits are promoted right away out of training if they’re smart
like you. You would probably be promoted right away. Maybe you will be
my boss someday?” She smiled.

“What’s the pay?”
“Oh, the pay is very good. Very competitive. You can find all that in the

brochure. And after you’re in your job for two years, you become eligible for
college tuition financial aid. This will help your career if you decide to leave
the military.”

Lin Yu checked the time again. “I think I need to go.”
“Sure, no problem. Just sign this form first, please. You can come back to

this address tomorrow and we can get your physical examination done. Once
you do that, we’ll know for sure about your signing bonus and how much that
will be.”

Lin Yu liked the sound of that. The only bonus he had seen in the past
few years was when his uncle had given him extra hours of work during the
busy season.

He signed the form and they said goodbye.
Lin Yu walked out the door and headed down the street.
The woman recruiter waited until he was gone and then headed over to



someone else who had just finished their test. She leaned over and looked at
their screen. She said, “Oh…this is a very good score! Ninety-five percent!”

Lin Yu had to hurry to work. He didn’t want to be late. But he had an added
spring in his step after acing the military aptitude test. He hadn’t failed to
notice that the woman who was recruiting him was somewhat attractive.
Perhaps after he joined the military—if he decided to do so—he could ask her
out on a date?

The wide road sloped down and curved around near a park, large green
willow trees providing shade from overhead. It was warm and humid, even
this time of year.

There were a lot more of the volunteers walking around, wearing those
red armbands. The armbands had Chinese characters in yellow that said
“Security Patrol.” They were just normal people. But they acted like they
were police. Stopping foreigners to check their passports. Telling people not
to take their pictures. And standing outside the churches…

There were boisterous crowds gathered ahead. At first, Lin Yu thought he
was just hearing the usual city noise. But as he passed the food carts and
outdoor markets, filled with people hawking street food and trinkets, he
noticed something else.

A temple. No, a church. There was a construction crane pulling and
tugging at the top of the church. And the crowd was chanting below. Dozens
of police were there, holding the crowd back. Even more of the volunteers in
red armbands stood behind the police. Onlookers had clustered around the
activity.

A snap from overhead, and a large wooden beam fell down to the ground.
The crane had tugged the cross down from the top of the church. It landed
with a smack and splintered into multiple pieces.

A woman thrust a pamphlet towards him. She said, “End the persecution
of Christians. They say that we are free to worship, but we are not. End the
persecution of Christians. Stop the…”

A police officer with a black club came over, grabbing the pamphlet.
“What is this? Stop what you’re doing. You are not allowed to give this out.
You do not have permission. Who are you?” He pointed the club at Lin Yu.



“No one. She just…”
The woman screamed and pointed across the courtyard as two of the

people wearing red armbands began beating a man wearing white robes—a
priest, by the look of him. The police stood by, doing nothing.

Several people had their phones out. They were taking videos. Some in
the crowd were yelling to stop, but it wasn’t clear whom they were
commanding—the police or the Christian group.

More police vehicles arrived, and the crowd spread out. Two cracks and
then tear gas canisters plummeted from the sky. Lin Yu ran away from the
scene, coughing, his eyes burning.

He arrived at work a few minutes later, out of breath and wondering what
he had just seen. He went to the bathroom and washed his eyes out in the
sink. Then he went to the shop and began speaking with the girl who was
working the shift before him.

He told her what he had seen.
“I was just reading about it.” She pointed to her phone.
“You were reading about it? Already?”
He looked over her shoulder. She was on her social network feed. There

were hundreds of comments on it, streaming in real time. Images, videos.
“It says that the church priest was breaking the law. I’m not surprised.

Those Christian churches are criminal organizations, most of them. They’re
money-making schemes. Passing around baskets for all those poor gullible
people to give away their money. I heard in school that a lot of other
governments will send missionaries here to try and hurt our own government
leaders. They don’t like how successful China has become, so they try to
infect us with their religious groups.”

Lin Yu said, “I don’t know. I knew a man who was Christian. He worked
in one of the shops here. He wasn’t so bad.”

“No way. They’re all crazy if you ask me. The Islamists and the
Christians. Anyone who thinks that some magic god is real and tells people to
kill everyone in the train station with knives should be thrown in prison. If
you ask me, I’m thankful that our police got rid of that church. I don’t want
people like that in our city.”

Lin Yu knew she was referring to the Kunming Railway Station attack in
2014. Six men and two women with connections to a Uyghur Muslim group
had stormed into a train station and begun attacking people with knives and
cleavers. They had killed thirty-one people and wounded 143.



“I need to go. Bye.”
Lin Yu waved and hopped onto his stool behind the counter. He thumbed

through his social network feed and saw news articles on the priest who had
been arrested. The article made no mention of the fact that the church had
been shut down or the cross removed. It also made no mention of any tear gas
or other arrests. It just said that the priest was a criminal and had been
arrested.

Then Lin Yu saw that he had an email from the military recruiter. It was a
confirmation of his appointment the next day. He looked up and down the
hallway outside. It was empty. He would be lucky if he got any sales over the
next six hours. He sighed. He decided that he would go to the military
physical examination the next day. What could be the harm?

Lin Yu had never felt less human than he’d felt this morning at the military
physical exam. The pretty woman recruiter had been nowhere to be seen. The
military men who helped to corral the recruits like cattle were not smiling.
They were stern and tough looking.

“What is your name, recruit?”
“Lin Yu.”
“That’s Lin Yu, Sergeant!”
“Lin Yu, Sergeant,” he muttered.
“Here are your papers. Memorize this number—this is your serial number

—and go follow this line until you get to the room that says ‘Immunizations.’
Wait there and someone will tell you what to do.” The sergeant looked at him
expectantly.

“Yes, Sergeant?”
“Go.”
He hurried off down the hall, following a series of arrows that were

painted on the floor. He didn’t need this. He didn’t want to be yelled at.
Boredom in his shop was better than being yelled at. He decided that he
would complete the physical—asking to leave would probably not be
received well—and then go home. He would never call them again. He
wouldn’t return any emails. Screw that stupid aptitude test.

“Hey, you. You have your papers?”



A man wearing a white medical coat looked at him through a window.
“Yes. Here.” He handed the thin envelope through the window.
The man looked at them and placed a stamp on the papers. Then he said,

“Come on back.”
Before Lin Yu knew it, he was rubbing his arm after getting four different

shots. Four. They hadn’t even answered him when he’d asked what they
were for. They’d just stuck him and told him to keep moving. He kept going
through different rooms and seeing different nurses and doctors. Some of
them examined his hearing, some examined his eyesight. Others asked him to
jump up as high as he could, measuring the highest place on a wall that he
could reach. Others asked him stupid questions about whether he was happy
or ever had thoughts of hurting people.

In each room were more exams, and his folder got thicker and thicker
throughout the day. Finally, he went through a pair of double doors to the
side of the building that he hadn’t been to yet.

The sergeant was there. “Lin Yu, go stand on that yellow dot over in the
corner.” He looked around and saw that there were about twenty dots painted
on the concrete floor. He went over to his. More recruits came in behind him,
and before he knew it, all twenty yellow dots had people standing on them.

They were cattle. Being checked out for any medical problems. The
sergeant was yelling at one of them for not standing up straight. Lin Yu rolled
his eyes and then caught himself. He kept a plain expression on his face.
Better not to draw the attention of this dim-witted sergeant. He didn’t care
what they were paying; he didn’t want anything to do with this mess.

“Alright, recruits, I’m going to send the first row out this door. You’ll get
your haircuts next. After that you will get bags of clothing. Then you will be
getting on a bus. Everyone understand?”

“Haircuts?” one of the boys in the front said. “I’m not getting a—”
Wham. The kid never saw it coming. The sergeant punched him right in

the gut with tremendous force. Everyone stood up a little straighter, and the
only sound was the wheezing of the poor guy who’d been hit. He was now on
his knees, holding his stomach. Lin Yu’s eyes were now wide.

“Everyone understand?” the sergeant repeated.
“Yes, Sergeant,” the group replied in unison.
“Louder, recruits.”
“Yes, Sergeant!”
Lin Yu’s pulse was pounding now. Had there been a mistake? Did they



think that he had volunteered for this? He had only signed a paper to get the
physical examination. Not for anything else.

“First row, move.”
Lin Yu was in the first row. He turned and entered the next room. There

were six empty barber chairs, each with a man holding clippers standing
behind them. Lin Yu sat down and was immediately covered by a smock. A
click and then the dull buzz of the hair clippers. The feel of it shearing his
scalp. Cold and hard. Fast and merciless. Clumps of black hair falling away
to the floor.

“All done.”
It was the quickest haircut he had ever received. He stared in the mirror,

looking shocked at the bald person who was staring back.
“Move, recruits,” said the sergeant from the door.
The next room had several other sergeants, each one louder and more

ferocious than the last. They were handing out bags of clothing and supplies.
Before Lin Yu knew it, he was lugging three heavy bags and one shoe box up
the stairs of a bus.

The bus’s engine was running. The candidates were all filing in, sheared
heads and heavy canvas bags being stuffed into the seats. A recruit sat down
next to him. It was the boy who’d been punched in the stomach. A tear rolled
down his cheek.

“What’s going on?” he whispered. “Did you sign up for this? They just
told me that this was a physical exam. I didn’t sign up for—”

“Shut up. You want to get us in trouble?” replied a voice from behind
them. “Next time, read what you’re signing. They got a lot of recruits that
way. The paper that you signed at the recruiting station was the only one that
mattered. That commits you to a minimum of two years. If you don’t serve it
out, you could face jail time.”

Lin Yu went white.
“What?” said the kid next to him. He began crying into his hands.
The bus door squeaked shut, and a sergeant yelled, “Alright, recruits, I

hope none of you get motion sickness. We’ll be heading up into the
mountains, and the road gets pretty bad. The last group puked all over the
place. Okay, bus driver, let’s go.”

The bus left the parking lot, its silent passengers in shock, each
contemplating their future.
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heng Jinshan heard the keys rattling on the outside of his prison door. A
click. Then the door swung open. A young officer flanked by two

guards walked into the large cell. Jinshan didn’t recognize the boy.
This must be it. The time had come. These weren’t the prison guards who

had ensured his stay was comfortable. These were military police who were
here to escort him to his trial.

“Please come with us, Mr. Jinshan.” The voice of a man who thought he
was in charge.

“Of course.”
He saw handcuffs in one of their hands, so he stood and turned around,

making it easy for them. They slapped on the cold metal cuffs and walked
him out through the prison hallways. Admiral Song, also handcuffed, and
another pair of guards fell in behind them. They were marched into the
military jeeps and driven away.

He had been told to expect the trial and had made sure to wear his prison
attire—a simple gray tunic and pants. He needed to look the part. The next
twenty-four hours would be immensely important.

That imbecile Zhang was Jinshan’s last impediment. A strong showing
today. A vote in front of the cameras. A speech to the people. They longed
for a strong leader to get behind after a crisis. The Chinese people were like
smoldering tinder. A gentle wind would ignite them.



Secretary Zhang looked out over the filled hall. A buzz hung thick in the air.
The front row was still empty. The show hadn’t started yet. But the audience
—hundreds of politicians and Politburo members—was seated, sharpening
their knives, waiting for blood. Zhang could feel it. He had a strong political
intuition. It was what had allowed him to rise all the way to his current
position.

Zhang, already a Central Committee member, had been made acting
secretary of the Central Committee for Discipline Inspection by President Wu
shortly before Wu had been killed. Ironically, this was the exact position
Cheng Jinshan had held until a few weeks ago. Now Zhang’s duty was to
lead the corruption and treason investigation on Jinshan.

This was what President Wu had wanted, he told himself. Sure, there
were calls to commute Jinshan’s sentence. To sweep the events of the past
few months under the rug. It was embarrassing, some of the other Central
Committee members had pointed out. And Jinshan was a powerful man. He
had many friends in the military and intelligence world. Was it wise to anger
him?

Zhang ignored this talk. This was the right thing to do. Rules were rules,
and they must be followed. Especially by the men at the top.

Besides, Secretary Zhang was worried that Jinshan was still up to his old
tricks. There was still the matter of the secret camp in Liaoning Province. It
was supposedly filled with special operations personnel, training for
something—what, he did not know.

The camp had been a part of Jinshan’s plans, Zhang knew. He knew it
because Jinshan himself had told him when Zhang had gone to visit him in
prison, trying to solve this mess. Jinshan had had the audacity to make a
sloppy pitch to Zhang to join his cursed game.

Zhang had played coy, trying to fish for information. Feigning interest to
see how deep the conspiracy went, hopeful that new information might
uncover co-conspirators who still needed purging. Zhang, like Jinshan, was a
strategist, so he had asked Jinshan strategic questions about his plans to
attack America. How would China overcome America’s military might,
Zhang had asked Jinshan?

That was when Jinshan had told him about the camp. There were teams
there, Jinshan had said. They were working on something very special. Zhang
had asked for more details, and who else was involved. But Jinshan had seen
through him. Jinshan had stopped wasting his breath, and Zhang had left the



prison.
Jinshan’s last grip on power would end with this trial. Then Zhang would

uncover the rest of the traitors and shut down any further unauthorized
military operations. It enraged him that it had to come to this. That he—the
most powerful politician in China now that Wu was dead—couldn’t fully
control his country’s own military. Zhang would finish off Jinshan—publicly
—and send a message to anyone else who dared go against the Communist
Party of China.

On the stage with him were several other key members of China’s
political and military leadership. The president’s memorial ceremony had
been held three days ago. Zhang had spoken with many of them there. None
of these men were keen on the idea of a public trial. That had been President
Wu’s idea as well—at least, that was what Zhang presumed. It certainly
hadn’t been his idea. But the wheels were already in motion. Let the people
see what Jinshan had done.

Cheng Jinshan and Admiral Song would be punished. Swiftly and
publicly. Everyone in China and on the world stage was watching this. China
as a country must separate itself from the acts of war that Jinshan had
orchestrated. The attacks in the Persian Gulf. The submarine attacks in the
Eastern Pacific. Hundreds of men and women killed. Lies. Subterfuge.
Treason.

An example must be made of Cheng Jinshan. Much of it would be
shocking to the citizens of China. They had been fed watered-down versions
of his transgressions. Not all of it would be made known here, if Zhang could
help it. But enough that they knew what kind of creature they were dealing
with.

Like many government-sponsored public events in China, great attention
was paid to theatrics. The massive hall was more than three times the size of
the American congress’s house chamber room. Members wore black suits
with ties. A scarlet carpet adorned the floor. Giant Chinese flags surrounded a
gold hammer and sickle behind the center of the stage.

The cameras were on. And although hundreds of people were present—
most of them career politicians—the room had fallen eerily silent as the clock
struck twelve. Everyone here knew Cheng Jinshan. He had been in charge of
the Chinese president’s quest to eradicate the “tigers and flies”—the
anticorruption campaign that Jinshan had actually been using to install his
own loyalists.



But now the tables had turned. Zhang would admit it to no one, but he
relished this moment. He would vanquish Jinshan. A thorn in his side for so
many years. He had always tried to position himself close to President Wu, to
the detriment of Zhang.

The large oak double doors at the entrance to the chamber opened. At
least a dozen uniformed military police marched Cheng Jinshan and Admiral
Song down the aisle. Small gasps from the audience. A few bitter looks.
Hungry eyes. The two were marched to the front row and forced to sit in
between armed military policemen. It looked humiliating. Zhang loved it.

“The Politburo Standing Committee will now hear the findings from the
investigation into Cheng Jinshan and Admiral Song. Both have been accused
of crimes against the state. They are here today facing charges of high treason
and corruption.”

Zhang listened as one of the justice officials sitting on stage with him
recited the crimes and dictated how the hearing would go. Several experts
were called on to present findings. Normally this could take hours, but since
they were on live TV, Zhang made sure that things moved along at a good
pace. The audience gave their rapt attention to every word.

Finally came the part that everyone was waiting for. While a criminal trial
could go on for weeks, Secretary Zhang felt that it would be in the country’s
best interests if this matter was resolved with extreme haste. The other
members of the Central Committee had agreed that Secretary Zhang would
have full authority to hear the summary of evidence and provide his
recommendation to the others on the judicial panel.

The judicial panel was the jury. But their vote was more lip service, as
designed. Zhang would make the recommendation of guilt or innocence first,
and then the jury would vote unanimously as he did. There would be no
dissent. After the judicial panel voted the way Zhang recommended, he
would then ratify the vote and announce a sentence. Jinshan and Admiral
Song would spend the remainder of their lives behind prison walls.

But first, there were appearances to keep up.
Zhang looked down from his perch high up on the stage. “Mr. Jinshan, do

you have anything to say in response to the evidence presented here today?”
“I do indeed, Secretary Zhang.”
Zhang frowned at the display of stubborn pride. But they were on live

camera. Let the man get out what he had to say, and then get on with the rest
of it.



“Proceed, Mr. Jinshan.”
“Today we have all heard evidence that I have conspired to increase our

military readiness, to incite war, and to defend China from our enemies…”
“The United States is not our enemy, Mr. Jinshan,” said Secretary Zhang,

annoyed.
“I disagree, Mr. Secretary. You ask if I have anything to say in response

to my charges? I will tell you. I wholeheartedly embrace these accusations. I
accept responsibility for my actions. And I suggest that the others here wake
up to the threat that approaches.”

Zhang was about to say something else into his microphone when one of
the other panelists interrupted him. “Please let Mr. Jinshan speak, Secretary
Zhang.”

Surprised, Zhang frowned at the other panel member, but relented.
“China was once the mightiest empire on earth—and she will be again.

But not under our current leadership.”
Zhang rolled his eyes and spoke into his microphone. “That’s enough.

Shut off—”
There was something wrong.
He couldn’t hear his voice being amplified over the speakers.
Zhang tapped on his microphone but heard nothing. His microphone

wasn’t working.
He jerked his head back to the side of the stage, where he knew the

auditorium director was seated in case there were any technical problems.
The auditorium director was there, sitting in front of his tablet computer,
which controlled everything—the lighting, the stage curtains, and the
microphones. But there was a woman standing over him. Zhang narrowed his
eyes. He didn’t recognize her. She was very tall and would have been quite
beautiful, if not for the scars. She was watching him closely. Zhang tapped on
his microphone and gestured for them to fix it. But the auditorium director
wasn’t making eye contact. And the woman just stared back at him, ignoring
his plea for help, a defiant look on her face.

Jinshan continued to speak. “I suspect that I am here for a reason other
than the well-being of our great country. I was in Secretary Zhang’s role not
long ago—head of the Central Committee for Discipline Inspection. It was
my job to root out corruption, and I did that well. Indeed, many of you are
here today because of my efforts.”

At that comment, Jinshan paused and made eye contact with several of



the politicians and military members on the judicial panel next to Zhang.
Zhang slowly looked to his right and left, feeling uneasy as he saw the

appreciative nods of at least half of his panel.
“But there are some among us who are so entrenched in this world of

backroom deals and conspiracy that even I wasn’t able to stop them. As we
all saw on the news recently, our beloved president and his family were the
victims of a religiously motivated attack. Hard-right-wing religious zealots.
We have suffered before at the hands of religious terrorists. But this is
something different, I am afraid. This rash of religious extremism is a new
pattern in the world. A global realignment, led by the West. These
conservative religious groups come from all over. And not just one religion,
as we saw when our president was so brutally murdered. While we once
concerned ourselves primarily with Muslim terrorism, now radical Christian
groups are infiltrating China.”

Murmurs from the audience of bureaucrats and politicians.
“And now—Chinese politics. So let me ask you, Secretary Zhang, why

am I really on trial today? Is it because I have worked with our brave military
members to protect our country? Or is it because you are motivated by
extremist religious views?”

The audience began to chatter louder.
“How many of you here know that Secretary Zhang once attended a

nonsanctioned Christian church? It is true. And in my investigations, I have
uncovered evidence that he has even met with American Christian groups.”

Zhang threw up his arms and yelled for someone to silence Jinshan. But
with his microphone off, his voice was barely heard. Zhang signaled the
security guards to stop Jinshan from speaking. They looked up to the military
general on the panel for guidance. The general next to Zhang shook his head
in response.

“What are you doing?” Zhang shouted at the general.
“Please, Mr. Secretary,” replied the general.
Jinshan’s voice was raised now. “These religious extremists—led by

America—will be our country’s downfall. They have attacked us. Attacked
our leaders. Attacked our children. They assault the very values that we hold
dear. My fellow citizens, we must rise up and fight back.”

The crowd was boisterous now. Cheers of approval. What was going on?
“I hereby call upon all members of the Chinese Communist Party to

denounce Secretary Zhang and his extremist religious views. I call upon the



panel to expel him from the Communist Party immediately, and to appoint
someone who is not associated with these anti-Chinese groups as our new
president.”

People were smacking their seats and clapping. The audience was with
Jinshan. This was ludicrous. This was supposed to be his trial.

Jinshan looked at the woman standing just off the stage and nodded. The
general sitting next to Zhang spoke first.

“While I understand that Mr. Jinshan may have not followed protocol in
his actions, I share his concerns about the direction of our country.” He
looked at Zhang. “Secretary Zhang, I am horrified to hear of your
connections to these radical religious groups. I cannot support leadership that
is influenced by our enemies. I motion that Secretary Zhang be expelled from
the Communist Party of China, and that he be taken into custody until further
notice.”

Immediately, several voices on the panel next to him spoke into their
microphones, giving their support.

The audience was cheering.
Zhang said, “This is preposterous. Ludicrous. Surely you can’t—”
The general continued, “And I call for the immediate release of Mr.

Cheng Jinshan and Admiral Song, and a full reinstatement of their titles and
duties.”

More shouts of approval.
The tall woman with long hair stood behind him. Where had she come

from? Zhang hadn’t even seen her approach. He noticed that she was
incredibly strong as she seized Zhang by the shoulders and lifted him up out
of his seat, prodding him to walk off the stage, where military police were
waiting.

Zhang was dumbfounded.
Everyone was looking at him like he was the traitor. What had just

happened? Didn’t they see? Didn’t they understand that he was the only one
who was looking out for what was right?

As he was taken away, he saw Cheng Jinshan speaking to the woman.
They were on stage, speaking with the general and other members of the
panel. Zhang passed by the auditorium director. He pointed his finger at one
of his workers and said, “Cut camera feed and audio. Mr. Jinshan wants to
see all the footage before it gets circulated.”

“Yes, sir.”
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wo days later, Jinshan walked into the conference room and looked
around the table. Dedicated eyes stared back at him. Politburo mostly,

but some military men as well. Senior generals and admirals. Some were
Politburo Central Committee members. The head of the Ministry of State
Security was present. All were loyal to Cheng Jinshan.

The others had been purged.
Shortly after Jinshan and Song had been acquitted of all charges and

Secretary Zhang removed, the Central Committee had held a vote on who
was to be their next general secretary. The vote for Jinshan had been
unanimous, and the subsequent consolidation of power had been swift.

Jinshan sat down at the head of the table. Everyone was quiet, waiting for
Jinshan to speak.

“How much has changed with our military readiness over the past few
weeks?”

The question was understood by the occupants of the room: how much
progress had been lost because of his unplanned incarceration?

General Chen spoke first, which was only appropriate. He was now the
senior military officer in all of China. Jinshan had asked his predecessor to
retire a few days earlier.

“Mr. Jinshan, very little has changed. We have continued to train and
prepare our army, navy, and air force for the next stages. While China’s
official response has been to apologize for the recent hostilities, we were able
to convince the former president that we needed to maintain a high level of
alert in case of a retaliatory response from the Americans. A separate order



chain was used to keep up pretenses prior to…”
Jinshan smiled. “Prior to my public proclamation of my innocence?”
“Yes, sir.” Uneasy smiling. Ambition and fear of retribution coated every

one of their faces. But a culture of strong central control was needed during
wartime.

Jinshan nodded. “Good. I am pleased to hear that our military forces are
making progress. They should be ready to execute with little to no notice. Am
I clear, General?” Cheng Jinshan’s appointment as the general secretary also
made him the chairman of the Central Military Commission.

“Of course, sir.”
“The Americans will likely be unnerved by my freedom and newfound

power. We will need to ease their worries, and distract them from seeing us
as their primary threat.” He looked across the room. Lena and Natesh sat in
chairs along the wall. “How has the response been, domestically?”

Lena looked at Natesh, who was standing in the back of the room. He
didn’t speak Mandarin. She quickly relayed the question to him in English.
Natesh cleared his throat. “Yes, Mr. Jinshan. The video of your…speech…is
getting extremely high views on all Chinese social media. Our bots are
amplifying the positive response. The message that Chinese citizens are
receiving is that you were unjustly imprisoned for standing up to religious
activists and wanting to defend China’s military. Polls show most citizens
believe that you desire our nation to grow stronger and stand up to oppressive
Western regimes.”

“Are the people with us, Natesh?”
“Yes, Mr. Jinshan. The data that my team has been looking at shows that

the overwhelming majority of Chinese people fully support you and your
agenda. They see China as being attacked by outside meddlers, and they see
you as a savior, sir.” Natesh’s eyes darted around as he said it.

Jinshan held his gaze for a beat longer than normal, then turned to his
generals. “We will need to act swiftly. The American military and
intelligence community will understand what this means. They will be
increasing their readiness levels. They will be making their own
preparations.”

Nods around the table.
“We have prepared for years. Soon we will act. A few more weeks at the

most. Everyone must be prepared to execute our plans immediately, when the
order is given.”



As the generals and politicians were leaving, Jinshan said, “Natesh, Lena—
please stay for a moment.”

They gathered near him and Admiral Song. Jinshan waited for everyone
else to leave before speaking.

“I thank you for the great work that you have done thus far. I fear that
there will be much more to do before we are finished.”

Neither of them spoke.
“Natesh, you seem concerned.”
Natesh glanced at Lena and then said, “Our loss-of-life estimates have

increased.”
“Have they?” The old man sat back down in his chair. Natesh thought he

looked awful. Tired eyes and sallow skin. More wrinkles and spots on his
face than the last time Natesh had seen him.

Lena said, “Natesh, we don’t need to bother Mr. Jinshan about this.”
Jinshan held up his hand. “It is alright, Lena. Too often, I am only told

good news. Perhaps if more people around me were brave enough to tell me
the truth, I wouldn’t have spent the last few weeks in a prison.” He looked
out the door as he said that, in the direction of the Chinese military generals
and politicians he was working with.

Natesh said, “It’s just that—none of this was expected. Our plans would
have been much more effective if they had been executed all at once. But we
aren’t doing that. The GPS satellites were taken out a month ago, but the
Americans are making progress towards fixing that. Their military readiness
has increased dramatically in the past few weeks. We still don’t have an
active supply chain in Latin America. And we haven’t even started our
Canadian—”

Jinshan looked up at Lena. “But as you have said, the people are with us.”
“From what I’ve seen, yes, Mr. Jinshan.”
“Then we can overcome schedule setbacks, as long as our people are

motivated.”
Natesh said, “Those people are going to find out eventually.”
“Find out what?” Jinshan’s eyes grew dark.
Natesh hesitated. “That none of this was about religion. I understand the

need to motivate them. But I worry that by not telling them the truth, we hurt
ourselves in the long run.”



Jinshan and Lena shared a look.
“Natesh, truth can be a dangerous thing.”
“A moment ago, you told me that you wished more people told you the

truth.”
Jinshan’s fatigue was gone now. He raised his voice. Just a bit, but

enough that Natesh was taken aback. “Mr. Chaudry, nothing has changed
since the moment when we met in San Francisco. Our objectives have not
changed. Our methods have not changed. The only thing that is new for you
is that you are witnessing with your own eyes what sacrifice truly means.
Bloodshed. Death. Lies. All of these things will be necessary. If you can’t
stomach it, please let us know. Did you really think that a world war would
be won in a few weeks? Did you think that a few blackouts in the United
States would allow the Chinese army to stroll in and plant a flag in
Washington? Ninety-day wars are campaign slogans. There is no such thing
as a quick and easy war—not when you take into account the occupation and
transformation of the populace. I hired you because this was a complicated,
challenging task, and you were a worthy contributor.”

Jinshan’s flash of anger sent a chill down Natesh’s spine. “I’m sorry…”
Jinshan recomposed himself, speaking in a softer tone. “There can be no

second-guessing now, Natesh. You have committed yourself to this. Soon,
my generals will give orders for a military strike the likes of which the world
has never seen. After this order is given, much of the globe will be in
darkness.”

Lena said, “Mr. Jinshan, perhaps there is a way that Natesh can support
us that is less—how shall I say—involved in the kinetic aspect of our plans?”

Jinshan looked at Lena, admiration in his eyes. “What would you
propose, Lena?”

“We have an office in Japan. Your logistics supplier is out of there. The
one who manages our shipping containers. Natesh’s talents are best put to use
in operations management. With his knowledge of our ultimate objectives, he
would be quite valuable as an embedded advocate in Japan, would he not?”

Jinshan looked thoughtful. “He could join our Tokyo embassy personnel
as soon as the war begins. To ensure his safety.”

Natesh was looking between Lena and Jinshan, not sure if this was a good
thing or not.

Finally, Jinshan said, “Go to Japan. Do our work where no one will be
looking for you. We will get you a special military assistant. They will make



sure that anything you need is done. I want you to continue to improve our
logistics. The container ships must begin their journey across the Pacific
soon. Convoys will need to start as soon as the EMPs detonate.”

“Yes, Mr. Jinshan.” His voice sounded shell-shocked.
“Now go. Both of you have a lot of work to do.”

Jinshan’s first order of business was to solidify alliances. To reassure worried
leaders that he would look out for them. He would meet the Russians again in
Beijing. Their proxies could be trusted. But North Korea was another matter.
There was only one decision maker there. And while Jinshan preferred not to
step foot in the Hermit Nation, it was a necessary evil. Flattery went a long
way with that one.

The jet landed in Pyongyang at night. Thankfully, he was met at the
airport. As requested, the North Koreans did not have any sort of welcome
party waiting. Only a seven-vehicle column of military jeeps and the Great
Leader’s personal limousines. Jinshan knew that one of the two limousines
carried a body double, a man whose sole job it was to walk around and test
the air for an assassin’s bullet. He smiled at that. What a life.

The door to the second limousine opened up, and Jinshan was asked to
walk over. He bristled at that, but obliged. Two of his bodyguards and a
translator followed. They were searched, and then Jinshan and his translator
sat inside the vehicle. Across the cabin sat the North Korean leader.

The conversation was interrupted every few seconds with rapid
translations.

“So you’ve done it, Mr. Jinshan. Or shall I say President Jinshan. I
congratulate you.”

“Yes, I have. And thank you.”
“And now you are here to make sure that I stick to our agreement?”
Throughout his career, Jinshan had conducted many a business meeting

with high-level foreign executives, often using translators. It had always
amused him when he watched the other executives carefully crafting their
questions and answers in their native tongue, only to have those carefully
chosen words butchered in the translation. Better to keep it simple.

“Yes. I have come to make sure that you are still committed to our



arrangement.”
“When do you intend for the first shots to be fired?”
Jinshan said, “That will come soon. But I would ask that you help me

with something else first. A preliminary demonstration of power. Similar to
what you are already doing.”

The North Korean leader looked surprised. He leaned forward, his double
chin becoming more pronounced. He nodded vigorously, a look of intrigue
appearing on his face.

One of the North Korean generals—looking tiny in his oversized uniform
—misdiagnosed the Great Leader’s facial expression. One could never go
wrong sticking up for the Great Leader, so the general began raising his voice
in a high-pitched protest, directed at Jinshan. The North Korean leader looked
at him, annoyed, and yelled for the general to shut up. While the scene was
amusing, if not insulting, Jinshan remained quiet. One always found oneself
walking on pins and needles in the Hermit Nation.

“Could you provide me with the details?”
“Of course. I propose that I leave a team of ballistic missile specialists

here to help your men with the technical setup. Is that acceptable to you?”
“This will be acceptable.” China had been providing materials and

expertise to the North Korean missile program for decades.
“Excellent. With regard to South Korea, you should expect further word

on timing within a few weeks.”
“You will provide me with a target list?”
Jinshan shook his head. “I am sure that you already have military plans

for such an attack on the South. I ask only that you execute the plans you
already have. We will do the rest.”

The large round-faced man nodded, a proud look displayed for his
generals. “I will lay waste to the South. It will be turned to ash.”

Jinshan could see through the act. But he wouldn’t dare to challenge the
young man. If an unstable man was doing what you wanted him to do, it was
best not to introduce any new variables into his calculations.

“And after the war is won? Our terms remain the same?”
“Yes. You will have Korea. All of it.”
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Tokyo

etsuo watched the woman at the other end of the bar. She was all dolled
up. Carefully plucked eyebrows, lots of makeup, and full breasts

pressed together by her tight-fitting black shirt, a hint of a bright purple bra
showing underneath. High-heeled leather boots. She looked like she had a
mix of Japanese and Caucasian blood, if he were to guess.

She laughed a little too loud and placed her hand on the shoulder of the
white man next to her. There were a group of them, obviously American
service members by their haircuts and loud mannerisms. Each of them stole
glances at her bosom as they drank, just happy to be off base. If they only
knew who she worked for.

This part of town was filled with bars that catered to the Americans. It
could get rowdy, especially in the evenings and on weekends. Curfews were
an on-again, off-again affair, the base commanders reacting to the latest
incidents. But women like her would always be around, regardless of the
military rear echelon’s attempt to instill good behavior among the troops
during their off-duty time. Hers was the oldest profession, after all.

But it wasn’t her only profession.
Tetsuo’s team had been watching her for a few weeks now. The orders to

take her had come twelve hours ago. The CIA was getting desperate for
information. No one knew what the hell was going on in China, and they
needed leads.

He had been advised to approach her with extreme caution. His team had



two vans outside around the corner. There wasn’t any place to park on the
street outside. A female CIA operative sat across from him, pretending to
keep up conversation.

They heard another loud burst of laughter from the group of service
members, and the woman and one of the men began walking out the door, her
arm intertwined in his, with her free hand resting on his broad shoulder. She
glanced back at the other men, giving them a wink as if to say, Maybe you’ll
be my customer next time, boys.

“You stay. Follow me after you pay,” Tetsuo said to his colleague. Then
Tetsuo whispered into his wrist microphone, “She’s on the move with the tall
white guy on her right side. They’re walking out the front door now.” He put
his leather jacket on and walked out of the bar, about ten seconds behind
them.

The whore and her mark walked up the road for a few minutes and then
veered off into a massage parlor with pictures of attractive women plastered
on the outer window. The man dug out his wallet and paid at the front door,
then the two disappeared inside. Poor stupid kid. Tetsuo hung back,
watching.

He could see one of his vans move into position at the nearest
intersection. The driver made eye contact and nodded. The female agent he
had been sitting with walked up behind him.

“How do you want to play it?”
“I’ll see if I can pay off the woman working the front desk. If I give you

the thumbs-up, get the vans right outside and use the curtains.”
She nodded.
Tetsuo walked into the massage shop and approached the older woman

sitting at the front desk. She barely glanced at him, her eyes fixed on her
phone as she asked him to choose from a menu of services. Her Japanese was
heavily accented—Korean.

“You the owner?”
She looked up at him suspiciously. “No. My husband is the owner.”
He took out his wallet, thumbing through a wad of cash. “You know that

woman that just came in? Is she a regular?”
“Yes,” the Korean woman answered, taking a few bills.
“I need to speak with her.”
“She is busy.”
Tetsuo placed his hands on the counter. “I don’t want to cause trouble.



But I don’t think that she’ll come with me unless I make her. I need you to go
in that room back there and close the door for the next five minutes. Can you
do that for me? I promise you that I won’t hurt her, and I won’t get you in
any trouble. But I don’t want anyone to see it when my friend and I take her
out. Okay?” He slid over a thick wad of cash.

She looked down at it, counting, and looked back up towards him, a
curious smile appearing on her face. “Who are you?”

“What room are they in?”
“Room four. Upstairs.”
“Is there a lock?”
“No locks. We’ve had problems with locks. Who are you?”
“Five minutes.” Tetsuo held up his hand, thumb and fingers extended.
The woman shrugged. “Knock on the door if anyone comes. And don’t

get me in trouble with the police.”
“I won’t. Is that camera on?” He pointed up at the black orb hanging

down from the ceiling.
She nodded.
“Let me see you turn it off. You can turn it back on when you come out.”
She picked up her phone and tapped a few times, then showed him the

screen as she selected OFF on the security camera’s application. Then the
woman disappeared into the back room.

Tetsuo waited until the door was shut and turned to give a thumbs-up to
his agent standing outside. She turned and gave a nod to the van, which in
turn made a call to the second van. Both pulled up close to the curb, only feet
from the door.

Then the back doors of one of the vans opened and Tetsuo’s team
members set up curtains that shielded the short path from the parlor entrance
to the vans.

“Room four, upstairs. No locks.”
The three men who moved ahead of him were members of the CIA’s

Special Operations Group. Most of these men were former special forces
guys. They had made a career of apprehending and killing terrorists. This
operation was a little different, and they had been warned. If their information
was correct, she was one of an elite group of Chinese intelligence operatives,
and she could be quite lethal.

The team crept towards the door marked with a 4. Two held silenced
pistols. Tetsuo and the other man gripped Tasers.



It happened in a flash.
The door opened, and the three professionals sprinted into the small

room. The woman was in her bra and panties, straddling the American
service member, who lay on his stomach, while rubbing oil onto his back.
She jerked her head around as the door opened, hopping off the man and
trying to respond, but they were too quick. Tetsuo’s men grabbed her,
separated her from the American man, who was yelling, and then zapped
both of them on the side. Then one of the CIA operatives removed a pair of
syringes from a case attached to his waist. Both the American service
member and the Chinese spy were injected with a solution that would keep
them unconscious for the next few hours.

The men quickly dressed the limp bodies and carried them into the back
of the lead van, where they were tied down on stretchers and carefully
monitored. The American would be dropped off with his military ID and
otherwise empty wallet just outside of the base. Tetsuo wanted it to look like
a robbery. The service member wouldn’t remember much, but his buddies
would know that he’d left the bar with a prostitute. They would assume that
she had been part of the heist.

It would make sense that she would never show up around that area
again.

The hooker was one of Jinshan’s operatives, they had learned, but she wasn’t
anything like the highly trained Lena Chou. This one was straight honey trap,
used to lure in men who might know something about American and
Japanese military movements or technology.

After they’d interrogated her for a few hours, promising her the reward of
a safe life in America, without the threat of retribution from her Chinese
handlers, she finally talked.

And she had a lot to say.
The hooker had a prodigious customer list. It included low-ranking

clientele, like the enlisted men in the bar, who had access to flight schedules
and deployment status, but also higher-ups, including a colonel in the US Air
Force who had bragged about the F-22s that were coming to his base. She
had even worked her magic on a Japanese executive who was giving her



access to AEGIS radar technology being sold to the Japanese Self-Defense
Forces. Some of the classified information these men provided was
knowingly exchanged for sex. Others were clueless as to the importance of
the details they let slip—at least, according to her.

Under normal circumstances, each one of these clients would be
investigated, questioned, and charged. But these were not normal times, and
that wasn’t what Tetsuo was interested in today. The woman was working for
Jinshan’s agents, and Tetsuo wanted to know any special instructions that
Jinshan’s office had given her in the last few weeks that might be related to
the shipping containers being managed out of the Tokyo office.

“They told you to meet someone coming from China?”
“Yes, they wanted me to keep him company.”
“Is that normal?”
“Not at all.”
“Why do you suspect they are doing that?”
“They said that his confidence is low. This man is upset about the things

he is doing. Stressed out. They thought that I might be able to help with that.
And they wanted me to keep an eye on him.”

The woman was sitting on the couch, drinking from a bottle of water. She
observed her three interrogators with careful suspicion but seemed indifferent
to the work she was involved in. As if it was totally normal.

Tetsuo said, “What were you supposed to do?”
“If the Indian-American man said anything that made me think he was

disloyal, I was to notify my handler immediately. They told me that they
were worried about him having second thoughts. They want to keep using
him. Apparently, he’s a boy genius or something. But if he’s not able to keep
working for them, they want to take care of the problem soon.”

Tetsuo’s face remained impassive at the mention of the man being Indian
American.

“Does he have a name?”
“His name is Natesh Chaudry.”
Tetsuo wrote down the name on his notepad.
The woman said, “He doesn’t know me…yet. I’m supposed to make it

appear natural.”
“Tell us when and where you’re supposed to meet him.”
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avid’s youngest daughter was staring at him from her baby seat, the
tower of plastic that rolled up next to the kitchen table, ensuring that

her head was slightly above theirs when she ate. Maybe that was where she
had gotten the idea that she ruled over them.

He had stirred together a little baby rice cereal with warm water, placing
the tiny spoon into her mouth. She just glared back at him, the sludge
dripping back out and down her chin. Not today, Dad. Nice try.

The side door to the carport opened and his wife and oldest daughter
came in. “Hello, Dad. How’s the feeding going?”

“Well…”
Lindsay made eye contact with the six-month-old, who smiled wide at the

sight of her mother. David used the opportunity to stuff a little more food into
her mouth. She made a face, but he was pretty sure at least something got in
there. Little wins.

“Have a good class?”
“Yeah, actually. Thanks for letting me go.”
Lindsay had taken Maddie to the gym nursery while she took a class.

David had stayed home with Taylor and made breakfast, catching up on a
little Saturday-morning SportsCenter on ESPN.

“I made some eggs. They should still be warm. And the bacon is in the
pan.”

“Mmm. Thanks. I’m just going to jump in the shower. Can you see if
Maddie wants any? She didn’t really eat before we left.”

David’s phone began buzzing on the kitchen counter. Lindsay stopped



walking and eyed him as he picked it up.
“This is David.”
“David, it’s Susan. We need you to come in. Sorry for the short notice,

but something big is going on and we need you.”
“Sure, what’s up?”
“I’ll see you when you get here. Actually—David, pack a travel bag.

You’ll be flying out tonight.”
The phone call ended, and David gave his wife a look that she was

beginning to know all too well.
She put up her hand, rolling her eyes. “Don’t apologize. Just let me

shower. Five minutes, then you can go.”

“David, your debrief from the island says that you befriended him while you
were there.”

“Yeah, but then Natesh betrayed me. He betrayed all of us.”
Susan folded her arms, looking at General Schwartz. “The psychological

profile we have on him says he’s susceptible to recruitment. You have a
relationship with him. Our source says that he was showing signs of cracking
up, and that’s why he’s being sent to Japan. To work with a logistics
company that runs Jinshan’s shipping operators.”

David said, “Look, Susan. I’ll do whatever you want, but I don’t see how
much I’ll be able to help. I have zero training in this kind of thing.”

“You would be surprised how much a friendly face can do when trying to
turn someone. You’ll have someone good there. Tetsuo is one of our best
operations officers. He’ll brief you. Just follow his lead.”

David was incredulous. They were going to send him to Japan to meet
with Natesh Chaudry. The Silicon Valley consultant who had partnered up
with Lena Chou and Cheng Jinshan. The architect of many of Jinshan’s war
plans. David understood the value in recruiting him as an agent of the CIA.
He would be able to provide insight and information that would be
immensely valuable, especially given that Jinshan was now the most
powerful man in China. But David knew nothing about how to play these spy
games. His expertise came from watching a lot of James Bond movies when
he was younger.



“Your flight leaves as soon as you get to the airport, David. A car is
waiting outside to take you there right now. Sleep on the plane. You’ll need
to move fast once you get to Tokyo.”

When Natesh arrived in Japan, he immediately felt a weight lifted from his
shoulders. He felt free. It was the first time he hadn’t had Lena or any
Chinese soldiers looking over his shoulder in months. He used the payment
cards and IDs that Jinshan’s people had provided to check into his hotel. He
wasn’t back in America, but it was better than it had been.

Still, there was the knowledge that every person he passed on the street
was at risk. He knew what Jinshan was planning to do with the nation of
Japan. At least, he thought he knew. They would be given an ultimatum, just
like several other Pacific Rim nations. Stay out of this, or be obliterated.
Natesh’s money was on Japan staying neutral. He hoped to God they would.
He hated to think of the alternative.

In the morning, he was taken to the logistics company. He met the chief
of sales, one of Jinshan’s men. The executive provided Natesh a private
office in a modern high-rise building, along with a staff that was sworn to
secrecy. The technology was first-rate, and Natesh quickly had his team
plugged into the supply chain, planning for the next year. Food, petrol, parts,
men, tanks, aircraft, bullets. Everything needed a demand estimate, a demand
signal, and a corresponding product that it was tied to.

Each item was tagged with a reference code. A specific type of rifle was
80282071. Within that rifle were dozens of parts, each with their own
reference codes. The Chinese reference codes were used. That was not
suspicious, since the company already did so much business with China. The
products formed little tree graphs, and through each branch, Natesh’s demand
signals flowed. The Chinese war machine’s supply chain would be
optimized, reacting quickly to any change in the battlefield.

After the first day of working with his Japanese team, he was pleased.
They were able to take the information he had been working with, first at the
Red Cell Island and then in Manta, and get it transferred over to the servers in
Tokyo.

After a few days of this, Natesh might even forget that he was working to



supply a war. They were just numbers. And he needed to make sure that
demand never outstripped supply. If one ship full of parts and materials
didn’t make it to a destination, he would work on alternatives. Everything
must be optimized for time and cost. He wouldn’t think about why that ship
hadn’t gotten there, or about how many lives had been lost when it had sunk
to the bottom of the Pacific.

He ate at the sushi bar in his hotel and smiled for the first time in a long
time. The food was good. He was at peace.

A man next to him said, “You American?”
Natesh froze, not sure what to say.
“Sorry, I don’t mean to interrupt your dinner. It’s just that I used to work

in Seattle. I think I might have heard you speak to my company once. Natesh
Chaudry, right?”

Natesh flushed and shook the man’s hand. “Oh. Sorry, yes. That was
probably me.”

“Man, small world, huh? I’m over here for a few weeks doing work
and… sorry, where are my manners. My name’s Tetsuo.” He stuck out his
hand.

Natesh signaled the man behind the bar to get his check. A blur of dark
fabric as someone sat down in the seat next to him, on the opposite side of the
talkative American.

Natesh turned to see who was sitting so close, when there were plenty of
other open seats at the sushi bar.

He saw the face, but it didn’t click in his brain for a half second. Then his
mouth dropped open as he realized who was sitting right in front of him.

That was impossible.
“Hello, Natesh,” said David Manning. “My friend here and I would like

to buy you a drink. How about we go upstairs where we can talk in private?”

Natesh said, “You must despise me.”
They were in a room on the third floor of his hotel. Tetsuo had rented it

out earlier that day, just before he’d picked up David at the airport. The tech
team had come in, checked it for bugs, and then installed their own video and
audio equipment. CIA countersurveillance teams were scattered around the



block and in the hotel. A large portion of Agency resources in Japan were on
this case now. If they could get one of Jinshan’s inner circle to turn and could
extract what he knew, that could be a game changer.

Tetsuo said, “The important thing is that you’re here now, and you’re
willing to help. Is that an accurate statement?”

“It is.” Natesh looked down at the floor, defeated. “I can’t go back to
them. I don’t know why I thought they were right. Their end state is
inspiring. But I’ve seen enough death up close now. I’ve seen Lena Chou and
Cheng Jinshan for what they truly are. And I don’t want to be a part of that.”

David tried hard to control his emotions. This guy had betrayed his
country and nearly gotten David killed. He was complicit in conspiracy, and
his contributions to Jinshan’s operation had cost hundreds of lives, many of
them Americans. David would like nothing more than to take him to the top
floor and throw him off the building. But Susan and Tetsuo had convinced
him of his value. If they could successfully recruit him to work for the CIA,
then there was important work that Natesh could still do.

“I don’t want to go to jail. I know what I’ve done is wrong, but I also
know what the US government will likely do to me once I get back on
American soil.”

Tetsuo leaned forward in his chair and lightly slapped Natesh on the knee.
Like they were friends, buddies. Like he was trying to cheer him up. He was,
David realized. Tetsuo was working on him. Trying to establish a connection.
Trust.

“We will take care of you. I’m not going to lie, I read about Lena Chou.
She’s very impressive. So is Jinshan. They could have convinced a lot of
people. We don’t blame you, Natesh, and you shouldn’t blame yourself. And
if you’re worried about repercussions, then talk to us. It will go a long way
back in Washington if you’re cooperating. Give us a sign of good faith. Let’s
start a discussion—what can you help us with? What did you see over the
past few weeks and months that we don’t know about?”

Natesh’s expression grew more positive the longer Tetsuo spoke. David
could see that the Japanese-American man clearly knew his craft. He had
simultaneously injected Natesh with a boost of confidence and begun the
interrogation process.

Natesh said, “Plans. I know what Jinshan intends to do. I know where
they plan to strike, what their strategy is. Excuse me for saying this, but
Jinshan is way ahead of you. And if you are going to stop him, you’ll need



what I have.”
David glanced over at Tetsuo, who kept staring at Natesh.
“Of course. We recognize your value. What…”
Natesh kept talking, looking down at the table, thinking while he spoke.

“I suppose it would be impossible just to go back to my old life. I don’t think
any of us will be able to do that. I just want to be cleared of any wrongdoing.
I want immunity in the United States. When this is all over, I mean. I’ll feed
you what I have. And you promise me that I can live in peace and quiet when
I’m done. I’ll just go somewhere in the countryside and live my life alone.
I’ve made a mistake. An unforgivable one. I realize that now. And I’m trying
to make amends. The only way I know how—by giving you the secrets that
you need. By giving you the plans that I helped—that I am helping to
design.”

“You’re still working for him now? In Japan? What are you doing here?”
Natesh said, “Do we have a deal?”
“Yes. We do. You start working for us, and we have a deal. I can get you

immunity. We’ll place you in the witness protection program or something
similar. You’ll live in the middle of nowhere, and no one will ever be the
wiser. But you need to stay in place for now, here. We need you to continue
your work for Jinshan and provide us with insider information. Now, what
are you doing in Japan?”

“Logistics planning. I’m helping to manage all of the people, parts, fuel,
and food that will need to transit the Pacific in order for Cheng Jinshan to
wage war on the United States.”

The two men stared at him, unable to speak for a moment. “So, Jinshan is
still planning to go to war with the US?” Tetsuo asked.

Natesh nodded. “Yes. Of course. Nothing has changed for him.”
David cleared his throat. “Why are you doing that out of Tokyo?”
“Jinshan told me to. I believe he wanted to create separation between the

people American intelligence was monitoring and the work that needed to get
done.” Natesh’s expression changed. “There’s something that you need to
know. Something immediately important, that I overheard when I spoke to
Jinshan last.”

“What?”
Natesh was biting his lip, his eyes shifting around nervously. “North

Korea is going to test-fire an ICBM.”
“Don’t they do that all the time?”



“This time will be different.”
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inshan sat at his desk, reading through his daily reports.
His assistant knocked at the door.
“Sir, the Americans are asking to set up a phone call between you

and the American president.”
“Are they?”
“I assume you want me to turn it down?”
Jinshan looked down at his notes.
“No. Let us speak with the Americans. Perhaps we can use it to our

advantage.”
“They can meet anytime, sir. What should I say?”
“Tomorrow morning, our time.”
The timing would be just before the fun started. It would be the middle of

the evening in Washington.
When the time came, Jinshan looked at the screen, a dark blue

background with the American presidential seal. Then the screen changed to
a view of the American president. He was sitting at the head of a long
conference table. The view was zoomed in so that only he was visible, but
there must have been advisors there. He wouldn’t take a call of this
importance without them.

Jinshan had a similar setup. He kept his gaze on the screen, the tiny
camera above it capturing him unfiltered. Jinshan noted that his own image
made him look tired. He felt tired, too. Just a little longer, he told himself.
Then this whole endeavor would be self-sustaining.

“Mr. President,” Jinshan said.



“Hello, Mr. Jinshan. Thank you for agreeing to speak with me this
evening. I felt it urgent to hold this conversation face-to-face.”

“I understand, Mr. President. How can I help you?”
“This conversation might not be easy, Mr. Jinshan. But I feel that it is

necessary. I must strenuously object to your recent undemocratic ascendancy
to the leadership position of the Chinese people. A week ago, you were on
trial. We have evidence that you were involved in planning military action
against our country. Now I must ask formally what your intentions are, and
make my own intentions known.”

Dark lines of fatigue lay under Jinshan’s eyes. He coughed into a gray
handkerchief, the deep, full cough of a sick man.

Jinshan began. “I understand that you did not expect to see me here today,
Mr. President. Let us dispense with any diplomatic pretense of pleasantries.
To be frank, I just don’t have the time.” He paused, then looked thoughtful.
“Do you know what the biggest threat to the well-being of a society is?”

The president was thrown off by Jinshan’s conversational tone. He
frowned but remained silent.

“I will tell you. It’s the proliferation of a free and open Internet. As the
saying goes—the pen is mightier than the sword. A free and open Internet
places pens and audiences in the hands of the entire global population. The
consequences of which would be the undoing of modern civilization, if left
unchecked.”

“Mr. Jinshan, I would like to discuss—”
Jinshan cut him off with a held-up hand and spoke over him. “You can

see the symptoms of this spreading disease in developed countries around the
world. As more and more people use the Internet and social media to gain
their information, democratic governments and large media companies are no
longer capable of shaping the opinions of their populace. This is a dangerous
thing.

“Information was once controlled by the powerful few. Words were
carefully crafted to convince people to believe what we—the elite—wanted
them to believe. But if the elite—the great thinkers within a state—cannot
shape the opinions of their simple-minded citizens, as they have done for
ages, it will lead to the absolute worst form of government. Irrational,
uninformed democracy.

“I have seen it happen in your country. Your citizens pick their poison—
sources of information that serve to reinforce what they already believe. Your



citizens are herded by paid manipulators and forced to the polar extremes.”
The American president finally bit. “And you think this is worse than

your propaganda machine? Citizens who must get their information from a
state-run news channel? At least Americans can see all sides…”

Jinshan scoffed. “You think that they see all sides? They see two sides. A
bipolar choice. Why? Because every vote in your congress can only have a
yes or a no. So, your lobbyists and marketing machines get to work, coming
up with campaigns to motivate the masses to serve their own purpose, and fill
their own coffers.

“We’re both manipulating people, Mr. President. I don’t deny it. But in
America, you are tearing yourselves apart. And the rest of the democratic
world will follow. All because you have armed your citizens with a free and
open Internet. But I won’t let that happen to my country.”

The American president said, “Americans are free thinkers. You have too
little understanding of or faith in humanity if you think that my countrymen
are such sheep as you describe.”

Jinshan said, “If that is what you really think, then you are more naïve
than I thought. Your country is becoming more and more polarized. You
can’t deny that. This leads to gridlock in the best of cases, and civil war in the
worst. It is your American-run social networks that tailor algorithms to show
people only what they want to see. The echo chamber of ideas, bouncing
around cities with only like-minded people hearing them. Meanwhile, a
frenzy of anger wells up on the outside of your city walls.

“Both sides are being misled, Mr. President. You know this. Politicians
and businessmen, marketers and lobbyists—they’re all manipulating the
opinions of the Western populace just like we in China have shaped the
opinions of our own citizens. But in China, the thought manipulation—let us
call it what it is—is orchestrated by leaders who generally have the country’s
forward progress in mind. In the West, that is not the case. In the West,
anyone can put out polluted information, regardless of its consequence.”

“In the United States, we value free speech.”
Jinshan scoffed. “You must see what is happening, Mr. President. Your

institutions were once trusted. Just like feudal kings once were, before the
printing press. But then ideas spread. Uncontrolled, unfiltered, diseases of
ideas. These ideas infected the populace like a plague. These ideas spread
throughout the countryside, attaching themselves to anyone who was
searching for a reason to believe them. The ideas become reinforced with



strings of intellectual thought. They gain rabid followings and evangelists.
Before you blink your eyes, Mr. President, the ideas have taken over your
kingdom. And the rioters are at your door, calling for your head. Now I ask
you, what does this phenomenon remind you of?”

The president frowned. “I don’t know, what?”
“Religion. An institution where people believe not in fact, but based on

faith in the institution itself. Its followers need security and reassurance. In
their crumbling world, they want to know that their time isn’t wasted—that
they are serving a higher purpose. And the ideas that have spread like a virus
throughout society have morphed into just the religion that they desire. They
would worship anything, as long as it supports them and reassures them.
These religious groups have leaders that make proclamations, and soon after,
the fervent followers will recite these words by heart, or perhaps act out
violently on their behalf. Your religious leaders are no longer clerics—they
are political talk show hosts and writers. But the end result is the same.
Destruction. Free speech is a virus, Mr. President.”

“Well, Mr. Jinshan, we value morality in America.”
“Don’t lecture me about morality. You Americans would bankrupt

millions to save the life of one. And what good is that? I choose victory over
morality.”

The president said, “Mr. Jinshan, I need you to discuss our current crisis.”
“I assure you, Mr. President, there is no crisis. The crisis has been

averted. I have prevented it.”
A moment of silence.
“I don’t follow.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to. But I’m afraid this meeting must come to a

close.” Jinshan looked at his watch. “You are about to have a busy night, Mr.
President. Good luck.”

The screen switched to the Chinese flag. In the White House, a group of
military officers entered the president’s room.

“Mr. President, we have an emergency.”
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he North Korean missile launch was detected right away, with multiple
countries tracking it. US reconnaissance aircraft and Korean human

intelligence sources had provided notice that it was coming. The single
missile had taken off from a mobile launcher.

Chinese intelligence agents and their nuclear weapons experts had helped
train the North Korean crew manning the weapon. One of the Chinese agents
had even helped to evaluate the missile’s central processing unit…and made
a few adjustments.

One of the Chinese Ministry of State Security operatives had thought of
the plan. Jinshan had loved it. It would ratchet up tensions between North
Korea and the West and shift away attention from China. As was typical
during North Korean missile tests, all Chinese involvement was kept secret.
The Chinese didn’t want anyone to know. And the North Koreans didn’t want
to look like they needed any help.

The North Koreans only knew that they were to test-fire a missile at the
precise time provided by the Chinese. They thought that the ICBM was
supposed to fly more than two thousand miles before it was to land
harmlessly in the water. That was what the North Koreans expected, because
that was what they had programmed into the navigational computers.

But Jinshan’s team of operatives had reprogrammed them, unbeknownst
to the North Koreans. It was not programmed to fly over Japan.

It was programmed to hit Japan.
There was no warhead in the missile. After all, it was only meant to be a

test. To show off the military might of North Korea’s strategic missile force.



But it didn’t matter that there was no warhead. The Chinese team “helping”
the North Koreans had placed a small explosive charge on board. When the
device exploded, the ICBM was traveling at over ten thousand miles per
hour.

Some of the debris burned up in the atmosphere. But the larger pieces
didn’t. They fell on mainland Japan.

If the North Koreans had meant to be provocative, they had exceeded
their wildest expectations. No one was hurt. The pieces of the missile landed
in Japan’s unpopulated mountain terrain. But the political damage had been
done.

“Natesh provided us with good information. That much is confirmed.”
Susan sat in the director’s office with General Schwartz. The director had

just been briefed on the North Koreans’ ICBM test.
The director said, “So this missile broke up over Japan. And we’re saying

that it was intentional? Part of a Chinese plan?”
“That’s correct, sir.”
Director Buckingham said, “This Natesh Chaudry told us to expect this

before it happened?”
General Schwartz said, “From what Susan just briefed me on, Natesh

Chaudry told our team in Japan only hours ahead of the launch. He didn’t
know the details of how it would happen, but he knew that the North Koreans
were going to test-launch an ICBM, and that it would break up somewhere
over Japan. He wasn’t sure if any pieces of the missile would actually land on
mainland Japan or not. But he says that it was part of Jinshan’s strategy.”

“Part of his strategy? What the hell does that mean?”
Susan said, “We’re told that Jinshan wants to shift our focus away from

China to a more belligerent North Korea.”
Director Buckingham said, “Well, it’s working! The president is

demanding response options from the Pentagon tonight. He wants immediate
action. They crossed the line this time.”

“Sir, if we escalate, we would be doing exactly what Jinshan wants us to
do.”

“I understand the game, Susan. The question is, what is our best next



step?”
“If Jinshan was hoping that this would take pressure off China, maybe we

need to do the opposite.”
“I don’t want to tip our hand that we knew this was going to happen. That

needs to stay in this room, for now. We can’t afford to expose Chaudry. He
may be our best new source of information.”

“Yes, sir. I’m not suggesting that we need to risk compromising our
source. Just that it may be in our best interests to…well, I assume that the
president will make a statement on this? In response to North Korea’s missile
test? What if he were to announce demands on China at the same time?
Linking the two nations’ recent hostile actions together?”

The director frowned. “I like it, but in my experience, the White House
communications office doesn’t take it well when we suggest what comes out
of their mouth.” He rubbed his chin. “But hell, I’ll offer it anyway. It’s not a
bad idea.”

General Schwartz said, “Please tell the director what else Natesh said.”
Susan said, “Jinshan was—as we suspected—actively engaged, even

from prison. Natesh says that there was a power struggle going on in the
Chinese Politburo, with Jinshan on one side and Secretary Zhang on the
other. But now Jinshan has imprisoned Zhang—or worse—we don’t have
confirmation. It’s meant to send a message to anyone looking to oppose
him.”

Director Buckingham said, “Does Natesh know if Jinshan intends to
attack the United States?”

“He says that preparations are still in the works, yes.”
“Can we trust him?”
“Like you said, sir, his information on the ICBM was accurate. Tetsuo’s

gut is that Natesh is being open and honest with us now. He wants out.”
The director said, “The president’s advisors are urging him not to

escalate. Some are calling our warnings about war overblown. A lot of intel
supports that assessment.”

General Schwartz nodded. “Their military activity on the coast has died
down. And the most recent military communications intercepts show a
drawdown of PLA activity. Recruitment is up, though. And some of their
inland units—their strategic bomber units and several army divisions in
particular—have continued to drill like crazy.”

Susan said, “Without more reconnaissance satellites, it’s been harder to



get good data. Air Force reconnaissance assets are stretched thin right now.”
“When are we supposed to have more satellites up?”
“The National Reconnaissance Office has fast-tracked its launches.

They’re saying another week and they’ll have two more up that we’ll be able
to use in that area.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to the president. Susan, I think you’re right. I think that he
needs to lay down the law to China. Any new information on Chase Manning
and his team?”

“They’re on Guam. Chase and the Delta team have been training for their
assignment there. He says they’re ready to go, if needed. Also, we heard from
GIANT.”

“And?”
“GIANT had a conversation with Secretary Zhang before he disappeared

and got approval to go inspect the Liaoning camp. Apparently, Zhang
confided in GIANT that whatever Jinshan was working on there, it was the
key to his strategy in attacking the West.”

“How would Zhang know something like that?”
“We don’t know, sir. Zhang is close with several Politburo members and

military leaders that are in Jinshan’s circle. Perhaps he saw or overheard
something…”

“What could be at this camp that would be so important? General, any
thoughts?”

General Schwartz said, “Perhaps they have a weapon there? It could be
chemical or biological. I honestly don’t know. But with recent events in
North Korea, and Jinshan’s rise to power, I think it’s pretty crucial that we
find out.”
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avid watched from his hotel room. He was doing pushups with the
news on in the background. The news commentators were chatting

about how the president was under a lot of political pressure to push China
harder after the recent revelations of hostile acts against the United States.

“Can’t say I disagree with that,” he said to an empty room. He turned
over and began doing sit-ups.

The newscaster said, “In the White House’s prereleased remarks, it looks
like the president is going to address this criticism directly. He is not only
going to address the missile test in North Korea, but he will also say that
‘America will not be challenged by rogue persons or rogue nations.’ To me,
this is reminiscent of George W. Bush’s comments on the ‘Axis of Evil’ after
September eleventh.”

The talking heads went on for several minutes, agreeing with each other
ad nauseam.

The newscaster said, “Okay, here he comes. He’s walking out along the
red carpet in the East Room. This is very symbolic. Typically, presidents only
do this when they have something of monumental importance to say. A big
national security policy change, for example. Okay, I’ll be quiet now as we
hear the president speak.”

The American president walked up to the podium, gripping it firmly with
both hands. “My fellow Americans, I come to you tonight in the shadows of
great sadness, but with the hope of a stronger and more secure future. Recent
events have left us feeling anger and despair. I have been to several funerals
in the past month. None of them were easy. I told the families that their sons



and daughters did not die in vain. And now, I want to speak with you about
how we must honor that pledge.”

He took a sip of water. “Rogue actors and rogue nations have for too long
been allowed to dictate their own destiny. But no more. We as a country saw
what happens when irrational actors—such as China’s Cheng Jinshan—get
hold of military capability. While rogue members of the Chinese government
were responsible for these recent tragedies, there are still elements around the
world that pose a threat to America’s interests and security. So, I say to these
rogue actors and rogue nations tonight—be warned. To North Korea, know
that America will no longer turn a blind eye to you. Be warned. If China will
not act to quell the hostilities of its neighbors, then we will. And when our
enemies test us, we must strike. We will not callously put our country in
unnecessary danger. We will strike, before our enemies are able to act.

“If China wants to avoid further military conflict, they must do three
things. One—in response to recent Chinese aggression, the United States
demands that China implement a downsizing of military forces, to be agreed
to in a treaty, and that they consent to inspection by international inspectors.
Two—China must immediately begin its withdrawal from the Spratley
Islands and end its land grabs of non-Chinese territory around the world.
Three—and this is most important—China must fully support the nuclear
disarmament of North Korea.”

The president paused and took a breath, taking stock of his surroundings.
“America will be a safer place. It will be a more secure country, because of
our improved relationship with China. But we will enforce peace through the
strength of our great military. God bless America.”

With that, the president turned and walked back down the red carpet.
David was sitting up, holding his knees and sweating. That was certainly

a different type of speech.
The news show host said, “So there you have it, ladies and gentlemen.

The president is walking back down the red carpet of the East Room after
giving his speech. It only lasted a few minutes. But the message was…well,
let’s hear takes from our panel…”

The first talking head, a white-haired man who was described as a
professor at the Kennedy School, said, “Well, I must admit I am surprised at
the list of demands that the president sent to China. Normally that would be
done through diplomatic means…”

“Which means it was probably political?” came the host.



“Well, I don’t know that it was necessarily political. But the fact that he
used this forum—I think that at least means that China wasn’t the only
audience for this speech. The president wants the American people to know
that he is responding to both North Korea and China with strength. This is a
president who draws red lines and sticks to them. So, I think clearly the
president wants to send a strong message around the world that the United
States will not be trifled with anymore.”

The host said, “So is the problem that it wasn’t clear where the red lines
are?”

“Perhaps. I mean, he did list off those demands for China to comply with.
But aside from that, I don’t believe I know where the red lines are for North
Korea.”

“Did anyone else feel that way?”
Another person on the panel said, “I completely agree. The tone was

right. And that will silence some of the doubters and satisfy those who were
calling for a stronger response to Chinese hostilities, but aside from that, it
was very vague. I mean, he kept saying, ‘be warned.’ I wrote it down here, he
said, ‘If our enemies proceed to test us, we will strike…’ Now, that’s a very
tough statement. But you can really interpret it any way you want, can’t you?
I mean, what does it mean to test us? Does that mean that North Korea can
test-fire a nuclear missile into the ocean? As they have been doing? Is that
testing us? Is he saying that we’re going to strike North Korea for their
accidental missile breakup over Japan? Is that against this new set of rules
that the president has set down?”

“I think that may have been one of the things that he wanted to call out,
yes.”

Another panel member said, “I think that the president did a great job
tonight. He was very clear, I think. Very clear. China is now on notice. North
Korea, Iran, Russia. They are all now on notice. This president isn’t afraid to
fight back. I think that’s what we should take away from what we saw here
tonight.”

The host said, “So where is the line drawn?”
The champion of the president said, “We are finally drawing a line. The

recent hostile acts by China will not be tolerated. And our military responded
with appropriate deadly force in the Pacific, when challenged. And now
everyone else who wishes to do us harm should be warned as well. I think the
president did a fabulous job in communicating that. And I’m pleased to see



that he listed a clear set of demands for China. They can’t just blame this on a
rogue politician or businessman or whatever this Cheng Jinshan fellow is
over there. Now the whole country is going to be held responsible. And I
think that’s a smart move by the president. I’ll tell you what else I liked. I
also liked that he tied in China and North Korea together. Because let’s face
it, folks, North Korea has their nuclear technology because of China. And it’s
about time that China began to police them the way they should.”

David grabbed the remote and shut off the TV. He was halfway through
another set of sit-ups when his phone let out an alert noise on his bed. David
grabbed it and checked the number.

It was a text message from Tetsuo.
Meeting with Natesh. 30 minutes.
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ajor Mason sat in the auditorium with the US Air Force crew of seven
other pilots and combat systems officers, all waiting to receive their

mission brief. It was just two crews today. The doors were shut, as was
normal. But their CO—commanding officer of the Ninth Bomb Squadron—
was present, which was not normal.

Something big was going down.
“Good evening, gentlemen. Here is the plan for the sortie tonight.” The

intelligence officer had a somber look.
The briefing took an hour. There were a lot of raised eyebrows and

exchanged glances. When it was finished, the commanding officer said,
“Anyone has questions, now’s the time.”

There were a few questions about tanker positions and timing, and fighter
cover. Then Major Chuck “Hightower” Mason, who was flying as pilot in
command of the lead B-1B, raised his hand.

“Sir, I’m not sure if this is my place, but do we expect any repercussions
from this?”

“Repercussions?”
“Yes, sir.”
The commanding officer said, “I think we will need to be ready for

anything, Hightower. Fly safe.”
The room was oddly silent as they got up to depart. The pilots and combat

systems officers all realized that this mission would be different. Many of
them were combat veterans. They had dropped ordnance in Iraq and
Afghanistan. But that airspace was definitely not the Korean peninsula.



Spending hours loitering tens of thousands of feet over the mountains of
Afghanistan, waiting until a forward air controller called in close air support,
was one thing. There wasn’t much in the way of return fire up that high.

North Korea was loaded with air defense assets.
Only two crews would go on this mission. There were squadrons of B-

1Bs and B-2s currently deployed to Anderson Air Force Base on Guam. But
this mission would only use the B-1s. A limited strike.

The major thought that sentiment was laughable. There was no such thing
as a limited strike when it came to North Korea. They couldn’t predict what
might happen after the bombs dropped. While he appreciated that his target
was a good one, he questioned the wisdom of upping the ante like this. If the
United States was going to attack North Korea, his opinion was that it had to
be all or nothing. But he was just a major. No one had asked him.

“You believe this shit?” His combat systems officer was the mission
commander for his aircraft.

“What about it?”
“Come on. Don’t pretend you aren’t wondering the same thing I am. You

were the one who asked the question on everyone’s mind. What comes next?
After we drop these bombs.”

“Could be something they aren’t telling us.”
“Maybe. But I don’t think so. The B-2 guys aren’t briefing. Most of our

squadron isn’t briefing.”
“I think the generals are trying to have it both ways by just sending us in.

They’re trying to blow up a little missile silo and hope North Korea doesn’t
get too pissed.”

“That’s a gamble, man. Dudes at the Pentagon must be smoking some
good shit, that’s all I can say.”

“Yeah, well. Shit, I don’t know. I just work here.”
They walked into the base ops building in their green flight suits and

jackets, their survival vests over top. They put their helmets and oxygen
masks on for preflight. They took turns checking that their oxygen masks
were working properly on a small gray box. Flipping switches, one at a time.
The process was second nature. They did it before every flight. Fast hand
movements, clicks, the swing of a needle, and on to the next guy. The sound
of aircraft auxiliary power units cranking up outside on the flight line.

The birds were already preflighted. The “Bone,” as the B-1 was called,
was one of the largest and fastest bombers ever made. Originally designed as



a high-speed addition to the nuclear triad, it had been brought into the world
to drop nuclear weapons on the Soviet Union back during the Cold War.

The B-1B could fly over nine hundred miles per hour and carry more than
seventy-five thousand pounds of munitions. Hundreds of support personnel
had been deployed to Guam to keep the giant supersonic aircraft flying.

Hightower and his crew sat in the back of a golf cart, riding from their
squadron building over to the aircraft. They were dropped off about fifty feet
away. Hightower made one long walk, all the way around the Bone. It was
sleek. It was aerodynamic. It was beautiful, and he loved flying it. Personally,
he was glad that it no longer supported the nuclear mission. He didn’t like the
idea of training for something that he hoped he would never have to do.

Growing up outside the Houston area, Hightower had been interested in
only two things during his high school days: football and girls. He hadn’t
been a star in either area, although he liked to say otherwise. But he had
really wanted to play Division 1 college football. He’d wanted to be on TV
on Saturday. So he had written letters to every college football coach in the
NCAA Division 1 field. Only one had written back. Fortunately for him, he’d
performed at least well enough academically to be looked at by the US Air
Force Academy in Colorado Springs. They’d said that he could fly jets after
graduation. He had only cared that they were a D1 football program.

He had had no idea what he was in for.
He thought about his first few months at the Academy all those years ago.

Upperclassmen screaming at him, the high altitude of the mountain air
starving him of oxygen, and the rigorous football practices and engineering
classes sucking away all his energy each night. By his second year in
Colorado Springs, he had hit his stride. Hightower had hit the books and
made solid marks. He’d found that he was prouder of being part of the US
Air Force team than of being a football player, although that was great too.

Now, looking back on it, he knew that all that hard work was just so that
he could get here. Graduating the Academy was just the start. The years of
grueling flight school studies. Rigorous survival training out in the desert.
Combat missions around the world. Studying and putting up with the
everyday bullshit of the military.

It was all for this.
His one moment to stand up and answer the call. To write his sentence in

a history book. He just hoped to God that the following paragraph would be a
good one.



Hightower climbed up the ten-step ladder situated underneath the aircraft
cabin. It was like climbing into a spaceship, the jet was so huge. The South
Pacific breeze was a steady fifteen knots off the flight line, whipping the pant
legs of his green flight suit as he climbed, grabbing hold of the metal rails, his
helmet bag in his gloved hand.

Today would be routine, but different. The two combat systems officers
were hopping up onto their elevated seats in the rear of the cabin. Dozens of
green-lit screens and gray buttons. They were setting everything up for the
mission, making sure there would be no surprises. Checking ordnance status,
communications frequencies, electronic measures, and probably saying a few
prayers while they were at it.

Hightower slipped into the left pilot seat. His copilot was already sitting
in the right. They began their own preflight checklists. The copilot would
read what to do, and Hightower would flip the switch and confirm that it had
been done.

Before long, they had clearance from ground control and were moving
the throttles forward. The plane captain in front of his nose, wearing an
orange vest and ear protection, moving his arms and then signaling to brake.
Brakes checked, and they taxied on until they arrived at the hold short line.
Takeoff clearance from tower, and then the power of the ancient gods
revealed itself—the four General Electric turbofan engines, each one capable
of producing more than seventeen thousand pounds of thrust, propelled them
down the runway.

Hightower pulled back on the yoke, and they began their rapid climb out.
“Landing gear up. Time to go bomb North Korea.”

The mission was scheduled to take ten hours.
Navigation was a bitch. While they always had carried charts and backed

themselves up with the navigational beacons of the past, the truth was that the
entire military had grown overly reliant on global positioning systems.

GPS had been the greatest thing ever in the 1990s and 2000s. Laser-
guided bombs allowed them to place munitions on the rooftop of a vehicle.
GPS integration allowed them to place munitions on target without having
the hassle of a laser designator involved. And GPS allowed for precise timing



and navigation. It wasn’t just a matter of being in the right place. Precise
navigation would mean more efficient fuel use, which would extend range,
decrease refueling, and increase the non-fuel payload.

Then the 2010s had come, and people had begun seriously worrying
about the overreliance on GPS. What about the next war? What about GPS
spoofing? For less than fifty dollars, one could purchase a cheap GPS
jamming device that would block the signal around a vehicle. For a few
hundred dollars, a person could purchase a GPS jammer that would extend
for several city blocks.

The military planners began worrying about the need for antijammers to
augment their GPS navigation and GPS-guided munitions.

Now, flying over the Pacific at just under the speed of sound, Hightower
shook his head at that tactic. They didn’t need to worry about someone
jamming the GPS signal. They needed to worry about a nation-state
destroying the entire GPS network.

Which was exactly what China had done. Their cyber warriors had used
—ironically—an American-made worm to hack into the GPS and military
communications satellites. From there, they had been able to render many of
them useless.

“Compton, how we doing?” Compton was only a first lieutenant, the
junior of their two combat systems officers on board. This was his first
deployment. But he was a sharp kid. Asked good questions when appropriate,
but also knew when to keep his mouth shut. He was doing a lot of the
navigating for this mission and coordinating with the refueling plane.

“Good, Hightower. Tanker should be about one hundred miles to the
north.”

“Roger.” The senior combat systems officer was giving him pointers, he
knew. And probably double-checking everything he did. No room for error
today.

The KC-135 was right where it was supposed to be. None of the normal
communications were made during today’s refueling. They were being
covert. They used lights to signal when they were ready. The refueling probe
came down from the tanker, and Hightower carefully maneuvered his large,
sleek bomber into position. Aerial refueling was extremely difficult. His
aircraft was blown around by strong wind gusts as well as slices of wake
turbulence from the tanker. He had to make constant tiny adjustments with
his yoke and throttle to get into the right position. A crewman aboard the KC-



135 saw Hightower’s copilot flash his light, the signal to lower the probe the
rest of the way. In it went, and thousands of pounds of jet fuel began
streaming into his aircraft.

Minutes later, they were back on their own. The other B-1B trailing them
was now taking its turn refueling. Then the two aircraft continued on their
way, north over the East China Sea, and on into the Yellow Sea.

“Sir, we have good link with the RAMROD.” RAMROD was the callsign
for the US Navy destroyer that would be jamming the North Korean coastline
during their mission.

“Roger.” Hightower turned to his copilot. “You have the controls.”
“I have the controls.”
“Be right back. Gonna use the little boys’ room before we start.”
Hightower unclipped his seat harness and communication cord and began

walking aft through the aircraft, careful to always maintain hold of
something. The last thing he needed was to hit some turbulence and knock
himself out before they dropped bombs. He patted both of his combat
systems officers on the back, making a few jokes to keep them loose. Smiles
all around. But he knew that they were nervous.

After relieving himself in the latrine, he walked back up to the cockpit
and strapped back in. As soon as he plugged in his comms, he said, “I’m
back. Anything happen while I was gone?”

“Nope.”
“Roger. I’ve got the controls.”
“You have controls.”
“Alright, we’re about twenty minutes out. Let’s start with the checklists.”

The crew began going through all the final preparations before releasing their
weapons.

“Sniper POD is ready.”
“Roger.”
The senior combat systems officer said, “RAMROD just started

jamming.”
“Copy.”
They flew for another ten minutes before the real action began. The B-1B

used its laser designator to guide its slew of bunker-busting bombs to the
target. Theirs was a coastal underground missile launch site on the western
edge of North Korea. The second aircraft did the same, on a nearby mobile
missile launcher. The targets were close enough to the Yellow Sea that



neither aircraft had to go over land. They dropped their payload of bombs and
held the laser designation on the target until impact.

The missile sites exploded in a cloud of grayish smoke, the shockwaves
shattering the windows of nearby buildings and vehicles.

“Good hit on target.”
“Roger, coming around. Let’s get back to Guam and have some beer.”
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hat week, Natesh worked from seven in the morning until eight in the
evening each day. Then he met with David and Tetsuo each night.

Natesh was still planning logistics for Jinshan. But he also used his network
access to identify and bring back crucial bits of intelligence that the CIA
needed to pass on.

Tetsuo’s countersurveillance team provided constant support for their
meetings, always on the lookout for any pair of eyes that might be watching
them. Natesh was staying in a penthouse room at the top of his hotel. Tetsuo
secured a room several blocks away, at the Conrad Tokyo. Each night,
Natesh would take a different route, prescribed by Tetsuo, and arrive at the
hotel. He would walk into one of its several lounge bars and have a drink for
a few minutes, giving Tetsuo and his team time to watch out for any of
Jinshan’s operatives. Then he would leave and take the stairs to Tetsuo’s
floor.

Tetsuo walked into tonight’s meeting room on the twentieth floor. The
luxurious Conrad Tokyo suite had an impressive view of the Hamarikyu
Gardens and the Sumida River below. The floor-to-ceiling windows gave a
glimpse of deep blue and city lights before the shades were permanently shut.
Tetsuo ordered a variety of food, now spread out on a white-cloth-covered
tray. Stir-fried shrimp and scallops with chili sauce. Braised noodles with
duck. And deep-fried Japanese beef with a green salad.

David waited until Natesh and Tetsuo began eating before following suit.
The smell and sight of the food gave the meeting the feel of a gathering of
friends. It was all part of the charade, David realized. The painting of the



picture for the agent. Tetsuo wanted him comfortable and happy. He wanted
his asset to trust him, and to work hard for him. So far, it seemed to be
working.

“A convoy of merchant vessels left China ten days ago,” Natesh said as
he used chopsticks to take a bite of duck.

“A convoy?”
“Yes. They’re transiting the Pacific together. I don’t know what’s on

them. But they have specially modified containers. I stumbled onto this. But I
think it’s important.”

Tetsuo sat on the sofa, a white cloth napkin in his lap, barely touching
what was on his small plate. “How did you acquire this information, and what
do you mean specially modified?”

“I’m overseeing much of the logistics planning. I’m helping Jinshan’s
operation to plan the entire supply chain for his Pacific war. I have a small
team here that’s analyzing and optimizing everything they set up. It’s
complicated. But I discovered something in the data. Certain units in the
Chinese military have been planning to use cargo ships—specially designed
—to transport a massive number of Chinese troops and military equipment
across the Pacific. It’s a shortcut that we came up with in the Red Cell. I
actually observed one of the shipping container factories with Lena a few
weeks ago.” Natesh looked at David briefly, shame in his eyes. “Instead of
using their military transport ships, which are too few in number, or building
new ones, which could take years, the Chinese are using what they already
have.”

“Merchant ships?”
“Yes. And they have a lot of them. There are factories in Guangzhou and

Shanghai that are already working on these shipping containers. They create
hundreds of them every day. These ones have special cutouts for piping and
cables to run through them. They put bunks and lighting inside. Some of
them are bathrooms. Some of them are little kitchens. It’s like one big Lego
ship. They can mix and match the specially made shipping containers to
transport thousands of personnel. It turns a merchant ship into a giant troop
transport.”

David said, “Natesh, we’ve heard about these specially made shipping
containers and cargo ships. Are you saying that some of them already left? In
this convoy?”

Natesh nodded quickly. “Yes and no. A few of them left ten days ago. Six



ships, I think. I traced the serial numbers of the shipping containers back to
the factories that were making them. We have thousands of these specially
made containers stored in ports in Shanghai and Guangzhou. But several
hundred of them made their way onto these now-departed ships.”

David said, “So how many people is that?”
“That’s the weird part. They aren’t loaded with enough of the specially

made containers. Instead of one of these merchant ships having thousands of
troops each, they only have a few hundred each. I don’t know why they did it
this way. It’s very inefficient. So maybe a thousand troops, across all six
ships. But some of these shipping containers have a reference number that’s
different than the troop transport containers. That’s the part I don’t know
about. I don’t know what those are used to transport.”

“Where are the ships headed?”
“Ecuador, I think. That was their destination from the internal

documentation I observed.”
David looked at Tetsuo, concerned.
Tetsuo said, “When are they due to arrive in Ecuador?”
“In a few weeks. I’m not sure exactly, but that’s not what’s important.

You see, these merchants went off the grid five days ago, right before their
track was supposed to veer southeast. That’s what triggered me to look at
them more closely. They’ve all turned off their transponders, so even I can’t
see their location, course, or speed.”

“What do you mean, before the track went southeast?”
“The intended track was available in our network archives. They looked

to be taking a southerly route across the Pacific, towards South America. I
would guess this is to stay away from any American sensors.”

David signaled Tetsuo. Tetsuo then turned to Natesh and said, “Can you
excuse us a moment?”

David and Tetsuo walked into the bedroom of the suite and spoke softly.
David said, “He’s a computer expert and somewhat of a genius. He’s seen
how Jinshan’s hackers and intelligence operatives work. He’s got access to
PLA military networks. Tetsuo, if we can trust him, he’s our key to defeating
the Chinese.”

Tetsuo glanced back into the other room. Natesh was sitting on the couch,
looking through the thin white drapes at the Tokyo cityscape. Tetsuo said,
“What information would you want?”

“The SILVERSMITH team is trying to collect exact tracking data on



Chinese military units, for one. Of particular interest are these specially
outfitted merchant vessels. If Natesh has access to logistics networks, they
would need to have locations on all PLA military units, right?”

Tetsuo nodded. “Makes sense, yes. Let’s talk to him and then bring this
information back to Langley. In my experience, they’ll have the best
resources to assist. If we just tell Natesh to go find out this information by
himself, his snooping might attract unwanted attention. But if NSA and CIA
assets are involved…”

David finished the thought. “Then we might get a lot of information
without the Chinese knowing that we’re in.”

“Right. And who knows, NSA might already have this stuff. Our hackers
and theirs are at war every day. But now it seems like the gloves are coming
off.”

The two men sat down across from Natesh.
Tetsuo asked a few more questions and was then anxious to leave.

“Natesh, this is very helpful. Thank you.” Tetsuo had placed his plate on the
table and was writing notes down in a black binder. He looked back up.
“Does a military base in Liaoning have any special significance to you?”

David watched Natesh’s head bob. “Yes. Yes. They’re conducting some
special forces training there. I wasn’t brought into what they were working
on, however. Lena knew about it, but I only heard snippets of information
about the project. I heard that there were PLA special forces teams headed
there to train. And I know Jinshan was extremely interested in the success of
that project. I once overhead him say that it was vitally important to the long-
term strategy.”

“But you don’t know what they were working on?”
Natesh shifted in his seat, his forehead wrinkling as he thought. His eyes

darted from side to side. “Jinshan hired me for a reason.” He looked down as
he spoke. “He believed, as I do, that the key to business and war is the same.
Uninterrupted flow. In business, one must have an uninterrupted flow of
profits, which will enable bigger and better things in the future, allowing
firms to dominate their competition. In war, it’s the same. The uninterrupted
and cost-controlled flow of supplies—of fuel, weapons, people, and parts—
enables a nation to wage war over long distances, for prolonged periods, and
at scale. It’s the key to overwhelming one’s enemy. Jinshan knows this. So,
my guess is that whatever his secret projects involve, they’ll give him a
strategic advantage over the United States.”



They spoke for a while longer, and then Tetsuo wrapped up the meeting
for the evening, reminding Natesh of what to look for and to be careful about
not being detected. Natesh left, and David and Tetsuo waited another five
minutes to do the same.

David walked out of the hotel, following close behind Tetsuo. Once on
the street, they passed a sedan with tinted windows. The driver’s-side sun
visor was down, a green piece of paper barely visible between it and the
windshield.

“We’re clear?”
“Yup. See? You’re getting the hang of this.” Tetsuo smiled slightly,

keeping his eyes on the street.
Inside the sedan were a pair of CIA employees. Locals who were trained

in countersurveillance. Not an easy task in a city as busy and modern as
Tokyo.

Tetsuo said, “We’ll need to move him if things get too hot. It’s risky, us
meeting him here. Cities like this are horrible for this kind of thing. Too
many cameras and casuals. I’m worried that they’ll know where to look, and
they’ll find out he’s been giving us information. At our next meeting, I’m
going to brief him on an exfiltration plan.”

“Okay. What do you want to do about the intel we just got?”
“We need to go straight to the embassy. I’m going to brief the station

chief while I type it up. Langley needs that information yesterday. It’s
probably going to make the President’s Daily Briefing. I liked your plan—
let’s let the SILVERSMITH folks figure out how they want Natesh to
proceed with extracting the data from Jinshan’s network.” Tetsuo looked at
David as they walked. “Your sister still on a Navy ship in the Pacific?”

“Yeah. Why?”
“Because if I had to guess, I’d say she’s about to get new orders.”

The next day, David worked from the CIA trailer on Yokota Air Base. Tetsuo
entered the high-security facility, his jet-black hair wet from a late-winter
rain.

“Susan wants us to join her on a video call.”
“Now?”



“Yup.”
He showed David to a closed room at the end of the trailer and set up the

call. A moment later, David was looking at Susan and General Schwartz in
the SILVERSMITH operations room, surrounded by a half dozen analysts.

“David, Tetsuo, glad you could join us. That was great intelligence that
you provided us from Natesh—he could be a home run asset, if we do this
right. We spoke with our partners at NSA. They’re sending a few experts to
you this morning. They’ll have a device for you to give to Natesh—he’ll need
training. It is crucial that we get access to the Chinese military movements.
With our reconnaissance networks degraded, and with them having switched
their crypto on their own GPS network, we’re getting very shaky data.
Everyone’s getting nervous in Washington.”

“We’re on it.”
Susan went over the details of how they were to use Natesh to gain

information on Chinese military movements. Then she turned to the screen.
“David, catch the next flight back here. Tetsuo can manage things there.”

“Will do.”
A few hours later, David was flying back across the Pacific, headed

home. As he flew, he couldn’t help but wonder where his father and sister
were, underway somewhere below. He prayed that they would be alright.

Tetsuo met with Natesh that night. He provided Natesh with training on a
special watch. It looked just like a normal Timex piece. Nothing fancy—not
even a smart watch. But that was just the exterior. Underneath, it was quite a
sophisticated piece of equipment.

Tetsuo said, “You’ll wear it to work. Make sure you’re signed in to your
computer and logged in to your network. Does your computer at work have
Bluetooth or Wi-Fi?”

“There is a Wi-Fi network for the office. But that’s not the secure
network that the work computers are on. There are separate desktop units that
we use to access the Chinese logistics network. I’m pretty sure they’ve
disconnected any other connectivity. I can check, though.”

“No, don’t worry about it. We’ll just use the alternate technique. You’ll
need to access one of those secure network computers at least twice a day.



When you do, aim the face of the watch towards the computer’s hard drive.
Press the night-light button like this. Don’t make it look obvious. Let’s
practice.”

Natesh did it a few times.
“Good. Just like that. You’ll feel a little vibration when it has established

its connection. It is important that you hold it there for a full minute. I know
that seems like a long time. But when it’s complete with the data transfer,
you’ll feel another vibration. Again, try not to make it look too conspicuous.
Just pretend you’re scratching your shoulder or something. Like this.” Tetsuo
demonstrated. Natesh imitated it. “Good. Yes, just like that. A full minute,
okay? You do that twice per day. Once in the morning when you get to work,
then once right before you leave in the evening. We’ll meet at a different
location tomorrow night. Bring the watch. Actually, just start wearing it all
the time. It’s waterproof, in case you’re wondering.”

Natesh said, “I’m a little nervous about this.”
Perhaps you shouldn’t have betrayed your country and you wouldn’t be

in this position. Tetsuo said, “You’ll do great.”
“What are you hoping to get from this? I don’t want to hurt anyone.

That’s why I’m going to do this. Because I want to avoid violence.”
Tetsuo kept it vague. “Just information that will be helpful to keep the

peace. Things that will help bring forth a peaceful resolution. Ship
movements, manifest and cargo information.” Targeting coordinates.

Natesh took a deep breath. “Okay. When will we meet next?”



V
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ictoria was enjoying her run on the hangar treadmill. Today was one of
those rare days when the sea state was so calm that the ship barely

moved at all. Normally the ship’s rolls simulated enormous hills on the
treadmill.

The hangar was open, providing her with a nice breeze. The blue sky and
the Pacific had a calming effect on her. Victoria had a little longer to go
before she got to three miles. Sweat ran down her tee shirt and face.

Since Plug had crashed their other bird, this hangar had become a
makeshift gym. Most of the ship’s crew praised the transformation.
Apparently, most felt that since the shooting was over, a gym was vastly
preferable to a lousy helicopter.

But in the past few days, the intel reports Victoria was reading suggested
that hostilities were anything but over.

“Boss!” Caveman shouted from the hangar door.
“What’s up?” She was breathing heavily, trying to appear as if she was in

better shape than she really was.
“Captain asked for you. Something’s up.”
She hit pause on the machine, slightly annoyed at the early end to her

workout. She dried off the treadmill handlebar and panel with her white hand
towel. Then she wiped the sweat off her face and took a swig of water from
her plastic bottle. “What do you mean something’s up?”

“I don’t know. The SWOs are running around, though. The XO and
captain are with the COMMO. They asked me to get you. We’re headed west
now…”



“I saw us turn. You sure they aren’t just running drills?”
Caveman shook his head. “I asked the navigator, but she said she wasn’t

allowed to say. But everyone’s got this look on their face like it’s a big deal.”
Victoria frowned. “Thanks.”
She walked through the wardroom and to her quarters. Grabbing the

phone, she dialed the captain. “Sir, it’s Airboss. I just finished working out
and—”

“Please come up now, Airboss. This is important.”
“Yes, sir.”
She hung up and walked quickly down the passageway, up the ladder,

and headed to his stateroom. His door was closed. She knocked and entered.
The master chief, XO, and communications officer were in there.
The captain nodded to her. “Please have a seat, Boss.”
She sat in a small chair that was pressed up against the wall, using her

white towel to attempt to dry off her sweaty shirt and face.
“COMMO just gave me this.” The captain held up a sheet of paper.

“Flash message. We’re to rendezvous with the Ford CSG and proceed
towards Pearl Harbor at best speed.”

Victoria looked at the other men in the room. Their faces were somber. “I
take it something has happened?”

“About an hour ago, we bombed North Korea. We’ve already contacted
the Ford CSG and chopped back to them. The commodore wants me on
board to attend a meeting this afternoon. I’ll need you guys to take me.
They’re about one hundred miles away right now.”

“Yes, sir.”
The captain looked around the room. “COMMO, that will be all, thank

you. Please contact me immediately if you get anything else. And let me
know what you need.”

The junior officer nodded and left the space, closing the door behind him.
The captain said, “Alright, let’s hear it. What are you guys thinking?”
The XO said, “Captain, if North Korea starts shooting, it’s going to be a

mess. And I worry how China might respond, considering their recent
leadership change.”

Victoria said, “I agree.”
The captain said, “Worst-case scenario, then, we have to consider the

possibility that a Pacific war is about to begin.”
No one replied.



He continued, “What I want to know from you all is what do we need to
do to get ready?”

The XO said, “We need more personnel. We’re still twelve short from
where we were before the missile strike.” His voice lowered a bit, out of
respect for the deceased. “And we’re supposed to have about fifty more on
board, according to manning requirements.”

Victoria said, “We could use another helicopter to maintain that
capability. With one aircraft, we’ll be limited on how often and how much we
can fly. And we need to replenish some of our ASW stores. We used a lot of
buoys last month, as well as a few torpedoes. We need to resupply.”

The captain nodded. “Master Chief?”
“Captain, we need to continue to train. Some of our crew have just

switched into new jobs. They need to improve their expertise in those areas. I
recommend GQ at least once more per day. But while we need to keep on the
alert, we also need to pace ourselves. If this thing really blows up, the crew is
going to be bracing for immediate combat. And we might get it. But the
Pacific is a big ocean. It could be weeks or more before we see combat. We
need to be ready, but I don’t want us to burn out before we meet the enemy.”

The captain listened intently. “Alright. Let’s start thinking about changes
we can make. And make a list of everything we need. XO—you be on point
for this. Make sure the supply officer has a request order for everything on
your list. I want to see it on the next replenishment at sea. I expect them to
schedule us for two of them on our way to Hawaii.”

“Yes, sir.”
“And, Boss, you work your magic with the carrier. I need a deck hit

today, prior to the admiral’s four o’clock briefing. Please work with whoever
schedules that stuff.”

“Yes, sir.”

Commander Boyle was flown to the Ford by one of the carrier’s MH-60
Sierra helicopters. It landed him on the flight deck in the early afternoon, in
between the cycle of fixed-wing aircraft launching and recovering.

Commander Boyle was escorted from the helicopter and over the flight
deck by one of the white shirts. They helped him into the interior of the



carrier, where he knew his way around. He had been a part of the ship’s crew
until recently. The death of the Farragut’s former CO had created an urgent
hole to fill. Commander Boyle was the answer.

Inside the skin of the ship, he walked through the O-3 level, where most
of the officers lived, passing by several offices run by men the same rank as
he.

As the captain of his own destroyer, the Farragut, Commander Boyle was
the highest-ranking officer on his ship. But the moment he stepped onto the
aircraft carrier, he was just one O-5 among dozens. There were also several
O-6s—Navy captains—one of whom was his boss, the commodore. The
highest-ranking person in the entire carrier strike group was Rear Admiral
Arthur Louis Manning IV—by coincidence, father to Commander Boyle’s
new airboss. Almost all these officers would be at the meeting he was
scheduled to attend.

Boyle walked through the maze of white passageways and blue linoleum
flooring, stepping through opened watertight compartment hatches, and
around a few poor young seamen who were chipping paint and cleaning.
Arriving at his destination, he knocked on the commodore’s door three times.

“Enter,” a voice bellowed from within.
Boyle walked inside to see two Navy captains—the commodore and his

deputy—as well as two lieutenants. The lieutenants were sitting on a worn
blue fabric sofa. One of them typed on a computer, editing a PowerPoint
presentation that appeared on a flat-screen monitor fixed to the wall.

“Ah, glad you could join us, Commander Boyle. Please have a seat,” said
the deputy.

The commodore nodded to acknowledge him and then resumed squinting
at the PowerPoint.

“You misspelled airborne. There’s no E at the end,” grumbled the
commodore.

“Sir, I think there is,” replied the lieutenant in a nervous voice.
“Look it up, then. And change the font. Who put this in Calibri font? The

admiral’s staff has put out specific guidelines for all his briefs. We’ve been
over this.” He shook his head in disgust. “Calibri.”

The baggy-eyed lieutenant typing at the computer mumbled something
under his breath. Boyle didn’t catch it, but the deputy smiled.

“What was that?” said the commodore.
“I’ll fix it, sir.” He made a few changes and began rearranging the words



on the screen to fit better.
Commander Boyle smiled inwardly. Senior officers, during speeches to

their junior officers, often liked to say that they envied them. But the truth
was that Boyle didn’t miss this staff officer bullshit one little bit.

Boyle’s career was a winding road. He had stepped on and off the golden
path towards admiral too many times to count. There was one unbreakable
commandment known to all military personnel organizations. Thou shalt not
have a gap in thy service record. And James Boyle didn’t just have a gap.

He had a chasm.
A 1990 graduate of the University of Notre Dame, Boyle had served

honorably for eight years as a surface warfare officer. His first assignment as
a junior officer had been aboard the USS Missouri, one of the last of the US
Navy battleships. He had stood watch on the bridge in 1991, the night they
had begun firing their sixteen-inch guns into Kuwait, the booming of which
still reverberated in his chest cavity.

After eight years as an overachieving junior officer, James Boyle had
decided—against all advice from his chain of command—to get out and go
civilian. The choice for him had been about family. His kids had barely seen
him, and his wife was tired and stressed out from raising them alone for
months on end.

Things had gone well in the private sector. He’d excelled at his job and
had been rewarded with rapid promotions and generous bonuses. His wife
and he had decided to purchase a new car—a BMW, which delighted his
mother-in-law. They’d joined a country club. He’d begun networking more—
playing rounds of golf with company executives and getting calls from high-
end headhunters.

But something was missing.
Behind the smiles and raised glasses of congratulations was an emptiness

that James Boyle couldn’t make go away.
But he missed the brotherhood, and he missed the sense of fulfillment that

came with a life of military service. His corporate friends were often awed by
his stories—but he no longer wanted to tell them. Boyle was barely thirty
years old in 2001, and he felt like he was already turning into an old man—
reminiscing about the good old days, when he was miserable aboard a ship.

After long talks with his wife—some featuring her wiping teary eyes—
she’d agreed to support him in his quest to go back to active duty. It wasn’t
quick or easy. The Navy personnel weenies had made him go through all



sorts of medical screenings and jump through paperwork hoops. But
eventually, James Boyle had been recommissioned back into active-duty
Navy service.

That was in August of 2001. Just before the world had changed overnight.
Within weeks, he was underway, and sailing toward the Middle East. His

ship was sortied in response to the September 11th attacks, and by October he
was standing watch while his destroyer fired Tomahawk missiles at targets in
Afghanistan.

As it turned out, getting out of the Navy had only hurt his career so much.
He was promoted to commander, and he was even selected for a coveted
commanding officer billet. He wouldn’t make admiral. There were too many
holes in his record for that. But he might just make captain someday. More
importantly, he was happy. His time in corporate America had given him a
new appreciation for everything that the military had to offer.

After his recent change of command six months ago, Boyle had been
temporarily assigned to the USS Ford as she went through sea trials, and
while he awaited his next set of orders. Then the call came a few weeks ago.
The Farragut needed a captain. And like any good officer, Boyle was more
than happy to take another command.

Now, he stood on board America’s newest aircraft carrier, with a new
command and a new challenge on the horizon, watching two junior officers
squirm under the scrutiny of his new boss.

At times like this, when he watched young junior officers as they tried to
appease the nitpickings of their senior officers, all he could do was laugh to
himself. To the JOs, their whole world was right here on this ship. The
commodore was their god. And thus, two of the best and brightest that the
United States had to offer were held in brutal misery over which font must be
used in the daily PowerPoint brief. These two junior officers would go on to
do great things. But for now, this was their penance for having that privilege.

“Sir, I just checked—airborne has an E at the end.”
“That’s what I said,” came the commodore. The lieutenant glanced up but

didn’t say anything. He just made the change. The commodore said, “Easy
there, Lieutenant. It takes a big man to admit when he’s wrong.”

The lieutenant looked back up.
The commodore said, “I’m not a big man.” Then a large grin broke out on

his face.
The lieutenant smiled nervously back at him and resumed typing. Boyle



stifled a laugh. At least the commodore had a sense of humor.
Both of these young officers were on the commodore’s staff. One was the

Destroyer Squadron (Desron)’s operations officer. The other was the future
operations officer. There must have been fifty people on board the aircraft
carrier with the term operations officer in their job title, each one working for
a different staff or squadron. The operations officers were essentially the
managers who planned things like ship movements and aircraft missions.

In a lot of ways, working on the carrier reminded Boyle of working in a
large corporation. There were dozens of silos, each one filled with personnel
that were very experienced in their own function, but had much less
understanding of what lay in the other silos. In a business, there might be
separate departments for IT, human resources, sales, marketing, finance,
manufacturing, and R&D, each silo filled with people dedicated to
performing their specific task.

On the aircraft carrier, it was the same thing. The different groups formed
their own cultures. The nuclear engineers who operated deep within the
bowels of the carrier hadn’t seen sunlight in two weeks and had strict safety
schedules about how many minutes they could stay in their hot duty spaces.
But they would be like a deer on a highway if they went topside onto the
carrier’s flight deck. The flight deck crew who spent all day launching and
recovering aircraft, on the other hand, were highly attuned to that
environment, but they probably couldn’t tell you the first thing about nuclear
power. The junior officers on the commodore’s staff, who spent all day
meticulously planning what each ship was going to be doing for the next six
weeks, were flabbergasted when they met some of the F-18 pilots who didn’t
even know the name of the destroyer only ten miles away. Everyone had a
job to do, and they became experts at those jobs. The carrier environment was
so complex that few, if any, were experts in everything.

That’s why men like the commodore, the CAG, and the admiral got the
big bucks.

There were significant differences between life on the carrier and in
corporate America, however. When Boyle had worked in the business world,
he had often heard his colleagues complain of never being able to detach
from work. They were always answering emails and many times had to work
at night after putting the kids to bed. Boyle laughed at that sentiment. On
deployment, work really was constant. You lived with your fellow
employees. You often ate with—or at least in sight of—your boss at every



meal. The phone often rang at all hours of the night because there was
something that the watch standers needed you to know about. Work was
literally 24/7. And there was no family, video chat, or phone calls. Not until
you pulled into port every eight weeks. And the “time off” during port visits
was spent with none other than your fellow employees. Eat, sleep, drink,
work, play. It made no matter. Military life was all-consuming. And that was
just the Navy. It was nothing compared to what some of the ground troops in
Iraq and Afghanistan had to go through.

That wasn’t to say that it was all bad. Sometimes separation made the
heart grow fonder. Sometimes separation lead to…well…permanent
separation. Relationship details were the subject of many conversations
between shipmates. Not Boyle, though. His happy marriage was a private
one. He missed his wife and kids dearly, and he had planned on seeing them
soon. Would that still happen?

The Ford’s excursion was only supposed to last a few days. But a lot had
changed in the past few weeks. Now, Boyle had a different boss, a new
command, and no clue when he would next see his wife and kids.

The commodore said, “Commander, I’m sorry for keeping you waiting.
The admiral’s brief is in thirty-five minutes. We just need to put the finishing
touches on this, and then I’ll be with you.”

“No problem, sir.”
The commodore was in charge of all of the ships in the carrier strike

group, with several notable exceptions. He was not in charge of the shotgun
ship—in this case, the USS Michael Monsoor. And he was not in charge of
the carrier itself—the USS Ford. Both of those were commanded by men
who were equal in rank to him—O-6s, or US Navy captains. The commodore
was in charge of all of the other warships in company—the destroyers and
littoral combat ships, the Navy’s newest version of frigates. Were they calling
them frigates now, or were they still littoral combat ships? Boyle couldn’t
keep it straight anymore.

Boyle kept his mouth shut for now, but what he saw surprised him. The
carrier strike group was headed towards Pearl Harbor, just like he’d expected.
But there were two paths. A contingent of ships labeled SAG 131 was headed
on a southwestern course.

There were several three-letter identifiers underneath the SAG 131
symbol. One of them had the letters FAR. Farragut. James watched carefully
as the commodore, his deputy, and the two lieutenants walked through the



brief. It looked like their surface action group was to be made up of
destroyers and littoral combat ships, and one supply ship. They were headed
to the South Pacific.

For what, he wasn’t sure.

“Attention on deck!”
The members of the admiral’s conference room on the USS Ford rose

from their seats. Boyle stood just in front of one of the many seats lining the
wall. Dozens of squadron COs and staff officers stood with him, surrounding
the conference table. The seats at the center table were reserved for the most
senior officers. Mostly O-6s. Admiral Manning marched in with his chief of
staff and admiral’s aide in tow, saying, “Seats.”

The room sat in silent unison.
A Navy captain in digital utilities stood at the front of the room. His

warfare pin hinted to Boyle that he was the admiral’s new information
warfare commander. This meant that he oversaw the collection and
dissemination of intelligence for the strike group.

“Admiral Manning, good afternoon. As many of you now know, we have
recently received specific intelligence that points to a growing Chinese naval
threat. Over the past twenty-four hours, tensions have escalated in the
Western Pacific theater. So far, North Korea’s response to the bombing raid
on their nuclear site has been merely verbal. But both North Korean military
and Chinese military assets are on high alert. And there is now a Chinese
naval unit that is suspected to be transiting east of the second island chain.”

There were murmurs around the room. Some were hearing confirmation
of these events for the first time.

Admiral Manning said, “This is the group of merchant ships?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Continue, please.” The room quieted.
The briefer began going through slides. A large map of the Pacific

theater. Large gray circles overlaid parts of the map as a way to depict the
ranges of surface-launched missiles.

“The Office of Naval Intelligence has indications that Chinese naval
vessels are on high alert and may even now be intending open hostilities



towards US naval forces in the Western Pacific. We believe that the merchant
ships transiting the South Pacific are the first wave of a Chinese supply
convoy.”

“Do they have escorts?” asked the CAG.
“We don’t believe so.”
More murmurs throughout the room.
Admiral Manning pointed towards the screen on the far end of the

conference table. “Do we have a more accurate update on Chinese submarine
locations?”

“Sir, both ship and submarine locations are now at least twenty-four
hours time-late.” The information warfare commander’s voice was painfully
apologetic.

“Very well—Commodore, what’s your plan for ASW?”
“Sir, we’ve asked for maritime air support round the clock from here on

out once we get to Hawaii. And I’m working with HSM-74 to set up
continuous helicopter support. The carrier strike group will also have a
protective screen of destroyers looking for submarine threats at all times.”

“You’re about to take some of my destroyers from me, aren’t you?”
The commodore gave an awkward smile. “Sir, the surface action group

would be taking many of the destroyers south, but…”
“The carrier is the high-value unit, Scott. Let’s make sure we prioritize it

as such.”
“Yes, sir.”
“We can talk this when we get to your plans.”
“Yes, sir.” The commodore looked at his lieutenants sitting together on

the wall. They were red-faced, realizing that they might have to rework all
the plans they had just spent the past six hours making.

Admiral Manning turned to his left. “CAG, we’re going to need to place a
priority on over-the-horizon surveillance. If our satellites and drone support
are diminished, we need organic capability to tell us where the bad guys are
and what they’re doing.”

“Yes, sir. We’ve already begun planning for this.”
“What’s the status on plussing up the air wing to full strength?”
“Sir, the COD’s been flying round the clock bringing in support

personnel and parts. We have scheduled V-22 hits while we’re in range of
North Island. We have a squadron of F-35Cs aboard—as well as Growlers
and the Screwtops. But we need more helicopters and super hornets, sir.



We’re about half strength compared to what our normal complement should
be.”

The admiral said, “What help is needed?”
“Sir, it might help if PACFLEET was encouraged…”
“Very well. I’ll make the calls after we’re done.” The admiral looked at

Captain Stewart. “Will you be able to fit in a day of taking on a few more
squadrons over the next week?”

The CAG said, “Admiral, we’ll need to get close to San Diego if we’re
going to take on more helicopters.”

The admiral frowned. “We don’t have time for that, I’m afraid. Remind
me, what do we have aboard now?”

“We have exactly four Romeos and five Sierras, sir.” The CAG looked
along the wall of the room. He asked a commander in a flight suit, “If we
can’t get more helicopters, what do you need to conduct twenty-four-hour
operations?”

Boyle realized that the commander in the flight suit must have been one
of the helicopter squadron commanders. “Sir, we’ve made arrangements to
pick up more personnel once we get near Hawaii. We’re in talks with HSM-
37 to detach one or two of their birds to us as well. They’re out of Kanehoe
Bay.”

The admiral nodded. “Good. Gentlemen, we all saw how deadly just one
Chinese submarine can be if not detected. We need to be vigilant. Do not
sleep on the submarine threat. If the Chinese are moving on us, the carriers
will be their number one target.”

The officers at the central table nodded agreement. “Yes, sir.”
The admiral turned. “Commodore, let’s talk about your SAG now.”
The commodore grabbed the clicker and switched the screen to show the

map of ships that his lieutenants had worked on. “Sir, based on the
intelligence we received earlier today, we intend to put a surface action group
in a position to locate and interdict the Chinese convoy. We would plan to
search the area our intel expects them to cross. If we make an average speed
of eighteen knots, I’m confident that we can intercept them in the vicinity of
the Marshall Islands.”

“Who are you stealing from me, Commodore?”
The commodore did his best to look humble. “We had originally intended

on taking four destroyers, three LCSs, and a supply ship.”
The admiral stared at the map. As an afterthought, he said, “Remind the



group who’s with us now, Commodore. We have a lot of new faces with us.”
“Sir, ships in company include one Arleigh Burke–class destroyer, the

USS Mason. We have the latest Zumwalt-class destroyer riding shotgun—the
USS Michael Monsoor. Our supply ship is the USNS Henry J. Kaiser, and
we have two littoral combat ships: the Detroit and the Fort Worth.”

“And the Farragut…”
“Yes, sir, the Farragut is steaming this way as we speak, and we actually

have Commander Boyle, their new captain, with us here today.”
“Welcome, Commander Boyle.”
“Thank you, sir.”
The admiral said, “Commodore, when do we meet up with the others?”
“Sir, we have three more destroyers, two LCSs, and a second supply ship

steaming from San Diego now. They should join us the day after tomorrow
based on my conversation with Captain Stewart and the navigator.”

The navigator was in a flight suit, sitting against the wall. Boyle knew
him to be a former P-3 squadron commanding officer, a mean poker player,
and an overall good guy. He said, “That’s right, sir. Around twenty hundred
local time the day after tomorrow.”

“And the strike group will pick up several more once we’re closer to
Pearl.”

“How many?”
“Sir, we’re still working that out.”
“What’s the issue?”
“Third and Seventh Fleet are trading pieces. No one wants to be shorted.”
Admiral Manning frowned. “We can discuss that later. Tell me, are you

planning on going with the destroyers when we break up?”
The room was uncomfortably quiet. This was probably not the best venue

for the conversation. But Admiral Manning had a reputation for making his
O-6s sweat it out during meetings like this. During one meeting Boyle had
observed, when the information warfare commander had suggested that they
take a conversation offline, Admiral Manning had replied, “What the hell was
this meeting for, then? A show for all these junior officers to know that we’re
doing our job? Give me your damn answer, Captain.” The O-6s had come
prepared to discuss any and all agenda items after that.

The commodore cleared his throat. “I had planned to embark on the
Farragut, sir…”

“And you’ll leave the Michael Monsoor here?” The admiral looked down



the table at the Michael Monsoor’s captain, who had also flown over for the
meeting.

“Yes, sir, of course. Captain Hoblet on the Monsoor is the air defense
commander. I assumed you would want to keep them as shotgun…”

Both the commodore and the admiral turned now to Captain Hoblet, who
sat a few seats down from them at the center table. The air defense
commander was normally the ship captain of the shotgun cruiser. Since this
strike group had been thrown together in haste, and with units that were not
scheduled to go on deployment for months or years, there weren’t any
cruisers to be given. The USS Michael Monsoor was a three-billion-dollar
advancement in naval technology—or, depending on who you asked, a three-
billion-dollar piece of junk.

Controversy had surrounded just about every new piece of military
technology in recent years. Part of that was due to legitimate problems with
the bureaucratic procurement machine that plagued the defense industry.
Another part of it was the lobbyists of competitor defense firms, happy to run
negative news campaigns if it might help their business. If one new military
platform didn’t get funding, the money wasn’t saved by the taxpayers. It went
to the competition, for a proven and ready piece of hardware that was battle-
tested. Washington made Boyle sick, if he let himself think about it too
much.

The Zumwalt-class destroyer was no exception to this. While much of the
technology was state-of-the-art, it had several eye-popping problems—one of
which was its air defense capability. The Zumwalt was unproven in this
arena. Her systems were different than the AEGIS system that other Navy
destroyers and cruisers used.

Admiral Manning said, “Should I be comfortable with a Zumwalt-class
ship as my air defense commander?”

Captain Hoblet said, “Sir, the Michael Monsoor is fully capable of—”
“How much testing and training have you and your crew done? And how

well integrated are you with the AEGIS destroyers?”
“Admiral, admittedly, the ship is brand-new. We haven’t yet finished—”
“Let’s be clinical in our decision making. The Michael Monsoor might be

great at air defense. But I don’t want to find out that there’s some
compatibility issue integrating with the other destroyers’ AEGIS systems in
the middle of a missile attack. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”



“From what I’ve read in your reports, you have tested some of the other
weapons systems aboard, and she’s more than adequate at the surface warfare
mission.”

“That’s an accurate statement, sir.”
“Very well. Commodore, when we’re done here, let’s look at sending the

Michael Monsoor out as the SAG commander. Captain Hoblet, you can
delegate air defense duties to one of our escort destroyers that remains with
Ford.”

“Yes, sir.” Hoblet’s face betrayed no emotion.
“Commodore, what’s the plan for the SAG?”
The commodore tried to maintain his composure while all eyes were on

him after just getting shot down by his boss.
“Yes, sir, we’ll have at least four detachments of helicopters embarked on

those SAG ships. My intent”—he clicked the button to switch to the next
slide—“is to create a giant line abreast formation—about one hundred miles
of separation between each of the seven warships. We’ll have the supply ship
close to one of them. That gives us a seven-hundred-nautical-mile vertical
line that we’re covering each day, plus about two hundred more miles on
each side that the helicopters can surveil.”

“That’s still a hell of a lot of open ocean to have to cover outside of that.”
“Sir, there’s a marine expeditionary unit embarked on the USS America

in the vicinity of northern Australia. With your permission, sir, I’d like to ask
PACFLEET to see if they can help them get some of the V-22s and F-35s to
conduct a little surveillance in the South Pacific. That would help us narrow
down the search area.”

The admiral frowned. “You don’t think PACCOM is going to want to use
their Marines?”

“Sir, I’m sure they will. But other than spreading out my ships and…”
“What about the Australians?”
“Sir?”
“Have we reached out to the Royal Australian Air Force? Let’s see if we

can get some of their maritime surveillance aircraft to help out down there.
Work with the IWC.”

The information warfare commander said, “Sir, they already feed into our
collection box—everything has just been disrupted over the past twenty-four
hours. Actually, we may have an additional maritime reconnaissance tool
soon. The Air Force has a few B-52s out of Guam that they’re outfitting with



Dragon’s Eye sensors. They’ll be able to patrol large areas of ocean in the
South Pacific around Guam.”

“That’s excellent news. Gentlemen, we need to look at the possibility that
China is trying to do what Japan couldn’t during World War II. North Korea
may attack the South. China has threatened to retaliate against the United
States if we attack North Korea. Now that we’ve bombed North Korea’s
missile site, we’ll find out if China was bluffing. We may very well be at war
this time next week. If that happens, China will be storming across the
Pacific, trying to grab as much land as they can, as fast as possible. Then
they’ll arm it, and fortify that land so we can’t take it back.

“All those battles you studied in World War II history—all those names
you know—Midway, Wake Island, Tarawa, Iwo Jima—remember them.
They are once again strategic land masses that we’ll need to consider. Those
islands are able to support runways that line up with the prevailing wind
direction. There are only a handful. Once these islands are occupied by the
Chinese military, it will be much harder for us to maintain control of the seas
in the vicinity.

“Soon we’ll send some of our ships off to be part of a surface action
group to the south. Our carrier strike group will maintain tactical control of
that SAG while they look for possible Chinese convoys that are trying to
make it across the Pacific. Our strike group will head to Pearl Harbor to take
on more people, parts, and aircraft. We’ll be joined by more ships—
preferably as many as possible.” He looked at the commodore when he said
that.

“We are working with Pacific Fleet on what our orders will be after we
reach Hawaii. But for now, I need everyone in this room to start planning for
war.”

Determined nods from around the room.
“Whether it’s China, North Korea, or both, our strike group may soon be

in harm’s way. Prepare. Train your people. Make sure they’re in the right
state of mind. Make sure they’re keeping healthy. No more communications
home. Operational security is paramount. That’s all, gentlemen. Now get to
work.”

Everyone jumped to attention as the admiral stood and walked out of the
room.



Commander Boyle caught the commodore’s eye after the admiral left the
conference room. Dozens of officers remained. Most were staff officers,
huddled around their bosses, talking game plans and schedules.

The commodore smiled at Commander Boyle. “Well, you lucked out,
Captain. Now you don’t have to deal with me living on your ship.”

Boyle gave a slight grin. “Did you want to talk, sir? My helicopter leaves
in about forty minutes to take me back to Farragut.”

“Yes, come back to my stateroom for a few minutes.”
Boyle followed the commodore as he walked. The busy passageways of

an aircraft carrier reminded Boyle of driving on a highway. It was crowded,
with many bottlenecks. The people behind you always seemed to be in a rush
to go faster, and the ones in front were always going too slow. But overall,
the traffic moved fast. Every twenty feet or so, they stepped up and through
the six-foot-tall open hatch of a watertight compartment. Boyle knew that if
general quarters were called, all these watertight doors would be closed and
sealed shut, increasing the chances that damage to the ship would be
survivable.

Dark corridors branched off to either side of the main passageway. Doors
lined the corridors. Some of the doors had name plates on them—living
quarters for the officers. Some of the doors were office spaces. Heads—or
bathrooms—were spaced throughout these living quarters. Boyle saw a man
in a towel coming out of one of them, his flip-flops squeaking on the floor.
Probably on the night watch, or a pilot with a night flight. Shipboard
operations were twenty-four hours a day.

At last they reached the commodore’s door. Unlike the other stateroom
doors, which were plain gray plastic, his was a deep blue color, with a
decorative wooden plaque on the outside. It read Commander, Destroyer
Squadron 22. Underneath that, it read Sea Combat Commander. The man had
many titles.

“Would you like a coffee? Coke?” The commodore opened up a mini
fridge, holding up a can.

“Sure, I’ll take a Coke, sir. Thank you.”
They cracked open their soda cans and sat down, Boyle on the couch, and

the commodore on a blue cushioned seat across from him. A small coffee
table sat in the center. The room was cramped, but even these sparse quarters
were considered luxurious living on board the carrier. The commodore was
one of the highest-ranking members of the now-nine-thousand-person-strong



carrier strike group. His reward was a couch and a Coke-stocked mini fridge,
crammed together in a space the size of Boyle’s wife’s walk-in closet.

“Our conversation was going to be about how I planned to run the surface
action group.” He smiled. “But now that I won’t be going…”

A knock at the door.
“Come in.”
The door opened, and Captain Hoblet stuck his head in. “Scott…just

wanted to chat for a second if you’ve got a chance. They’re sending a
helicopter over for me soon.”

“Come in, come in.” The commodore waved.
“Sir, I can leave.”
“Jared, this is James Boyle, the new captain of the Farragut.”
“Ah. Pleasure to meet you, James. It appears that we’ll be working

together.” An amused look on the man’s face. They shook hands.
“I’m sorry about the admiral’s decision, Scott. If you like, I can talk to

him about—”
“No. He’s right, when I think about it from the perspective of air defense.

Which I wasn’t. It makes more sense to leave another AEGIS ship here with
Ford and have you lead the SAG.”

Hoblet nodded. “I tend to agree. I believe that Michael Monsoor’s air
defense capabilities will exceed all expectations. But it’s not worth the risk.
Not if we have so many proven DDGs.”

“Would you like to sit?”
“No, I just wanted to swing by to make sure you were good with all of

this.”
“We’ll make it work. Hell, PACFLEET’s staffers are rewriting

everything we submit to them anyway.”
Hoblet chuckled. “No doubt.” He stuck out his hand, looking the

commodore in the eye as they shook. “Godspeed.” Then he looked at Boyle
and said, “Commander. I’ll be in touch.” Captain Hoblet walked out, the door
swinging shut behind him.

The commodore let out a long sigh. “How many pilots do they have on
your ship?”

Boyle furrowed his brow. “Sir?” An odd question.
“Commander, I’m short one aviator on my staff. My air ops officer had a

baby just before we put out to sea, and my team is struggling to speak aviator.
I need a helicopter pilot who can help my staff work with the air wing. Pretty



soon, we may be running round-the-clock surveillance and ASW flights from
the carrier and all the ships in company. So, I need an air operations officer. I
mentioned it to the CAG. The helicopter squadrons on board the carrier are
short pilots, and he doesn’t really want to steal from them if he can help it.”

“We have five pilots aboard the Farragut, sir. But I would think that the
helicopter squadron CO would have to sign off on that…”

The commodore picked up his phone and dialed a number. “CAG,
Commodore. I want to steal one of the helicopter pilots on the Farragut and
make him my new air ops officer. I’ll bring him over here to the carrier. He
can do double-duty and help relieve your helo bubbas if they need it. That
okay with you?” The commodore grabbed a pen and paper. “Uh-huh. Okay.
Yes, I’ll have him do that. Thanks, CAG.” He hung up.

Boyle looked at his watch. He needed to get ready to head back.
The commodore hung up the phone. “CAG gave his approval. Here, get

in touch with the commanding officer of HSM-46 and figure out who you can
send over. I’d like him here tomorrow, before you guys get out of range. We
have a lot of work to do.”

“Yes, sir.”

Plug’s mouth hung open. Victoria felt bad for him. He didn’t deserve this.
But it was slightly humorous to her that a man who had recently stared down
death and danger in the cockpit had finally found his fear—paper pushing.

“There must be some mistake.”
Victoria said, “The skipper said he talked to the CO of 74. You’ll still get

to fly with them on the carrier.”
“Boss, I’m the maintenance officer for your det. I’ve done a good job,

right? I was going to extend for another year. I was going try to be an
instructor pilot—maybe see if I could get a slot in San Diego. This isn’t even
a job I’m supposed to have yet…and I can’t roll now. How were they even
able to cut orders so fast?”

“The Desron commodore wanted an air operations officer. He heard what
a great job you’ve done here, and he personally selected you.”

Plug glowered at her. “Really?”
“No. Any helicopter pilot would have done for him, probably. It was our



skipper that chose you. He couldn’t send one of the 2Ps, they don’t have
enough experience.” Her face said she was sorry, but she was also amused.

“Is this punishment? Is it because I’m a wiseass?”
“No.”
“Will this hurt my career?”
“It’ll probably help it.”
“Why?” His hands were in his face.
“Why will it help your career?”
“No.” Plug let out a huge sigh as they sat on opposite sides of the empty

wardroom table. “Why me? Never mind.”
Victoria realized that Plug was just once again making his rapid transition

through the different stages of grief. He didn’t want to leave his ship, or his
men. He didn’t want to go work for SWOs. Didn’t want to become a staff
officer. It would mean less flying. More time in front of a computer, creating
briefs and documents for senior officers to scour over.

Finally, acceptance.
“Fuck it. When do I leave?”
She said, “I want you to know that we’ll really miss you. You did a great

job here, Plug. I’m completely serious. Even if you did crash one of my
helicopters.”

“Don’t get all mushy on me, old lady. And it was a landing. It just
happened to be the case that I landed on water.”

She smiled. “The deck hit is at fifteen hundred. Go break the news to
your partners in crime and pack your stuff.”

“Yes, Boss.”
Victoria waited until he left and then picked up the phone next to her. It

rang once.
“Spike, I’m in the wardroom. Please come see me.” She hung up the

phone without waiting for him to answer. He wasn’t in trouble. But there
were only a few things in life that could really entertain her right now.
Messing with her junior officers by making them think they were in trouble
was one of them.

Lieutenant Junior Grade Juan “Spike” Volonte crept through the
wardroom door in a wrinkled flight suit, his eyes wide with apprehension.
From the lines all over his face, she had interrupted a rare nap. “You wanted
to see me, Boss?”

“Have a seat.”



He walked over and sat in the seat that Plug had just been in. “Anything
wrong?”

“I’m afraid that your performance as the detachment operations officer is
no longer going to work for me.”

“Boss, wait. What’s wrong? If you need me to do something extra, I can
do it. I…” Spike was as much of an overachiever as she was. He just wasn’t
as good at reading people.

“I’m making you the new MO.”
A cloud of confusion formed on his face. “Me? Maintenance officer?

Plug just walked by me in the hall. He looked…what’s happening?”
“He’s being sent over to the carrier. So is Murphy. We’re down to one

helicopter, and they apparently think that we can manage with just me and
two 2Ps.”

“Just three pilots?”
“Yes. It’ll be me, you, and Caveman. Caveman will take over the

scheduling from you. You’ll take over the maintenance officer role from
Plug. Think you can handle it?”

“Yes, ma’am.”
“Good. Go down and talk to Senior Chief and let him know. Start

spending all your free time there. From speaking with the captain, it sounds
like we’ll be doing a lot of surveillance flights over the next few weeks.”
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ll three of the US Army Delta Force operators were Asian-American
men. Two spoke fluent Mandarin and passable Cantonese. Chase

would be their token white guy. Considering where they were headed, he
hoped that wasn’t one too many. They had been training together on Guam
for the past week and had gelled as a team.

Chase had never heard of the “Bod Pod,” as the US Air Force officer had
referred to it. He stood next to a DARPA scientist who had flown halfway
around the world to meet with them for thirty minutes, in the middle of the
night, in Guam.

“This will be the first time we’ve ever used it operationally. But it has
worked with the monkeys.”

One of the Delta guys raised an eyebrow. “Monkeys?”
“Yup. Tested this sucker out with monkeys, just like the space program. I

mean, they didn’t have the oxygen masks or communications equipment like
you guys will. So you’ll be able to speak with the air crew. The monkeys
couldn’t.”

Chase glanced at the Air Force officer and then at the spec ops guys. “I’m
guessing that wasn’t the only reason that the monkeys couldn’t talk to the
pilots.”

The scientist said, “Quite right. Quite right.” His eyes darted around
nervously. “Anyhoo, you boys will each have your own pod. They’re
pressurized, so you won’t need to wear or use your oxygen masks while
flying. You won’t be able to move around much. Pretty cramped in there. But
try not to fall asleep. We set up a manual switch that you have to press. A



fail-safe, so that the pilots can’t eject you without you being ready.”
“Well, that’s nice. So what, we press the button and what…the bomb bay

doors just open up and we fall out?”
“That’s about it. Uh. Both you and the pilot have to press the button. And

the pilot—”
The Air Force officer said, “It’ll actually be the combat systems officer

who you’ll be speaking with. He’ll press the button. And you’ll be able to
communicate with him, if you need to.”

“Yes, right,” said the scientist. “The combat systems officer will monitor
the navigational track and make sure that the aircraft is set up at the
appropriate course, speed, and altitude, and then press their release button.
They can’t press theirs until the aircraft’s outer bomb bay is open. That will
prevent you from falling three feet onto the closed metal doors of the B-2.
That would hurt.”

One of the Delta Force operators said, “And why do we need to do this
again?”

“Well, this was the best way to covertly insert you into a modern
military’s denied area of operations.”

The Delta operator replied, “This might be the most fucked-up thing I’ve
ever heard of. I’m impressed. You want us to ride inside this little metal pod
—the size and shape of a bomb—which is being carried in the bomb bay of a
B-2 stealth bomber—and fly…how many hours?”

“Six hours’ flight time,” said one of the men wearing a black flight suit
from the back of the room. Chase presumed he was the pilot who would
actually be flying the stealthy aircraft.

“Six hours in this little metal canister, just waiting for you to open it up
and drop us into China. Am I getting that right?”

Another one of the Deltas tapped him on the shoulder. “Yeah, but dude,
the monkeys didn’t have comms. We’ll have comms. It’ll be great. Maybe
they can play us music.”

The Delta operator shook his head and shrugged. “Yeah. Whatever. I’ll
be sleeping. Just yell really loud when we get there so that I wake up in time
to open my chute.”

The Air Force officer who was helping with the briefing suddenly looked
worried. “Well, you really shouldn’t sleep—it’ll be a HALO drop. So
actually, you’ll need to put on your oxygen mask about thirty minutes before
drop as well. And you probably need—”



Chase held up his hand. “I’m pretty sure he was just kidding.”
One of the Delta Force men smiled and nodded, his eyes closed as if the

conversation pained him. “We’ll be awake, sir.”
“Monkeys,” said one of the others.

The B-2 Spirit took off from Anderson Air Force Base on Guam. It flew up
the Yellow Sea and entered Chinese airspace over the Liuhe River delta.

The pilot said to his combat systems officer, “You know, I was just
reading an article that says all this stealth technology is bullshit. The Chinese
have radars that can pick us up no problem now.”

The combat systems officer, who was also the mission commander, said,
“That’s fake news.”

“No, seriously. Apparently, we shouldn’t even call it stealth anymore.”
“Feet dry,” came the call from the combat systems officer as he

monitored their progress on the navigational readout.
“Guess we’ll find out,” said the pilot, smiling. A single bead of sweat

dripped down his forehead.
“Thirty minutes to drop zone. Hope those guys aren’t suffocated or ice

cubes when I press the button.”
Both of the B-2 crewmembers knew that the NSA and US Air Force

electronic and cyberattacks were now flooding Chinese air search radars with
false contacts. Even if the B-2 Spirit was picked up, it would be one of
dozens in its vicinity.

The B-2 barreled to the north at four hundred knots, its black wing-
shaped body hidden inside a twenty-thousand-foot overcast cloud layer. Any
fighters that were launched to explore the dozens of false tracks in the area
would have a very hard time visually identifying them.

When they reached the drop zone, a mountainous rural region fifty miles
to the northeast of a large city that the navigator couldn’t begin to pronounce,
he followed his checklist, and the outer bomb bay doors opened up. He triple-
checked that all of his readouts were displaying the correct numbers and
pressed DARPA’s precious green button.

Chase and the three US Army tier one operators, having been cooped up
in a torpedo-sized compartment for hours, each immediately pressed their



own green buttons, which read “Release Consent.”
Chase then quickly scrunched his arms close to his body and prepared

himself for free fall.
But nothing happened.
Chase quickly depressed the button again, trying to control his anger. He

could hear the voices of the other operators, yelling into their own pods’
internal speakers. Chase was about to press his own call button to see if the
Air Force crew had any idea what was going on when the floor opened up
beneath him, the harness above him unlocked, and he fell into the black night
sky, somewhere over China.
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Two weeks later

dmiral Manning stood on vulture’s row—the perch outside his
towering bridge that overlooked the aircraft carrier’s flight deck. They

were headed into the wind, and their speed through the water added another
fifteen knots. White caps dotted the dark blue ocean as far as the eye could
see. A gray cloud layer blocked out the sun. He leaned forward, hands on the
rail, squinting as he watched the scene below.

At the one o’clock position was the supply ship, the USNS Matthew
Perry, inching closer by the second. Her flight deck was clear, but there were
dozens of personnel scurrying about on her port deck. A female petty officer
shot the line from the carrier to the supply ship. One of her companions
patted her on the back when the line hit its mark.

Deckhands on both ships, on opposite sides of the deep blue river of
water, were busy staging their work materials for the evolution, moving
pushcarts, and forklifts, and stacking elevators with empty netting for pallets.
The initial shot lines were replaced with thicker ones that were used to
connect the two ships. Large black refueling hoses, looking like sea snakes,
were carefully pulled from the supply ship across the water and attached to
the aircraft carrier’s fuel intake ports. Thousands of gallons of jet fuel began
flowing from the supply ship to the aircraft carrier. Pallets of food and
supplies began riding zip lines across to the carrier. The replenishment at sea
had begun.

On the other side of the USNS Matthew Perry, the destroyer USS Nitze



steamed into position. Soon it would be lined up in the exact opposite spot as
the carrier, ready for her own replenishment at sea. The supply ship’s
personnel were incredibly skilled. Decades of experience had turned
America’s Navy into masters of underway logistics, able to move tons of
material and countless gallons of fuel during transit.

The whole evolution took about two hours. MH-60 Sierra helicopters
from the USS Ford flew back and forth among the three ships, ferrying
pallets and munitions underneath them from one flight deck to another. In
between the ships, the salt water sprayed up into the air as the close proximity
of the ships caused the sea to swell into large waves.

“Admiral, you have a call from the SAG commander, sir.”
He turned to see his aide standing in the bridge.
“Can I take it up here?”
“Yes, sir.”
He followed the junior officer over to a section of the admiral’s bridge

that contained several communications devices.
“Captain Hoblet on HF secure, sir.” He handed Admiral Manning the

black plastic radio endpiece. It looked similar to an old landline phone, but
without the rounded ends.

“This is Ford Strike Group actual, over.”
“Ford CSG Actual, this is SAG 131 actual. Good morning, Admiral. We

are on station in Box Bravo. We have all six of our ships in a line abreast,
fifteen hundred miles long. Our helicopters and drones are running search
patterns around the clock. And we have an Australian P-8 as well as a US Air
Force B-52 set up for maritime search that should be providing us assistance
beginning tomorrow morning. Over.”

“SAG 131, this is Ford CSG. That is excellent news. Have you seen any
sign of the Chinese merchant ships, over?”

“Ford CGS, this is SAG 131. Negative, over.”
The admiral frowned.
“SAG 131, this is Ford CSG. Understood. Be safe, over.”
“Ford CSG, SAG 131. Roger out.”
He placed the receiver back in its holder. His personal aide, a lieutenant,

walked in from the far end of the bridge.
“Admiral, you’ve got a call with CINCPAC in ten minutes, sir.”
“Any luck with satcom?”
“I’m afraid not, sir. We’ll still be using HF secure.”



“Hope we get ’em this time. Okay. Lead the way, Suggs.”
Admiral Manning followed the lieutenant out the hatch and down the

ladder way, nine floors down. They were both huffing and puffing and trying
not to show it when they reached the O-3 level. In every section of the ship
where the admiral walked, someone called attention on deck. The officers
and crew would then snap to attention until he told them to stand at ease.

They reached his stateroom, and he took a seat. His office had a plush
blue carpet with the seal of the USS Ford Strike Group on the floor, a large
oak desk, and traditional Navy pictures and memorabilia on the wall.

One of the pictures was of President Gerald Ford in his khaki uniform in
1944, aboard the USS Monterey, a light carrier. Admiral Manning had read
up on Ford’s military service before he was placed in charge of the carrier.
President Ford’s ship had participated in carrier strikes in the Marianas, New
Guinea, and the Battle of Philippine Sea, among others.

A knock at the door as it opened, the admiral’s chief of staff entering,
followed by a lieutenant from the communications department, here to make
sure that there were no issues with the HF transmission.

The admiral said, “We need to get better weather information, COS.
We’re blind out here without our satellites.”

“Yes, sir, I agree.”
He turned to his aide, who sat at the admiral’s coffee table, taking notes.

“Suggs, you see that picture over there?”
Lieutenant Suggs looked up. “The one of President Ford, sir?”
“Yes. His light carrier was knocked out of commission in 1944. Do you

know what happened to it?”
“Yes, sir. A typhoon hit it. The USS Monterey was one of several ships

that were damaged in the typhoon that hit Admiral Halsey’s Third Fleet in
1944. Three destroyers were lost, and over eight hundred men died at sea. A
fire erupted on the USS Monterey, Ford’s ship. They declared it unfit for sea
duty after that.”

“Goddammit, Suggs. You’re a lowly lieutenant. When a flag officer tries
to teach you a lesson, sound like you know less than he does, okay? Remind
me never to get an Oxford-educated loop again…”

The junior officer smiled. Suggs was a Rhodes Scholar and had studied at
Oxford for two years after graduating from the Naval Academy.

“Sorry, sir. I’ll try to sound less informed.” The communications
lieutenant shared a smile with Suggs.



The COS ignored the light-hearted humor, buried in his own notes.
“Admiral, PACFLEET has announced the ships that will be joining us.”

“Have they? How many has the good admiral decided to lend me?”
The COS brought down his reading glasses. “Seven.”
“Seven?”
“Yes, sir. Four destroyers, two LCSs and a cruiser. Plus we’ll have

multiple SSNs underneath us.”
The admiral sat back in his chair. “And they’re still deploying others

towards the WestPac?”
“Yes, sir. They’re going to join up with the two other strike groups that

are already on station.”
Admiral Manning put his thumb and forefinger to his lip, looking off into

space. “They must really be worried.”
The radio squelched and the lieutenant from the comms department

immediately turned up the volume. They could hear the voice of one of the
Pacific Fleet duty officers initiating communication. The conversation lasted
a little over ten minutes. Admiral Manning did most of the listening, while
his four-star boss gave him his orders.

When it was over, Admiral Manning dismissed the lieutenants so that he
could converse with his chief of staff. He also called in the CAG, the Ford
CO, and the commodore, who each entered a few minutes later.

“Gentlemen, have a seat. We need to talk.”

Plug took his tray through the salad bar line. He had already placed a plate of
meat lasagna on the tray, with two garlic breadsticks and a glass of bug juice.
The salad was good quality. Ripe cherry tomatoes and crisp baby carrots.
Fresh vegetables almost every day on the carrier. He couldn’t complain about
that. It sure as hell beat the week-old brownish lettuce that seemed to always
be served on board the smaller ships. Plus, he didn’t have to worry about the
food rolling off the table since the carrier barely rolled.

“Plug, you got a seat yet?”
He looked over to see Kevin Suggs sitting alone at one of the four-seater

tables, next to a TV playing an Armed Forces Network replay of the Super
Bowl. Because who didn’t love watching the Cowboys lose again? America’s



team, his ass.
Plug slid his tray onto the table. “How is life as the loop?” Loop was the

nickname given to flag officer aides. Admirals and generals were authorized
to have an officer designated as their personal assistant. It was an extremely
competitive assignment, as it combined great networking opportunities with
the experience of witnessing how leaders operated at the highest levels of the
military. The term loop referred to the gold embroidered braid that wrapped
around the right shoulder of flag aides in certain uniform types.

“It’s alright. Getting busy, though.”
Another lieutenant sat down with them, this one wearing the blue

working uniform with an information warfare pin on his chest. “You believe
that shit?” he said to Suggs.

Suggs introduced Plug and the lieutenant, who worked in the carrier’s
communications department.

The lieutenant asked, “So, Plug, you room with Suggs now?”
“Yup.”
He asked Plug, “How’d you get stuck with him?”
“Well, I needed a room, and the Desron stateroom was filled. So I guess

they figured since we were both aviators without a squadron, why not stick us
together? Even though he is an inferior pilot, having no idea how to hover
and all.”

“Last I checked, they didn’t make Top Gun about helicopters, did they?”
“One word, my friend. Airwolf.”
Suggs laughed. “Touché.”
Plug waved off the mock-insults. “So what’s wrong? Where were you

guys coming from just now?”
Suggs’s face grew serious. “We were in with the admiral while he was

getting orders from PACFLEET. Some crazy stuff is going down, man. It
appears that the Chinese have dispatched a strike group headed a lot farther
east than normal. Lot of speculation on where they might be headed.”

“What are you talking about? How many ships?”
“About six of them, including a carrier.”
Plug shook his head. “No, hold up. I was just getting briefed on this

before watch. You got it wrong. There are six Chinese merchant ships
crossing the South Pacific. That’s what the SAG is going to intercept.
Farragut is only a few days from where they think they’ll start catching them
on FLIR with helicopter flights.”



Suggs waved his finger. “No, my friend. Two separate groups of Chinese
vessels now, both headed east. You have the correct information on the
merchants. But there’s another.” His head cocked at an angle to emphasize
his point. “And these ones are warships.”

Plug frowned. “How the hell did they get six warships headed this way
without us knowing about it?”

“We did notice it. That’s why we’re discussing it now.”
“What do we think they are up to?”
Suggs frowned. “Two schools of thought. One, they might be headed

towards Panama to resupply or reinforce their wounded ships there.”
“And the second theory?”
“Some of the experts think that they might be heading in range of Pearl

Harbor.”
“Why?”
“Why do we send strike groups into the South China Sea? Power

projection, my friend. This new Chinese president doesn’t like the fact that
we bombed North Korea, only fifty miles from his border.”

“So what are we going to do?”
“Apparently, we’re going to situate ourselves a few hundred miles west

of Hawaii. We’ll be making sure that these Chinese warships are in our
crosshairs the entire time they’re over there.”

Plug shook his head. “Why do I get the feeling that things are
escalating?”

“Because they are, my friend. They are.”

Plug was living a constant reminder of why he didn’t want a job out of the
cockpit. He had been aboard the carrier for less than a week and felt like he
was drinking through a surface warfare firehose. The days began at 0530. He
woke up, walked down the dark passageway of the carrier in his tattered
bathrobe, shaved in the men’s room sink, and stood in line for one of the
showers. After five minutes, he got in and took a Navy shower. A few
seconds of water—playing Russian roulette with the temperature and
pressure coming out of the spout—a few seconds of soap and shampoo, and
then a few more seconds of water to wash it all off. The assembly line was



done with him in less than a minute, and the next man was up. He squished in
his sandals back down the passageway, retrieved his hotel-style key card
from his shaving kit, inserted it in the door, and went back into his room.

His shit-hot roommate, Suggs, had been up for an hour already. His
sweaty workout clothes were drying on a hanger in the corner of the room,
swaying gently with the roll of the carrier. Suggs was slapping a thin layer of
aftershave on his face. “Morning.”

Plug grunted in reply. “You going to eat?”
Suggs gave him a sheepish look. “Yeah, but I gotta eat in the strike group

wardroom.”
Plug frowned. “And my kind isn’t wanted there, is that it?”
“Sorry, man. If it makes you feel any better, my ancestors were slaves,

so…you can look at this as reparations. I’ll sneak you out some of the
gourmet pastries.”

“Are you serious?”
“About the slave thing?”
“No. Do they really have gourmet pastries?”
“No, but sometimes they have pretty good coffee cake in the morning.

With those little sugary crumbles on it. Haven’t seen that anywhere else on
the boat. I’ll snag you some.”

“Awesome. Thanks.”
“Later, bud.”
The door opened and shut as Suggs left. Plug checked his watch again—

0555. He threw on his flight suit, wrapped the laces of his Belleville boots
twice around and double-knotted them, and grabbed his notebook and empty
coffee thermos. He took a deep breath and walked out the door.

Marching down the p-way, eyes still adjusting to being awake after only
four and a half hours of sleep, he headed towards the galley. He would have
to hurry through breakfast. He had a lot of work to do. Another day of
making PowerPoint briefs and white papers for his new boss, writing flight
schedules, and standing hours of watch in some tiny computer-filled room the
SWOs called Zulu.

Plug was pretty sure that there was a conspiracy aboard the carrier. Each
meeting he had was located on opposite sides of the monstrous ship. It was a
workout just marching along the miles of passageways all day and night. Of
course, he had no idea whether it was day or night, because he never saw
outside the skin of the ship anymore.



He stood in the buffet line in the aft wardroom. There were several
wardrooms aboard the carrier. He had to admit that the food was better here.
It was higher quality, more plentiful, and almost always available. Meals
were always buffet-style—none of that antiquated “request permission to join
the mess” BS with the ship captain at every meal. Plug still asked to join the
table, and he would tack on a “sir” if there was an O-5 sitting there. But the
carrier had so many aviator-types aboard, their “chill” factor permeated the
culture. Meals were just more laid-back here.

It was ironic that on Plug’s first tour in such an aviation-centric place, he
—an aviator—was assigned to the only surface warfare–centric command.
Plug was now the air operations officer for the commodore. The commodore
had a staff of about twenty officers—almost all of them experienced surface
warfare officers and senior enlisted who had served aboard ships. In addition
to being in charge of the destroyers in company of the carrier, the
commodore was also the sea combat commander. That meant that he was in
charge of all the surface warfare missions and antisubmarine warfare
missions that the carrier strike group would execute.

Plug piled two hard-boiled eggs, some sausage, and slices of fresh melon
onto his plate. He then put a bagel into the assembly-line toaster, which spat
out the blackened slices a few seconds later.

“Hey, Lieutenant McGuire.” One of the Desron guys he was working
with. An SWO. This one was the future operations officer.

“Just call me Plug, man.” He placed his tray down at the table.
“Plug, got it. How’s the new job treating you?”
Plug just gave him a look as he smeared cream cheese onto his bagel.
“That good, huh?”
“I have no idea what I’m doing. We go from meeting to meeting all day

long, planning flight schedules and helicopter logistics flights for tomorrow,
for the next week, and for the next month. Then around noon, everything
changes, and I throw out my plans and start all over again. The commodore is
pissed at me every time I talk to him. I think he thinks I’m an idiot.”

“To be honest, we all kind of think that…”
Plug smiled. “I’m sorry, man. I’m awful with names. What’d you say

yours was again?”
“John Herndon. I’m the Desron future operations officer. Don’t worry.

You’ll get the hang of it. Hey, I think we’re on watch together tonight.
You’re standing Zulu TAO-UI, right?”



“I don’t even know what you just said.”
“You’re the tactical action officer under instruction in the Zulu cell

tonight.”
“Oh, yeah. Six o’clock, right?”
“Is that pilot for eighteen hundred?”
“Exactly.”
“You got your slides for the commodore’s brief this morning?”
“Yeah. But he’ll probably shit all over it.”
“I wouldn’t sweat it. He’s like that with everyone at first. Once he gets to

know you, he’ll warm up. The key is making him look good in front of the
admiral. You do that, you’ll be fine.”

An hour later, the Desron staff sat around their small conference table,
briefing the commodore. A flat-screen on the opposite side of the room
displayed the brief that had been updated with everyone’s slides only minutes
before. Because the information in the brief—ship locations, status, and
schedules—changed so frequently, this was the only way they could ensure
that it would be accurate.

When it came time for Plug to go, he stood up, looking at the single slide
that had taken him an hour to make. The slide had rows of ships and aircraft
and depicted the surveillance coverage around the strike group and when the
aircraft Plug had scheduled were set to take off and land.

“Commodore, good morning, sir. This shows the surveillance coverage
we have for the next twenty-four hours before we pull into Hawaii.”

“What is that?”
Plug followed his finger to the screen. “What, sir?”
“It looks like we have a thirty-minute break there around twenty hundred.

That’s unsat. Fix it.”
Plug sighed, trying to maintain his bearing. Was a half hour really that

important? Fixing it wasn’t as easy as changing the slide. He was learning the
painful truth about his new job. In order to make changes to the carrier strike
group’s flight schedule, Plug had to beg, borrow, and steal from people he
was not in charge of. He would have to go around to the various groups that
scheduled and planned the flights taking off on the carrier and surrounding
ships. Then he would see if they were able to change their own flight
schedules. The aviators in the air wing’s operations department, the
helicopter schedulers in the carrier’s squadrons, and the individual operations
officers on each ship would all be affected.



The strike group’s flight schedule was like a giant puzzle. Everything had
to fit perfectly together. The cycles of carrier-launched jet flights were almost
always the limiting factor—the F-18s and F-35s were each a flying fuel
emergency from the moment they took off. They had about ninety minutes to
either land or refuel—after that, someone was in trouble. The multiengine
cargo plane, the C-2 greyhound, flew on and off once or twice per day, and
the first line of jets often launched after that. The radar control aircraft, the E-
2C Hawkeye, was up before and after the jets. And a search-and-rescue
helicopter was always airborne, staying close to the carrier, ready to retrieve
anyone from the water in the unlikely event of a crash.

Around the carrier, floating single-spot runways—some referred to them
as ships—perpetually changed their distances from each other and the carrier.
That, in turn, changed the time it took to fly from one ship to the next, the
fuel required, and the weight that could be transported. And because the
ship’s own schedules always changed—one destroyer might get sent fifty
miles farther out to do a mission that was incompatible with conducting flight
operations, for instance—the schedule never seemed to work.

The fixed-wing guys thought the helicopters messed everything up for
them. The surface warfare officers thought the helicopters always messed
everything up for them. The two communities didn’t speak the same language
or have a healthy appreciation for the other’s challenges. But Plug was
expected to be the liaison between the two worlds, and make it all work.

“Yes, sir,” he replied. No problem.

Half a day and a dozen meetings later, Plug sat at one of the computer
terminals in the back of the Zulu module, his eyes wanting to shut. There
were six computers in the space that the staff members shared to get their
work done when they weren’t actually on watch. Because the staff had well
over six people, someone was usually standing over Plug’s shoulder, waiting
for a computer to free up.

Plug had finally gotten one of the carrier-based helicopter squadrons to
agree to extend one of their flights an extra thirty minutes and refuel after that
particular cycle of fighter jets landed, not before. He had tomorrow’s
schedule written up and emailed out to the surrounding destroyers, giving



their operations officers a chance to weigh in—which they always did.
“You look tired, man.” It was John Herndon, standing over him. “Come

on, let’s go get a latte before we go on watch.”
Plug shot him a look. “A coffee?”
“A latte.”
“Are you messing with me?”
“Tell me you know what I’m talking about.”
Plug shook his head, his eyes barely open. He checked his thermos.

Empty. “I need a coffee refill anyway. I’ll never be able to stay awake until
midnight.”

“You really don’t know what I mean. Okay, come on. Follow me.”
Plug got up and followed him out of Zulu, through the carrier’s combat

direction center, down several ladders, and onto the main deck. Here the
passageway was extremely wide and was the busiest foot traffic corridor on
board. Hundreds of officers and enlisted were headed to and from various
places on the ship. A bright red, white and blue barbershop pole spun next to
one door, with a line of men waiting outside. And then, finally…

“No kidding.”
A big green-and-white Starbucks sign.
“It’s one of the most popular destinations on the ship. Don’t ever come

after zero nine thirty. Line gets too long.”
They stood in line for about ten minutes but eventually were rewarded

with hot, halfway decent cups of caramel macchiato.
Plug sipped his. “It’s not bad.”
“Nope. And all you had to do is walk half a mile up six flights of stairs,

and spend five bucks.”
Plug took another sip. “Alright, man, six hours of watch. Let’s do this.”
They walked up to the carrier’s intelligence center and got a brief from

the intel officer on duty. “The SAG is now about three hundred miles east of
Guam, still searching for the Chinese merchant ships.”

Lieutenant Herndon said, “Anything?”
“Negative. Not on those guys. But there’s plenty of other stuff going on.

Come here, I’ll read off the brief I’m prepping for my boss.” He scrolled
through his computer screen, which showed a bunch of maps with various
ships, submarines, and aircraft status reports on them. “We now have intel
that a possible Chinese submarine is in the Eastern Pacific. And the aircraft
carrier Shangdong has left port with a few escort destroyers. That’s the only



activity going on in the Western Pacific that isn’t North Korea–related.”
Plug said, “What’s going on there?”
“Typical North Korea stuff. They’re saying they’ll turn all Americans to

fire and ash, yada yada yada. But the reason that we’re concerned is because
we’re seeing their military more active than normal. So, we’re keeping an eye
on that.”

They left the intelligence center and walked next door into the strike
group’s command and control center. The battle watch captain was a balding
submariner lieutenant commander, and he didn’t look like he was happy to be
alive, let alone brief two junior officers.

The battle watch captain said, “Alright, listen up, because I’ll only go
through this once. We now have seven new ships in company for a grand
total of ten surrounding the Ford. You knuckleheads down in Zulu need to
get your act together and put them in screen and tell them to keep up. Right
now, they’re all just jumbled up, and some are falling behind as we make our
way to Hawaii.”

“Sir, who’s with us?” asked Lieutenant Herndon.
The battle watch captain rattled off several ship names, then said, “Flight

operations are done for the day at twenty-one hundred, so we can make best
speed to Pearl Harbor. The RAS for tomorrow just got canceled, as
expected.”

Plug made a few notes on the new ships that were joining them. He still
needed to put some of them on his daily flight schedule email to all
destroyers. There was too much to keep track of. He was going to lose his
mind before this was all over.

Next, they walked aft and down towards the carrier’s combat direction
center, getting briefed by the duty officer there. It was very similar
information to what they had already received during their previous two
briefs, although this one included what the carrier’s sensor operators were
seeing.

Finally, they debriefed with the Desron watch standers who were coming
off duty. Plug had finished his latte now and threw the empty cup in the trash.
They sat down in the black swivel chairs in the Zulu watch space. Two large
display screens in the front of the room showed the tactical picture. One side
had a large-scale view of the area. The other was centered on everything
within one hundred miles of the carrier. Small icons of different shape and
color represented surface, air, and subsurface contacts in the vicinity.



When the debrief was done, the off-going duty section departed and Plug
logged in on his computer. He joined a bunch of the tactical chat rooms and
was able to message different people, both on the carrier and aboard other
ships in the battle group—who were also on watch. Herndon showed him
which messenger contacts he most needed to talk to and which ones he
should let his enlisted watch standers talk to.

“Let them talk to their peers and the individual sensor operators. You
should be talking to the TAOs on each ship. Tell them what you want them to
do, and ask them questions when your own watch standers can’t answer them
for you. But remember, those ship TAOs are in charge of a lot of people and
are fighting fires on their ships—figuratively speaking. So if they don’t
answer immediately, just be patient. They’ll get to you. And don’t piss them
off. Because you can’t do your job unless they answer.”

Plug turned as he heard a squelch and hiss of static on the large black
radio next to them. Then one of the enlisted watch standers, a chief, began
speaking what sounded like a foreign language. Letters and numbers. He was
reading from a large laminated binder. When he finished the carefully worded
transmission, he said, “Execute.”

“What was he just doing?” Plug asked Herndon.
“Placing the ships in screen. Not sure why the guys before us didn’t do it.

I swear, half the watch is just spent cleaning up the mess of the previous duty
section.” He turned to the chief. “Thanks, Chief.”

“No problem, sir.”
Herndon stood and walked up to the whiteboard on the wall. There was a

big compass circle drawn in black erasable marker, with the carrier in the
middle.

“We give each ship a designated section to hang out in—that’s what we
mean when we say that we’re putting the ships in screen around the carrier.
We make each ship’s slice of the water big enough that it isn’t too
challenging for them to stay inside, but restrictive enough that it keeps them
where we want them to be.” Herndon began erasing and updating the
different three-letter identifiers around the carrier. There were distances and
compass radials that showed where each ship was located.

On the radio, each of the ships began responding. Plug recognized some
of what they were saying, but not all.

“And the reason that we place them in screen?”
Herndon smiled. “You pilots really don’t know anything, do you?”



“Be nice.”
“It’s like placing Secret Service agents in a circle around the president.

It’s the optimal way to protect the high-value unit—the carrier. We have
rings of defense around us. Anti-air, anti-submarine, and airborne early
warning, if you have enough assets.”

“Huh. I mean, that makes total sense. I knew that the ships were
protecting us in that way, but I guess I just never thought about someone
actually placing them there. I just assumed that the ships knew where to go
on their own.”

“There are some things that the ships will do automatically. Like if
someone fires at them, they’ll automatically fire back. But it’s our job to
make sure we’re allocating our resources in the most efficient way possible.
The more you learn about this, the easier your job will get, too. You’ll be
able to influence which ships are in what part of the screen—that can make
your flight schedule easier to execute. Or so I was told by the last guy that
had your job.”

“Nice.”
“I gotta say, though, I’ve never seen it like this before.” He thumbed over

to the whiteboard.
“What do you mean?”
“Normally we have three or four ships to put in screen, tops. Today we

have ten. I’ve never seen us place this many around a single carrier.”

Victoria stood at attention on the flight deck of the Farragut. She faced aft,
towards the ship’s crew. The crew stood in formation opposite her, their
backs to the ship’s trailing white wake.

Hundreds swayed in silence as Captain Boyle pinned her Navy Cross
medal on her uniform. Then he shook her hand, looking into her eyes and
congratulating her. Proud smiles among the crew, and a few claps, which
were immediately silenced by disciplined chiefs.

Juan stood next to her. He received a Distinguished Flying Cross with
combat V. AWR1 got an air medal. And the entire ship received a
Presidential Unit Citation.

The ship’s galley had a celebratory meal of hot dogs and hamburgers—



cooked out on the flight deck—and cold sodas in Rubbermaid trash bins
filled with ice. The cooks had set up a few tables with napkins and sides.
Sailors grabbed tiny bags of potato chips, and cookies, and scooped brown
beans and potato salad onto their plates. Speakers blared rap music until the
master chief came over and changed it to Jimmy Buffett.

Victoria stood sipping a canned Coke, watching some of her men eat and
joke with each other.

Juan walked up next to her. “You alright, Boss?”
“Yeah, fine. You?”
“Just trying to wrap my mind around all this, you know?”
“You did a great job. You should wear that with pride.” She pointed at

the medal pinned to his service dress blues. The new captain had insisted that
they wear their more formal uniforms for the ceremony today. Flight suits
wouldn’t do for a medal of this prominence.

“You’ve got to admit it’s a little funny.”
“What is?”
“Plug got one of these too. He intentionally crashed his helicopter into the

water, and they give him a Distinguished Flying Cross.”
She smiled. “I don’t think that was the way we wrote it up…”
“Still. It’s a better story if you tell it that way.”
Victoria smiled. “You ready to fly tonight?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“We need to find these Chinese merchant ships. They’ll want to board

them when we find them. Could be military personnel on board that might
resist that. I’m not sure what will happen.”

Juan chewed on his hot dog and checked his watch. “How much longer
should we give these guys before we start clearing off the flight deck for
tonight?”

She took a deep breath. “Just a little bit longer. Everyone needs to chill
out a bit before things get crazy again.”
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Langley, Virginia

avid sat in the director’s conference room on the seventh floor of the
CIA headquarters.

“When did we get this information?” the director asked.
Susan said, “It came from the team’s burst transmission over the past

twenty-four hours.”
“And you think that GIANT is our only option?”
“We think he’s our best option,” Susan said.
David and the SILVERSMITH team had just gotten a report from Chase

and the Delta Force operatives who were embedded near the Chinese camp at
Liaoning. Chase and the Deltas had been observing the Chinese special
forces teams conduct mortar and small-arms training. Then, in the past two
days, the Chinese teams had begun leaving the base via military air transport.
Other CIA intelligence sources were reporting that those teams were being
sent overseas. Possibly towards the United States. But no one knew how they
were getting into the country, or where they would be going.

The director said, “So as it stands, we don’t have confirmation that they
are headed towards the US. But that’s your best guess.”

“Based on signals intel, yes. But we want to be sure.”
“Is it worth sacrificing GIANT?”
Susan was silent. But she nodded.
“Okay. Let’s contact Tetsuo and have him put this in motion with

GIANT.”



It took ten minutes to get Tetsuo on the secure line from Japan. He had
been prepped by Susan and was waiting for the call.

Susan greeted Tetsuo over the speakerphone. Then she said, “Tetsuo, as
you and I discussed, we’ve gotten some new information from Chase and his
team. GIANT had previously offered to go to the camp at Liaoning. We have
decided to take him up on that offer and make arrangements for him to
inspect the camp after all.”

The line was silent. David felt bad. Tetsuo was no doubt less than thrilled
at the change of plans. Susan and Director Buckingham glanced at each
other.

The director chimed in, “As you are aware, Tetsuo, the situation in China
has become less and less stable. Anti-American sentiment is high. Jinshan is
seen as a savior among his people, protecting them from Western religious
fanatics like this American man they say killed their president. Jinshan is
using his popularity and power to crack down on all political opposition. You
know that Secretary Zhang, whom GIANT worked for, was the first one to
go. GIANT’s ability to provide us with valuable intelligence has likely come
to an end. But we think we can get him access to the Liaoning base. If he can
get target information there…if he can find out where those Chinese special
operations teams are headed and pass it to Chase Manning’s SOF team, that
would be invaluable for us.”

Tetsuo finally spoke. “I agree that GIANT’s value as an agent has
diminished, due to his affiliation with Secretary Zhang. But to send him to
the Liaoning camp now, after all that’s happened? How will he even be able
to get there?”

“We’re going to help him with that. One of our agents in China will help
him get access as an inspector and arrange the flight. But he’ll have a short
window of opportunity before he’s found out. We think he’ll only have a day
or two before it’s discovered that he’s inspecting the camp. So we’ll have to
coordinate with Chase Manning’s SOF team to make sure they know to grab
him if that becomes necessary.”

David knew that Chase’s SOF team was supposed to be on an observation
and reconnaissance mission. Extracting GIANT was considered a high-risk
tertiary option.

Tetsuo said, “Sir, is this up for debate?”
“I’m afraid not. The president needs to know what’s going on there.

China is becoming too hostile towards American interests. We need to know



if they’re actually preparing for war, and what they’re planning.”
“Understood. What is the timing?”
“As soon as possible.”

Jinshan had been traveling a lot in the past few days. He had just finished a
meeting in Guangzhou. Final preparations with Admiral Song, who would
soon be going to sea. Lena rode in his car to the airport. Jinshan looked at her
with admiration. She was his most precious possession. A beautiful flower
that he had cultivated and grown to perfection.

She looked at him with those dark eyes, waiting obediently to hear his
bidding. He hoped he lived long enough to see her achieve victory in
America. Lena was the closest thing to a daughter he would ever have, and he
suspected she harbored a similar filial affection towards him. He could sense
it when she spoke to him.

“What have you found out about Zhang?”
She was direct and to the point. “He is purged, as you wished.”
Jinshan knew she meant dead. “And his assistant? Dr. Wang? The one we

suspect may be a traitor?”
Jinshan had recently learned that Zhang’s top advisor, an old economist

who had been educated in America, might have been working with the CIA.
Cyber penetrations into the CIA’s clandestine archives and financial records
had given his team at the Ministry of State Security almost enough
information to be sure. But the MSS had decided to leave him in place in
order to see who else he might try to contact.

“There is a problem with him. Somehow, he has arranged a flight toward
one of our camps. The one at Liaoning.”

“How is that possible?”
“We aren’t sure.”
“Why is he going there?”
“His orders say that the visit is a state inspection.” She must have seen the

surprise on his face. “I admit that I was too late in detecting and stopping the
flight. I apologize. We are not sure how the flight or visit was arranged. But I
have contacted the officer in charge of base security. He’ll make sure that it
doesn’t become a problem.”



Jinshan nodded. “Good.”
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hase and his reconnaissance team were concealed on a ridgeline several
miles from the Chinese military camp in Liaoning Province.

Their paradrop had been relatively uneventful, despite the unusual entry.
They had landed on a flat dirt field only a few hundred feet from a forest.

The three Delta operators and Chase had quickly gathered up their
parachutes and headed into the woods for concealment. The forest rose up
into a small mountain. The terrain in this area was hilly. Where the rivers
turned the mountainous land into valleys, towns and farms sprung up. By
staying in the mountains, the four men were able to travel throughout the area
with a low threat of discovery.

They had reached the first of their planned reconnaissance positions after
a two-day hike. There was a source of water an hour away. The vegetation
and rock formations at their location provided good cover from unwanted
observers. But the position also allowed them to see deep into the next valley,
where the Chinese military training was supposed to be.

Chase and the Deltas had been observing the Chinese military training for
over a week now. They had watched the same routine day in and day out.
Nighttime small-arms training and mortar fire. Some sort of exercise with
four-wheel-drive trucks being parked in a certain way.

Then, two days ago, transport planes had begun flying in and picking up a
few squads at a time.

The Chinese troops were leaving the camp. As far as Chase’s team could
tell, about two hundred men had left via military transport aircraft, and only
one squad remained.



The final team looked like it was getting ready to go now. A group of
twelve men, their gear prestaged near the flight line.

“Where you think they’re all headed?”
Chase squeezed the brownish contents of his MRE through a tiny tear in

the vacuum-sealed pouch while looking through his observation scope. This
one was called chicken and rice, but they all tasted the same.

“Beats me. Maybe it’s just a school, and they’re just headed back to their
normal base of operations.” The tone in the man’s voice told Chase that he
didn’t believe his own words.

Chase said, “Let’s go over it again. The drone transmission is in thirty
minutes. I need to have our report ready to go. It looked like they were
training in teams.”

Another one of the military transports flew low overhead, the sound of
the engines rumbling through the hills. Chase and the Deltas were hidden by
the thick mountain bush and had specially designed tarps over their gear that
would reduce and break up their heat signatures from IR cameras. But the
loud noise and close proximity of the aircraft still halted all conversation until
it had passed.

The camp was a cluster of buildings, vehicles and a paved runway. One
of the Deltas had named it Camp Kung Pao. As Chase bit into a tasteless
protein bar, he thought about what he wouldn’t give for some good Kung Pao
chicken right now. He sighed, knowing that he needed to concentrate and
document his findings. He tapped with one finger on the thin military-grade
tablet strapped to his left forearm. He wrote short text reports that would be
instantly encrypted and shot up in a burst transmission to an Air Force drone
at precise times each day.

Chase had suggested that the Air Force just use the drone for the entire
mission, but that idea had been rejected. The Chinese cyberattacks that had
crippled their satellites had also infected many of the military datalink
networks—particularly the ones that were used to control drones from long-
range. While the Air Force was able to preprogram drones and retrieve
information once the drones returned from their mission, they were no longer
the real-time reaction platform that the military had grown accustomed to
over the past two decades.

Too much reliance on technology, that was the lesson. And the US
military was learning it the hard way.

Chase and the three Delta operators were able to react quickly, however.



That was why General Schwartz had suggested that they go in. Their mission
was to observe and report back. They were to find out what mission the
Chinese special operators were training for—and what could be so important
that Cheng Jinshan believed it could help China take the Pacific. They would
send short updates each day and then provide a more detailed report once
they were safely out of the lion’s den.

“Definitely teams. And they only trained at night.”
“We only observed them for a week. Could be that we just didn’t see

them training during the day.”
“Nah. They were doing training at night for a reason. Whatever they’re

doing, they’re doing it at night.”
Another of the Deltas said, “Each team was set up the same way. Three

vehicles, along a road. Two vehicles on the outside as a barricade road block,
protecting the interior team. About ten, twelve guys per squad, tops. The ones
in the middle were the mortar experts. The ones on the outside were
providing perimeter coverage, security, and feedback with range-finding
equipment.”

Chase nodded. “That’s what I saw, too. What was your evaluation of how
well they operated?”

“They sucked compared to a US Tier One unit…but for the Chinese?
Pretty okay. And I agree with the assessment that they’re from special
operations units—you see the uniforms? No patches or name tags. Really
good equipment compared to what the PLA issues. And the way they’re
moving in unison through those shoot-houses? Quick and efficient. They’re
good. Much better than your average run-of-the-mill PLA regulars.”

Chase knew that this was as good a compliment as these Deltas were
likely to give to a foreign adversary. Compared to the elite US special
operators, they were right. The Chinese soldiers they had spent the last few
days observing didn’t look exceptional. But that was like comparing a college
football player to an NFL football player. Either one would score a
touchdown when playing against a high school team—especially when the
high school team didn’t know that the game was about to begin.

“So, what do you guys think the target is?”
“Based on the attack coming from a mortar, about a mile away from its

target? Don’t know. Could be any number of things. But it’s interesting the
way that they trained.”

“What about it?”



“The way they set up with the three vehicles every time. I think they
intend on being in an urban or suburban area. Somewhere with a road,
obviously. But somewhere that they think they will encounter resistance soon
after they begin firing their mortar rounds.”

“So, a military target? A base?” asked Chase.
“Could be.”
Chase tapped a little black device with a thick rubber antenna that was

placed on the ground next to him. It was the same device that would transfer
information to and from the drone each day. Since the drone could only send
and receive its transmission once per day without alerting Chinese signals
intelligence, Chase’s team needed to be the constant presence in the field.

Chase said, “All I know is that today’s transmission should be our last. If
there isn’t any training going on here, they’ll bring us home—”

The device began whirring, and Chase noticed flashes of text on the small
digital readout.

“Drone?” one of the Deltas asked.
“Yeah. It’s taking our daily report.”
The drone was an Air Force RQ-180, one of the super-secret stealth

projects created by Northrop Grumman out in the deserts of the American
West. It was nearly invisible as it transited its preprogrammed route at thirty-
seven thousand feet, taking high-resolution video of the camp and storing the
encrypted data that Chase had spent the previous day typing on his armband.
When the aircraft landed in South Korea in a few hours, it would quickly be
taxied into a closed hangar. Personnel from three-letter agencies would
extract and analyze the data that it collected and pass it up the chain, ending
up on the SILVERSMITH desk an hour later.

The men listened as the transmission device stopped making noise. Chase
tapped a few keys on his armband, inputting his code that allowed him to see
what messages they had. He knew he would have less than two minutes to
read it before the data was erased from the hard drive.

THIS ORDER CHANGES PREVIOUSLY COMMUNICATED PLAN.
GIANT EN ROUTE TO BASE AT LIAONING, WHERE HE WILL
ATTEMPT TO RETRIEVE VITAL INFORMATION. SUSPECT GIANT
COMPROMISED AND IN DANGER. YOUR PRIORITY IS TO
RECOVER DATA PROVIDED BY GIANT VIA BURST
TRANSMISSION. IF POSSIBLE, SECONDARY OBJECTIVE IS TO
EXTRACT GIANT FROM CAMP AND EVACUATE TO LZ.



Chase swore as he read the message.
“What is it?”
“You guys aren’t going to believe this.”

GIANT arrived on a small white passenger jet a few hours later. Chase and
team watched as he entered the compound at the center of the camp, a
handful of military personnel providing him escort. They were now only one
mile from the camp—precariously close—as they had hustled to the nearest
ridge immediately upon receiving their new orders.

“How many do you suppose are still on site?”
“Rotating shift in the guard tower. Couple dozen in the barracks. A rover

team in the jeep about one mile to the north. My estimate is about fifty
personnel in total, give or take. All lightly armed.”

“Looks like his plane is all turned around and ready to go.”
“Think he got what he needed yet?”
That was where the plan would get hairy, Chase knew. So did the Deltas.

The message from the drone gave them no indication of when or how to
extract GIANT. Just do it. They had decided to give him two hours inside. If
he didn’t come out, they were going to storm the camp and hope for the best.
The word covert would no longer be a descriptor in their mission type.

But if he did come out before the two hours were up, they would have to
grab him before they placed him back on the plane. If they placed him back
on the plane…

Just how was GIANT compromised? And what kind of danger was he in?
No. That wasn’t the right question.

“This is FUBAR, man.”
“Yup,” replied Chase.
“Wait. Manning, you see that? That’s our boy, right? Where are they

taking him?”
Chase uncapped his observation scope and looked through the sight. It

was GIANT, alright. They had just taken him out the back exit of the
building he had been in. Now GIANT was in the rear seat of a military jeep,
squished in between two uniformed PLA soldiers. The jeep was being driven
by a third soldier up a dirt road, winding along the smaller mountain in



between their position and the camp.
“Don’t look like they’re taking him for a joy ride, does it?”
Chase followed the dirt road, advancing ahead of the jeep to try and

identify where they might stop. “Come on. We need to move. It’ll wind
around about a half mile from us. But we’ll need to get there before they do.
We may have just caught a big break.”

The Delta operators took about one second to process the request and
conduct the risk-reward ratio, then they quietly began their sprint down the
thickly wooded mountainside. Chase weaved in between spruce trees, racing
as fast as his legs would take him. Their boots plowed into hard packed dirt
and tree roots, making way more noise than he wanted to as they headed
towards the bend in the road that might be their only chance to intercept what
he assumed was going to be an execution.

Upon arrival, the four men crouched low to the ground, hiding behind
tree trunks and boulders a mere twenty feet from the bend in the road. Any
second now…

The group didn’t have time to confer on tactics. Two of the Deltas fired
from silenced submachine guns, hitting the tires and the engine block. The
smoking jeep ground to a halt on the gravel road. Confused by the noise and
the sudden stop of their vehicle, the PLA soldiers began stepping out of their
vehicle. One of them had his weapon out and was peering over the smoking
holes on the hood.

Another rattle of silenced fire, and two of the three men were down. The
third, the PLA soldier standing on the far side of the jeep, fired wildly back at
them.

Chase placed the crosshairs of his weapon over the man’s head with a
controlled movement and pressed the trigger. His target’s head snapped back
in a burst of red, and his lifeless body fell down the wooded mountain on the
far side of the road. Chase got up and ran forward.

The Deltas were pulling GIANT out of the rear seat.
“GIANT’s hit,” one of them said, opening up a medical kit. The Delta

operator’s experienced hands moved fast in an attempt to stop the bleeding
and stabilize his patient.

“That gunfire was loud. You think they’ll send others?”
“Maybe. Maybe not, if they were taking him out here to be shot.”
GIANT tapped his breast pocket. His eyes were going in and out of focus,

and his breathing came in shallow gasps. One of the Deltas reached where



GIANT was tapping on his chest and pulled out a black object about the size
of a quarter, handing it to Chase. GIANT nodded at him and whispered in
English, “Answers. Plans.” He took another rasping breath and looked at
Chase. “They are going to invade.”

Chase held the man’s shoulder. “We know. What were they working on
here?”

The man pointed to the black object, now in Chase’s hand, saying, “Take
it to CIA. But warn them. The attack begins very soon. Jinshan uses
misdirection. He wants to take the Pacific in one blow.”

The man let out a spasm of coughs, wincing in pain.
Chase looked around. Two of the Deltas were spread out and kneeling,

looking through their rifle scopes, surveilling the surrounding countryside.
The Delta operator who had been working on GIANT walked up to Chase,
whispering, “He’s gonna bleed out. We need to go. Nothing we can do for
him, man.”

Chase nodded.
The old man hadn’t heard the exchange, but the look in his eye said he

had arrived at the same conclusion. “You must leave.” He grabbed Chase’s
arm. “Hawaii and Guam. Jinshan will attack each. You must warn…” He
gripped Chase’s arm in a final show of strength, emphasizing the importance
of his message.

The old man shut his eyes, wheezed for a few more seconds, and then
silence.

Chase signaled the Delta operators to rally on him. “We need to put the
bodies in the vehicle and roll it down off the road. That’ll buy us a little time.
Extraction is in five hours.”

The group of four elite special operators moved quickly, piling the bodies
into the jeep, taking off the parking brake, placing it in neutral, and rolling it
down the hill. It slammed unceremoniously into a large pine about one
hundred feet down, far enough away from the road to make it difficult to see.
Then they humped it up the mountainside, leaving the smoking jeep and dead
bodies behind.

They spent the next half day traveling to their LZ. Finally, two hours after
sunset, the shadowy figure of an Air Force Special Operations CV-22 Osprey
hovered over an empty field, a dozen miles away from the nearest set of eyes.

NVG-equipped pilots landed the tilt rotor aircraft, and a pair of Air Force
PJs stepped onto Chinese soil, their weapons aimed into the tree line as the



team of four jogged up the rear ramp.
A joint Air Force and NSA electronic and cyberattack had crippled radar

and electrical power throughout much of the region during the hour that the
Osprey was over land. The Chinese systems came back online just as the
Osprey went feet wet, headed to Osan Air Base in Korea.
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heng Jinshan arrived at the remote mountain base early in the morning.
This underground fortress was located fifty miles to the west of Beijing.

He had arrived by convoy of helicopters, along with dozens of his staff and
military generals. Caravans of vehicles were also headed this way and would
be there in a matter of hours.

The secretive mountain bunker fortress was originally built in the 1960s.
Construction had been ordered by Chairman Mao Zedong, fearful of a Soviet
nuclear attack. Many such bunkers had been created, scattered throughout the
Chinese countryside. But this one was for leadership. By Jinshan’s order, the
cavernous concrete halls and passageways were filled with LED lighting,
high-tech security systems, ventilation systems, and communications
networks. Surface-to-air missile batteries were set up on the surrounding
mountaintops, and a battalion of highly trained PLA troops had been
deployed to the area, guaranteeing his protection.

This was to be Jinshan’s wartime headquarters. Remote, heavily fortified,
and highly secure. It was designed to withstand a direct nuclear attack, and
arrangements had been made to transport him away to one of several other
locations in the event that such a catastrophe occurred.

During the first half of the day, Jinshan listened to updates from his
generals on the status of forces. He received a brief on the timeline of events,
asking very few questions, since he had helped to tailor the plans to his
specifications. Things were going well. Everyone was where they needed to
be, before the curtain went up.

“Mr. Jinshan, we have a call for you from the island.”



He picked up the phone and heard Lena’s voice. “Is everything ready?”
“Yes, Mr. Jinshan. We are standing by.”
There was something in her voice. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
“I was informed by one of my cyber experts that Natesh Chaudry may

have seen something that he wasn’t supposed to.”
“What did he see?”
“He accessed files on the South Sea Fleet plans, and the merchant

fleet…”
Jinshan lifted his head, thinking. “How was he able to access that

information?”
“Our cyber team is looking into it.”
“I’m afraid it is time for us to dispose of him. Would you mind taking

care of that?”
“Of course, Mr. Jinshan. We are in our no-fly window right now, but—”
“Wait until the day’s activities are over. I don’t want to risk you getting

injured. And I need you to oversee things on the island. Make sure no one
makes any mistakes, Lena. I wish every one of my employees was as talented
and reliable as you. Good luck.” He hung up the phone and walked into the
chamber where his most senior military leaders were waiting for him.

The battlefield was a quiet forest, with the scent of smoke in the air. Fire
was coming. The Americans no doubt suspected that something was about to
begin. But it would be too late for them to respond. His life’s work was about
to be realized. There was only one final thing to do. Cheng Jinshan raised his
hand, his eyes cold. His generals each stared down the long table back at him.

“Attack.”

Chase’s V-22 landed at Osan Air Base just after 0800 local time. A dark blue
sedan waited for him. A tall Asian man in sunglasses and a green canvas
jacket stood next to the driver’s door, beckoning Chase to get in. He bid the
Delta operators farewell and got respectful nods in return.

The driver was young—he couldn’t have been more than twenty-six or
twenty-seven. Chase figured that he must have worked for the Agency out of
Seoul Station.

“Tetsuo here yet?”



“Just arrived. He’s with the analysts in the trailer.”
The tires squeaked as they pulled into a hangar on the other side of the

airfield. Chase and the young CIA operative walked to the CIA trailer inside
the hangar. It was propped up on cinderblocks, with two armed guards
standing outside the door. The guards watched carefully as the CIA agent
who was escorting Chase used both his fingerprint and an eye scanner to gain
access. A guard checked Chase’s ID before they were allowed any further.

Tetsuo stood inside, shaking hands with Chase as he entered. “Glad you
made it out okay. We were worried about you.” He raised his eyebrows.
“Whoa. Buddy, you smell.”

“Yeah, well. Wasn’t my idea to go in the field for a couple weeks.”
“Everything go okay?”
“Got a bit rough at the end. Listen, I need to get information up the chain

as soon as possible.”
Tetsuo handed him a corded phone connected to the trailer’s secure

communications network. Within minutes, Chase was speaking with
members of the SILVERSMITH team while Tetsuo listened in.

Susan’s voice sounded strained. It was late at night there in Langley.
“Let’s hear your report.”

Chase gave her the summary of events over the past week. He started
with the most crucial information—China was indeed planning to attack the
United States. Per GIANT’s verbal communication, the time of the attack
could be as soon as today. He didn’t yet know what data he had transferred in
the small data device.

Upon hearing this, General Schwartz interrupted. “Excuse me one
moment. I’m going to put out an emergency message to our forces. I want to
make sure I have the relevant information. Is there anything else he said?”

“He said that the entire Pacific was in play and emphasized that Guam
and Hawaii would be among the first hit.”

“Did he get information on where the Chinese special operations teams
were headed? What are their targets? Are they really going to the US? Were
they going to Guam and Hawaii?”

“I don’t know. That was all he said.”
“How is that possible? Our confidence on Chinese positions is lower than

normal, but it isn’t that bad,” someone on the phone said. Chase didn’t
recognize the voice.

“I don’t know,” answered Chase.



More voices began offering explanations. Chase thought he heard
someone say something about “missing group of merchants, and a recently
activated group of Chinese surface ships.”

Susan said, “Gentlemen, please. General, I think it would be appropriate
to include the Hawaii and Guam information in your message. And I don’t
think we should wait any longer to send it.”

“Just sent to the folks that manage the emergency warning messages out
to the military,” replied the general. “When we’re done here, I’ll go down the
hall and double-check that there weren’t any issues. But all our military units
and government partners should get that broadcast within minutes.”

Susan said, “Chase, what else can you tell us?”
He continued recounting the details of his mission, from his insertion and

reconnaissance of the PLA special operations training, to GIANT’s arrival
and death. When he told them that GIANT had perished, everyone was silent.
Tetsuo looked away. GIANT was his agent, and he was visibly upset.

Susan said, “Our techs just got the downloaded files from the device that
GIANT passed you. They tell me it is an audio recording, with no other data.
We’re going to listen to it on our side with our China analysts. Chase, Tetsuo,
we’ll call you back in thirty minutes after we finish our initial review.”

The screen went dark.
Chase looked at Tetsuo. “Sorry about your man.”
Tetsuo nodded. “Thanks,” he sighed, then said, “Hey, your brother said to

say hi. I was working with him in Tokyo. Nice guy.” Tetsuo filled Chase in
on everything that had transpired with Natesh.

“He’s working for you now?”
“Yup.”
“No kidding.” Chase rubbed his chin. “Seems a little odd, don’t you

think? Them sending him to Tokyo right as all this is going down.”
“Yeah. I’m with you. We’ve had discussions about that. But so far, the

information he’s given us has checked out. So he appears to be a reliable
source. And those are getting hard to come by.”

Chase said, “Anywhere I can shower around here while we’re waiting?”
“Yeah, actually. There are locker rooms in the back of the hangar. We

threw your stuff in one of them. It’s unlocked, but it has your name on it.”
“Awesome. Thanks, man. I’ll be right back.”
Chase hit the showers and was back in ten minutes. He was still

exhausted but felt a million times better after getting two weeks’ worth of dirt



and grime off him. He went back through security and reentered the secure
CIA trailer.

“They just sent me an email,” Tetsuo said. “They’re calling us back
now.”

The light on the phone flickered and the words “call connecting”
appeared on the digital readout. Then Susan’s voice. “Chase, Tetsuo, it was
an audio recording. GIANT recorded himself speaking for the first five
minutes, and then he recorded a conversation between him and what we
assume were some of the officers at the camp. We just had it translated, and
our analysts are all in agreement. They were training special operations teams
to come to America. Some type of strategic attack with mortars. We aren’t
sure what the target was.”

Chase said, “We saw those teams training. But they left the base just
before GIANT arrived.”

Susan said, “That was two days ago, correct?”
“Correct. That’s when they started leaving. They all left over the past

forty-eight hours.”
“Then we should assume that they are all about to enter the United States,

if they aren’t here already. We’ve alerted the FBI and Homeland Security to
be on the lookout for groups of people entering the country that match their
description.”

General Schwartz spoke up. “Gentlemen, regarding GIANT’s warning
that the attacks are imminent, and the idea that the Chinese would attack
Guam and Hawaii in a first strike—we were discussing that here, and we just
don’t see it. There aren’t any obvious PLA Navy movements towards Hawaii
or Guam. The only thing we have is a group of missing merchant ships, but
we expect them to be located shortly.”

“Don’t forget the carrier group…”
“True, but the carrier group is still near the Philippines.”
“That’s correct.”
Chase felt like they were thinking out loud as they spoke. He also got the

distinct feeling that they were panicked. That they felt like they were behind
the eight ball. Which they very well might be.

General Schwartz continued, “That being said, if one or both of those
locations—Guam and Hawaii—were to fall to the Chinese, that could be
devastating to America’s long-term success in a Pacific war. Both of those
islands are of tremendous strategic importance. If they fell, it would be



extremely difficult to support Western Pacific operations with air assets,
given Korea and Japan’s close proximity to China.”

Susan said, “Tetsuo, you’ve been asking Natesh to get an update on the
position of the special Chinese merchant ships. Any progress there?”

“I was due to meet with him tomorrow night.”
“We need that information now. Our thinking here is that whatever is on

those merchants must be related to an initial attack. Office of Naval
Intelligence has told us that Chinese submarine activity has picked up in a big
way. But it’s those merchants that we’re concerned about. Without satellite
tracking, we need a way to locate them. Please get back to Japan. Contact
Natesh, find out if he—”

The call went dead, and the lights in the trailer went out.
“What the hell?”
“Who turned the lights out?”
Chase heard a series of dull rumbles in the distance. Explosions.

The Chinese military has many islands in the Pacific—most notably the
Spratley Islands, which have been developed from mere sandbars into static
ocean-based military bases, complete with radars, air defense missiles, and
surface-to-surface missile batteries. They also contain runways and fuel that
can extend the range of land-based fighters and other military aircraft.

Several Chinese military bases, such as the submarine base at Yulin, and
the Red Cell Island, had giant reinforced caverns that would shield ships and
submarines from attack. The Yongning Air Base contained dozens of man-
made caves that were used to shield fighters and bombers. These caves
weren’t just meant to protect against enemy bombs. They were designed to
shield the PLA military assets from electromagnetic pulse weapons. Chinese-
launched electromagnetic pulse weapons.

Those EMPs had just been launched.
Bursts of bright amber-white light were visible, even in daylight. But the

EMP detonations went unseen by PLA eyes. Chinese soldiers, sailors, and
airmen were underground and indoors, as ordered. They were making ready
their weapons of war.

Soon after the great pulses of energy dispersed, disabling and disarming



millions of electronic devices over the Western Pacific theater, the Chinese
protective bunker doors opened, and their warriors began marching into
battle.

Chinese unit commanders had been given clear instructions that morning.
Prepare all units for EMP attack at exactly noon local time. Then, thirty
minutes after the EMP detonation hundreds of miles above the earth, they
were to begin deploying forces and attack all units not designated friendly.

Preplanned attacks were put into motion. Missiles began streaking
towards military targets and utility nodes in Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan.
Diplomats shot preapproved messages to nations around the world, which
were designed to influence the political chess match in China’s favor.
Cyberattacks took down electrical grids and communications networks.

On the Red Cell Island, the giant coastal cave door opened. Within the
hour, several warships emerged, switching on their radar and searching for
prey.

On the Spratley Island military bases, which were unable to shelter
underground, various preparations for the EMP attack had been made. Extra
protection and coverings for their electronics. Quick checks that all systems
were still operational. Then the radars were switched back on. Soon after,
their missiles began firing off the rails at all unknown surface and air
contacts. Aircraft were being shot out of the sky. Some were commercial
jetliners, others were American fighters. But in war, expediency and
effectiveness couldn’t be sacrificed in the name of morality.

Dozens of Taiwanese, American, Korean, and Japanese ships were within
range of PLA missiles. Central planning and coordination had taken months,
with most of it conducted on the island. The Red Cell’s input had been taken
and used to improve the Chinese attack plans. But in truth, this was the
masterpiece of only one man: Cheng Jinshan.

His goal for the opening round was to make thick the fog of war and use
it as cover to take control of the Pacific.
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ena stood next to Admiral Song in the island’s control center. The
admiral sat in what would best be described as a captain’s chair,

elevated and in the rear of the dark command and control room. The duty
officer didn’t need the chair. He was too busy.

The interior of the island’s mountain base was aflutter with Chinese
soldiers and intelligence officers scurrying about. There was a buzz in the air
like Lena had never felt before. The electric feeling of an epic conquest
beginning.

“Ten minutes to the North American EMP detonation,” said one of the
men monitoring his computer screen. The man spoke calmly into his thin
headset, blue light reflecting on his face. His voice was broadcast throughout
the room for all to hear.

Another person said, “Sir, the Americans have activated their emergency
warning alert notification—a national broadcast.”

Lena knew that this description wasn’t accurate. The Americans hadn’t
activated their emergency alert system. They couldn’t. Not right now.
Chinese cyberwarriors from the elite Third Department had seized control of
it an hour before the attacks had begun.

A stroke of brilliant espionage and years of careful planning went into
that operation. It required penetration of the Federal Communications
Commission, FEMA, and many of the contractors whom they hired. But now,
China would reap the rewards, as they controlled the Americans’ own
emergency alert system—at least for the time being. This gave them a
window of opportunity to control the message.



The duty officer nodded. He looked behind at Lena and the admiral. “Our
overlay to the emergency warning alert has been activated. The US national
news stations have just received notification that the president of the United
States will be addressing them shortly.”

Lena knew that the real POTUS had done no such thing. With any luck,
he was asleep in his bed. Or perhaps he had just been alerted to the
beginnings of the attack.

Admiral Song said, “Understood. When will our video clip air?”
A woman looked up from her computer station. “Immediately, sir.”
This was the most delicate part. Would the faux video footage of the

American president be believable? Or would people suspect that it was
doctored? It was a point of contention among the planners. Lena doubted
that, in the madness that must be unfolding across the United States, many
people would be able to tell that the man they were seeing on screen was only
an actor.

The CGI alone had been incredibly expensive and complicated.
Operatives had acted out the scene several months earlier in a specially made
room. Then two trusted agents from one of Jinshan’s media companies had
edited the footage and changed the words.

Jinshan’s inner circle of planners had argued back and forth in their
strategy sessions about whether the Americans actually would respond with a
nuclear weapon launch on North Korea. Perhaps the Chinese didn’t need to
rig it, so to speak.

Jinshan had disagreed.
This part of the plans couldn’t be left to chance. Ever the master of

political calculus and human psychology, Jinshan needed the American
response to be disproportionate and inflammatory. The balance of power
must be in his favor. And for that to be achieved, the United States must be
portrayed as belligerent militaristic killers. Chinese-launched EMPs were
now in flight. Soon, the real blackout began, and no one would get any other
information to the contrary…until it was too late.

“The American presidential address video is running live on all major
American TV networks.”

Lena said, “All of them?” This was an indicator of whether the
cyberwarriors had fully achieved their objective.

“Yes, they all took the bait.”
“Excellent.” Everything was going according to script.



Chinese cyberoperations teams and intelligence agents had spent months
studying the exact method of communication between US federal agencies
and the TV networks. The FCC and Department of Homeland Security had
secure procedures and verification steps for this kind of thing. Encryption.
Passwords. But the encryption had been easily broken by members of
China’s Third Department of the People’s Liberation Army’s General Staff
Department—otherwise known as 3PLA. The Chinese equivalent of the
NSA. Other intelligence operatives had uncovered a process to get the video
signal uplinked to the news networks in a way that made it look like it was
being live-streamed from the White House.

It was a complex deception, but it had worked. Now three hundred
million Americans watched as their president told them on live TV that their
nation was under nuclear attack from North Korea—and that the United
States had responded in kind. That was the key. Once the world believed that
the US had launched nuclear weapons on North Korea, the American
political leverage would plunge. The tectonic plates of world diplomacy
would shift, and the US would lose out in the realignment.

“Five minutes until the EMP device detonation.”
People in the room looked up nervously at the ceiling. Some of the EMP

detonations would be overhead, hundreds of miles up. They weren’t in
danger—that was what the nuclear scientists and weapons experts had said—
but it was still a frightening thought. Nuclear detonations. Hundreds of miles
overhead. They were shielded from the EMP effects in here, in the bunker
built in to the island’s mountain. In the cavernous underground shipyard,
several destroyers waited. The submarines were already underway, protected
by a thousand feet of blue ocean.

Admiral Song got up and hobbled over to the corner of the room. He
would need to leave soon after this. “Play the audio please,” he said.

On the monitors, the masquerade began.
“My fellow Americans, our nation has come under attack. At one o’clock

a.m. Eastern time, NORAD detected signs consistent with multiple ballistic
missile launches originating from North Korea. While North Korea has
conducted previous tests, these missiles continue to head east. As we realized
that these missiles were headed towards the United States, we responded.
Our ballistic missile defense was able to destroy many, but not all of these
North Korean missiles.

“Moments ago, after conferring with the National Security Advisor, the



Director of National Intelligence, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, I have ordered a swift and proportionate response. The United States of
America will not stand idly by while madmen plot treachery against our free
and peace-loving nation.

“Due to the serious nature of the exchange between the United States and
North Korea, the Department of Homeland Security has put out an alert
urging all citizens to remain in their homes for the next twenty-four hours in
order to decrease the potential impact of a retaliatory strike. We will put out
more information over the next twenty-four hours.

“I urge all Americans to remain calm but alert. I assure you that we are
taking every possible step to ensure the safety and security of the American
people. We…”

Then Secret Service agents rushed into view of the camera, stealing the
president away. The president yelled in confusion, and then the monitor
switched to show the presidential seal, with a dark blue background. The
show was over.

Lena knew that the part with the protective detail had been difficult to get
right. Jinshan’s producers had had to shoot that footage five times before they
could be sure that the faces of the men in suits weren’t in the frame. It made
the editing process easier. It would have been suspicious if both Secret
Service agents were seen to be of Asian descent.

The Americans would be thrown into chaos.
The last thing they viewed before the lights went out in their homes

would be a disinformation campaign, designed to look like their own
president had just launched a nuclear attack.

Then their world would go dark.
Several EMP weapons were now being deployed over major US cities.

Most of them were being launched from submarines off the American
coastline. Some of the EMP weapons were space-based, sitting dormant in
satellites until the Chinese execute order was sent. Both methods gave the
Americans almost no time to react.

A dozen nuclear detonations would soon be going off in outer space, at
locations spread out over the United States.

Lena turned to the PLAN officer who was the liaison for Naval
Operations. “What is the status of the submarine missile launches?”

The PLAN officer responded, “They are underway now, Ms. Chou.”
“All of your vessels are away from the EMP impact zone?”



“Except for the ones identified to be in the zone, yes.”
Admiral Song said, “What is the status of the American submarine cable

operation?”
The PLAN officer turned to his computer screen and typed. “Getting an

update now.”
Lena thought of Cheng Jinshan and how he must be feeling right now.

His decades of work were finally being realized. She knew that he was not
well. How tired he had looked during their last meeting. Everyone could see
that his health was failing him now, but no one dared to ask him specifics.

Still, there was another nagging feeling about Jinshan that Lena was
holding inside. That girl. President Wu’s daughter. She had seen herself in
that poor child’s eyes. Jinshan had ordered her execution. Had that really
been necessary? It was one of the first times that she could remember that her
penchant for violence hadn’t flared. She had wanted to protect the girl, but
had instead followed orders.

She didn’t feel guilty. Just…what was it? Anger? Anger at Jinshan and
the other men who commanded her. Anger at her father for letting her go, all
those years ago. She still hadn’t seen or spoken to him. She knew what had
motivated her father. She’d seen it when she was a girl but hadn’t understood
it then. General Chen was a narcissist. Jinshan wasn’t like him. But both of
them were more than willing to sacrifice innocents in the name of progress.

Lena had thought she was the same. But killing the girl had planted a seed
of doubt in her mind. In that flash of gunfire and blood, she had snapped out
of her spell. She hadn’t felt her needs since that day, although it had only
been a short time. But still…the thirst for killing came in frequent waves of
intensity. She had always satisfied it through her work, when she could, and
used her skills of deception to hide her violent output when she couldn’t.

Now she was being told to finish off Natesh. How would she feel when
that moment came? Standing in front of him with a cold blade or a silenced
pistol? Would she finish him off, as Jinshan commanded? Would she feel the
bloodlust well up in her bosom, as it always had? Or was her curse finally
broken?

She wouldn’t know until the time came.
Lena looked up at the tactical display showing the Western Pacific

theater. The naval battles had begun. Getting to Japan would be near suicidal
during this missile storm. But she felt no instinct of fear. If her personal jet
was shot down, so be it. Let fate decide.



Admiral Song got up from his chair next to her. “I must go. Good luck,
Miss Chou.”

She nodded to him. “Thank you, Admiral. Good hunting.”
He left through the door. She thought about how much respect these

senior admirals and generals now showed her. It was all because of Jinshan,
she knew.

Jinshan and Lena had grown close over the past two decades, since he
had recruited her. He was her handler and mentor, although one she had
rarely seen him in person. Sometimes it would be a year or more between
their conversations. Cheng Jinshan was a billionaire business owner and a
major player in the Chinese intelligence community. His success in each of
those worlds only increased his success in the other. Jinshan’s business
influence and financial backing allowed him to influence Chinese politicians.
Initially his business career had begun as a cover for his actual role in the
Chinese intelligence apparatus. Then it had become too big for anyone to
stop.

Lena thought about their relationship and the way that he complimented
her and made her feel…what? Like a daughter? Ironically, it had been he who
had removed her from her family. Sent to the United States to eventually be
placed as a mole in the CIA. And now he had placed her real father in charge
of China’s military. It was a lot to process.

She wondered how much of Jinshan’s affection was real. Was it part of
his act, as a master manipulator? Did he care at all about her, or just
appreciate how effective she had been as one of his agents?

When Jinshan had found Lena, she had been a young and innocent girl.
She reminded herself that Natesh had been innocent too, when Jinshan had
spotted him. He had only made one mistake when recruiting Natesh:
assuming motive. Natesh was unlike many of the other rising stars Jinshan
was used to working with. He had thought that the young man was interested
in power. But it was not power he was after. Lena saw that after working with
him.

Natesh was a gardener. He was addicted to growing things on a massive
scale and improving them: companies, industries, technologies. He had
confided in Lena over the past few weeks. Natesh had told her about his
recruitment, and why he had been so excited to work for Jinshan.

When Jinshan had pitched Natesh the opportunity to change the world for
the better, Natesh had seen the opportunity of a lifetime. The ultimate



cultivation project. There were so many problems with the way governments
were structured. Watching politicians lie their way into office frustrated him
to no end. The world was collapsing, and at the mercy of the worst impulses
of mankind. Greed. Fear. Treachery.

What Jinshan talked about was doing away with the systems of
government that plagued the globe. He envisioned a single elite class of
decision makers that were hand-picked to ensure the long-term success and
well-being of mankind.

Natesh would have an important role to play, Jinshan had promised him.
Lena recognized this for what it was. Classic recruitment. Jinshan was
flattering Natesh, appealing to his ego and idealism.

Lena knew the truth. If he was to be with them, Natesh had to forfeit his
high moral ground. The only way to remove the governments of the world
and get to the utopia that Jinshan envisioned was through deception and
violence.

The Chinese soldiers and intelligence operatives inside this room were
under the impression that China would be attacking America. But that was
merely the beginning. This wasn’t about China. It was about the world.
Jinshan had seen that China’s government control and economic prosperity
weren’t sustainable. Not when the billions rose up from poverty and
demanded better. But in order to achieve their goals, the millions of Chinese
who were now conducting military operations needed to believe in the cause.
That brainwashing was in progress. For now, they just needed to know what
buttons to push.

But in the coming days, a flood of propaganda would be unleashed in
Chinese media. The US would be accused of starting a nuclear war against
North Korea. Chinese propaganda campaigns would convince the world that
the unstable American leadership, now driven by religious zealots and
political extremists, could no longer be ignored. China needed to act in order
to keep the peace and protect the homeland.

None of this was true, but it didn’t matter anymore. People believed what
they read on their smartphones. If the state controlled the information, like it
did in China, it could ignite public opinion and convince the masses to move
towards any objective.

Lena kept wondering if she herself was susceptible to Jinshan’s charms.
Was she just his zombie assassin, following orders without thinking? Lena
wasn’t one to soul-search much, but she knew herself well enough to know



that she had changed after she had killed President Wu and his family. Lena
would have been fine if it had just been the president. Maybe even if it had
just been the president and his wife. But she hadn’t wanted to kill President
Wu’s daughter. The teenage girl had reminded Lena of herself.

So did Natesh, a little—due to his innocence upon recruitment, and his
natural talent, however different his skill set might be from Lena’s own. She
admired his belief in Cheng Jinshan’s vision for the future. Natesh wanted a
better world, and he had been forced to sacrifice his integrity in an attempt to
achieve it. Lena was in the same boat, in many ways.

She looked to the duty officer. “I’m headed to the other side of the island.
Inform the air operations center to fuel my plane and have a pilot standing by.
I will need to travel to Japan immediately.”

The duty officer looked at her like she was crazy. “But Miss Chou…”
“Do it.”
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Chinese aircraft carrier Shangdong

everal hours later, Admiral Song stood on the bridge wing of China’s
newest aircraft carrier, the wind blowing in his face. He gazed out at the

gray ocean, wondering what lay ahead.
After the EMP attack, he had boarded one of the destroyers just before it

had departed the internal pier on the island. It had sailed out into the South
China Sea. Within minutes, a pair of Chinese naval helicopters had
approached, one landing on the destroyer. The helicopter had taken him fifty
miles to the north to his small and nimble fleet, where his commanders were
already preparing for their opening wave in the attack.

Now, he stood on the admiral’s bridge on the magnificent aircraft carrier
Shangdong—the flagship of his fleet. It was China’s second aircraft carrier,
but the first that had been built domestically. Their first aircraft carrier was an
old Soviet-era carrier, refurbished by the Chinese some forty years later. But
this…this was something special.

The Shandong carried three squadrons of Chinese fighters and sixteen
helicopters. It had modern radars and armaments and was flanked by a dozen
of China’s most lethal warships. Two attack submarines protected her
beneath the surface of the sea. Drones, reconnaissance aircraft, and satellite
feed would allow Admiral Song to see and know everything that took place
in the Pacific.

That was, if the satellites still worked after the EMP bursts—that was
something that the scientists had argued about. And if the Americans hadn’t



begun taking out their networks. That was something that his planners had
agreed on. All the more reason to strike while the iron was hot.

He walked inside the admiral’s bridge, where his commanders and watch
standers were able to give him instant updates.

“Do we still have GPS?”
“There have been some sporadic outages, Admiral Song, but right now it

is still functional,” a captain in charge of cyberoperations and
communications replied.

“Very well.” He turned to the captain of the aircraft carrier. “How long
until we are ready to launch our aircraft?”

“A little over four hours, sir. We will be through the Luzon Strait at that
time, and within range. The land-based tanker aircraft should be taking off
shortly. But we anticipate American warships may be in the strike area. That
could slow us down.”

“Make best speed, Captain. And ensure that our escorts keep a tight
screen around us. We will need protection from the American fast-attack
submarines. They will have been unaffected by the EMPs, and we should
assume that they will attack us if given the opportunity.”

The captain nodded. Song knew that their own attack submarines and
maritime patrol aircraft had spent the last twelve hours pinging away in the
South China Sea. The maritime patrol aircraft had had to land during the
EMP strike, for safety concerns. But the amount of active sonar activity
throughout the Luzon Strait, and to the east, should have scared away most
American submarines that could pose a problem to their launch.

Right now, the Americans were shell-shocked by the North Korean
assault, timed to occur within hours of the Chinese-launched EMP and
cyberattacks. With luck, the Americans wouldn’t be sure that the EMP and
cyberattacks were Chinese in origin. But they would strongly suspect it. The
North Koreans simply weren’t capable of that level of military sophistication.
The confusion might mean that the Americans would be wary of taking
retributive action against the Chinese. Jinshan had talked up “the fog of war”
in his preparations. He was convinced that the Americans would suffer from
confusion and indecision in the first few days.

This hesitation by the Americans was a key part of the Chinese strategy.
Their desire for moral authority was their weakness. A strong leader should
not wait until he had one hundred percent certainty that an enemy was
responsible for an attack. If it was probable, then he should strike back. But



the morally conservative American attitude demanded certainty. He had
worked with them before in naval exercises and spoken to them at their
diplomatic parties in China. If he had been in charge of their response,
nuclear missiles would be flying toward Beijing right now. But Jinshan and
his planners on the island had been certain that the Americans would not
respond with nuclear weapons until it was their last possible option. And by
then, it would be too late.

Admiral Song hoped to sail his fleet through the picket lines of a stunned
American Pacific Fleet. There were two American aircraft carriers operating
in the Western Pacific theater, and dozens of warships and submarines.

Song knew that the Chinese air force and missile force intended to strike
the carriers and most warships within the next few hours. And while the
military planners projected victory, in his mind, he knew that these were the
optimistic presentations of eager young officers. Combat and experience
would quickly season his men. Their bright looks and fearless attitudes would
give way to realism and a thousand stoic stares. Blood and loss were a taste
not easily forgotten.

But if China was to succeed, they must move swiftly, before the United
States comprehended what was happening. And he fully intended to use the
element of surprise to his advantage.
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USS Lake Champlain
East China Sea

nything yet?” the captain asked.
“Radars are coming back up now, sir.”

They had done a full restart of every air defense system that wasn’t
working properly. A flash like the sun, the lookout had said. That poor
seaman was now down in sick bay, blind in one eye. The kid had been
looking at some of the F-18s flying overhead when it happened. The captain
shook his head.

A flash like the sun.
Inside the skin of the ship, many of the electronics had begun

malfunctioning. Some didn’t work at all. The captain had been in his
stateroom, typing up an email, when it had started. His computer screen had
gone dark. No blue screen of death. Just completely off, and it wouldn’t turn
back on.

He had walked into the combat information center, witnessing the chaos
in there. Then the TAO had gotten word through the sound-powered phones
of the “medical situation” with the forward lookout.

A flash like the sun.
The captain had read about the danger of electromagnetic pulse weapons

while at the Pentagon. Thankfully, most of the military equipment on board
the Ticonderoga-class cruiser was hardened against that sort of thing. But no
one really knew what would happen if a real EMP went off above them. No



one knew how powerful it would be, or how all the different systems might
react. Would some of the “hardened military hardware” rely on weak links
somewhere in the chain of electronics?

Another question was, who had fired the EMP weapons? The big stink
this week was North Korea. But to his knowledge, North Korea didn’t have
that capability. China was the big kid on the block over here. The USS Lake
Champlain’s officers and crew had received the recent messages about a
sortied group of Chinese merchant ships, and an unusual Chinese surface
action group deployment. Everyone was on edge after the exchanged fire
between US and Chinese warships several weeks earlier. But they couldn’t be
completely sure who was responsible. The North Koreans had begun their
attack on South Korea and Japan hours earlier. So, it made sense that they
would launch EMPs out here—if they had them.

They needed intelligence, and they needed orders.
The USS Carl Vinson was off the starboard beam. The Lake Champlain

was the shotgun cruiser in the Carl Vinson Carrier Strike Group. Two more
destroyers were within twenty miles of their location. Between the destroyers
and his cruiser, they were responsible for the defense from enemy air threats,
whether they be fighters, bombers, or missiles. But for the last thirty minutes,
the captain of the Lake Champlain hadn’t been sure just what their air
defense capability was. A pretty sad admission from the air defense
commander.

He looked at the TAO. “Any orders from strike group?”
“No word from the carrier sir.”
No one had responded to radio communications since the EMP. That was

a bad sign. The captain had been scheduled to join a video conference with
the carrier strike group. He had expected to discuss rules of engagement as
they headed towards the Korean peninsula. The last message that the Lake
Champlain had received said that North Korea had attacked the South, and
that North Korean forces should be considered hostile. But these widespread
electronics and communications outages were greatly affecting their
situational awareness.

Diagnostics on the air defense systems showed that technically, most of
their equipment was unaffected by the EMP. But he could see with his own
eyes that the display screens were not working properly.

A tech rep happened to be on board. He had been working on their SPY
radar the week before and was due to leave for the carrier later in the day.



Instead, he was removing panels and replacing parts, assisted by the ship’s
own enlisted radar experts. It took them twenty minutes, but they managed to
get things working the way they were supposed to.

“What the hell are they doing over there?” The captain was pointing at
the carrier.

“Not sure, sir. We now have them on bridge-to-bridge. But none of our
other comms circuits are working yet.”

“Nothing?”
“Not yet, sir.”
“Then get someone up on bridge-to-bridge who knows what the hell’s

going on.”
“Yes, sir.”
The captain shook his head. He felt bad for raising his voice. He knew it

wasn’t the fault of the operations officer. But he needed information. They
could be under attack, for God’s sake. If he had to get the admiral to come up
to the bridge of the carrier and speak to him there, he would do it. He left the
combat information center to go to the bridge.

No sooner had the captain climbed up to the bridge than he heard a 1MC
call asking him to return to CIC. “Captain, TAO, you’re needed in combat.
As soon as possible, sir.”

Urgency in the woman’s voice. No—fear. The woman was one of his best
officers, and she didn’t get rattled easily. Today was different.

The captain hurried back into the combat information center.
“Sir, AEGIS is now coming back online—we don’t have everything

operational yet, but we have enough to see multiple unknown air contacts
inbound bearing two-six-zero for eighty miles.”

“Altitude?”
“The system was having trouble…”
A loud aural warning tone went off.
“VAMPIRE! VAMPIRE! VAMPIRE!” a petty officer manning one of

the air defense stations yelled. “TAO, enemy missiles inbound. Bearing two-
four-zero for fifty miles. I show…forty…no, sixty inbound missiles headed
towards our position.”

The captain looked up at the screen. It was filled with little icons moving
at a high rate of speed. “You know what to do, folks. Let’s go!”

The combat information center erupted in organized shouts of
information and rehearsed commands. The 1MC speaker said, “All hands



stand by for heavy rolls.” Then the alarm, followed by, “General quarters,
general quarters, all hands man your battle stations…”

Sailors from the combat fire control division evaluated the information on
their displays, their hands moving swiftly over buttons and keyboards.
Sweaty palms and foreheads. Fast-beating hearts and dizzying levels of
adrenaline. These sailors followed their years of training, trying not to think
about the dozens of missiles skimming the surface of the water at just under
the speed of sound, headed right towards them.

The cruiser shuddered as dozens of the ship’s own surface-to-air missiles
began launching up towards their targets, towers of flame shooting up from
the vertical launch system, followed by smoke trails leading off towards the
horizon.

“TAO, we now have an additional fifty missiles inbound from the same
bearing line.”

The captain gripped the armrests of his chair as the deck tilted. The bridge
team was executing evasive maneuvers now. He gritted his teeth as he
watched the little blue surface-to-air missile icons race towards the dozens of
inbound missile tracks.

Something wasn’t right.
“The destroyers aren’t firing,” the captain said. He turned to the TAO.

“Have you been able to raise them?” A chill went down his spine. With this
many inbound missiles, he desperately needed the other warships in company
to help defend the carrier—and themselves.

“No, sir. Comms are down.”
“There aren’t enough.” He was looking at the numbers, calculating and

tapping his fingers on his armrest. The enemy simply had too many missiles.
He wondered if the destroyers were still dealing with the effects of the EMP
attack. Were their radars up? Did they even know that there were missiles
overhead?

He wrung his sweaty hands together as dozens of the red missile symbols
began to reach their battle group.

The first strike was with EMPs.
The second was with anti-ship missiles.



Hundreds of them. More than could be accounted for by air defense
measures currently employed by the US Navy, let alone the slightly inferior
technology of the Koreans and Japanese.

Most of the missiles were subsonic sea-skimming versions of the C-802.
They sped along fifty feet above the water until the final stage of flight, when
they began sprinting the last twenty-five miles at nearly three times the speed
of sound—faster than many bullets travel.

Some of the missiles were the newly developed “carrier killers.”
Supersonic medium-range ballistic missiles—the DF-21D. Four of them were
fired at the USS Carl Vinson. Those weren’t among the sea-skimming
missiles. The carrier killers launched up into space and then came back down
with ferocious speed. The reentry vehicles traveled at Mach six and glided
almost thirty miles towards their target. Two of them missed, hitting the
water in between the USS Carl Vinson and her escorts.

Two of them hit.
Both reentry vehicles weighed more than a thousand pounds and carried

warheads of over five hundred pounds. At six times the speed of sound, the
damage was nothing short of catastrophic. The aft end of the USS Carl
Vinson exploded as one of the missiles detonated upon impacting the flight
deck, leaving a giant hole right where the jets normally landed. The second
DF-21 hit triggered secondary explosions from stored fuel and munitions,
turning huge portions of the carrier into a blazing inferno.

Miles to the west, the surface-to-air missiles fired from the USS Lake
Champlain began intercepting the massive flock of subsonic anti-ship
missiles. One of the destroyers was also firing now.

As some of the anti-ship missiles made it past the picket line of SAMs,
the escort ships and aircraft carrier itself began firing their shorter-range
defense weapons. Rolling airframe missiles began firing towards the
incoming anti-ship missiles, hoping to score a kinetic kill. Then the Phalanx
Close In Weapon System—a giant Gatling gun—fired thousands of tungsten
penetrator rounds, the noise sounding like the giant zipper of an angry god.

Dozens of missiles made it through the defensive weapons, wisps of
white shooting over the deep blue sea, and into the haze-gray Navy warships.
Explosions of smoke and fire filled the air, and a rain of hot metal and ash,
seawater and flesh, came down on the sea.

Scenes similar to this attack on the USS Lake Champlain and Carl Vinson
battle group played out across the Western Pacific. Chinese satellites and ISR



collection fed continuous tracking solutions into their military network.
And it was just the beginning.

The third wave. The cleanup crew.
The fifteen Chinese H-6K strategic bombers flew in a loose formation,

each within twenty miles of the lead aircraft. Each bomber had a crew of
four, a wingspan of 108 feet, and a cruise speed of just over 470 miles per
hour. The planners had drawn up their route of flight to ensure that they were
out of the way during the electromagnetic pulse attack. Their equipment was
hardened against electromagnetic pulse weapons, but there was no need to
test it. Takeoff was timed so that they were feet wet only one hour after the
EMP.

“Target confirmed,” came the voice of the flight commander over the
encrypted radio. He had just received updated targeting information. “All
aircraft cleared to fire.”

The flight commander gave the internal instruction to his crew. Their
grueling training over the past few weeks was about to be put to the test.
They would strike at the heart of the great American Navy—the carrier strike
groups in the Western Pacific—and cripple them within the opening hours of
the war.

The cruise missiles began dropping from his aircraft. His heavy bomber
weighed so much that he felt no indication that they had come off the rails.
The missiles’ boosters began igniting, and he saw trails of gray smoke
shooting off into the distance, one by one. More of the missiles appeared in
his peripheral vision outside his cockpit window. These were fired from the
other aircraft. Soon the sky was filled with cruise missiles, heading off to the
east.

Each of the Chinese bombers carried six anti-ship cruise missiles. The
shore-based missiles were timed to launch just before the strategic bombers
attacked, but the mission commander had no way of knowing whether that
part of the plan had been executed properly.

Ten SU-30s, purchased from Russia in 2004, were on a similar mission
up north. They were armed with the lethal KH-31 anti-ship cruise missile.

Reconnaissance aircraft and Chinese satellites had spent the last few



hours identifying targets. Some of the satellites would likely be damaged
from the EMP, but they would make do with backup collection sources. The
intelligence officers on the island were gaining coordinates and passing them
on to the shooters. The planners then assigned each bomber a list of targets in
flight. Truth be told, they didn’t even know which ships they were shooting
at. It was just a latitude and longitude for the cruise missiles to aim for, until
the missiles began their own active search.

The ocean was half ghost yard. Some of the ships had survived the EMP
strikes without too much impact to their systems. Others hadn’t been so
lucky.

Miles away from the Chinese bomber aircraft, the USS Lake Champlain
was now floating without power, having already been hit by several land-
based anti-ship missiles. The men and women aboard were busy fighting fires
and trying to stop the flooding. The radar and combat systems had been
damaged in the attack. And they had no warning that another was now taking
place.

Two anti-ship cruise missiles launched from the H-6K bomber ripped into
the injured Lake Champlain within seconds of each other. The already bad
flooding became worse as fuel and munitions ignited, creating secondary
explosions.

The ship sank within minutes.

The Chinese radar plane flew high above the battle space, helping the now-
attacking Chinese forces to maintain a clear picture of what was going on.
The KJ-3000 was China’s latest version of the American Air Force’s
AWACS—the Airborne early warning radar plane. It was a massive aircraft,
and odd looking as most radar planes were. The giant airframe had a saucer-
shaped radar fixed atop it.

“Surface-to-air missiles being launched from the Japanese warship
Myoko, sir.”

The Chinese air force officer who commanded the radar plane heard the
call over his internal communications circuit. He watched his display screen
as volleys of Japanese surface-to-air missiles began racing towards the
Chinese anti-ship missiles. Decades of Chinese military modernization were



about to be put to use. Would the advances in Chinese technology be as good
as advertised? Would there be enough missiles to overcome the air defense
systems?

The commander looked at his two groups of attacking air units. He said,
“Vector two of the SU-30s towards the Japanese ship. I see multiple surface-
to-air missiles originating from vicinity of the USS Carl Vinson, to the south.
Send the rest of the SU-30s towards her. Those two carriers are our priority.”

“Yes, sir.”
The SU-30s, inbound from the north, received their new instructions from

the KJ-3000 radar controllers. Two of them immediately turned towards the
Japanese destroyer, firing their KH-31 anti-ship missiles. The KJ-3000 was
using electronic attack measures to spoof the destroyer, tricking and
confusing their radar picture.

The KH-31 missiles traveled only fifty feet over the ocean at nearly three
times the speed of sound. The Japanese destroyer knew that they were
coming but wasn’t able to do anything about it. Their anti-air resources were
no match for the electronic malfunctions from the EMP attack coupled with
the electronic attack from the KJ-3000.

The missiles detonated on impact.
Two hundred pounds of high-explosive shaped charge collided with the

steel hull at a speed of fifteen hundred miles per hour. The center of the
Japanese destroyer exploded, and those who weren’t killed in the blast either
died in the fires that followed or went to the bottom of the ocean as it sank.

The commander of the Chinese radar aircraft zoomed out on his display.
His datalink was being updated in real time by all the connected Chinese
units. All over the Western Pacific, Chinese air and naval forces had begun
their attacks. He looked at Taiwan—it was a jumble of red and blue air
tracks. Most of them missiles launched from the Chinese mainland. Both
Taiwan and Japan were being inundated by Chinese conventional missiles.

North Korea was invading the South. That would keep the Americans
stationed there, and the South Korean military, more than busy.
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Osan Air Base, South Korea

hase and the other CIA employees were sitting in the pitch-black trailer.
“Why aren’t the backup lights coming on?” someone asked.

“Must have been a transformer. You hear that boom outside?”
“Yeah, but the backup lights should still come back on.”
Chase was as blind as a bat, feeling his way around the compartment. He

could hear more cursing as one of the other CIA agents shuffled their way to
the door. The ambient noise level of the room was eerily quiet without all the
electronics and cooling fans running.

Then one of the guards opened the door from the outside, and a rush of
light and air came in. “You guys okay?” They all walked outside of the
trailer, the guard locking the door behind them.

“What’s going on?”
“Don’t know. Everyone’s power just went out.”
Chase didn’t think that was it. “Anyone have a cell phone?”
One of the guards got his phone out of his bag. “Yeah, here. Hold on, the

power’s off. That’s weird, I never turn it off.” He kept pressing the power
button. “Shit. It won’t turn on. Sorry.”

Chase said, “I don’t think it’s just you.”
Another giant boom reverberated throughout the hangar. It sounded much

closer. The group ducked in unison as the ground rumbled beneath their feet.
Through the hangar doors, Chase could see clouds of yellow and black
explosions billowing up on the far side of the runway.



Tetsuo said, “My God.”
Chase watched as more smoke plumes rose from the runway and hangars.

The sounds of explosions followed a second later. And there was a new
sound. The ripping roar of fighter jets overhead.

“Come on.” Tetsuo tapped him on the shoulder, and they cautiously
walked out of the hangar. Dark aircraft silhouettes maneuvered thousands of
feet above them, yellow tracer rounds shooting out ahead of them. Chase
couldn’t see what they were firing at.

He looked around the flight line. Base fire trucks sprayed water on
burning buildings. Medical teams raced to help the wounded. But the
wounded were everywhere, and the attack had just begun. All around him
were chunks of metal, stone, and flesh.

“What is that?”
Chase looked to the north. Flying just a few dozen feet over the rooftops

were a pair of large old biplanes—they looked like they were out of an old
World War I movie.

“What the hell?”
The aircraft climbed up and turned to parallel the runway. Then tiny black

figures began falling out the side of each aircraft, parachutes streaming open
as they fell, their white canopies filling with air and then floating down to the
ground. Floating down to the grass next to the runway, Chase realized.

“I think those are North Korean soldiers.”
Chase shook his head in disbelief. There couldn’t have been more than

thirty of them, most still parachuting slowly to the ground. Chase now had a
Sig Sauer P228 in a thigh holster, but he had put the carbine into a locker in
the CIA trailer. He was about to tell Tetsuo that they should go get it when he
saw movement on the far side of the runway.

The Delta operators were on it. The same three men that Chase had been
in China with for the last week. They must have seen the North Korean
paratroopers and were now taking up firing positions, two on rooftops and
one in a jeep. Chase watched as the North Korean soldiers began going down,
one by one.

A group of five North Koreans were running toward one of the base
medical teams, who were working on an injured person. The five each hit the
pavement within seconds of each other, courtesy of the Delta operators’
quick shooting.

Some of the paratroopers hadn’t even landed before they took rounds in



the chest. Chase thought about whether that was an honorable way to kill, but
he quickly shook off the thought. These North Korean soldiers had just
invaded, and their missiles and artillery were now killing civilians in the area.
This was about economics, not honor. They needed to kill as many of the
invaders as possible before they could do damage.

The war had begun. And Chase was standing on the front lines.
He looked up and saw a cluster of dark green helicopters—Chinooks—

flying north in formation. Those would be the South Korean or US Army
helos, executing a preplanned response.

“Chase!” Tetsuo shouted at him as more explosions lit off nearby.
“What?” He could barely hear anything over the ringing in his ears.
“We need to get out of here and get to Natesh,” Tetsuo yelled into his ear.

“We need to see if we can get a flight out somewhere. But we’re in a target
zone. North Korean rockets and artillery are too close to take off here…”

Chase nodded. He was right. They had to assume that this North Korean
attack coincided with Chinese plans. And if China was attacking…

Susan needed them to get to Japan. They had to find Natesh and see if he
could provide intelligence on the location of Chinese merchants. Something
was on those ships that was going to be a game changer for the Chinese, and
they needed to stop it before it happened…if it wasn’t already too late.

They found the young CIA operative who had driven Chase earlier. He
waved them to follow, and they jogged around the back of the hangar and got
into a Humvee. They drove along the base perimeter and then turned to travel
outside the gate.

Traffic was a mess. People were running and screaming in all directions.
A drugstore had been hit by one of the missiles. A shell of the building was
left, and the apartment complex next to it had caught fire.

They drove for what seemed an eternity, although it was more like an
hour. Tetsuo drove on to the sidewalk in some cases to get around crashes
and traffic jams. The heavily populated Korean towns were a mix of
untouched urban areas and smoking rubble.

“Where are we going?”
The CIA operative said, “To another base. One farther south. I think

you’ll be able to get a flight out of there.”
More helicopters flew overhead now. Dozens of them, all heading north.

Chase caught sight of the words United States Army in black lettering on the
side of one.



Rockets shot up into the air ahead of them. Bright yellow flashes in rapid
succession, white trails of smoke following the rockets as they angled into the
sky.

“What are those?”
“I think they’re surface-to-air missiles.”
“They’re trying to shoot down the North Korean Scuds.”
Chase said, “Are we going to be able to get out of here in this?”
“I don’t know.”
They took another turn, and then Chase saw that they were about to enter

another base.
“What base is this? Will they fly us out in this?”
“Desiderio Army Airfield. It’s one of the largest bases around. I’ve only

been here once, but it was for a flight to Japan. So I know they do that here.”
Chase could see smoke coming up from the ground near the runway. At

least one missile had hit the base, although being this far south, they were far
better off than Osan had been. Dark green helicopters were spinning on the
pads everywhere he looked. Blackhawks. Apaches. Chinooks.

Every so often, a column of soldiers would jog into one of the helicopters.
After several of the helicopters were filled with troops, a formation of them
would take off and fly away to the north.

One of the base guards pointed his rifle at the car while they scanned their
IDs. Behind a sandbag bunker, another gate guard, his eyes cold, aimed a
heavy machine gun at them. Then the gate guard nodded and cleared them to
enter. A minute later, they drove up to a white building in the center of the
base.

A moment later, they stood in the air transfer office waiting area, trying to
figure out if they would be able to get to Japan.

“That’s the last flight. They have a high-priority passenger going to
Yokota, but we haven’t been able to clear them for takeoff with the Koreans.
For obvious reasons.” The man behind the counter at the base ops building
kept looking out the window as he spoke. “Most of our electronics are fried.
We think they used cyberattacks. Shit, I hope my wife is okay. I haven’t been
able to reach her. By the way, did you guys pass by…”

More rumbles as explosions went off outside and Chase couldn’t hear the
end of the man’s sentence. His face was white, eyes wide.

“Look, the pilots are getting ready to go in case they get clearance.
There’s seats available. You talk to them if you want to get on. There’s



nothing else I can do here.” He closed his window and headed back to the
phone.

Chase and Tetsuo walked outside and over to a gray Army C-12 aircraft.
Two big propellers on each side, with enough seats for about eight people,
stuffed in like sardines. The doors were open and it looked like they were
making preparations to start it up. Air crew and maintenance personnel ran
around, removing tags and conducting preflight inspections.

Tetsuo and Chase jogged over to them. “Where are you guys headed?”
Another boom, and the group ducked. They looked over at the airfield

tower, which had been hit with blast fragments. The windows were shattered,
and no one was standing up inside. Medics and uniformed personnel ran
towards the tower to help the wounded.

One of the pilots of the C-12 said, “We’re headed to Yokota Air Base.”
“Do you have room for two more?”
“Yeah, but that’s all.”
Tetsuo said, “We’ll take it.”
The pilot said, “Normally I would say you need a safety brief and to get

your names on the manifest, but I think today’s an exception. Just strap in.
We’re not waiting for clearance.”

They did as instructed. Chase walked down the narrow airplane corridor
as the cabin door was shut behind him. Nervous eyes of the other passengers
watched him as he made his way in. Most of them wore Army fatigues. A
few were in civilian clothing. Chase was still buckling his seat belt when they
began rolling down the taxiway for takeoff.

Every few seconds, he heard another explosion outside, followed by a
gasp from the passengers. He closed his eyes and said a quick prayer that the
runway stayed clear long enough for them to take off safely. A prayer never
hurt, he told himself.

Someone in a flight suit sitting in the forward-most seat yelled back to the
passengers, “The pilots are going to fly low to the ground to stay out of
trouble. Everyone, make sure you stay buckled in tight the whole time.”

The small twin-engine prop plane taxied as fast as Chase could
remember, practically getting airborne as they made their way to the runway.
Then the familiar whine of the engines, the surge of power pushing Chase
back into the cushions of his seat, and they were barreling down the runway.

The aircraft lifted off, flying over the Korean peninsula. Below,
everywhere Chase looked were signs of a massive war beginning. There was



hardly a street that didn’t have a burning building or car.
“Look at that,” someone said. “Dogfight.”
Outside Chase’s window, a twin-engine fighter jet was chasing another,

turning hard and spewing yellow tracer rounds towards its prey. A second
later, the wing came off the lead aircraft, and then the fuselage erupted in
flames. The fireball fell towards the ground, trailing the thick black smoke of
ignited jet fuel. No chute.

“Was that ours or theirs?” someone asked.
“Theirs. It was an F-15 that shot it down. I think that was a MIG-29.”
The remains of the shot-down aircraft crashed into a cluster of one-story

homes below. The last thing Chase saw before the image was no longer in
view was a woman running out of the home next door, clutching her baby to
her chest.

It took them thirty minutes before their aircraft was over water. Chase
could feel his stomach flutter as the plane jolted up and down in the low
altitude turbulence.

Tetsuo looked out the window in the seat ahead of him. “What is wrong
with that ship?”

Chase saw what he was looking at. A cargo vessel maybe five miles
away. There was something funny about the angle it was sitting on the water.
As they got closer, he realized that its bow was much closer to the waterline
than it should have been.

“They must have gotten that one.”
“Yeah, it’s sinking alright. I don’t see any obvious damage up top. Must

be a big hole below the waterline. Maybe a contact mine?” An orange
lifeboat ejected into the sea behind it.

“There they go. Good luck, boys.”
Their voices sounded detached. Like they were analyzing a sports team

that they had no interest in.
The passengers shouted as the aircraft suddenly banked hard left. Chase

felt his head being pressed back into his seat as a strong G-force came over
them. Then the aircraft rolled wings level, and Chase felt a flutter in his
stomach as the nose aimed down and they began diving towards the water. A
white trail of smoke shot underneath them and continued on off the right side
of the aircraft.

“Holy shit, was that a SAM?”
“Yup,” replied a disinterested voice.



Chase looked at the man who’d said it. Army uniform. Ranger patch.
Chase recognized the look of a man who’d been in combat before. The eyes
of a man resigned to whatever fate might come, knowing that up here, he
couldn’t control it.

A uniformed woman in the rear of the aircraft was crying. One of the men
in civilian clothes kept his head in between his knees, cursing over and over
again like he had Tourette syndrome.

The aircraft leveled off, and the lurching maneuvers ceased. A few
moments later, Chase watched as they passed a large gray warship on his
right side. It looked like an American destroyer, a DDG, a long white wake
behind it.

Chase could make out the crew members on the bridge wing looking up
at his plane. Each of them wore the white masks and gloves known as anti-
flash gear. Other crew members were manning machine guns along the ship.
They were at battle stations.
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inshan sat behind the Chinese presidential desk. It was the first time he
had actually operated from the office, but the symbolism was important
today.

“They are here, Mr. Jinshan.”
“Show him in.”
In walked the ambassador of Japan. He did not look happy.
“Mr. Jinshan, the people of Japan strenuously object to the abhorrent

attacks that have occurred over the past twenty-four hours. We demand
that—”

Jinshan held up his hand. “Please, Mr. Ambassador. If you will allow me
to speak.”

The ambassador went silent, although he was visibly upset. His body
language was, even in these dire circumstances, carefully calculated to
convey just the amount of visual displeasure that his nation wanted to
communicate.

“I understand that Japan must be very worried about what is happening. I
could offer you reasons for why we have taken this course of action. But I
will refrain from that conversation for now. It would be a waste of time.
Something I have little of, I am afraid.” Jinshan sipped tea from his cup. He
was tired. He knew that he could have had someone else do this part. But he
didn’t trust anyone enough to get it right.

Jinshan continued, “Japan will be left alone.”
“China has already attacked us.” The ambassador did his best to control

the volume of his voice.



“Mr. Ambassador, if you were to study the targets that we have attacked,
you will note that they fall into one of two categories. The first category is
any location that supports the American military. They are our true enemy in
this fight. We cannot allow US military forces to inhabit a position in such
close proximity to our own. The Americans have shown hostility towards us,
and it would be strategic malpractice to allow them to continue this military
presence unimpeded.”

The Japanese ambassador said, “I disagree with this assessment. The
Americans showed no hostility to China. They have been a peaceful—”

“Please, Mr. Ambassador. Hear me out first. Then we may have a short
discussion. The second category of targets in Japan were, in fact, Japanese
military targets. We regret that this was necessary, but it was. We have and
will continue to destroy any weapons or systems that could hurt our own
military progress in the region. I suggest you immediately convey this
information to your superiors in Japan. Tell them to abandon all military
assets while our campaign progresses. If you like, we can even have our
military coordinate with yours to let you know when it is safe to proceed
back onto your bases.”

The ambassador fumed. “This is insulting and ridiculous. You can’t
expect us to agree to this. What gives you the right?”

Jinshan looked at his diplomatic team, who sat quietly on the couch
beside the ambassador. Then he turned back to the ambassador. “Our military
power gives us the right. It gives me no pleasure to say this, Mr. Ambassador.
You must understand that. But if we wanted to, we could bomb your island
nation into oblivion. We could coat it with fire. We could launch weapons of
mass destruction that would make Hiroshima and Nagasaki look like child’s
play. The firebombing of World War II would be nothing to what China
could unleash. But this will not happen—not as long as you agree to terms.”

“What terms?” The ambassador looked squeamish. “Not surrender.”
“No. I wouldn’t ask that. It is undignified. Neutrality. I want Japan to

remain neutral. To retain their honor and be at peace with China.” He looked
into the ambassador’s eyes, knowing how important honor was in the
Japanese culture. “We are speaking to the political leaders in South Korea
and Taiwan today as well. We will make them the same offer. Promise
neutrality, and we will not bomb your people. We will not invade your
nations. We will allow you to live in peace and prosperity. But you must
renounce any partnership with the United States and agree to terms. You



must promise to stand idle while we wage war upon America. Do not
sacrifice the well-being of your people for a bunch of gaijin.” Jinshan used
the Japanese word for foreigner.

The ambassador’s face betrayed his shock at Jinshan’s blunt words. When
he regained his composure, his tone was hushed. “How is what you ask not to
be considered surrender?”

Jinshan gave a slight grin. “Surrender will occur if you decline this
proposition, Mr. Ambassador. And many lives will be lost before I offer
terms of surrender. Surrender will come with a Chinese military occupation
of your homeland. These terms contain no such caveat. This is an
opportunity. I suggest you take it.”

All pretense of shock and anger was gone from the ambassador’s face. He
was, after all, a professional diplomat, and Japanese to boot. His stoicism and
discipline won the day. “I will provide you an answer soon.”

Jinshan’s face was impassive. “That is all, Mr. Ambassador. Please have
an answer for me by tomorrow. Our military operations will proceed as
described.”

The ambassador rose and left the room, escorted by one of Jinshan’s
security guards and a member of his diplomatic team.

When the door closed, Jinshan turned to the others sitting on the couch.
“Summon the South Korean ambassador next.” They nodded. One of them
hurried off to get the Korean ambassador, who was already waiting in the
building. The ambassadors were probably alarmed at the notion of being
brought hours away from Beijing to the Chinese leadership bunker in the
mountains. But these were unusual times.

The roar of supersonic jets could be heard overhead. They would be the
fighters, standing guard against any possible strikes on Beijing.

“Do you need any lunch, sir?” an assistant asked from the side door.
“No, thank you.” He saw the way she looked at him, concern in her eyes.

He must look dreadful. Jinshan sighed. He just needed to get through these
first few months. After that, he could rest, for however long he had left.

The door swung open. “Mr. Jinshan, the ambassador from South Korea.”
The ambassador walked in. She was an older woman, experience and

intelligence in her eyes. Unlike the Japanese ambassador, she made no effort
to display anger or shock at recent events. She stood until Jinshan offered her
a seat, then sat quietly, waiting for him to start.

“Madame Ambassador, I wish to express my most sincere condolences at



the loss of so many of your countrymen. I hoped that this day of North
Korean aggression would never come.”

The woman didn’t miss a beat. “I don’t believe it is unassisted, Mr.
Jinshan. Or should I call you Mr. President?”

He shrugged. “Whatever pleases you.”
“What do you want to ask me, Mr. Jinshan?”
“I can make it stop.”
She stared back at him, her nostrils flaring. “How?”
“We will instruct the North Koreans to cease fire and return north of the

DMZ. But no retaliatory strikes can be made.”
“I can’t say that I have knowledge, due to my communications

restrictions that your guards imposed on me, but I believe that retaliatory
strikes must be ongoing, Mr. Jinshan.”

“I understand. But they must come to a stop.”
“So, you are negotiating a cease-fire? Is that all?”
“No.” He shook his head.
“I thought as much.” She turned to look at his diplomatic team, listening

along the wall. “I am told that many of the weapons launched towards the
South may not have been North Korean in origin. I have heard rumors that
China has attacked American military positions in Asia today. Although it is
hard to know what the truth is, with all this confusion.”

“The fog of war can be very confusing.”
She hummed in agreement.
Jinshan placed his fingers together, hands resting on the table before him.

“Madame Ambassador, here is my offer. A cease-fire with North Korea. And
a treaty with China. We have, as you have been informed, begun our attack
on American forces in the area. My time with you here is limited. But the
people of South Korea are friends to the Chinese. We wish to maintain peace.
I understand that you have agreements with the Americans. But their
presence in the region has become untenable.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Has it?”
“And it would be advantageous for you to align yourselves with us now.

We can stop the fighting on the Korean peninsula. But there are tens of
thousands of US troops and their families there. We do not want any Korean-
based military units to attack Chinese interests. That includes the Americans.
So—we have a few potential solutions. Either the Americans agree to leave
immediately, or they are made to stop military operations from Korea. If the



latter is the option, it does not matter to us whether the South Korean military
enforces this new policy or whether the Chinese military does it. But my
guess is that you would prefer that Chinese military forces were not deployed
on Korean soil?”

The woman’s eyes stared at Jinshan’s own. “I understand what you are
asking. And I will relay the message. But the Americans have a saying, Mr.
Jinshan.”

“And what is that?”
She rose. “Don’t hold your breath.”
Jinshan frowned as she left the building. In truth, he hadn’t counted much

on South Korea being cooperative. But soon enough, that wouldn’t matter.
The Korean strategic landscape was about to change dramatically.

The Chinese Type 094 ballistic missile submarine had been preparing for
their launch for the past twelve hours. When the time finally came, it ejected
two JL-2 missiles from its vertical launch tubes. Each missile was over thirty
feet in height. Their booster rockets fired soon after they broke the surface of
the deep blue ocean. The missiles had almost identical paths, their trajectories
taking them over North Korea before they broke into a total of six
independent reentry vehicles, each one carrying its own ninety-kiloton
warheads. Hiroshima was sixteen kilotons.

The target each MIRV was aimed at had been chosen based on two
factors: the likelihood that the US military would pick it, and the desire to
minimize potential radioactive fallout on Chinese territory.

In six brilliant flashes of light, China attacked North Korea with nuclear
weapons. The weapons had been programmed to detonate near ground level.
At each target, all people and buildings in the immediate vicinity were
vaporized, the bursts leaving craters almost two hundred meters in diameter.
Thick mushroom clouds of radioactive ash and dust bloomed up over forty
thousand feet into the air, and the winds pushed them east to spread their
slow rain of poison.

Three of the targets were military bases with clusters of North Korea’s
most capable weaponry. The other three nuclear detonations were
decapitation attempts. Locations where the Great Leader was thought to be.



Because, Jinshan decided, that’s what America would do. Fortified military
bunkers, deep underground. One of them was a correct guess. That particular
bunker location turned out to be ten meters above the bottom of the nuclear
crater, when all was said and done.

Six locations in North Korea were now uninhabitable radioactive
wastelands. Giant burning pockmarks on the earth. The surrounding
populations to these detonation sites that hadn’t already been killed in the
initial attack would suffer radiation sickness and dramatically increased rates
of cancer.

But Jinshan’s ruse could now go on.
His cyber warriors and intelligence operatives around the world began

information campaigns that spread the word.
The United States was responsible.
The only country to have ever used nuclear weapons in a war had done so

again. America should be considered a pariah state. Jinshan would call upon
all nations around the world to stand with China and against the US, or stand
clear.
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ieutenant Lin and his team had become more familiar with how to
navigate the US over the past week. At first, they had remained in

hiding, at a remote Ministry of State Security safe house in America’s
heartland. There were a dozen teams like his, each now hidden throughout
the United States. Most of the teams had just recently entered the country,
having finished their specialized mortar training in the mountains of China.

Each team had an MSS agent who helped them to manage their affairs.
The MSS agents were the babysitters, Lin knew. There to ensure that none of
his men did anything that got them noticed. No phone calls, no computers, no
communications. No walking out in town with a submachine gun slung over
their shoulder. Phones weren’t even allowed on the premises of the safe
houses. Inconspicuous vehicles were used—aged pickup trucks, mostly. Just
like they had trained with.

Lin’s team received two sets of orders. The first was to PRESTAGE. To
head to their attack point and prepare for orders to execute. The drive to New
Jersey took his team twelve hours. Every time they passed a police car, the
hair on the back of Lin’s neck stood up. But they finally reached the house
near the outskirts of Trenton, New Jersey, and he was confident that they
would be ready.

The MSS operative showed him the cache in the garage, and Lieutenant
Lin was impressed. He didn’t ask how they were able to get military
weaponry of this size and lethality into the United States. It didn’t matter
now.

When the EXECUTE order came that night, a familiar rush of adrenaline



filled his veins. The order contained a specific time, only hours away. A
wave of excitement shot through his men. Then everyone flipped a switch
and moved with deliberate, controlled motions. They had been well trained,
and they would conduct themselves with professionalism.

Two of them—the mortar experts—loaded up the equipment in to the
pickup truck, which was backed into the three-car garage. The mortars were
heavy, as were the cases of mortar rounds. The deadly cargo weighed the
heavy-duty vehicles down enough that he worried it might attract attention.
But that was what the rest of their weapons were for. Light machine guns
with modern scopes, and two heavy machine guns with tripods that were now
mounted to the pickup trucks.

It was late at night when they arrived on the empty road just north of
McGuire Air Force Base. The air was still, everything calm and quiet. No
sign of trouble. Lin’s special forces team quickly unloaded the mortars and
set up a defensive perimeter around them, waiting for police or base security,
whoever came first.

“Range?” one of the mortar men asked.
One of them was looking through binoculars, a laser range finder fixed to

the top.
“Seven hundred meters to the first target. Seven fifty to the second. Eight

hundred to the third.”
“Wait until we take out the first three, then give me updates on the

others.”
“Yes, Sergeant.”
The night air was cool, the beginning of spring not yet taking the bite

away from winter’s spell. Streetlights buzzed overhead, their yellow light
flickering onto the pavement. Lin shoved earplugs into each ear, and the
world went dull. He whistled to one of his men who had a silenced machine
gun, pointing at the streetlights. The man nodded and fired several times,
knocking out the nearest three lights, leaving them in the shadows.

The lead mortar operator looked at Lin for approval, which he gave in a
nod. Then the first metallic scraping sound came as the round slid down the
barrel, followed by a thunk from the first mortar. The second mortar fired in
rapid succession.

The first mortar was being loaded again when the initial round ripped
through its target, a US Air Force KC-135 refueling tanker. The quiet night
turned into a deafening symphony of explosions, and the darkness gave way



to inferno.
Some of the mortar rounds missed their mark, pummeling the concrete

flight line. The explosions popped tires and punctured the surrounding
aircraft with their metal fragments. Other rounds tore into the large aircraft.
Every so often, one of the mortar rounds scored a direct hit on a filled fuel
storage compartment, setting off a mushroom cloud explosion of fire that
turned night into day.

Lin’s men worked fast, checking ranges and making adjustments to their
fire. Their orders had specifically called for the refueling planes to be
prioritized. KC-135s and KC-10s. If possible, take out the transports as well.
The C-5s and C-17s.

Lin could see a fire vehicle and what looked like a base security vehicle
racing towards one of the burning aircraft. By this time, ten of the enormous
jets had been destroyed.

“Sir, a police vehicle is approaching us from the west.”
Lin looked to where his man was pointing and saw a sedan with flashing

blue lights racing towards them.
“Wait until it gets close,” Lin said.
The police cruiser skidded to a halt about fifty feet from their three cars.

The doors did not open. The vehicle’s occupant must have been trying to
decide just what he was looking at.

Lin’s team had two pickup trucks and a minivan. The two pickup trucks
were parked perpendicular to the road, blocking traffic and forming a
barricade. The minivan was in the center. For a moment, the police vehicle
remained unmoving, the Chinese special forces men staring back at him, their
weapons trained.

Did the policeman yet know what was about to transpire? Did he see the
threat?

A bright white searchlight from the driver’s side of the police vehicle
illuminated the nearest pickup truck. Enough to unmask a large fifty-caliber
machine gun on a tripod, which instantly began firing. Yellow tracer rounds
shot into and around the police vehicle, destroying it and the lone police
officer inside and extinguishing the lights. A small fire smoldered in the
police car’s rear seat. Lin’s special forces men looked at the wreckage, and at
each other.

“Keep firing our mortars,” Lin said, reminding his men to concentrate on
the mission. “There are another six aircraft untouched on the tarmac. Hit



them all, and we will depart.”
Lin knew that the success of their mission was more important than

whether they survived the night. But if they lived, his team could be reused
for more operations such as this in the coming days. Tomorrow would be
chaos in the United States. The other teams like his would all be executing
similar orders throughout the country. Locating his team would not be easy in
such confusion. And even if the US government managed to track them
down, his men were exceptional fighters. America was not equipped to deal
with men like them. That was what they had been told.

Ten minutes later, their mission complete, Lin signaled his team to saddle
up and head out. Their caravan dispersed, each driver having familiarized
himself with separate routes back to their safe house. None of them were
stopped.

Not all of the Chinese special forces teams were so successful.
Outside Seymour Johnson Air Force base in North Carolina, the PLA

special forces had just begun firing mortar rounds when the noise alerted
patrons at the local Veterans of Foreign Wars post. The VFW members had
gathered that night to celebrate the seventieth birthday of one of their own.

The new septuagenarian was a man by the name of Norman Francis. His
friends called him “Bud.” Bud had enlisted in the US Army in 1969.

Bud was sitting at the bar, drinking a tonic water and lime (he had given
up alcohol years earlier) and providing one of the new members—a young
man in his thirties, who was a veteran of Afghanistan—a recap of his
complete military history. The young man was a good southern boy and
patriot and listened respectfully.

Bud said, “So let’s see—I went to basic training in Fort Jackson, Signal
School at Fort Gordon, and Army Ranger school at Fort Benning. Then I
arrived in South Vietnam in the February of 1970…”

Someone piped up from down the bar, “I thought you said it was ’71…”
Bud frowned. “Don’t know where you heard that. It was ’70. I think I

would know my own history. So then where was I? The Army sent me to
Quang Tri in Northern I Corps, where I was assigned to the 298th Signal
Company of the First Brigade Fifth Infantry (Mechanized). But see, I’d been



to Ranger School. I didn’t want to be part of some signal company, no
offense. I was a Ranger. So I talked to my platoon sergeant and requested a
transfer. Two days later I was the only passenger on a Huey headed to Hill
950—it overlooked the old Khe Sanh combat base. You know Khe Sanh?
The Marines fought some awfully hard battles there in ’68. But that was
before I got there. So I got to Hill 950. US Army Special Forces were there
with about forty Nung mercenaries. The hill overlooked the Ho Chi Minh
Trail. We’d watch daily airstrikes bomb the valley and surrounding
mountains. But then I got transferred to P Company. Went on a lot of
missions along the DMZ and Laos with P Company. Had to call in artillery
several times and—say, you hear that? That booming noise? That kind of
sounds a lot like artillery right there. Now what in the Sam Hill is that?”

Bud led his companions out to the parking lot to see what was making
that loud booming noise. He was an avid hunter and gun collector and always
kept his hunting rifle on the rack in his pickup truck. And he was still an
expert marksman.

He reached for the rifle and looked through the scope, scanning the
surrounding area.

He had seen the news over the past few weeks. Looking through the
scope on his rifle, he identified the enemy group to his friends.

“The Chi-com bastards are coming to attack us.”
As one of the men in his party called the police, the birthday boy was

already firing from three hundred yards out. Some of his companions were
also hunters and gun enthusiasts. Rifles were removed from racks in their
pickup trucks as well, and the battle began. Three of the old men were killed
by return fire, but not before the new seventy-year-old was able to take out
two of the Chinese soldiers. The rest of them were also killed, once the police
got involved.

At another attack site outside McConnell Air Force base near Wichita,
Kansas, the Chinese special forces troops made the unfortunate mistake of
picking a position located less than a mile from where the Wichita SWAT
team was coincidentally training that night. The SWAT team had recently
purchased two used mine-resistant ambush-protected vehicles (MRAPs) from
the US military. Half of the SWAT team members were military veterans and
also recognized the sound of mortars firing in the quiet night air. Their
response was swift and deadly. Wichita SWAT team 10, PLA special
operators 0.



But many of the Chinese attacks on Air Force bases succeeded in their
mission to radically reduce the number of US aerial refueling tankers in
inventory. Within a matter of hours, the number of airworthy tankers in the
US Air Force inventory went from over four hundred to under one hundred
and fifty. Cheng Jinshan had succeeded. The Chinese had greatly diminished
the American military’s ability to wage long-range aerial warfare.
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hase and Tetsuo’s aircraft landed at Yokota Air Base outside of Tokyo,
Japan, in the early afternoon. If they had any misconceptions that Japan

would be a safe refuge from the war, those ideas quickly diminished upon
arrival.

During the flight in, Chase could make out towers of black smoke to the
east. Fuel depots next to the runway had been hit by missiles. So had the
runway. Their aircraft had to land on the first quarter of the runway. A small
prop plane like the C-12 could do that—barely. But the jets would be
grounded until the holes were fixed.

Once the plane taxied into the flight line and shut down, Chase and
Tetsuo headed to the CIA trailer. Tetsuo picked up two CIA-owned
encrypted cell phones. Then he got the keys to one of the government cars
and drove them both into the city.

They needed to get in touch with Natesh.
“Phones aren’t working.” Tetsuo stared down at the Agency phone he’d

taken from the CIA equipment locker next to the trailer. He was driving with
one hand, typing keys on the phone with the other, glancing back and forth at
traffic.

Chase said, “Either a cyberattack or a missile strike on a
telecommunications node.”

“I gave him instructions to follow if anything like this happens. Hopefully
he remembers where to go.”

Tetsuo drove through the streets of Tokyo, a surreal experience. The city
was normally a galaxy of bright LED screens and mobs of businessmen and



women dashing through the streets. Now, the power was off, and red-eyed
Japanese citizens ran about in a state of chaos. As in Korea, car crashes were
rampant, the drivers likely distracted by missiles, jets, and explosions
overhead. The almost-bare aisles of a corner convenience store were being
looted, the shopkeeper batting the desperate away with a folded-up
newspaper. And a shell-shocked man in a suit stood still in the middle of the
road, staring Chase in the eye as he drove by, crowds running and screaming
around him.

“This is nuts.”
They pulled up under the roof of an expansive drop-off area outside a

luxury hotel. They got out and Tetsuo said, “Wait in the lobby. I need to run
across the street.”

Chase gave him a confused look. “What’s the plan?”
Tetsuo nodded up to the hotel. “Natesh should be up there, if he followed

the extraction procedure. I need to go to the post office across the street and
check the drop box. He should have left the special watch that the NSA had
him wearing, and his room number. Once I get that, I’ll meet you back here.
Keep an eye out for him or anyone suspicious in the lobby.”

“Got it.” Chase turned and headed in.

Tetsuo came running into the lobby of the hotel. Chase stood in the shadow
of a large marble column, scanning the open atrium. The look in Tetsuo’s
eyes told him that something was wrong.

“What is it?”
Tetsuo came over to him holding a small white paper, which he stuffed in

his jacket pocket. He whispered, “He left me a note and the watch. The note
said that he got the location of the merchant ships, and the Chinese carrier
fleet that went missing a few days ago. He actually wrote it out and left it in
this envelope.” He was shaking his head.

“I thought he wasn’t supposed to look himself. That watch that the NSA
gave him was supposed to plant malware, right?”

Tetsuo began walking towards the elevator, scanning the room. “Correct.
He wasn’t supposed to do anything himself. If he wasn’t careful, he probably
ran through 3PLA tripwires.” Tetsuo stopped walking, turning his head back



and forth, stuck between what to do next. He looked towards Chase.
“What, man?”
“I’m trying to decide—”
“Spit it out.”
“The note Natesh left gave precise coordinates of the merchants and the

carrier fleet. I need to get this information, and any data that’s on the watch,
back to the NSA and Langley guys ASAP. I don’t have time to babysit
Natesh. But if he isn’t blown, I want to throw him back in the cooker and
keep using him.” The hotel lobby rose up into a towering glass ceiling,
wrapping around the glass elevator that rose forty floors high. “Can you
babysit?”

“Of course. I’ll stay here with him. It’ll be fine.”
Tetsuo nodded. “Alright. I might be a while. Here’s the room number. It

looks like they still have power in this place, so I’d take the elevator. Pretty
high up. I’ll be back when I can. And Chase, be careful. If he did tip off
Chinese agents that he’s stealing information for us—they’ll be after him.”

“Understood.” Chase patted his concealed sidearm.
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ictoria shifted in her seat, trying to ease the pain in her back that had
flared up from long hours strapped into the bird. They were logging

over three hours per flight, and as she was the only aircraft commander on
board right now, she was stuck flying back-to-back triple bags. Three flights
in a row. The Pacific Fleet’s thirst for surface surveillance was unquenchable
with the reduced satellite capability. And while the P-8s out of Australia were
supposed to be assisting, it was a lot of area to cover.

She looked over at Spike. His hands flicked a few buttons and
manipulated the joystick that controlled the FLIR. On the display in the front
of him, she could see his handiwork. The camera locked in on a barely visible
speck on the horizon and then zoomed in a few times. The screen finally
focused on what looked like another tanker.

“Farragut control, 471, we have another Group 3. Looks like it’s seventy
miles to your northwest, heading zero-eight-niner at sixteen knots. How
copy?”

“471, Farragut control, copy all.”
Juan was getting pretty good. She could tell that his confidence had

improved as well. He was much more comfortable over the back of the boat
now.

“You think we’re really getting extended, Boss?”
“I think so, yes.” She was done with pretense. “We’re only a few hundred

miles from Guam now. If the Navy wasn’t going to extend our deployment, I
don’t think they would have sent us out here.”

Victoria took out her pen, which was wedged into the metal spring on her



kneeboard, and wrote down the fuel and time. She did some quick math, just
like she had every fifteen minutes for the last two hours, and came out with a
sufficient fuel burn rate. “If they do extend us, though, they’ll probably give
us another port stop.”

AWR1 spoke into his helmet mike from the back of the aircraft, “Come
on, Boss. Ain’t no port stop gonna make up for another month of
deployment. I just wish they’d tell us.”

Victoria said, “That would take all of the fun out of it.”
A garbled radio call came over the UHF frequency. “Mayday…five miles

southeast of…on guard…”
“What the hell was that?” said Spike. “Did he say mayday?”
“Shh,” said Victoria. They were still broadcasting. “Tune it up with the

ADF. See if you can get a cut on where its coming from.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The ship’s controller came over the radio. “471, Farragut control, RTB as

soon as possible. We just got new orders.”
Victoria keyed her mike. “Farragut, be advised, we just heard what

sounded like a mayday call on guard.”
“471, roger, stand by.” After a moment, the captain’s voice came on the

radio and said, “471, understand you heard a mayday call. We have
something big going on here. Please make best speed back to us.”

Victoria and Juan exchanged glances. She said, “Roger, returning to
Mom.”

Juan got out the checklist. “Landing checks.” His hands flipped through
the upper circuit breakers and switches, calling out a few challenge-reply
items to the crew.

A moment later, they were on final, Victoria at the stick.
“471, Deck, ready for numbers?” came Caveman’s voice, transmitting

from the ship’s LSO shack radio.
“Send ’em.”
Caveman read off the ship’s course and speed, winds, pitch, and roll, then

said, “You have green deck for one and one.” A device that looked like a
traffic light stuck to the hangar emitted a flashing green light.

Victoria flew the helicopter smoothly over the deck of the destroyer and
held it in place for a half second, waiting for her aircrewman’s verbal signal.

“In position.”
She waited for the ship’s rolls to settle, then lowered the collective lever



with her left hand. The now-eighteen-thousand-pound aircraft floated
vertically downward and into the trap.

“Beams coming closed. Trapped,” Caveman said. “Boss, Captain wants
to see you.” The deck crew ran out to the helicopter, the sound of chains
dragging along the flight deck as they ran in from either side of the rotor,
tying down the aircraft, and placing chocks around each of the wheels.

The hangar door opened and the senior chief in charge of Victoria’s
maintenance team appeared with a few of the ordnancemen next to him. He
gave her a signal with his hand slicing across his neck—shut down.

“Something’s going on. I’m guessing they want to load weapons and they
want us to shut down while they do it.”

The LSO confirmed her suspicions a second later. “Boss, Deck. Captain
has them bringing torps your way. Senior’s asking you to shut down while
they work.”

“Roger, Deck.” Then she said over the internal comms, “Spike, you have
the controls. Let me get out of the rotor arc, then you handle the shutdown.”

“Roger, I have the controls.”
She unstrapped and opened her door, stepping out onto the deck, careful

to balance herself as the ship rolled at high speed, sea spray spitting up and
over the side of the ship and covering her tinted helmet visor as she walked.
Inside the hangar, she saw several personnel rolling two MK-50 lightweight
torpedoes on a pushcart towards the hangar door.

She walked through the ship and into the combat information center. The
captain was there, chatting with the TAO as they looked at the tactical display
in front of them.

The captain said, “Airboss, we need to catch you up. We just got a
FLASH message. Here.”

FROM: CHIEF OF NAVAL OPERATIONS
TO: PACCOM
SUBJ: FLASH WARNING OF IMMINENT THREAT TO ALL US

FORCES
1. DPRK MILITARY INVADED SOUTH KOREA AT 1900Z. ALL

DPRK FORCES SHALL BE CONSIDERED HOSTILE UFN.
2. HOSTILITIES BETWEEN CHINA AND UNITED STATES

CONSIDERED IMMINENT. ALL UNIT COMMANDERS SHOULD
PREPARE FOR POSSIBLE CHINESE ATTACKS ON PACIFIC
MILITARY AND STRATEGIC TARGETS, TO INCLUDE HAWAII AND



GUAM.
“Oh my God.” Victoria read it twice. “Guam?”
The captain nodded his head. “We’re about one hundred and seventy

miles to the east of Guam right now, but heading there fast. We think that’s
where the mayday call came from.” There was a forlorn look on his face.

Victoria looked back and forth between the TAO and the captain. “You
think it’s already begun?”

The captain said, “Yes. We think that the Chinese may have already
begun their attack on Guam.”

Admiral Song watched as the two squadrons of Chinese J-15 fighters took off
from the ski-jump-style carrier deck in pairs. Based on the Russian Su-33
fighter, the J-15 was capable of speeds close to Mach 2, had a range of fifteen
hundred kilometers, and carried various weapons. The J-15 was the Chinese
version of the Americans’ F-18 Hornet and was meant to perform the role of
a fighter and attack aircraft.

Because of the ski-jump-style carrier deck, however, Chinese fighters had
to take off with less fuel and ordnance in order to get airborne. This meant
that they would need to refuel almost as soon as they took off, before
continuing on their mission to Guam.

It was a gamble, Admiral Song knew. The fighters would have to travel a
long distance, relegated to carrying a small payload. Because of the tight fuel
constraints, any problem along the way could spell disaster. They wouldn’t
be able to bingo to land-based airfields, since the mission was so far to the
east. The only option was to refuel with the land-launched HY-6D tankers. A
caravan of those refueling aircraft were scheduled to be at rally points along
the route of flight between the Philippines and Guam.

Only two of the J-15s were equipped with anti-air weapons, while the rest
were outfitted with air-to-surface weapons. The fighters would shoot down
any American aircraft over the skies near Guam, assuming they could catch
them off guard. Admiral Song worried about the lethality of US combat air
patrols, especially their newer-generation F-22s. But considering that the
island of Guam would be under the effects of China’s EMP, the Chinese
fighters had a distinct advantage.



US anti-air batteries in the region had been targeted by submarine-
launched cruise missiles over the past few hours, but battle damage would
remain unknown prior to launch. Without American surface-to-air missiles,
Song’s J-15 fighters would be able to target the airfields, submarines, ships,
and military facilities at Guam, rendering them inert. With South Korea,
Japan, and Guam bases removed from the American arsenal, the Chinese
hold on the Western Pacific would be strong.

His only worry was the American Navy ships that had shown up on
satellite imagery over the past twenty-four hours. Several destroyers,
including one of the new Zumwalt-class ships, were traveling west towards
Guam. He had a pair of attack submarines in the area, but those submarines
needed to stay close to Guam to launch their cruise missiles at air defense
targets first.

Admiral Song’s only hope was that his attack aircraft could hit their
targets before the American Navy ships got in range with their surface-to-air
missiles. For if they were close enough to the Guam airspace when his J-15
fighters were overhead, it would greatly jeopardize his mission success.
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here were six Chinese-flagged merchant vessels in all. Each of them had
departed from Guangzhou. They were filled with shipping containers.

Steel rectangles of blue, red, green and white, neatly stacked several stories
high. Most of them were empty.

Some held precious cargo.
The merchant vessels had formed up closer together as they approached

the Hawaii island chain, each no farther than five nautical miles from the
central ship. Dozens of men were out on the deck, moving fast. They had
trained for this moment hundreds of times during their journey across the
Pacific.

While an onlooker might mistake these men for typical merchant fleet
deckhands, they were anything but. The members of a special-trained group
of PLA missile men were opening a particularly important set of shipping
containers. Each had removable ceilings, which were taken off and stowed
for sea.

Inside of these shipping containers were specially modified mobile
missile launchers. The launchers were normally attached to heavy-duty
transport vehicles, but the front sections of these vehicles had been cut off so
that the weapon systems could fit neatly into the shipping containers. There
were dozens of different types of missiles on each of the merchants.

Some were WS-43 tactical cruise missiles, which could loiter for thirty
minutes and receive a target while airborne. The launchers for these were
actually already made to look like shipping containers and had needed
minimal modification for sea transport.



Some were DF-12 ballistic missiles. These were the big ones. Most of
these had large eleven-hundred-pound warheads installed, but a few were set
up with cluster munitions. The latter would be used on runways.

But the merchants weren’t just carrying surface-to-surface missiles. On
the fore and aft end of each merchant vessel, crews were setting up SAMs as
well.

Each of the missile crews had begun preparing for launch the day before,
working tirelessly day and night. Timing was everything.

“Sir, our air search radars are set up. We have dozens of contacts that we
are now tracking off the coast. We believe many of them to be commercial
air traffic.”

“Very well, thank you.” The commander of the missile force on the lead
ship was waiting to hear from all the other vessels in company. Each one
would eventually check in, telling him that they were ready to attack. The sky
was blue. The weather was warm. With any luck, they would get their
payload off without so much as a bullet fired at them.

He checked his watch. “Launch the drones.”
Two catapults from the ship launched medium-sized fixed-wing drones

into the air, their propellers buzzing as they flew to the east. There was no
way to retrieve them, but that didn’t matter. Last-minute targeting updates
were needed. Minutes earlier, their GPS signal and satellite datalink had
stopped working. At first, his communications officer had thought it might be
a momentary glitch in the system. But after a few minutes, the commander
had doubted that was the case. The attack had begun, and the Americans were
responding. The US cyber warriors were striking back and had shut down
Chinese satellite capability.

But had the intelligence operations succeeded in tricking the Americans
into thinking that his fleet of merchant ships were thousands of miles to the
south, near the Marianas? That was what the false navigational plans stored
in the logistics network had said.

Soon they would find out. Within the hour, Chinese targeting drones
would be circling high over Hickam and Kaneohe Bay. His men would make
their final targeting updates, and a rain of more than two hundred missiles
would fall down on Hawaii, crippling the US military capability on the base.



“Sir, are we sure about this? Merchant ships?”
“Admiral, that’s affirmative.”
Admiral Manning stood in his stateroom on the USS Ford, speaking on

the HF secure line to the commander of the Pacific Fleet, who was sitting in
Hawaii. The four-star admiral on the phone—his boss—had just informed
him that six Chinese merchant ships were located only seventy miles to the
west of Oahu and should now be considered hostile. Intelligence had just
come in that weapons on board these merchants included surface-to-surface
missiles, which could target US military bases in Hawaii.

The synapses fired in Admiral Manning’s brain. “We’ll launch sorties on
them immediately, sir.”

“Good. Coordinate with Air Force assets launching from Hickam. The
199th has a pair of F-22s ready for air defense, but I don’t know how long it
will take them to load anti-ship weapons.”

“Yes, sir, we’ll be sure to coordinate.”
Admiral Manning practically ran to his tactical flag command center. The

room was the size and shape of a small movie theater, with lighting to match,
but the big screen in the front of the room was cut up into several different
tactical displays and video images.

Admiral Manning said, “Are there a group of merchants to our west?”
“Yes, sir. The Zulu guys just had Ripper 612 roger up to getting eyes on

them.”
“What did they see?”
“Nothing, sir. Just a group of merchants that are oddly close together.”
“Send him back. And get the CAG in here. And launch the alert swing-

loaded aircraft, now!”
“Yes, sir.”
The strike group’s communications officer bolted into the room.

“Admiral! Sir, this just came in…”
He handed the admiral a printout.
They had just received an Emergency Low Frequency message from the

National Command Authority. The United States was going to DEFCON 1.

Plug couldn’t believe they had him doing this shit. He had literally spent his



whole day typing on a freaking instant messenger—albeit a classified one.
What did he do on this instant messenger? Answer to the admiral’s staff
every five seconds, letting them know what had changed since the last time
they’d asked. Which was, primarily, nothing.

The admiral’s staff—otherwise known as the strike group—watch team
sat in their big computer-screen-filled tactical flag command center several
decks above him. Plug, meanwhile, sat in his tiny computer-screen-filled
Zulu module, deep in the heart of the ship. Half the time Plug suspected that
the strike group watch standers didn’t even read what he typed. But when
they did, and he didn’t answer fast enough, they called him on the radio, like
they were doing now.

“Foxtrot Zulu, this is Foxtrot Alpha, over.”
Plug rolled his eyes. He was tired of this bullshit SWO radio etiquette.

Was it really necessary to say, “this is” before you said your name every
time, and “over,” at the end of every transmission? You didn’t do that on a
phone call. And aviators didn’t waste words like that when making their radio
calls. As if strike group didn’t know it was the new guy in Zulu, Plug,
talking? Ridiculous.

Plug picked up the phone and dialed the number for the strike group guy
who was trying to talk to him over the radio. “What’s up, man?”

Plug could hear the disdain in his voice. “You should use the tactical
radio to respond,” replied the lieutenant commander who was standing duty.

“Okay, I will next time. Just, what’s up?”
“Are you in control of the Ripper aircraft right now?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, vector the F-18 back over to those merchant ships and tell him to

send back video. The admiral is standing right next to me, and he wants to
see it.”

“No problem.”
Was that so hard? Plug just didn’t get why these people had to play these

silly radio games. Sure, maybe back in World War II, when you only had the
option of talking over HF radios, it had made sense. But especially when they
were on the same freaking boat—just use the phone.

“Sir, chat is down,” the chief standing duty with him said.
“What?”
“Chat’s down, sir.”
Plug looked at his computer. The instant messenger chat rooms were all



displaying gibberish.
“This happen often?”
The chief shook his head. “Nope. I’ll troubleshoot.” The chief got on the

phone.
Plug frowned, reaching for the radio so that he could contact the F-18

they were having perform surveillance for them. That had been one of the
few parts of the job that was kind of fun. The F-18s were amazing. They
could get from one side of the carrier’s area of operations to the other in a
flash and then send him pictures or video of what he wanted to see. It would
take him an hour to do that in a helicopter.

He held down the radio transmit button. “Ripper 612, Zulu.”
“Go, Zulu.”
“Can you guys go back to those merchants and resend your video?”
“Wilco.”
Short and sweet. Plug couldn’t believe he’d been relegated to this surface

warrior hell. He was the only aviator on the carrier who didn’t get to fly. And
he was slowly being brainwashed by the SWOs. He was starting to talk like
them. Soon he would be hanging out with them. Then he’d be using black
shoe polish. Aviators wore brown shoes, after all.

“Holy shit. What the hell is that?” Plug was looking at the video imagery
being broadcast by the F-18 back to the Ford.

One of Plug’s underling watch standers said, “Sir, is that a missile? Are—
hey, there’s another one.”

The voice of the F-18 aviator came on the radio. “Zulu, you guys seeing
this?”

The communications speaker blared next to Admiral Manning. “Foxtrot
Bravo, this is Foxtrot Zulu, Ripper 612 reports what looks like missiles on
deck of the merchant ships. Merchant ships not transmitting AIS transponder
identification. Recommend classify as hostile, over.”

Plug had just finished speaking into the radio when the F-18 aircrew began



calling him on the radio, asking him for more input. Then the aircraft
carrier’s internal phone rang next to his computer station. The caller ID read
“CSG BWC.” It was the battle watch captain, the same duty officer on the
admiral’s staff that he’d been speaking with.

The chief who was on watch with Plug said, “Sir, I’ll talk to the F-18
crew. You talk to the strike group staff.”

“Got it. Thanks, Chief.”
He grabbed the phone in one hand and handed the radio to the chief with

the other.
The battle watch captain yelled something in his ear, but he was speaking

so fast that Plug could hardly understand him.
Plug heard the chief say over the radio, “Ripper flight, we see your FLIR

image and are getting input from the chain of command. Stand by.”
The battle watch captain said, “What type of missiles…?”
On the tactical radio Plug heard, “Foxtrot Alpha, this is Foxtrot Whiskey,

we have missile warnings bearing two-seven-zero…” The destroyer in charge
of the strike group’s air defense had just announced a missile launch.

Plug said, “He is over the merchants. How the hell do you think we’re
seeing this video feed?”

Then the screen that had displayed the FLIR went black. The F-18 was no
longer broadcasting video.

The 1MC above them began emitting a gong-like sound. “General
quarters, general quarters. All hands, man your battle stations…”

The pair of F-18s from VFA-11 waited on the catapult of the USS Ford’s
flight deck. Neither crew expected to launch. They were the swing-loaded
alert aircraft, ready for both air and surface combat, if needed.

Lieutenant Kevin Suggs had technically left the squadron two months ago
for his job as an admiral’s aide, but he was still current on many of his
qualifications and had convinced Admiral Manning that he would be better
able to serve him if he occasionally got time in the cockpit. Admiral
Manning, surprisingly, had been supportive.

It had taken a few weeks of convincing, but since the Red Rippers were
short on pilots for this cruise, their fighter squadron’s skipper had finally



relented. He probably just felt bad for Suggs being a loop. No self-respecting
jet pilot ever wanted to take an assignment outside of the cockpit.

Suggs was thrilled. He would keep flying. And what did those jokers at
the carrier air wing operations do? They put him on the alert schedule, so he
could sit and bake in the sun.

At least he had a book to read. The Red Sparrow, by Jason Matthews.
Freaking amazing book.

The first indication that something unusual was happening was when one
of the ordnancemen ran from one end of the flight deck to the other, waving
his arms and screaming, signaling to another ordnanceman near the elevator.

Then the speaker on the flight deck broadcast the voice of the carrier’s
airboss, an O-5 seasoned pilot who directed all flight operations launching
and recovering from the carrier. “Let’s go, Ford! Launch the Alert-15 swing-
loaded aircraft. Get moving.”

Yellow and green shirts began sprinting around the deck. Then the ship’s
general quarters alarm sounded, and the airflow through the open cockpit
picked up as the carrier began increasing speed and turning into the winds.

Everything happened in a flash.
Their orders came over the radio. Targeting information was being

beamed into his cockpit computers.
Suggs’s rear-seater was a woman who had recently arrived at the

squadron for her department head tour. She and Suggs began racing through
the pre-takeoff checklists. He followed the direction of one of the yellow
shirts, the heavy wind across the flight deck whipping his shirt and cargo
pants. The canopy closed overhead. Suggs taxied into position on catapult
number two. His wingman taxied onto the catapult next to him. The director
then signaled to lower the launch bar, and the aircraft slowly taxied a bit
further until the launch bar aligned with the catapult shuttle. Suggs held his
hands up during this part of the process. An ordnanceman in a red shirt ran
underneath, arming the aircraft, passing a hand signal to the aircraft when
complete. Then the yellow shirt, one hand outstretched and one palm open,
signaled to “take tension.” The F-18 squatted into position and was ready to
fire out of a cannon.

Now the “shooter,” another yellow shirt on the flight deck, waved his
hand in the air in a furious rhythm, giving the run-up signal. Suggs set his
throttle forward into military power, the highest afterburner setting. Two
cones of fire erupted from the F-18’s exhaust, and the roar of his jet engines



filled the ears of all four thousand men and women on the ship. Suggs and the
Shooter saluted, then Suggs placed his hands on the handlebar above his
head. His hands couldn’t be on the controls for launch, as it was such a
violent process.

The Shooter pointed to several spots around the flight deck, making his
final checks, crouched low as he touched the flight deck, then leaned and
pointed forward, signaling for the launch.

Suggs, engines still at afterburner, heart pounding, hands still on the bar
above his head, braced himself for the…

The aircraft jolted forward.
His helmet pressed back into his seat as the USS Ford’s electromagnetic

catapult accelerated his F-18 to over one hundred and fifty knots in two
seconds. The Superhornet launched off the flight deck, and Suggs quickly
placed his hands back on the controls as they became airborne.

Shaking off the familiar shock of a cat launch, he checked his
instruments, turned the aircraft to the proper heading, and climbed up to five
thousand feet. He pushed the throttle forward and accelerated to five hundred
knots while the weapons systems officer in the rear seat began prepping for
their attack.
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aptain Hoblet stood in the balcony overlooking the dimly lit ship’s
mission center of the USS Michael Monsoor, designated the DDG-

1001. It was the newest commissioned ship in the Zumwalt class of
destroyers. And they were—hopefully—about to prove that it had been worth
the nearly four billion taxpayer dollars spent to build it.

“TAO, hostile air tracts are now in range,” he heard piped onto the
balcony over the speaker.

Below, highly trained and hand-picked sailors worked feverishly at over a
dozen individual three-screen workstations. There, they could control
everything on the ship, using trackballs and special button panels on the
common display system. Hoblet watched his team as they sucked in
information from the sensors and radar and used it in conjunction with the
information other ships were plugging in to the datalink.

Updated positions of Chinese air contacts, now identified as J-15 attack
aircraft, were projected on the screen in front of him. By Hoblet’s estimate,
they would be in range to fire air-to-surface missiles any minute now. If they
were going to drop bombs on Guam, it would be a while longer. It was time
to respond.

The TAO looked up at the captain from the floor twenty feet below,
speaking through his headset. “Captain, TAO, we’ve received unconfirmed
reports of explosions on Guam. Initial indications are that they are under
missile attack.”

Captain Hoblet looked at the tactical display again. The column of
Chinese fighters en route to Guam couldn’t have fired missiles already. They



were still too far away. “Do we know where the attack came from?”
“We think the attack may have been submarine-launched, sir.”
Captain Hoblet knew that Anderson Air Force Base was a strategic air

command base. As such, it would be well protected against missile and
electronic attack. But would they be able to withstand a coordinated attack
coming from submarine-launched missiles and fighter squadrons?

“Is Guam firing back?”
“Hard to tell from the information we’re getting, sir.”
“Understood. Have our SAG destroyers reported that they are ready?”
“Yes, sir, the last one—Farragut—just rogered up.”
“Very well. You are weapons free.”
Seconds later, surface-to-air missiles began shooting up from the vertical

launch systems of the USS Michael Monsoor, the USS Farragut, and each of
the other destroyers in their surface action group. The missiles traveled at
nearly three times the speed of sound, zooming towards the Chinese fighter
squadrons.

The first barrage of missiles destroyed eight of the aircraft. The Chinese
fighters were performing evasive maneuvers in a panic, shooting flares and
chaff in hopes that the SAMs would miss. But the American missiles were
the latest-generation, with upgraded software to ensure that they did not bite
off on countermeasures.

Some of the Chinese aircraft, seeing the destruction ahead, realized the
futility of their task and began turning around to retreat. That was when the
second barrage of American surface-to-air missiles hit. Each of the J-15s was
destroyed.
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lug watched the tactical display on his screen. The F-18 that had been
monitoring the merchant ships hadn’t checked in for the past fifteen

minutes. He presumed that it had been shot down.
After general quarters had sounded, the commodore had entered the Zulu

cell and sat down.
“AIROPS, what’s the status?” the commodore asked, referring to Plug by

his job title.
“Sir, the F-18 that was flying a surveillance mission for us located the six

Chinese merchant ships about one hundred miles to the west. FLIR imagery
from the Ripper aircraft revealed multiple missile batteries being set up on
the decks of the merchant ships. We informed strike group, and they
launched the swing-loaded alert aircraft and set general quarters.”

The commodore stared up at the tactical display. “Tell the ships to report
any unusual sonar contacts. If the Chinese are attacking Hawaii, they’ll have
submarines here as well. Where’s SUBS?”

The chief said, “Sir, I’ll contact the destroyers.”
“Sir, SUBS is in the Sierra cell.” SUBS was the title of the submarine

officer on the commodore’s staff. He advised the commodore on all
subsurface and anti-submarine warfare matters. “He’s coordinating with
COMSUBPAC and the Romeo squadron on board to start a local area
search.”

The commodore nodded and rose. “I’m going to Sierra. Call me there
immediately if anything changes, and update me when the alert F-18s reach
the merchants.”



“Yes, sir.”

Chinese Han-class submarine
“Conn, Sonar, contact designated US aircraft carrier 78 bearing zero-

nine-five for thirteen thousand meters and closing.”
Captain Ning watched as his men conducted their work. They were

diligent and professional, quietly performing each task just like they had
trained. Except these would be real torpedoes that they would fire. And this
was a real American supercarrier they were hunting.

The captain saw hints of the immense pressure taking its toll on his men.
The pitch of his conning officer’s voice upon replying to the sonar technician.
The beads of sweat on the forehead of the navigator, and the way he didn’t
make eye contact with the executive officer who stood over him. But the
officers and crew were doing everything right.

Things would become far more difficult the closer they came to the
carrier. Technically, they were already within torpedo range. If his weapon
traveled at low speed, it could get as far as thirty thousand meters. But at that
velocity, the targets would have plenty of notice, as well as a speed advantage
which they could use to escape.

A good submarine commander planned his attack so as to surprise the
enemy and give them little to no chance to evade the incoming weapon.
Captain Ning had taken his submarine very close to American aircraft
carriers before, in the South China Sea. He had been undetected then, and he
fully expected the same result here. By the time the Americans knew his
submarine was near, it would be too late.

The problem was the escorts.
While Captain Ning would love to remove his risk by attacking the escort

ships first, that would also give away his element of surprise.
“How many ships in company with the carrier now?” The escorts had

been multiplying over the past week, getting reinforcements from Pearl
Harbor.

“Eight ships in screen around the carrier, Captain.”
“Status?”
“They’re all traveling west at an average speed of ten knots, with the



carrier in the center of the formation.”
The captain nodded. His XO walked over to him, sensing that he wanted

to discuss something. They spoke in low voices.
“We won’t be able to get shots off at all of them.”
The XO said, “I agree.”
“We’ll need to prioritize the aircraft carrier above all else. Including our

escape.” Their eyes met.
The XO nodded. “Yes, Captain.”
“Let’s close them deep and quiet. We will—”
“Conn, Sonar, transients! Torpedo bearing one-seven-zero!”

The captain of the USS Hawaii, a Virginia-class submarine out of Pearl
Harbor, stood in the conn, knowing that a Chinese Han-class submarine was
only a few thousand yards away.

“Solution ready,” said the XO.
“Weapon ready,” said the weapons officer.
“Ship ready.”
The captain gave the order to fire, and the massive torpedo was ejected

from the submarine.
“Own ship’s unit in the water, running normally.”
The officers and crew around him all waited as the Mark 48 torpedo

hurtled through the ocean on its way to the Chinese submarine.

Captain Ning couldn’t believe his ears. High-pitched pings echoed
throughout the submarine. He turned and said, “All ahead flank. Come left to
course two-seven-zero.”

“All ahead flank,” came the repeated command.
“Left two-seven-zero.”
“Torpedo is homing, Captain!”
One of his officers yelled, “Who fired? Find us a target.”
Captain Ning gripped the rails as he made his way to the other side of the

space, the submarine rolling hard to the right as it began evasive maneuvers.



He leaned over one of his sailors as he looked at the display. “Launch
countermeasures.”

But as the pinging of the torpedo increased in frequency, he knew it was
too late.

The last thing that went through his mind was a feeling of helplessness as
he realized how outmatched his submarine had been. His crew hadn’t even
identified who had fired the torpedo.

The torpedo’s pump-jet propulsor took it to speeds over fifty knots as its
seeker continued to ping, painting a picture of the target and surrounding
ocean. Other onboard sensors on the Mark 48 detected the electrical and
magnetic fields of the Chinese submarine. All this information was used to
make the weapon more lethal.

The six-hundred-and-fifty-pound high-explosive warhead detonated a
mere three feet from the Han-class submarine, ripping a hole in the bow and
breaching the pressure hull. The vessel’s forward speed and flooding caused
it to dive downward into the ocean depths. Many of the officers and crew
were killed on impact. Others died in the flooding. And the last of them died
when the submarine reached crush depth, imploding into itself.

Plug could hear SUBS’s announcement on the strike group’s communications
network.

“Foxtrot Bravo, this is Foxtrot Sierra. All known Chinese subsurface
contacts in the vicinity have been destroyed, over.”

Plug and the chief looked at each other in gleeful disbelief. “Did he just
say what I think he said?”

The chief nodded, a look of surprised elation on his face.
“This is Foxtrot Bravo, roger out,” answered the strike group battle watch

captain on the radio.
The phone rang and Plug picked it up. It was SUBS, giving him the five-

second version of events per the commodore’s direction. “Two Los Angeles–
class and one Virginia-class submarine are in the area. Their location is above
the Secret level and that’s why you weren’t notified during your intel brief.”

Plug rolled his eyes at that comment. “And what, they just sunk them
all?”



“Yes. They had located four Chinese submarines and were silently
tracking them for the past few days. When the F-18 was reported shot down,
the commander of the Pacific Fleet told his forces to designate all Chinese
military units as hostile. It didn’t take our fast-attacks long to do the rest. I
have to go, it’s still busy here. We think we got all of the Chinese submarines
in the area, but we can’t be sure.”

“SUBS, good job.”
“Yup.” He hung up the phone.
John Herndon, the Desron’s future operations officer, entered the room,

looking up at the tactical display.
“What happened with the submarines?”
“SUBS said that our fast-attacks sank four of them.”
“Just like that?”
“That’s what he said.”
Herndon nodded up to the displays at the front of the room. “Looks like

one of them was pretty close to us.”
Plug followed his gaze and saw a new red icon labeled “Sunk SUB.”
Herndon said, “That’s less than five miles from us. We must have been

his target.”
No one spoke for a moment, and things just got a lot more real in Plug’s

mind. Holy shit, he’s right.
“Commodore wants me to check on the F-18s going after the merchant

ships.”
Plug said, “They haven’t reported in yet, but they should be in weapons

range now.”
“Have the F-18s updated the ship locations in datalink?”
“Yes, why?”
“What are you waiting for? Why haven’t you directed fire on the

merchants yet?”
“What do you mean? I thought that the F-18s—”
“What are the F-18s armed with?”
“I don’t know…”
“What if they miss, or run out of munitions? Come on, Plug, you don’t

just use one weapon, use a bunch. If we have updated coordinates on the
merchants, use everything at your disposal. Use the ships, man.”

Plug felt like he was in over his head. “How?”
The young lieutenant said, “I suggest that you request permission for



some of the destroyers to fire anti-ship missiles at the merchants.”
“I’m supposed to do that?”
“My guess is that the captains of those ships are cursing us right now for

wasting time.”
Just then, the commodore barreled into the room, glaring at Plug, and

snatched up the radio handset. He spoke fast and used terms that Plug wasn’t
familiar with.

A few seconds later, the tactical display began filling with high-speed air
tracks. Anti-ship missiles, lifting off the four ships the commodore had just
ordered to begin firing.

Suggs banked his aircraft to the left and dove to one thousand feet. He looked
at his display just forward of his stick. They didn’t have the ships on FLIR,
but the data on his display told them that they had a targeting solution all set
up. He wasn’t totally sure. He had never fired one of these weapons before.

“It’s okay,” the duty officer told him. “She had the training,” he said,
pointing to his rear-seater at the woman who was in charge of the aircraft’s
weapons systems. “And besides, you’re not really going to fly, you’re just an
alert.” This deployment was totally screwed up.

He hoped that they were staying far enough away and low enough that
they could avoid surface-to-air missiles. He had been told by the duty officer
on the air wing’s frequency that the Ripper flight ahead of him had been shot
down. “Look for a chute or survivor in the water when you’re done,” he had
said.

Suggs felt a swell of anger at the idea that some of his old squadron mates
were now dead at the hands of Chinese missiles. But he quickly forced the
thought out of his mind. He had to compartmentalize. To lock up his emotion
into a box and set it aside. Now wasn’t the time.

“Almost ready,” said the naval flight officer in the rear seat. Suggs had
only just met her earlier today. She outranked him, but she was also kind of
cute. Why was he thinking about this now? Why couldn’t he
compartmentalize that thought? He checked his heading, making a minor
correction. It wouldn’t be fraternization. It wasn’t like they were in the same
squadron. Maybe…



“Bruiser away,” she said, then a split second later, “Bruiser two away.”
Dark, futuristic shapes dropped from each wing mount, ignited, and shot

out down and ahead of the fighter, speeding towards their prey.

The Chinese missile commander on the lead merchant ship was nervous now.
Things weren’t going fast enough. His men still needed five more minutes
before they were ready to launch the ballistic missiles, and another twenty
before they were within range of the cruise missiles. One of the air defense
teams aboard the ship next to him had fired at an American fighter jet
overhead, hitting it. He was happy to see that their training had paid off,
resulting in a kill. But now the Americans would know that they were here. It
would only be a matter of time until…

“Sir, our air defense team reports multiple air contacts inbound. Two
appear to be American fighters—we classify them as FA-18s. They’re just
outside our surface-to-air missile range. But…”

The man stopped speaking. His eyes widened as he pointed to the
horizon.

The commander turned to look where he was pointing. The small dark
shapes skimming the water were moving too fast to see as they ran into the
northernmost merchant ship. But what was clearly visible was the enormous
cargo vessel erupting into a geyser of water and metal.

The missiles that the F-18s had fired were the brand-new long-range anti-ship
missiles developed by DARPA. With the modernization of the Chinese navy,
the Pentagon had needed a new air-launched anti-ship missile. DARPA had
been working on it for years, and the SILVERSMITH team had ensured that
the USS Ford received some of these high-tech weapons.

The long black missiles were fired from over seventy miles away and
skimmed the surface of the ocean as they headed to their targets at just under
the speed of sound. Their stealthy design made them almost invisible to
radar.

The pair of F-18s carried two of the weapons each. The four missiles



raced along the ocean and targeted four separate ships. Each one impacted its
target in the center of the hull, just above the waterline, and the one-
thousand-pound warheads exploded on impact. The four massive merchant
ships began filling with water, their hulls not designed to withstand military
ordnance. Within minutes, they were sinking.

Suggs tuned up the frequency for his controller, asking if they wanted
him to perform strafing runs on the remaining two merchant ships.

“Negative, Ripper flight, remain clear. Additional strike inbound from the
surface ships. Request you make a high pass in five mikes to obtain BDA.”
Battle damage assessment. They wanted him to make sure all of the
merchants had been destroyed.

“Wilco,” he replied.
Five minutes later, he brought his fighter up in altitude and overflew the

target zone as his weapons systems officer manipulated the FLIR to show the
surface picture.

She said, “Negative SAM threat, I’d say.”
“Negative any threat,” Suggs replied.
The merchants that hadn’t already sunk were burning and listing badly.

Only three were visible above the water. The ship-launched missiles had
finished the job. There was no way any of the missiles could be launched
now.
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hase looked at Natesh, who was on his laptop computer. “Tetsuo wants
me downstairs.”

Natesh looked up, concern in his eyes. He was right to be afraid. The
Chinese were attacking the city. So far, the civilian segments of the city
didn’t seem to be targeted on purpose. But errant missiles and wreckage from
shot-down aircraft had turned Tokyo into a field of scattered fires. And that
wasn’t what he was afraid of…

“Is he really going to make me go back to them?”
“Tetsuo?” Chase asked.
“Yes. Is he going to send me back to Jinshan, after what I’ve told you?”
Chase didn’t know what to say. Talking to assets wasn’t his strength. He

had no experience quelling the misgivings of double agents. He wanted to
scream at Natesh, to tell him that he would do whatever they asked, that he
deserved it for what he had done. He wanted to tell the Indian-American
piece of shit that people were dying around the world right now because of
his complicity in Jinshan’s plans.

“I’m not sure what he’ll say. I’m just here to make sure you stay put, and
that you’re safe.”

Natesh pointed to his laptop. “But I hacked in to their network. Not just
the logistics network, but the 3PLA system. Do you know who they are?
That’s China’s version of the NSA. If you get the files on this computer to
your people, they’ll have a huge advantage. But they’ll know that I took it. I
can’t go back. They’ll know that I betrayed them.”

“You weren’t supposed to do that. We didn’t tell you to do that.”



“I thought that if the attacks had begun, this was over. Tetsuo gave me…”
Chase’s phone buzzed in his hand. He looked down and frowned.
“Tetsuo’s here. He’s having trouble in the lobby. He needs a room key to

use the elevator, and they won’t give him one. Where’s yours?”
Natesh held up his room key. Chase snatched it and said, “I’ll be right

back.”
Natesh nodded.
Chase walked out the door and took the elevator down. The elevator was

one of those glass numbers that let you see everything while it traveled. It
moved fast, and Chase could feel it in his stomach. His ears popped, and he
forced himself to yawn to clear them.

The elevator finally reached the ground floor and opened with a ring. He
walked along the marble floor and down to the lobby of the hotel. Tetsuo was
walking through the revolving door, a frown on his face.

Tetsuo said, “What the hell are you doing down here? I told you to watch
him.”

“What are you talking about?”
“Why’d you…”
Chase shook his head and took out his phone, holding it up for Tetsuo to

see. “You just sent me this text. You told me to come down.”
Then his expression changed as he realized what had happened. Tetsuo

and he both sprinted towards the elevator area.

Lena Chou hadn’t been back to Japan in years.
She had been raised to hate the Japanese people. The atrocities that Japan

had committed against the Chinese during World War II still served to fuel
anti-Japanese sentiment in China even to this day. Especially in Chinese
government-sponsored propaganda. The Chinese government loved to
remind its citizens that Japan had helped kill fifteen to twenty million people
—their grandparents and great-grandparents—during the war. Japan was a
nation of villains.

If there was one thing Lena had learned from her youth in China, and
from her understudies with Jinshan, it was that propaganda worked.

When she had arrived in Tokyo for the first time, as part of her espionage



training before she was implanted in to the United States, she’d half-expected
to be spat on by angry Japanese citizens. But nothing could have been further
from the truth. She walked the clean streets and met many friendly people.
They complimented her on her Japanese, and she fell in love with the land.
The cooking was excellent, and the countryside was beautiful.

Things were very different now.
Lena had walked the streets of Tokyo, sirens blaring all around her. Fires

were scattered around the city, towers of smoke billowing up hundreds of feet
into the air. Bloodstains and rubble on the sidewalk.

A part of her was sad at what war had brought to one of her favorite
countries. But she shook off the feeling. She pulled her coat tight around her,
a gray hood covering her hair and keeping most of her face hidden.

Lena had performed a mental exercise while on her walk. She had locked
up all of her emotions, all of her questions and worry, deep inside her mind.
There was no room for doubt or hesitation now. She had to be on now. She
had to function at the highest level. Her American competitors would show
her no mercy if they found her here.

Once again, Lena had transformed herself into a machine. An instrument
of death, if need be.

She walked into the Hilton hotel, her eyes darting over the expansive
lobby area, taking in every detail. Dozens of empty seats and coffee tables
filled the atrium. Shattered glass lay unmoved in some places. A single hotel
attendant stood behind one of the desks. He looked like he had been crying.

Lena asked him, “Are the elevators still working?”
He nodded. “Yes, but we recommend you take the stairs.”
She ignored him, walking to the elevator area. She took out her mobile

phone. The special one that the Ministry of State Security had provided. She
sent a text. Civilian phone networks were down, but she had been assured
that this message would go through. She didn’t even know who would
receive it. Some local CIA case officer. The Japanese section of the MSS had
handled the technical details. Lena was just the operator. If the message went
through and they left as instructed, they would live. If not, Lena would soon
pay them a visit. Sure enough, the response came.

COMING DOWN NOW.
She watched the elevator floor buttons until the circle with “50” lit up.

Then 49…48…
She quickly pressed the up button, and the second elevator door opened.



A few seconds later, she was being lifted up in the glass-walled elevator, the
coffee tables sinking beneath her view, replaced by an exterior panorama of
the city of Tokyo. From this vantage point, the wreckage looked even worse.
Although the smoky reddish haze looked beautiful backed by the setting sun.

Chinese missiles had done a number on this city. But the attack was over
for now. Jinshan was claiming that only American and military assets were
being targeted. But due to the volume of missiles needed, older ones were
required, and their targeting systems were not so accurate. Civilian casualties
were unavoidable. Still, the PLA had been ordered to cease fire on all
Japanese ground targets for twenty-four hours. A special mission was being
conducted, they were told.

She turned away just as the other glass-encased elevator zoomed down
next to her. Lena doubted that anyone would see her since the elevators were
moving so fast, but she didn’t want to leave it to chance. A tug in her soul
urged her to get a glimpse. To see if it was him…

The hallway on the fiftieth floor stood empty. Lena arrived outside the
hotel door and removed her silenced pistol from her pack. She fired three
times into the lock of the door and then opened it.

Natesh stood wide-eyed inside.
“Lena.” His concentration pivoted from her face to her gun.
She was pleased that she hadn’t accidentally shot him in the process. That

would have been embarrassing. But there were multiple ways to proceed
here. And it was her decision whether he lived or not. She closed the door
behind her, flipping the latch to hold it in place.

“Hello, my dear. Have a seat.” She flicked her weapon towards one of the
chairs by the window. He did as he was commanded. Lena pulled back her
hoodie. She had to be quick. Her internal clock ticked away.

“So, how has your progress been?”
He looked like he was trying to be brave, but his lower lip was quivering,

eyes glancing at the gun.
“Things have been going according to plan.”
“You gave the Americans false data on the ship locations? As you were

instructed?”
“Yes.” He kept looking at the gun.
“It’s alright, Natesh, I’m not here to kill you.”
He looked puzzled at that. “Then why the gun?”
“To ensure compliance. If I have to use it, I will. But I trust that we can



come to a better arrangement.”
His breathing was fast and heavy. “What do you want?”
“What did you give them?”
His eyes darted over to his laptop on the desk. She followed his glance.

“You said you wanted me to pass them false information on ship movements.
So I did.”

“Show me. And no tricks. Otherwise—well, you know very well what
will happen. And, Natesh?”

“What?”
“It doesn’t have to be quick. I’m an excellent shot. I could just take out

one of your legs and cripple you, then drag you outside to where my friends
are waiting. They’ll bring you into a dark room and go to work on you for
weeks. Keeping you alive just to make sure that you feel pain.” She smiled as
she said it.

He stood, looking woozy. “Okay. Okay. I might have given them some
data that was beyond what we had discussed. I’m sorry.” He held up his
hands. “Just tell me how to make this right.”

She tilted her head. “There. There. Now that wasn’t so hard, was it? A bit
of honesty can go a long way. Now, just show me what you’ve already
provided them.”

“It’s been erased.”
“Fine, then you’ll write it down from memory. I have people that will

need that.”
Natesh was sitting behind his laptop computer now, typing. “Okay.”
Natesh had been hedging his bets. Lena had instructed him to come to

Japan. She had arranged for the Americans to find out about him, hoping that
they would recruit him. It would be a way to provide the Americans with
false information. Things had worked well enough at first. But then Natesh
had tried to get cute.

The American offer had sounded pretty good, it seemed. So he had been
giving them access and information beyond what he was supposed to
provide, without reporting it to the Chinese. Natesh had left a special CIA-
made device, designed to look like a wristwatch, in a mail drop across the
street. He had also copied a file onto his personal laptop. His intention, now
that the attack had begun, was to take as much as he could and provide it to
the Americans in exchange for his freedom.

He told all this to Lena and began showing her how to gain access to his



computer, and which software program to use. She made him write
everything down. It took five minutes.

“Were you going to tell the Americans that I sent you here? That you
were still betraying them, even now?”

Natesh looked frightened. He didn’t answer her question. He just looked
up at her and shrugged. “So what now?”

She smiled. “Now you come with me, and we live happily ever after.”
“Why did you have me show you all that? Write everything down?”
“In case I need to kill you.” Her eyes were emotionless.
He started to tear up.
She sighed. “Look, Natesh, we’ve accomplished what we came for. Now

they’re listening to you. They believe you. They’ll make decisions based on
information that you give them. Natesh, you are what we called a verified
asset. Do you know how hard it is to create one of those? You are a gold
mine to them. And now, we will take over the messaging. We’ll begin
providing them information that is in our best interests.”

“But—I already gave them information. I told them about the attacks
coming from North Korea. I told them about the locations of the merchants
and the Chinese carrier group. They’ve already—”

“Natesh, timing is everything. You told them about the attacks coming
from North Korea just before they occurred. So the Americans couldn’t do
anything to stop them. The only purpose that served was to verify that you
were providing accurate information.”

“But the attacks on Guam and Hawaii…”
“Yes, well—in all truth, we did not expect you to realize the actual

positions of those units. We thought you would provide them the intended
navigational tracks to the south, as you were instructed, drawing their forces
to the Marianas or even to South America. Turns out you are better than our
hackers thought—or maybe you got lucky. But the fact that the Americans
were able to gain a victory at Hawaii based on your information only serves
to solidify their faith in you as a source.

“We will need to be very careful not to compromise that trust. And you
will continue to provide them with a lot of useful information. Just not…too
useful. And when the time is right, when we want them to bet all their chips
on one big hand, you will feed them something erroneous. Something that
will work spectacularly in our favor. You can’t buy that kind of mole,
Natesh. You have to grow it.”



“So, you planned this all along? You planned for me to betray you?”
“No. Not until you showed signs of—how shall I put it—sensitivity.

When you began expressing doubts. When you began showing signs of
weakness. That’s when I spoke to Jinshan and thought that this might be a
good way to go. We were ready to go either way. I suspected that the
American offer might be too tempting. So we kept a close eye on what you
were doing. In case you decided to get creative.”

He frowned. “You’ve been watching me this whole time.”
She checked her watch and gestured to the door. “We monitor our people.

It’s the only way to operate. Constant verification of loyalty. Now come on.
We need to leave.”

“Is that Natesh?” Tetsuo asked.
“Yeah.”
Chase saw the glass elevator traveling down towards them. As the

passengers came into view, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
“Who’s next to him?”
There was a hooded figure, back to the elevator’s glass window. Then the

figure turned. And Chase saw the eyes of the last person he expected to be
here.

“That’s Lena Chou.”
She was staring straight at him.

Lena froze. Her senses were already heightened; she knew that the CIA could
have someone here. But as her eyes met those of Chase Manning, her pulse
quickened.

She removed her hood, letting her long black hair flow down over her
shoulders. Lena gripped her pistol, grappling with a mix of emotions inside
of her. The elevator was fast approaching the bottom floor.

Lena slapped the second-floor button on the elevator, and their descent
slowed to a halt. The door rang as it opened.



Chase and Tetsuo saw the elevator lights stop at the second floor. They were
crouched on opposite sides of the lobby-level elevator area, half-hidden with
their weapons aimed at the closed elevator doors.

Chase signaled to Tetsuo, pointing towards the stairs.
“We need to go up.”
He nodded and rose, but then paused when the elevator rang and the

round floor indicator illuminated to indicate that it was moving again. The
first-floor light went bright yellow, then dark. Then the lobby level went
bright yellow.

Another ding. And the door opened.
Chase and Tetsuo both moved towards the opening elevator door, their

weapons pointed forward.
Natesh’s corpse lay inside, a scarlet bloodstain on his chest.
Tetsuo ran over to him, checking his pulse. “He’s dead. Let’s check up on

the second floor, where it stopped.” He pressed the emergency hold button on
the elevator. Then Tetsuo and Chase raced up the stairs to the second floor.

They searched for thirty minutes before they called in more CIA help to
investigate the room and area surrounding the hotel. But Lena, and Natesh’s
laptop, were nowhere to be found.

Lin Yu watched as another commercial aircraft landed on the runway. It was
strange, seeing them fly in one after the other, unload their passengers right
on the flight line—no terminal or anything. Then they would get refueled and
take off again immediately. Everything was so fast.

Lin Yu had never been to a big commercial airport, but he had seen them
in movies. And he was pretty sure that the occupants of the aircraft weren’t
marched off to a tent city in a field, only a few miles from the runway.

Then again, how many commercial planes were filled with Chinese
soldiers, flying across the ocean?

He was a changed person now. He knew that it was propaganda they had
been pouring on him for the last two weeks, during his crash-course boot
camp. He knew it, but it didn’t matter.



Lin Yu had heard and seen enough of what the Americans had done that
he believed his instructors. He has been brainwashed to hate Americans—and
to detest religion, any religion. The Americans only wanted to kill Chinese.
They hated everything that his people stood for. He believed that now. And a
part of him was amazed at how quickly the transformation had occurred.

He sat in his tent, cleaning his weapon, tired and ready to sleep. The kid
in the rack next to him asked, “What do you think will happen tomorrow?
Will we start the invasion?”

Lin Yu just laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
He shook his head. “The invasion has already begun. We’re here.”
“Where?”
“America.”
“I thought we were in Siberia. To get ready? Then we fly to America

soon after?”
“That was just some bullshit they put out. They wanted to throw the

Americans off in case they found out.”
“But how did the planes get over the United States without being detected

or shot down?”
“They used electromagnetic pulse weapons. And they had special forces

units who destroyed some radars or anti-aircraft missiles. We didn’t go over
America much anyway. We were over Canada for the most part, until just
before landing.”

“How do you know all that?”
“I work in the operations department. This is America. More planes will

come in all night long. Tomorrow we will likely push south and begin
splitting the country in two. They will bring more of us in each day.”
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dmiral Manning sat at the head of the Ford Carrier Strike Group
conference table, the room filled with staff officers. These were the

war planners. The men and women who worked tirelessly day and night to fit
each length of the chain together. The ones who would gladly give their lives
in defense of the United States. Who gave up holidays with family, who
missed the births of their children and sacrificed time and again over long
deployments.

They had just been battle-tested and won.
Six Chinese merchant ships, fitted with storage containers filled with

missiles, had been sunk by a combination of ship and air power from the Ford
Strike Group. Four Chinese submarines in the water space surrounding the
Hawaiian Islands had also been sunk by American fast-attack subs. The
Chinese surprise attack on Hawaii had been completely rebuked.

SAG-131—the surface action group that Admiral Manning had
dispatched to Guam—had turned a surprise Chinese air strike from
catastrophe to minor victory. While the runways and air defense sites on
Guam were damaged, they could be repaired quickly. And the ample US air
assets on Guam were unharmed. They would be crucial in an American
military response in the Western Pacific.

And there would need to be a response. For Hawaii and Guam were some
of the few American success stories during the day.

“Proceed with the brief,” said Admiral Manning.
His intelligence officer nodded. “Sir, over the past twelve hours, our

normal collection and dissemination of intelligence has ground to a halt.



There has been some type of cyberattack on the continental US infrastructure,
we know that. But we also suspect that some of the undersea cables that
connect Internet and telecommunications across the Atlantic and Pacific have
also been cut. The Chinese have begun launching anti-satellite weapons to
shoot down our recently launched satellites that we have up, as well as the
classified ones we didn’t think they knew about. In short, sir, the flow of
intelligence is not what we’re used to getting. But we do know a few
things…”

He continued painting the picture that Admiral Manning had already
picked up bits and pieces of from the conversation he’d had with the
commander of the Pacific Fleet moments ago. But he let him continue—this
brief wasn’t just for Admiral Manning. Everyone needed the information.

Nuclear explosions had been detected in North Korea. While the military
had not confirmed it through official channels, news reports had stated that
the American president had ordered the attack, a retaliation for North Korea
invading South Korea. That seemed ludicrous to Admiral Manning. No sane
US president would give that order, but that was the information they were
getting. But good news sources were hard to come by today. Much of the
United States had been attacked by EMP weapons. Only a day after the war
had begun, the fog was still thick.

China had attacked US military assets in Japan, Diego Garcia, Guam, the
Philippines, Australia, and South Korea. Taiwan was also being hit hard. The
attacks farther from the Chinese mainland had been carried out mostly by
submarine-launched cruise missiles. Japanese, Taiwanese, and South Korean
targets had been hit mostly by land-launched missiles and Chinese bombers.

“Sir, we really don’t know the results of the Chinese attacks on Western
Pacific allied nations yet. But we do have unconfirmed reports that both US
aircraft carriers in the region have been sunk.”

A few people gasped. Someone cursed. Most of the attendees had
clenched jaws, choosing to remain silent.

Admiral Manning listened for another fifteen minutes while the
intelligence brief went on. When it was finished, he stood up, and the room
stood at attention.

“We are once again a nation at war. If not for our victories at Guam and
Hawaii, I fear that we would be at a great disadvantage. We should be
thankful for what we have, and mourn those we have lost.” He clenched his
jaw, and he took a few deep breaths out of his nose.



Then he said, “Ladies and gentlemen, stay vigilant. This fight has just
begun.”

<<<<THE END>>>>
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