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      “They’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.”
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        * * *

      

      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

      

      

      Captain 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.”
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        * * *

      

      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

      

      

      David 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 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?”
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        * * *

      

      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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