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To Larry Ellison for showing all of us what is possible, and to the men and women of the CIA’s Special Activities Center for all you do in a world of secrets.





Red sky at night, sailors’ delight. Red sky at morning, sailors take warning.

—MARINERS’ PROVERB
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Like a red morn that ever yet betokened, Wreck to the seaman, tempest to the field, Sorrow to the shepherds, woe unto the birds, Gusts and foul flaws to herdmen and to herds.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, VENUS AND ADONIS
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When in evening, ye say, it will be fair weather: For the sky is red. And in the morning, it will be foul weather today; for the sky is red and lowering.

—HOLY BIBLE, MATTHEW 16:2–3
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PREFACE

“HERE BE MONSTERS.”

Monsters still exist, though perhaps not the types depicted on charts drawn by early cartographers for ancient mariners. Those warnings, sometimes accompanied by the word monstra, Latin for monster, likely represented maritime hazards, but the idea of monsters and hazards beyond the horizon has stayed with us. And where there are monsters, there are those who rise up to slay them.

In a 1993 interview speaking about the film adaptation of his novel Jurassic Park, a reflection on the delusion of scientific control, author Michael Crichton said: “Biotechnology and genetic engineering are very powerful.… The film suggests that [science’s] control of nature is elusive. And just as war is too important to leave to the generals, science is too important to leave to scientists. Everyone needs to be attentive.”

As with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Michael Crichton was issuing a warning through the medium of popular fiction. It is a warning we have yet to heed. Both authors explore ethics, power, and nature through the lens of scientific achievement and ambition, and of advances in science deceiving us into thinking we have control. This book explores those ideas considered within the framework of emerging technologies as applied to next-generation warfare. There are hazards on the horizon.

Wars are not fought by computers or genetically engineered autonomous machines. Not yet, anyway. Technology and equipment play a supporting role in warfare, as evidenced by our experience in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan. Though limited engagements at the outset, all three became protracted military conflicts that can best be described as evolving, or devolving, into expeditionary counterinsurgency campaigns. Wars, at least at the time of this writing, are still fought by human beings, and as we can all attest, human beings are inherently flawed.

“The war to end all wars” wasn’t, though it did end empires. World War I led us to the most destructive war yet just over twenty years later. The firebombings of Hamburg, Dresden, and Tokyo were precursors to the ultimate expression of technological dominance the world has ever witnessed with the dropping of two atomic weapons on Japan.

We have only progressed in our capacity for destruction since.

The National Security Act of 1947 changed the Department of War to the National Military Establishment, which was then renamed the more innocuous Department of Defense in 1949. Ironically, since its renaming, the National Military Establishment has been less about defense and more about war. The ensuing Cold War saw a buildup of arsenals capable of destroying not just the adversary but the world. The end of that war was but the start of another. The machine was hungry. It remains so.

The World Economic Forum tells us we are on the verge of a Fourth Industrial Revolution. Klaus Schwab, its founder and executive chairman, writes that the next Industrial Revolution “is evolving at an exponential rather than a linear pace. The possibilities of billions of people connected by mobile devices, with unprecedented processing power, storage capacity, and access to knowledge, are unlimited. And these possibilities will be multiplied by emerging technology breakthroughs in fields such as artificial intelligence, robotics, the Internet of Things, autonomous vehicles, 3-D printing, nanotechnology, biotechnology, materials science, energy storage, and quantum computing… governments will gain new technological powers to increase their control over populations, based on pervasive surveillance systems and the ability to control digital infrastructure.”

We would be wise to remember that a society’s primary organizing principle is its monopoly on force, its ability to control its populace and export violence in the form of war.

The day may come when autonomously controlled surface, subsurface, and aerial vehicles powered by sentient quantum computers make the decisions and fight our wars, when the very combatants themselves are a fusion of artificial intelligence, genetic engineering, advanced robotics, biotechnologies, and nanotechnologies. That day is not today, though it is getting closer. Today, war remains the most primal of experiences, managed and fought by flawed human beings at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels. It still comes down to a single combatant holding a weapon, off safe, finger on the trigger, applying pressure to the rear. That person behind the rifle is the final decision maker in a chain of decision makers spanning continents and even generations. On the other side is another combatant also sent into the foxhole by flawed human beings. Their weapon is off safe as well. They are aligning their sights. Their finger is on the trigger. They are applying pressure. None of the geopolitics matter when you are looking down the glass against an enemy doing the same, and it is not always the best man who walks away.

Will that one day change? Perhaps. Will technology come to either deter or win the day in the future, autonomous machines fighting each other over land, resources, data, and control?

It’s possible.

Until it does, we best keep our powder dry.

The topics I explore in my writing mirror a world that for a time I was honored to inhabit, that of special operators, intelligence analysts, paramilitary officers, contractors, and staff from what was then called the Special Activities Division of the CIA. My interest in what John le Carré termed the “secret world” began with my earliest memories as I watched the events of the Iranian Hostage Crisis unfold on television and in newspapers and magazines in November 1979. What happens in the secret world is often mirrored in fiction, and what happens in fiction can at times be mirrored in the secret world. History is foundational to both.

The universe in which James Reece resides in the pages of my novels is fictitious, though there are whispers of truth. At times those whispers grow to roars. Other times they are so soft they go unheard. This novel, like those that precede it, holds a light to the secret world, briefly illuminating the shadows. It is a world that few will touch or experience, a world that exists so far beneath the surface of what most consider “normal life” that they believe it to be the vision of novelists and screenwriters. But it does exist. I’ve seen it, albeit for only a moment. Then, for me too, the light faded. I moved on to my next assignment and eventually into the private sector to devote myself to writing in the next chapter of my life. But I never forgot.

At times I’ve felt the pull to return to a life where every breath was sacred because of a constant awareness that it could be my last. As time ticks by, I feel that pull less and less. Perhaps that is because my mission of caring for my family and my passion for writing and history have combined to give me purpose.

But sometimes on a cold fall evening, as the sun sinks below the horizon and the sky turns brilliant shades of red, I remember that there is another world out there, a world in shadow. A world where men and women of the world’s various intelligence services are vying for secrets, searching out their next targets, and sometimes preparing to kill.

The espionage, intelligence, special operations, and terrorism I write about have yet to fade from my memory. I hold a magnifying glass to them for the time you spend in the story. Then they are gone. But perhaps parts will stay with you as did passages, themes, and lessons from the books that shaped me.

My previous novels have explored themes of revenge, redemption, the dark side of man, the lessons or war, forgiveness, and truth and consequences. Though this book certainly focuses on the rapidly expanding role of technology in conflict, at its base this is a story about loyalty.

Will James Reece continue to serve a nation increasingly at odds with its own foundational principles? Can he continue to fight for a country that squandered so many lives over a twenty-year war and seemed unable, year after year, to understand the nature of the conflict to which its elected representatives were committing America’s sons and daughters?

Where can he go? Where can any of us go? There is no New World for which to sail.

Klaus Schwab continues his essay on the Fourth Industrial Revolution, stating, “Modern conflicts involving states are increasingly ‘hybrid’ in nature, combining traditional battlefield techniques with elements previously associated with nonstate actors. The distinction between war and peace, combatant and noncombatant, and even violence and nonviolence (think cyberwarfare) is becoming uncomfortably blurry.”

Which brings us back to the warnings of Shelley and Crichton.

Remember, “Here be monsters.”

Jack Carr

July 6, 2023

Goldeneye, Jamaica




National Security Information: “… information which pertains to the national defense and foreign relations (National Security) of the United States and is classified in accordance with an Executive Order.”

SPECIAL ACCESS PROGRAMS typically require TOP SECRET / SENSITIVE COMPARTMENTED INFORMATION clearance and are generally considered the darkest programs in the military and intelligence community. They contain the United States government’s most closely guarded secrets.

As of this writing, 4.2 million people hold SECRET security clearances; 1.3 million of them hold TOP SECRET clearances. In the Washington, D.C., area alone, more than 17 million square feet of space is dedicated to storing classified information.

It is unknown exactly how many TOP SECRET data storage facilities exist outside the Washington, D.C., area, nor does the government disclose the precise number of Special Access Programs or the number of people with access to their resources.





PROLOGUE

Chang Zheng

Jin-Class Type 094 Submarine

38° 48' 95" N, 174° 48' 32" W

Pacific Ocean

1,767 Nautical Miles Northwest of Hawaii

COMMANDER LIU ZHEN OF the People’s Liberation Navy had given his crew the order to change course four days earlier. The Chinese Jin-class submarine had last surfaced north of Japan in the Sea of Okhotsk and received an encrypted high-priority message from the commander of the North Sea Fleet. The message had been routed from the chairman of the Central Military Commission through the PLA Joint Staff Department. In all his years at sea he had never read a message that originated at the level of chairman. That meant it came directly from the president.

The message simply ordered Commander Zhen to open a safe, one that could be opened only with the concurrence of and physical keys from his executive and political officers.

Even before they read the order, Zhen knew what it was going to say.

They had been ordered to start a war.

Zhen slowly inhaled the soothing warmth of his Chunghwa cigarette in violation of his own orders regarding smoking while underway. He closed his eyes, savoring the slight taste of plum in a cigarette that was rumored to have been a favorite of Chairman Mao, though Zhen wondered if that was nothing more than a clever marketing campaign. The red carton emblazoned with the Tiananmen Gate was a traditional gift given to him by Admiral Jun, who had seen them off from the North Sea Fleet’s Xiaopingdao Naval Base in the Yellow Sea. Zhen much preferred to sail from the caves at Laoshan Submarine Base in the Shandong province or Yulin Naval Base on Hainan Island southwest of Macau in the South China Sea. Natural caverns had been excavated on the resort island to create tunnels for an underground naval base in an effort to counter U.S. spy satellites constantly collecting over the Middle Kingdom. It was there that the next generation of Chinese submarine, the Type 096, would enter service. Zhen hoped he would live to see it.

Had the admiral known what lay ahead? He obviously knew what was in the safe, but did he know the execution of those orders—for a mission that would change the course of world history—would come on this particular voyage? Zhen suspected he had.

The Chang Zheng had been at sea for close to two months. One of six operational Chinese Jin-class Type 094 ballistic missile submarines, she was armed with twelve new JL-3 SLBMs—intercontinental-range, submarine-launched ballistic missiles. Zhen’s boat had been retrofitted prior to sailing, her twelve JL-2s replaced with the longer-range JL-3s, giving her the ability to hit targets at a range of 10,000 kilometers. Six of the JL-3s were equipped with MIRVs—multiple independently targetable reentry vehicles—with varying nuclear yields. Curiously, on this deployment Commander Zhen’s remaining six JL-3s were equipped with conventional, nonnuclear payloads. They were participating in a training exercise when the new orders had come in.

One more cigarette? He would soon be needed on the bridge, where he would address the crew. He would let them know that the Chang Zheng would fire the first shots in a campaign that would allow China to annex Taiwan. Would the Party leadership go further? Would they push the Americans from the South China Sea and fight to extend Chinese territory all the way to Australia? That would give China control of trade routes and access to the oil and natural gas the country desperately needed to fuel its economy. When combined with their reserves, controlling that territory would also allow them to dominate the world energy market. Zhen and the Chang Zheng would be ready.

China was feeling the pressure. The new trilateral AUKUS—Australia, United Kingdom, United States—defense partnership was “defensive” in name only. It was a direct threat to Chinese autonomy. The agreement was cloaked in phrases crafted around “deterring Chinese aggression” that were endlessly repeated in the Western media. In reality, the pact extended U.S. subsurface capabilities up to China’s doorstep. Australia would acquire three, possibly five, Virginia-class submarines in the coming years followed by a new AUKUS-class submarine codeveloped by Australia and the United Kingdom. U.S. submarines would also begin to make regular deployments to naval bases in Western Australia as part of the new force posture. The enemy was massing its forces and would soon be able to park an undersea flotilla off the coast, threatening China’s fleet, command and control, and industrial base.

Zhen also knew his country had to take Taiwan before the Americans deployed their new Block V Virginia-class submarines, scheduled to hit the water in less than a year and certainly before the Columbia-class submarines came online. Intelligence analysts projected that the entire surface fleet would be connected to an artificially intelligent quantum computer that would counter China’s current superiority in hypersonic missiles and passive targeting capabilities. If the U.S. fleet were to be synchronized with next-generation AI technology, China’s options for expansion would be severely limited. At least the Columbia-class sub was years away from sea trials. Once they were in the water, Jin-class subs like Zhen’s would become obsolete.

Zhen had been serving in the People’s Liberation Navy since his time in the Dalian Naval Academy. He had studied his American adversary since he was seventeen. With the Americans divided at home and their leaders sending untold billions to Ukraine and Israel, he understood why his president and National Security Commission had decided that this was the time to strike.

He had participated in enough war games and classified briefings over the years to know that his submarine’s actions would be coordinated with other subsurface platforms tasked with launching missiles at Alaska, California, Washington State, and Guam. He suspected that the Chinese intelligence services had leveraged their contacts in Iran to distract the Americans with terrorist attacks across their nation in population centers like Los Angeles and New York City through their Hezbollah and Islamic Jihad proxy forces. Chinese hackers would concurrently wreak havoc on critical U.S. domestic infrastructure, disrupting the electrical grid, internet, cell towers, air traffic control, water treatment plants, and oil and natural gas pipelines, as well as erasing credit cards, bank accounts, and driver’s licenses. He also knew that a cyberattack would simultaneously target Guam, as had been tested so successfully in 2020 during the COVID pandemic.

COVID. That had been a turning point. Zhen had lost his parents early. His wife’s parents had succumbed to the illness a few months later while sequestered in their apartment. They had died without being able to hold their daughter’s hand or look into her eyes one last time. The state had seen to that. His wife would take her own life a year into the lockdowns. Neighbors in their government-subsidized housing complex had found her hanging from the exposed pipe that ran the length of their ceiling. Through his contacts in the regime, he had discovered that she had first taken rat poison.

In these later years, he now regretted the abortion he had convinced his wife to have when they found out she was pregnant with a girl. China’s one-child policy, a policy that ironically had forced them into their current position, was responsible for the gutting of Chinese society. The policy that had so devastated the nation had also shattered Zhen’s life. Men in China wanted sons. Sons who could carry on the family name. The result of the one-child policy, other than the inevitable demise of Chinese civilization due to declining birth rates, was the aborting of millions of female babies. By the time the government realized the folly of its policy and lifted the mandate in 2016, it was too late. Too late for China and too late for Zhen and his wife; both in their fifties, their time for children had passed.

But Zhen’s family name would now live on; Commander Liu Zhen of the People’s Navy would launch one of the first volleys of the war. His targets were military and data centers in the Hawaiian Islands. Of his six nonnuclear missiles, three would target the United States Pacific Fleet Headquarters on Oahu at Makalapa Pearl Harbor; one would target the National Security Agency and Central Security Service’s Hawaii Cryptologic Center near Wahiawa in central Oahu; one would target the Aloha NAP data center in Kapolei; and the final missile would target the Endeavor Honolulu data center. Decommissioning the Aegis Ballistic Missile Defense System at Barking Sands had been a mistake. That facility would have knocked at least one of his missiles out of the sky.

Other submarines would target the U.S. Pacific Fleet in Guam and Pearl Harbor, though he had no confirmation of their locations or intentions; that was the way when one fought from beneath the waves. Submarines operating at these depths were cut off from outside communications. Zhen could ascend and raise an antenna or float an antenna buoy, but that increased the possibility of detection. His orders had been explicit. There were to be no further communications.

He knew that the United States had two carrier battle groups in the Mediterranean and one in the Persian Gulf to deter Iran from opening a second front in Israel’s war with Hamas. Other American naval assets were patrolling the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden to counter Iranian-backed Houthis in Yemen. Zhen wondered if Iran’s use of proxy forces to attack Israel and then using the Houthis to attack U.S. naval ships and commercial vessels off the coast of Yemen, while ordering militia groups to hit U.S. troops in Iraq, Syria, and Jordan, had been orchestrated as part of the current campaign. Was it done to draw the U.S. fleet into the Middle East so that China could annex Taiwan? How much had Russia, China, and Iran collaborated on plans that put him and his crew on the front lines of what was about to be the defining conflict of the twenty-first century?

A knock on his stateroom door intruded on his thoughts.

“Enter.”

“It’s time, Captain,” said his executive officer. “The men await your orders.”

Zhen looked at his cigarette and at the red carton on the table before him.

He then leaned forward and extinguished it in an ashtray.

“Very well.”

The captain stood and straightened his dress uniform. His hand confirmed that the Norinco QSZ-92-5.8 pistol was on his hip.

It was time to go to war.



McLean, Virginia

Retired General Marcus Howe was awakened just past 2 a.m. eastern standard time. More than thirty years in the United States Army had confirmed that a call at that hour was never good news. In this case it meant that he was urgently needed as director of the Central Intelligence Agency.

Rising from the U.S. Military Academy at West Point through the ranks to lead the Joint Special Operations Command and eventually CENTCOM, he had been “retired” shortly after issuing an honest assessment to Congress on U.S. policies in Iraq and Afghanistan. There was no place in senior U.S. military circles for generals who bucked the system. That “system” had been in place since President Harry Truman signed the National Security Act of 1947, which had largely resulted in the disappearance of accountability from the armed forces. Howe had lived within that system his entire career, believing he could change it from the inside. The disastrous withdrawal from Afghanistan had proven him wrong.

President Gale Olsen had personally flown to Ohio, where Howe was teaching high school history, to convince him, and more importantly his wife, that the country needed him in the wake of President Christensen’s assassination. In the end, his wife gave her support and once again moved with the retired general back to the Beltway, where he was confirmed unanimously by the Senate as director of central intelligence. That he had not accepted financially lucrative board positions, written his memoirs, run for Congress, or hit the public speaking circuit spoke volumes to the new president. She was not about to preside over a sham investigation into President Christensen’s death, one akin to the Warren Commission and its investigation into the assassination of President Kennedy. That commission should have been called the “Dulles Commission,” after former CIA director Allen Dulles, who in actuality led the investigation, an investigation that still divided the nation sixty years later.

Howe had been careful not to wake his wife as he made his way to his study to take the call from Langley.

“A car is on the way, sir. You are needed in the SCIF.”

Howe knew not to ask further questions.

He splashed water on his face from a half bath to help wake him up and changed into a suit he kept on a hanger in a closet just off his study. This type of summons meant that he might not be sleeping for a while.

Two black Suburbans were pulling into his circular drive by the time he reached his front door. He paused and looked back up the stairwell. He then turned and exited his home, locking the door behind him and wondering if the world would be a different place by the time he returned.



Chang Zheng

Jin-Class Type 094 Submarine

38° 48' 95" N, 174° 48' 32" W

Pacific Ocean

1,767 Nautical Miles Northwest of Hawaii

Captain Zhen made his way to his submarine’s control room.

The solid-fueled JL-3 missiles with hyperkinetic projectiles would leave their vertical launch tubes at a depth of 50 meters. After engine ignition they would accelerate into the atmosphere at Mach 10 and would cover the distance to their targets in just under twenty minutes.

He found it curious that the order was only to launch nonnuclear missiles. In the war games he had participated in over his long career he had experience with both options. He had read numerous American papers, some classified and others not, on the use of submarine-launched nonnuclear ballistic missiles. The United States military called it “Prompt Global Strike,” and it would cause the maximum amount of damage possible without crossing what the American Navy’s reports had called the “nuclear Pandora’s box.” Even so, Zhen always thought that when the day finally came, it would be a nuclear confrontation. Could a war between China and the United States remain a conventional nonnuclear conflict? Zhen didn’t think so, but that was not his decision to make.

Following the launch, he would reposition and prepare to fire his six nuclear JL-3s should the U.S. retaliate with nuclear weapons.

After the Chang Zheng broke from the fleet in the Sea of Okhotsk, Zhen had taken her deep. He changed course on a track that would take them 3,500 nautical miles at an average speed of 18 knots to their launch point 650 nautical miles northwest of the Hawaiian Islands.

His route had taken him north of the underwater sonar detection range, a system of fixed-bottom fiber-optic-cable arrays set up by the United States during the Cold War to track Soviet submarines. The Ministry of State Security, China’s intelligence service, kept all Chinese naval officers up to date on the current status of the American Integrated Undersea Surveillance System, the IUSS. According to their most recent intelligence estimates, the IUSS was undergoing a long-overdue retrofit and upgrade with miniaturized sensors, hydrophones, autonomous undersea drones, and what Zhen understood to be an underwater satellite called a Transformational Reliable Acoustic Path System, specifically developed to detect submarines. The upgrade also included a fleet of uncrewed solar-powered surface vessels with acoustic sensors in their keels from the San Francisco–based company Saildrone and General Atomics MQ-9B SeaGuardians, remotely piloted aircraft systems outfitted with MAD-XR—Magnetic Anomaly Detection-Extended Role—passive sensors that cannot be jammed and are designed to detect changes in the earth’s magnetic field from metallic objects for anti-submarine warfare. These entities were all linked through a quantum computer system that analyzed real-time open-source and classified encrypted networks to identify and pinpoint the locations of surface and subsurface platforms and algorithmically project their courses, destinations, and even their intent.

The United States had publicly acknowledged the existence of the IUSS in 1991. They should have kept it classified. At the height of the Cold War, Zhen’s enemy manned thirty-one IUSS data tracking and processing facilities. Today the only two still operational were located in Virginia Beach, Virginia, at Naval Air Station Oceana Dam Neck Annex and in Washington State at Naval Air Station Whidbey Island.

Zhen thought those modernization initiatives must have factored into China’s decision to preemptively attack. The upgrades would make covert subsurface transit extremely difficult. The IUSS retrofit was focused on enhancing surveillance capabilities to deter a war over Taiwan. Approaching Hawaii from north of Japan would allow Zhen to launch without prior detection.

Unknown to most of the world, China had been steadily constructing its own subsurface maritime surveillance system, appropriately code-named the Great Underwater Wall, complete with undersea unmanned drones. Built predominantly in the South China Sea, it extended to a lesser degree as far into the Pacific as Guam. Its capabilities would shock the Western powers.

Had the United States invested more in undersea surveillance, and been less influenced by lobbyists vying for larger legacy programs with more financially lucrative contracts for defense corporations, Zhen’s submarine might already have been detected and blown from the water.

As much as he tried, he would never fully understand the Americans.

All talking ceased when Zhen stepped into the control room. Just like on an American or British submarine, the crew members manning their stations did not jump to attention. Due to the cramped compartments on a submersible, even one as big as the Chang Zheng, and equipment that required constant monitoring, rapt attention was mandatory. The officer of the deck turned to his skipper while the faces of the helm, outboard watchstander, diving officer, chief of the watch, and submariners at the combat control consoles remained glued to their stations.

Zhen scanned the control room, proud to be in command of his country’s most advanced undersea vessel and knowing that the speech he was about to give would propel them into legend. He stepped forward and accepted the outstretched intercom from his executive officer to address the crew.



CIA Headquarters

Langley, Virginia

Director Howe was at CIA headquarters twenty minutes after the alarm had roused him from his slumber. Five minutes later, he was in the SCIF, where he prepared to take a call from Chen Yun, his counterpart in the Chinese Ministry of State Security. They had met eight months earlier when Howe had accompanied President Olsen to the G20 Summit in India. It was their first and only in-person meeting. It had been a cold one.

Howe could be diplomatic to a point. It was a skill required if one was to rise above the rank of major in the armed forces. However, he was unable to fully mask his disdain of the Chinese spymaster—COVID origins; fentanyl precursor drugs being shipped from China to Mexico and the resulting “accidental overdoses” he knew were more appropriately termed “intentional poisonings”; the manipulation of America’s youth through TikTok, an application that also gave the Chinese military and intelligence services unfettered access to all the data coming from phones attached to plans paid for by parents in politics, intelligence, tech, and defense; Chinese “donations” and business dealings with America’s political elite in what amounted to legal bribery; spies in all sectors of American industry; and the purchasing of farmland near U.S. military installations—all these thoughts were on Director Howe’s mind as he took the early morning call.

He also remembered the motto of the Chinese spy service: “Serve the people firmly and purely, reassure the Party, be willing to contribute, be able to fight hard and win.”

And win.

Not today. Not any day.

Howe nodded at his deputy director, Elliot Byrne, who sat across from him and hit the speaker function on the phone.

Byrne was a lawyer by way of Yale first and then Harvard. He had spent time in private practice focusing on white-collar criminal defense and sanctions compliance before entering government service following the attacks of September 11, 2001. He worked as an aide to the general counsel at the Treasury Department, eventually serving as undersecretary of the Treasury for terrorism and financial intelligence before his appointment to the CIA by the previous administration. Though his position was usually filled by a long-serving CIA official or former military officer, with Howe’s resume they were an effective team.

“Minister, this is Director Howe.”

“Director, thank you for taking my call,” the Chinese minister of state security said in lightly accented English. “I hope I did not wake you.”

Chen Yun’s background was a mystery even to the CIA.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Howe asked, intentionally refraining from answering the minister’s question.

“We have an issue, a time-sensitive issue, I’m afraid.”

“Oh?”

“I come to you ‘hat in hand,’ I believe is your expression. Your cooperation would be appreciated, and I believe necessary.”

“Please continue,” Howe said.

“One of our submarines is missing.”

“Missing?”

“No, excuse me, not missing. We know where she is, but we do not have the means to stop her.”

“Stop her?”

“From launching nuclear missiles at the United States.”

Howe and Byrne both shared a look and leaned forward in their chairs.

“Minister, keep talking and leave nothing out.”

“Four days ago, one of our Jin-class submarines, the Chang Zheng, deviated from a training exercise just north of Japan. At first we believed there had been an accident and began searching for her as part of rescue and recovery operations.”

The minister cleared his throat.

“We searched for a distress pinger and used side-scan and synthetic-aperture sonar but found nothing. As part of the investigation, we searched the homes of the senior ranking officers, including the commanding officer, Commander Liu Zhen.”

He paused.

“And?” Howe prodded.

“And we found a note in Commander Zhen’s computer.”

“A note?”

“Yes. A letter, actually.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It was an email that used a timer function. He had it set to send to Admiral Li Jun, commander of the North Sea Fleet, two days from now to ensure there would not be time to stop him.”

“What did it say?”

“Commander Zhen’s parents did not survive the worldwide pandemic and his wife of thirty years took her own life two years ago. Regrettably, he blames his country and has taken drastic action to punish us all.”

“What is he doing?”

“He is moving into position and preparing to launch MIRV-equipped JL-3 missiles at Hawaii in the hopes of drawing the United States and China into a nuclear confrontation. His personal mission is to ensure that Beijing, and those he blames for his parents’ and wife’s deaths, will be eradicated by a nuclear response from the United States.”

“Jesus Christ,” Byrne said under his breath.

Director Howe could feel the perspiration beginning to soak through his dress shirt.

Is this a ploy?

A stall tactic?

Is China making a nuclear move against the United States, this rogue submarine just a diversion?

“Our analysts have estimated that his most likely location for launch is in the vicinity of 21 degrees, zero minutes, zero seconds north, 169 degrees, zero minutes, zero seconds east. We understand that leaves a lot of open water. That also gives us just over two days to find him and destroy him. We do not have the naval assets in place to avert this catastrophe. Please know that I called you at my soonest opportunity after confirming Commander Zhen’s email and receiving the best estimation of his submarine’s position.”

Director Howe took a deep breath to steady his nerves.

“Minister, send us that email, Commander Zhen’s service record, your investigation findings to date, and the intelligence estimate you have on his location. Also, know that if he does launch a nuclear attack on the United States, this call and that email will not be enough to keep my country from retaliating using all means at our disposal.”

“I have already made that clear to my president.”

“Keep this line of communication open, Minister, and pray we find him.”

“My sincere apologies for this development, Director. My nation will be ready to support the United States and bring this unfortunate event to a successful, and peaceful, conclusion.”

“Thank you. I know there is no need to stress that this action brings us to the brink of war. Your cooperation will be essential if we are to prevent it.”

Director Howe pressed a button disconnecting the call and immediately pressed another one connecting him to the White House.

“Wake up the president.”



Ministry of State Security

Haidian District

Beijing, China

Minister Yun ensured the call was disconnected and turned his swivel chair to face his fellow countryman to his left.

“Did they buy it?” Ba Jin asked.

“I don’t know,” the minister said. “I believe so. The email will help, as will the fact that Commander Zhen is not exactly where we said he would be but close enough for the Americans to find him and sink him.”

“And that he is the only Chinese submarine they will find currently outside Chinese territorial waters should be enough to sell the story,” the other man said.

“There are no other Chinese assets postured to strike the United States or its allies,” the minister confirmed. “And if this goes nuclear, we will find out very quickly if the bunkers beneath this building work as intended.”

Ba Jin made even the minister of state security nervous. He was officially a strategic advisor. Unofficially, he was the president’s eyes and ears at the highest echelons of the Chinese intelligence apparatus. The president trusted no one and therefore had what amounted to a private security force with “strategic advisors” positioned at the top of every government agency. The minister was under no illusions; if Ba Jin sensed disloyalty, it would be reported to the president, and the minister would disappear soon thereafter, most likely at the hands of the man seated across from him. Though they had scarcely been apart over the past two years, Minister Yun realized he knew next to nothing about Ba Jin. Was he in his forties? Fifties? He was certainly in shape. Was he married? Did he have children? Was he prior military? How was he so well-versed in geopolitics? Why was he so calm? Even as the head of the Chinese intelligence service, Minister Yun had refrained from researching the man the president had entrusted as his direct conduit. To Yun, Ba Jin needed to be respected as the president’s emissary, even if in reality he was nothing more than an assassin.

“The president is in Russia,” Minister Yun continued, “and senior political, military, and intelligence officials, to include the premier, congress chairman, conference chairman, supervisory director, chief justice, procurator, and vice president, are in the Underground City as part of what they believe is an exercise.”

The Underground City is a subterranean network of bunkers and tunnels built to protect not just the Chinese government, but most of the people of Beijing, at a time when war with the Soviet Union seemed imminent. Construction was ordered by Mao Zedong in 1969. The 85-square-kilometer fortress is a city beneath a city. It had fallen into disrepair at the end of the Cold War, with large numbers of low-income workers and homeless moving underground. Called “Rat People,” they existed out of sight and out of mind. As tensions escalated between China and the United States in recent years, the tunnel complexes had been renovated, their residents forcibly removed at the working end of Norinco QBZ-95 bullpup rifles of the People’s Liberation Army.

“Ah yes, the Underground City,” Ba Jin said. “If the United States launches, at least we will know if Mao’s tunnel system works or not. But they won’t launch.”

“How can you be sure?” Minister Yun asked.

“Because I know the Americans. They dropped two atomic bombs on our neighbors in 1945, and thank heavens they did. But they won’t do it again—not with the email, our warning, and our defenses down; and they won’t have to. Commander Zhen was ordered to fire conventional nonnuclear JL-3s; a nuclear retaliation for the actions of a rogue submarine commander would not be a proportionate response in accordance with international law. They have been pressuring Israel for a ceasefire with Hamas, and everyone from the United Nations to the UK to members of America’s own Congress have been lecturing Israel on a proportional response to the murders and rapes of October seventh. A nuclear exchange is not on the table. But more importantly, they will find and sink the Chang Zheng. War will come, but it will come on a date and time of our choosing.”

“But will they transfer the data?” the minister asked, well aware that if this plan failed there would be dire consequences for him personally. He would be the scapegoat.

“The data.” Ba Jin looked up at the ceiling of the minister’s office. “That is the real question, isn’t it. If they don’t, then we are in the same position we were. And if they do, then we will have what we need to push them from the South Sea. Taiwan is already ours, success in our upcoming offensive will just make it official. The data is what we need. We will know shortly. In the meantime, play your part and stay by the phone.”



CIA Headquarters

Langley, Virginia

Deputy Director Byrne pushed back his swivel chair, a chair that was much more expensive and comfortable than the ones at Treasury. He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees. He had opted for slacks and a blue button-down at this hour of the morning.

“Fucking cocksuckers!”

Byrne may have been educated at the country’s most elite universities, but his mouth never failed to betray his working-class South Boston upbringing.

“President Olsen will be on in a few minutes,” Howe said.

“Sir, these motherfuckers got us with COVID, they are screwing us with fentanyl, and now they have the audacity to tell us one of their subs is positioning to launch a nuke at Hawaii?”

Howe looked down at the Timex Ironman watch that had graced his wrist for most of his time in uniform, allowing his deputy to continue.

“China tells us they have a rogue submarine captain they can’t control and that they need help finding him before he starts a war. Meanwhile they could be moving other assets into position to strike.”

“It’s possible,” Howe acknowledged, his voice measured, his mind already working through contingencies.

“It’s bullshit,” Byrne said.

“Get the SECDEF and the chairman up and put the combatant commanders on alert. I want to brief them as soon as we are off with the president. Let’s get the SECNAV up to speed along with COMPACFLT,” Howe said, referring to the commander of the Pacific Fleet. “The president will want to convene the National Security Council, so as soon as I’m off with her I’ll head to the White House. You’ll have the con here. If Minister Yun calls, patch him through to me in the Situation Room.”

“And, sir, Hawaii?”

Howe scratched his chin, taking a moment to process the evolving situation.

“I know. I was thinking the same thing. I’ll call General Abbett at the NSA. Too many unknowns right now. I’m going to advise we enact data transfer protocols.”

“I agree,” Byrne said.

A red light began to blink on the phone, indicating that the president was ready.

“I’ll tell President Olsen what we know,” Howe said. “You start waking people up.”

Deputy Director Byrne stood and left the room. It wasn’t every day that the second in command at CIA had the responsibility to alert the United States military and intelligence apparatus that a nuclear war was imminent.



USS Reagan

Columbia-Class Submarine

19° 48' 63" N, -156° 49' 81" W

Pacific Ocean

20 Nautical Miles Southwest of Hawaii

The USS Reagan had started life in Kings Bay, Georgia, under the cover of a 700-foot-long dry dock. Though technically a ship, to submariners, they have always, and would always, refer to her as they did all submarines, as boats.

At thirty-nine, Commander Ray Mendoza still felt young and at times could not believe that the United States Navy trusted him at the helm of a ballistic missile submarine. The crew of the boomer kept him energized. Even his ten-year-old twins at home thought it was pretty cool that their dad drove submarines. His wife, Karrie, had thought the long absences would be a thing of the past following his successful command tour as CO of the Ohio-class SSBN USS Louisiana. The Ohio-class subs had been protecting the United States since the last decade of the Cold War and were nearing the end of their service life. Ray had expected to observe the transition to the next-generation submarines from behind a desk at the Pentagon. Next up for the growing family was a shore duty position where Ray would await his promotion to captain. As one of the youngest commanding officers in the subsurface fleet, he thought he would soon be assigned to a staff job in the Pentagon. He would be able to coach his kids’ soccer team and enjoy weekends with his family. It was a staff job in the submarine force’s budget department, which meant that GS staffers who lived and breathed numbers would be doing most of the work as yet another O5 rotated through on his way to O6.

On his first day, Ray discovered he was not bound for a nine-to-five desk job. That was cover. Instead he would be conducting sea trials in a prototype Columbia-class submarine, a submarine that most of the world thought was at least three years out from delivery. In what was one of the most closely guarded secrets in the Navy, the new boat was about to undertake her maiden voyage. Ray was going back to sea.

He had been put through the paces the year before in what he thought was a simulation designed to introduce future captains and flag officers to the next-generation submersible. It was an immersive on-motion replica of the Columbia-class bridge developed by CAE, the world’s leading aerospace and defense training and simulation company, and designed not as a concept but as a testing ground. The simulated bridge had perfectly accurate physical controls and tactile hardware, but created an augmented reality with holographic characters. With the realistic sounds, smells, and motion of the actual submarine, the officers engaged in a full range of AI–driven scenarios that reminded Ray of being in a science fiction novel or video game. Who didn’t like a good video game? Is this really going to be a reality in less than a decade?

The best and brightest in the U.S. submarine fleet passed through the simulator, most expecting that they would be long retired by the time the first Columbia-class saw active service. What they did not know was that a prototype was already close to delivery. The Navy could not control news that the next-generation sub was in development, but they could manipulate timelines. When the $10 billion SSBN slid into the water in a covered shelter without ceremony at the General Dynamics facility in Groton, Connecticut, Ray was there to take command.

Military watchdog groups, think tanks, news outlets, and navy public affairs officers all reported that the first Columbia-class submarine, the USS District of Columbia, was scheduled to be operational in 2027, followed by the USS Wisconsin three years later. The top-secret prototype, christened the USS Reagan, was commissioned to work out the bugs and thereby alleviate some of the costs inherent in building two multibillion-dollar boats and then having to retrofit them with emerging technologies after the fact. The Reagan would allow the USS District of Columbia and USS Wisconsin to hit the water ready for war.

It was no secret that different sections and components of the Columbia-class submarines were under construction by General Dynamics Electric Boat division at their facilities in Groton and Quonset Point, Rhode Island, and by Huntington Ingalls Industries Newport News Shipbuilding in Newport News, Virginia. What was a secret was the rate of progress and the date a Columbia-class would be fully operational. The secrecy surrounding those dates was similar to the protections attached to the Manhattan Project in the Second World War. In building the most survivable component of the nuclear triad in a race with China for supremacy below the seas, the USS Reagan was America’s trump card.

At 560 feet in length, she was five feet longer than the Washington Monument. And with a 42-foot beam, she was the largest U.S. submarine ever built. The undersea killing machine boasted a nuclear core that was not only designed to last the life of the submarine without replacement, but also emitted less acoustic energy than a standard lightbulb. Armed with sixteen low- and high-yield UGM-133 Trident II D5LE SLBMs and Mk 48 ADCAP, Advanced Capability, torpedoes capable of destroying targets at distances of over five nautical miles at 55 knots with 650-pound high-explosive warheads, she represented the pinnacle of SSBN design.

The Reagan was at the sharp end of a policy designed to keep the peace by guaranteeing an enemy’s total annihilation if they attempted to use weapons of mass destruction against the United States. With her electric-drive propulsion system and Submarine Warfare Federated Tactical System seamlessly integrating optical imaging, active and passive sonar, countermeasures, and offensive weapons, the USS Reagan was the most silent and lethal boat in the water. No sub in the world could outrun, outfight, or outmaneuver her.

Her crew of 138 men and seventeen women had the honor of being “plank owners”—crew assigned at the commissioning of a new command or vessel, even if this one was classified. Within the silent service lay some of the last true secrets in the United States military. The government added additional classification levels and nondisclosure agreements to the project for those building and crewing the sub, with consequences up to and including the death penalty for leaking classified information. The U.S. Navy took its submarine secrets seriously. Let the SEALs write the books and make the movies; the silent service would remain as such: silent, effective, and capable of wiping countries from the face of the earth.

The USS Reagan was on sea trials off Hawaii when Commander Mendoza received the order. Their target was nearly 700 miles away and, if the intelligence estimates and area of uncertainty were accurate, that target was somewhere in an expansive 4,900-square-mile box. The Reagan had to be within five miles of the Chang Zheng to eliminate her with torpedoes, and Mendoza and his crew had just over two days to find her, a speck in an ocean of 68 million square miles and with an average depth of 14,000 feet.

The crew thought this was a new test. Only the CO, XO, and chief of the boat knew otherwise. They had precise coordinates, but even with those coordinates, finding an adversarial submarine was far from a sure thing. The intelligence could be wrong, and the captain of the aggressor submarine could deviate from his course, not just laterally but also vertically.

Soon the crew would learn that this was not a part of an exercise. The Reagan had the mission of averting World War III or, if they failed, be responsible for starting it.



Chang Zheng

Jin-Class Type 094 Submarine

21° 94' 63" N, -168° 66' 04" W

Pacific Ocean

650 Nautical Miles Northwest of Hawaii

Sixty hours later, Commander Zhen fought the urge to come to periscope depth and ventilate the ship, to take in one more breath of fresh air, to see clear blue skies in a prewar world, even if it was through a periscope. Instead he ordered the crew to spin up their missiles.

“Crew of the Chang Zheng,” he said over the intercom, the intense pride evident in his voice. “Today, our nation has trusted us with the greatest of responsibilities: defense of the homeland. The war with our American enemy has begun. We have been ordered to go to Alert One.”

Zhen then rested the handset back in its cradle and lit a cigarette in the control room, something he had never done before. He inhaled deeply, the nicotine soothing his raw nerves, nerves he was doing his best to conceal from his sailors. He exhaled the smoke into the confined space. He considered each of his men, young solemn faces depending on him for the next set of orders. A resolute determination had replaced any initial uncertainty and fear. They were ready.

“Officer of the Deck, proceed to fifty meters depth and prepare to hover,” he said.

“Depth fifty meters and prepare to hover, aye, sir. Dive—make your depth fifty meters and prepare to hover.”

“Depth: fifty meters,” Zhen said.

“Fifty meters, aye,” came the reply.

“Man battle stations, missile. Chief of Watch, sound the general alarm.”

Zhen felt his submarine come alive as the alarm echoed through the hull, his crew rushing to battle stations. It was time to fight.

“Man battle stations, missiles. Spin up missiles seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, and twelve.”

“Six missiles, aye.”

“All stop,” Zhen said.

“All stop,” came the reply. “The ship is ready to hover.”

“Diving Officer, commence hovering.”

The control room remained silent as Zhen lit another cigarette, the seconds turning to minutes as the missiles’ inertial navigation units stabilized and were fed the Chang Zheng’s position as the launch location. Zhen looked at the Tianjin Seagull 1963 watch on his wrist. The process had taken twenty minutes. It was time.

“This is the captain,” he said into the handset. “The launch of nonnuclear missiles has been authorized. Arm missiles.”

Zhen handed the intercom to his executive officer, the sweat glistening from his brow.

“This is the executive officer. The launch of nonnuclear missiles has been authorized. Arm missiles.”

“Stand by fire order,” the captain said.

“Stand by fire order, aye, sir.”

“Fire order verified.”

Zhen, his executive officer, and political officer exchanged firing keys.

“Pressurize tubes,” Zhen said.

“Tubes pressurized.”

Zhen paused before bringing the intercom to his lips to give his weapons officer permission to fire.



USS Reagan

Columbia-Class Submarine

21° 90' 52" N, -168° 63' 18" E

Pacific Ocean

645 Nautical Miles Northwest of Hawaii

The USS Reagan lay in wait at a depth of 600 feet. Navigating at three knots, she kept just enough forward movement to allow for a degree of maneuverability in what sailors called “bare steerageway.”

Two days earlier the entire fleet had mobilized. The bulk of surface, subsurface, and airborne assets converged on a general location 650 nautical miles northwest of Oahu while Navy public affairs officers explained the situation to local media outlets. Their prepared talking points stressed that the unprecedented size and speed with which the ships and submarines had gotten underway for what they termed a “bold new annual exercise” highlighted the U.S. Navy’s high levels of professionalism and preparedness.

Every available reconnaissance plane on the Hawaiian Islands took to the skies. A Ticonderoga-class cruiser and five of the eight home-ported Arleigh Burke–class destroyers sailed from Pearl Harbor into the Pacific while Los Angeles–class and Virginia-class fast-attack submarines built to locate and destroy enemy submarines slipped beneath the waves.

Four Ocean Aero Triton autonomous underwater vehicles being tested in Hawaii had also been tasked in the search. But in the end, the Reagan had been vectored onto its target by the venerable P-3 Orion, a four-engine turboprop aircraft purpose-built during the Cold War to hunt submarines.

“Captain,” the sonar tech said following several maneuvers designed to separate the sniff from background noise, “we’ve got him.”

“Are you sure?” Mendoza asked, walking the few feet to look at the passive sonar display for confirmation. His SSBN had not been built to attack other submarines; that was a job for the SSNs. Rather its mission was one of nuclear deterrence. Known as the “most survivable leg of the nuclear triad,” the nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine force motto was to “hide with pride.” The Reagan could do it better than any sub ever built. Though the older SSNs were better suited for a mission of stalking and killing an enemy submarine, the Reagan was nothing if not capable.

“It’s him, sir. Bearing 314 degrees. Range 5.2 nautical miles. He’s headed right at us. Classification solid: Jin-class.”

“Well done, ST2,” Mendoza replied.

His eyes traveled from the screen to his chief of the boat, his senior enlisted advisor. The chiseled COB had more time underwater than almost any man on active duty. The skipper knew that to the young submariners under his command, both he and COB looked like what they were—ancient mariners—despite the fact that neither had yet turned forty.

“Hull pops. He’s coming shallow, skipper,” the sonarman said.

Mendoza turned to his officer of the deck.

“Take us to eight hundred feet,” he ordered.

“Eight hundred feet, aye,” the OOD replied.

The submarine slowed to two knots and finalized its firing solution: bearing 314, range eight thousand yards.

The torpedo would be launched at high speed toward the point of intercept, with precise sonar settings required to prevent alerting the unaware target until detonation was imminent.

“Open outer door on tube one,” Mendoza said.

“Open outer door, aye, Captain,” replied the weapons officer.

Mendoza took a deep breath.

Dear God, let this fish fly true.

“Plot ready, sir.”

“Ship ready, sir.”

“Weapons ready,” reported the combat systems officer.

“Solution ready at 314 degrees, now 8,092 yards.”

“Fire on generated bearing,” Mendoza ordered.

“Stand by,” directed the weapons officer to his fire control technician.

A moment later the torpedo showed ready.

“Shoot,” came the order from the weapons officer.

A single fish deployed from the tube.

It was an ADCAP torpedo. Complete destruction of their targeted vessel would take only one.

The weapon was impulsed by a slug of water from the tube as designed. It angled downward for twenty meters before igniting its Otto-Fueled, self-oxidizing engine. Still connected to the sub via a fiber-optic cable, all data was relayed to the active targeting computer aboard the Reagan. The submarine would feed target position updates to the torpedo via the cable until the point where the torpedo detected the target with its own sonar. Then the weapon would update the ship’s computer on the location of its prey. The lethal journey would take just over four minutes.

The skipper viewed the fire control console as he had hundreds, if not thousands, of times in training, aware that this time was not an exercise. In just minutes over a hundred Chinese submariners would meet a dire fate.

He looked to his XO and COB. Nothing needed to be said.

Commander Mendoza and the crew of the USS Reagan were about to have the distinction of sinking the first nuclear submarine in combat history.

Inside the kill box, 200 meters from the Chang Zheng, the ADCAP went active with its sonar for the terminal phase of the attack run. Twenty seconds out from its objective it began echo-ranging, using rapid active-sonar pings as the range to the target closed.

Contrary to what one sees in the movies, when a torpedo as advanced as an ADCAP is launched at distance, the targeted submarine will not know “fish” are inbound until it is too late.

Seconds later, the torpedo’s magnetic sensors detected the metallic signature of its target’s hull, and its proximity fuse detonated its 650-pound high-explosive warhead precisely three meters beneath the enemy submarine.

The detonation created a volume of gas that sent a shock wave upward, impacting the submarine in excess of 3,000 miles per hour, rupturing the outer hull. Inside the submarine, the violence was devastating; electrical breakers tripped and severed power to the missile launch systems, seawater pipes burst, causing catastrophic flooding, crew members were thrown against steel bulkheads, the concussive force killing and maiming indiscriminately. Chaos reigned.

The same shock wave crushed the lower hull and separated the decks, bowing the Chang Zheng upward into a banana-shaped tomb. Two-hundredths of a second later, as water collapsed into the pocket of gas created by the warhead’s detonation, a second shock wave hit the doomed submarine, slicing through steel plates and bulkheads, ripping the pride of the Chinese navy nearly in half. Almost immediately, the bubble reflected outward again and whipped the sub in the opposite direction, creating a reverse bowing, breaking hinges, pipes, and seams, and tearing through the superstructure.

ADCAP torpedoes were specifically designed as “one fish, one kill” weapons, and this one worked precisely as intended.

Inside the submarine, the massive shock wave turned loose items into shrapnel, blowing out computer screens and tossing crew members from the decks into overheads and bulkheads before the secondary expanding gases threatened to tear the sub in two.

From his battle station in the control room just forward of amidships and aft of the sail, Commander Zhen had a brief sensation of weightlessness before his eardrums burst and his head smashed into a steel overhead beam, crushing the side of his skull. He landed on the deck, breaking his back and both legs. He managed one last breath, bringing oxygen to the side of his brain that still functioned, as the secondary gas bubble expansion lifted the sub upward, once again cracking the pressurized hull. His final thoughts were not memories of his life, of his parents or his wife. Instead, he fixated on a single question: Who betrayed us?

The unforgiving ocean found its way into all remaining spaces that still held air, the sub filling with seawater, its two halves pirouetting into the depths.

The few crew members left alive in the fore and aft sections of the boat crawled over dead bodies in a vain attempt to reach emergency hatches, as what were now two separate sections of the sub continued to sink toward crush depth. In the Chinese submarine’s torpedo room, a fire raged, and just over ten seconds after initial impact, the boat’s own torpedoes exploded, sending an underwater fireball throughout the remnants and ensuring the Chang Zheng, her crew, and their secrets would forever rest in the depths of the sea.



Elba Industries Headquarters

Mountain View, California

Andrew Hart, founder and CEO of Elba Industries, disconnected the secure call in his private SCIF on the grounds of his tech company campus in the heart of Silicon Valley.

“Well?” a stocky, powerfully built man asked. His raspy voice held traces of an accent that came not from being raised in the South but from years in uniform; the military’s version of accepted cultural appropriation. “Did it work?”

Hart waited a moment before replying, tapping his fingers against the dark tabletop that was almost indistinguishable from the floors, walls, and ceiling.

“As we anticipated, the data was transferred from Hawaii to the Bumblehive,” he said, referring to the NSA’s $1.5 billion data center on Camp Williams in Bluffdale, Utah. He was unable to hide the smile that materialized on only one side of a face that most would think of as handsome, the result of obvious good breeding.

The thick man remained silent.

“And to answer your question, General.” Hart preferred to address Ian Novak by his former military rank. “Yes. It worked. We captured it in transit. Everything the Chinese need to take Taiwan. The keys to our Pacific Fleet. It’s still encrypted but that won’t be a problem for much longer.”

The former general grunted, running his hand through short salt-and-pepper hair.

“Are you still skeptical?” Hart asked.

“I think almost exclusively in contingencies and worst-case scenarios,” he responded. “Which is one of the reasons you hired me.”

“True.”

“And there is no indication, yet, that we left a trail?”

“No. And there won’t be,” Hart responded. “We are light-years ahead of our competition and the inept government cybersecurity agencies.”

“Let me remind you, this is an untested technology.”

“Only because it is constantly evolving and learning, all behind a firewall the NSA doesn’t even know exists.”

“For now.”

“What, are you going to tell them?” Hart asked, that smile once again slowly creeping up the left side of his face.

“No one knows if we actually have it?”

“Hence the beauty, General. We have the data, yet only a select few partners know we even attempted to free it from its chains.”

Novak had grown accustomed to the drama Hart infused into both the intense and the mundane.

“But we don’t know how long it will take to decrypt or even if we can decrypt it?”

“Oh, we can decrypt it,” Hart said. “It’s just a matter of time.”

“Always a question of time,” the former military man said.

“Our CRQC,” Hart said, using the acronym for a Cryptanalytically Relevant Quantum Computer, “is already up, running, collecting, and decrypting information. The military and intelligence services have only recently started to upgrade their systems and networks to postquantum cryptography, and in short order ours will be able to decrypt even that. Soon we will have all the information we need. You want to quit?”

“Quite the contrary,” Novak said. “Let’s change the world.”




PART I THE CALL


All warfare is based on deception.

—SUN TZU, THE ART OF WAR






CHAPTER 1

Kumba Ranch

Flathead Valley, Montana

“YOU SURE YOU STILL want to do this?” Liz Riley asked the man in the left seat of the small vintage 1976 Lake Buccaneer amphibious aircraft.

The plane floated comfortably on its hull at the western end of the lake, its fuel-injected 200-horsepower Lycoming IO-360 engine mounted atop the pylon behind the cockpit at idle.

The big man next to her did not answer immediately. His eyes were focused ahead on the light ripples visible on the dark water. He tilted his head to the right, looking to the skies above. Blue with scattered clouds. Perfect flying weather.

“You got this, Reece,” Liz said. Her voice was strong and confident, the southern accent a proud reminder of days lying in the grass in the backyard of her family’s house on the outskirts of Fort Rucker in Alabama, looking skyward, dreaming. The near-constant echoes of turning rotors from Black Hawk and Apache helicopters overhead had instilled in her a love of aviation. She would follow that passion into the Army’s Warrant Officer Flight Program and into the cockpit of an OH-58D Kiowa Warrior helicopter. Injuries sustained in combat cut short her Army career but did nothing to diminish her love of flying.

James Reece turned to his passenger, a passenger who in this case was also his flight instructor and dear friend, Elizabeth Riley. She looked perfectly at home in the confines of the aircraft, almost as if it had been built around her. It did help that she was a full seven inches shorter than Reece’s six-foot frame. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail under a crimson University of Alabama ball cap. Ray-Ban aviator sunglasses shielded her eyes from the glare. She was a professional in her element.

“What?” she asked, prompting him to explain the look on his face.

“You know, I intensely dislike flying.”

“You tell me that every time,” Liz replied. “What you mean to say is, you ‘used to intensely dislike flying.’ ”

“Ah, that’s it,” Reece confirmed.

“And, as I recall, it wasn’t necessarily the flying; it was the taking off and landing.”

“Once again: true,” Reece said. “Just like jumping.”

“Out of planes?” Liz asked.

“Yeah. I always loved the actual jump. Not a big fan of the pull.”

“Why?”

“That was the moment of truth. Either that chute was going to open, or you were going to have a malfunction, in which case you would need to go through your EPs—your emergency procedures. After that you would have a clean canopy overhead or you were fucked and would have to cut away. Once you did that you were stuck to that last option. I’d pack my main, but our riggers would pack our reserves.”

“I can see how that could be disconcerting,” Liz said.

“That was one of the reasons we kept our parachute riggers happy with cases of beer on jump trips.”

“Wise.”

“I also didn’t like the fact that you had a bunch of other jumpers in the air you needed to account for and who needed to account for you.”

“And the landing?” Liz asked.

“Well, with a static-line jump your landing is a hot mess regardless. You do what they call a PLF—a parachute landing fall. It realistically requires about two days of training. The Army manages to cram those two days into three weeks at Fort Benning. The PLF does help reduce injuries, but most of the time it turns into feet, ass, head.”

Liz laughed.

“Didn’t they rename Fort Benning like they did Rucker?” she asked.

“Fuck if I know,” Reece replied.

“How about free-fall landings? Those look fairly graceful,” Liz said.

“With free fall it’s different. You can still hit hard, though, especially when you are loaded down with gear.”

“Well, in this case—no jumping,” she said.

“That’s good, considering we don’t have chutes,” Reece observed.

Liz ignored his comment.

“We are going to take off, spend some time exploring northern Montana, and then land right back at the lake. I’ll be here if you need me,” Liz said, motioning to the controls in front of her.

“That’s reassuring,” Reece responded sincerely. He turned back to the instruments.

“Might want to close the door,” Liz reminded him.

“Good tip,” Reece said. He reached up, pulled the gullwing door shut, and twisted the latch.

“What are our procedures if we have an engine failure
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