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    Washington, D.C.

    December 2009

  

  Bill Chase picked up the phone and called 1789.

  Chase had always thought a year was an odd name for a restaurant. Even for a quaint, colonial eatery in the historic heart of Georgetown. But the year, he knew, was historic: in 1789, George Washington was unanimously elected the nation’s first president. In that same year, the United States Constitution went into effect. And also that year, his alma mater, Georgetown University, had been founded.

  1789 had been his go-to dining spot in town since his freshman year. The place felt like home, that was all. He loved the elegant high-ceilinged, flower-filled rooms upstairs, usually filled with an eclectic potpourri of the well-heeled and the well-oiled, frenetic lobbyists, assorted besotted lovers, gay and straight, illicit and otherwise, various self-delighted junior senators with JFK haircuts, as well as the tired, the careworn, the elderly congressmen.

  He liked the restaurant for its authentic colonial vibe, the simple food and subtle service, even the quaint Limoges china. Not to mention the complete absence of pretentious waiters or wine stewards who uttered absurdities like “And what will we be enjoying this evening?”

  We? Really? Are you joining us for dinner? Or this little gem he’d heard just last week at Chez Panisse: “And at what temperature would you like your steak this evening, Mr. Chase?” Temperature? Sorry, forgot my meat thermometer this evening. Honestly, who came up with this crap?

  1789’s utter lack of haute-moderne pretension was precisely what had kept Chase coming back since his college days; those beery, cheery, halcyon days when he’d been a semipermanent habitué of the horseshoe bar at the Tombs downstairs.

  Chase hung up the phone in his office, rose from his father’s old partner’s desk, and stood gazing out the floor-to-ceiling windows. It was late afternoon, and the cold, wintry skies over northern Virginia were laced with streaks of violet and magenta. His private office on the thirtieth floor of Lightstorm’s world headquarters had vistas overlooking the Capitol, the White House, and the Pentagon.

  To his left he could see Georgetown, Washington’s oldest neighborhood, and home to the Chase family for generations. The streets of town were already lost to a grey fog bank. He watched it now, rolling up from the south and over the silvery Potomac like a misty tsunami. Traffic on the Francis Scott Key bridge had become two parallel streams of haloed red and white lights flowing slowly in opposite directions.

  Bill Chase had plenty of reasons to be happy despite the dull grey weather. His marriage had never been stronger or more passionate, and his new fighter aircraft prototype, the Lightstorm, had just emerged victorious in a global battle for a huge Pentagon aeronautical contract. But the best part? His two adored kids, Milo, age four, and Sarah, age seven, were healthy, happy, and thriving at school.

  Today was a red-letter day. His wife’s fortieth. The Big Four-Oh, as she’d been calling it recently. He had just booked a table for four upstairs at 1789. His family would be dining tonight at a cozy round table in the gracious Garden Room on the second floor, right next to the fireplace.

  BILL CHASE HAD COME A long way.

  In this decisive year of 2009, he was the fifty-year-old wunderkind behind Lightstorm Advanced Weapons Systems. LAWS was a global powerhouse whose rapid rise to the top in the ongoing battle for world dominance in the military tech industry was the stuff of legend. Bill himself had acquired a bit of legend.

  Fortune magazine’s recent cover story on him had been headlined: “One Part Gates, One Part Jobs, One Part Oppenheimer!” His portrait, shot by Annie Leibovitz, showed him smiling in the open cockpit of the new Lightstorm fighter.

  The Pentagon had relied heavily on LAWS for the last decade. Chase’s firm had just been awarded a massive British government contract to develop an unmanned fighter-bomber code-named Sorcerer. It was Bill’s pet project: a mammoth batwing UAV capable of being launched from Royal Navy aircraft carriers. Heavy payloads, all-weather capability, extreme performance parameters, and zero risk of pilot casualty or death.

  An electric crack and a heavy rumble of thunder stirred Chase out of his reverie. He looked up and gazed out his tall windows.

  Steep-piled buttresses of thunderheads had towered up darkly. Another mounting bulwark of black clouds to the west, veined with white lightning, was stacking up beyond the Potomac. Big storm coming. He stood at his office window watching the first few fat drops of rain slant across his expansive windows. A stormy night, rain mixed with fog, was on the way and it was too bad.

  They had planned to walk the few blocks to the restaurant from their gracious two-hundred-year-old town house just off Reservoir Road.

  He wanted the evening to be special in every way. He’d bought Kat a ridiculously expensive piece of jewelry, filled their house with flowers. All day today his wife, Kathleen, had been facing down the Big Four-Oh, and, like most women, she wasn’t happy about it.

  Kat had been adamant about her big birthday. She’d insisted upon no fancy-pants black-tie party at the Chevy Chase Club, no shindig of any stripe, and, God forbid, not even the merest suggestion of a surprise party.

  No. She wanted a quiet dinner out with her husband and their two children. Period.

  No cake, no candles.

  Bill was feeling celebratory, but he had acquiesced readily. It was, after all, her birthday, not his. Light-years ago, she’d fallen for his southern Bayou Teche drawl and charm; but she’d come to rely on his southern manners. True gents were somewhat in short supply in the nation’s capital. And Kat, at least, believed she had found one. Besides his own career, William Lincoln Chase Jr.’s wife and family meant the world to him.

  And he tried hard to let them know it, every day of his life.
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    Georgetown

  

  Dinner was lovely. The heavy rain had somehow held off, and they’d all walked the five blocks to the restaurant hand in hand, the evening skies a brassy shade of gold, the skeletal trees etched black against them like a Chinese watercolor Chase used to own.

  Kat had worn an old black Saint Laurent cocktail dress with slit sleeves that revealed her perfect white arms. She was wearing the diamond brooch at the neckline, the one he’d given her for their twentieth anniversary. The kids, little Milo and his older sister, Sarah, had even behaved, beautifully for them, and for that he was grateful.

  Kat didn’t like this birthday, with its early hints of mortality, one bit. He was determined to make it a happy evening for her and their family. He’d always had a sense of occasion and he wasn’t about to let this one go to waste.

  And he’d loved the shine in her lively brown eyes when he gave her the birthday present. She opened the slender black velvet case, took a quick peek, and smiled across the table at him, her eyes sparkling in the candlelight.

  A diamond necklace.

  “It’s lovely, Bill. Really, you shouldn’t have. Way too extravagant.”

  “Do you like it?”

  “What girl wouldn’t, darling?”

  “It’s the one Audrey Hepburn wore in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.”

  “What?”

  “You heard me.”

  “Bill Chase, stop it. I know when you’re teasing.”

  “No, Kat, really. There was an auction at Sotheby’s when I was in New York last week.”

  “You’re serious. Audrey’s necklace. The one in the movie.”

  “Double pinkie swear, crossies don’t count.”

  “Oh. My. God.”

  “Dad?” Milo said.

  “Yes, Milo?”

  “You’re funny.”

  Milo and Sarah looked at each other and laughed. Double pinkie swear? They’d never heard their brainy dad speak like that before.

  “Audrey Hepburn?” Kat said again, still not quite believing it. “Really?”

  “Hmm,” he said, “Audrey Hepburn.”

  It was perfect. For that one fleeting moment, it was all just perfect.

  Her favorite actress. Her favorite movie. His favorite girl. The happy smiles on the faces of his two beautiful children.

  He was a very, very lucky man, and he knew it.

  THE FOG WAS THICK WHEN the Chase family stepped outside the flickering gaslit restaurant entrance. You could barely make out the haloed glow of streetlamps on the far side of the narrow cobblestone Georgetown street.

  Bill held his daughter’s hand; pausing at the top of the steps, he pulled his grey raincoat closer round his torso. It must have dropped twenty degrees while they were inside, and the fog made everything a little spooky.

  They descended the few steps to the sidewalk and turned toward the river.

  He could hear that melody in his head, the theme song from his favorite horror movie, The Exorcist. What was it called? “Tubular Bells.” They’d shot part of that movie on this very same street, on a very foggy night just like this one, and maybe that’s why walking back from the Tombs at night sometimes gave him the creeps.

  “Let’s go, kids, hurry up,” Chase said, edgy for some nameless reason as they plunged into the mist.

  The street was deserted, for one thing, all the curtains in the town houses drawn tight against the stormy night. He took a look over his shoulder, half expecting to see a deranged zombie dragging one leg behind him.

  Nothing, of course.

  He felt like an idiot. The last thing he wanted after a perfect evening was to look like a fool and alarm Kat about nothing. She and Sarah were singing “A Foggy Day in London Town” off-key, Kat loving to sing when she’d had a glass or two of her favorite sauvignon blanc.

  “Damn it!” Bill cried, bending to grab his kneecap. Looking over his shoulder, he’d walked right into a fireplug, slammed his knee and upper shin against the hard iron rim. He could feel a warm dampness inside his trouser leg. The cut probably wasn’t deep, but it hurt like hell.

  “What is it, darling?” Kat said, taking his arm.

  “Banged my damn knee, that’s all. Let’s just keep walking, okay? The corner is just around the corner up there somewhere, I think.”

  “The corner is just around the corner!” Sarah mimicked and her mother laughed.

  What the hell was wrong with him? She was happy. The Big Four-Oh was officially history. And she had loved his present.

  “Let’s skip. All the way home,” he said. “Except for Dad. For Dad, you see, has a very bum knee.” Inexplicably, he felt better. Some second sense had warned him that some bad thing was waiting in the fog.

  And it was just a damn fireplug.
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  In the next block he saw a chocolate brown Mercedes-Benz 600 “Pullman” limo pulled over and stopped. It was parked at the curb about twenty feet ahead of them. The 1967 Mercedes Pullman was a classic, the most highly desired limo of the 1960s. He’d been thinking about bidding on one at auction, for Lightstorm’s corporate driver.

  The interior light was on in the limo, filling the car with soft yellow light. His senses were on high alert, but as he drew near he saw that the occupants were harmless. There was a liveried chauffeur leaning against the rear fender smoking a cigarette; a tiny, elderly couple was seated on the broad leather bench seat in the rear. And there was a diplomatic plate on the big car.

  The Chinese delegation.

  “Probably that new Chinese ambassador and his wife,” he whispered to Kat. “Looks like they need help.”

  The passenger door was slightly ajar, and as he drew abreast of them he could see that they were plainly lost in the fogbound streets of old Georgetown. The wife, snow white hair held back in a chignon, wearing a mink stole over a black cashmere turtleneck with a strand of pearls, had a well-creased road map of D.C. spread across her lap.

  Her husband was peering over her shoulder, pointing his finger at an intersection and asking the chauffeur something about the Estonian embassy.

  “May I help you?” Chase asked in English, never trusting his always rusty Mandarin. He bent down to speak to the ambassador’s wife.

  She looked up in surprise; apparently she hadn’t seen his approach in the fog.

  “Oh,” the elegant woman said sweetly in English, “aren’t you kind, dear? We’re embarrassed to say it, but we’re late for a reception and completely lost. My husband, the ambassador, and I are new to Washington, you see, and haven’t yet got a clue, as you Americans say. We’re looking for the Estonian embassy . . . even our poor driver cannot find it.”

  Chase leaned down to get a closer look at her map.

  “Well,” he said, reaching inside to point out their location on the map. “Here you are. And here’s Wisconsin Street over here and the embassy is right—”

  The woman clamped her small but incredibly powerful hand around his wrist. In an instant, she had pulled him forward, off his feet, halfway into the car. The husband had something in his hand, a hypo, and he plunged it into the side of Chase’s neck. He could feel a wave of nausea instantly sweep over him, tried to pull away but had no muscle power at all.

  “Try to relax, Dr. Chase,” the woman cooed softly. “It will all be over in a second or two.”

  She knew his name.

  “Kat, grab Milo! Sarah! Run! Run!” Bill Chase cried over his shoulder. Kat looked at him for a second in astonishment, saw he was serious, and gathered Milo and Sarah up into her arms. And started running. He saw them run, then lost them, folding into the swirling fog.

  It was the last time, he truly believed at that moment, that he would ever see them alive.

  He was vaguely aware of a white van passing the limo, headed in the direction of his family. Next he was being manhandled by the chauffeur around to the rear of the Mercedes. The big man popped the massive trunk, lifted him easily, and dropped him inside.

  The lid of the trunk slammed down.

  All was blackness then.

  KAT, WHO WAS LOSING HER mind to terror, tried to run. But the fog, two children in her arms, and her damn Jimmy Choo heels made it all but impossible. All she wanted to do was speed-dial 911 on her cell, get the police, and—

  A van swerved up to the curb just beside her. The rear doors flew open, and four large men all in black leaped to the pavement right in front of them. They were wearing ski masks, Kat saw, as one of them, his body enwreathed with fog, stepped under the hazy streetlamp to snatch Milo from her arms.

  She cried out, ripping Milo away again, clutching her son’s frail little body to her chest, and that’s when something unbelievably hard, a ball of pain encased in steel, struck the back of her head. It made a dull, sickening noise and sent her sprawling to the ground, her pulse roaring in her ears, her face half submerged in a large puddle with fat raindrops dancing upon it.

  She knew she was close to blacking out.

  “Milo!” she cried out, raising her head to search for her children. “Sarah!”

  But they had disappeared into the turning wisps and wraiths of fog that hovered around the white van. And one of the four thugs had taken them from her. The one who had hit her now had her by the ankles, dragging her toward the van, her head bouncing over the cobblestones.

  Just before she slipped into blackness she saw one of the men pulling her limp son up into the rear of the van. The man who was yanking Milo and Sarah inside by the arm, his face hidden by the black balaclava, was screaming at her son. Unintelligible threats in some guttural foreign language . . . Chinese, perhaps.

  What in God’s name was going on?
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    South China Sea

    Present Day

  

  Midnight. No moon, no stars, the sea a flat black void a few feet beneath his wingtips. For a man streaking through the night over hostile waters approaching the speed of sound, at an altitude no sane man would even dare consider, Commander Alex Hawke was remarkably comfortable. He was piloting an F-35C Lightning. The new matte-black American-built fighter jet was one of many purchased and heavily modified by Britain’s Royal Navy for under-the-radar special ops just like this one.

  Lord Alexander Hawke, a former Royal Navy fighter pilot and decorated combat veteran of the latest Gulf War, now a seasoned British intelligence officer with MI6, had to smile.

  The F-35C’s single seat reclined at an angle of exactly thirty degrees, transforming the deadly Lightning, Hawke thought, into something along the lines of a chaise longue. Leave it to the bloody Americans to worry about fighter pilot “comfort” during a dogfight. Still, it was comfy enough, he had to admit, smiling to himself. Rather like a supersonic Barcalounger!

  His eyes flicked over the dimly lit instrument array and found nothing remotely exciting going on. Even the hazy reddish glow inside the cockpit somehow reassured him. He was less than six hundred nautical miles from his designated speck on the map, the tiny island of Xiachuan, and closing fast.

  Every mile he put behind him lessened the chance of a Chinese Suchoi 33 jet interceptor or a surface-to-air missile blasting him out of the sky. Although the Lightning was equipped with the very latest antimissile defense systems, the Lightning was no stealth fighter.

  He was vulnerable and he knew it.

  Should he be forced to eject and be captured by the Red Chinese, he’d be tortured mercilessly before he was executed. A British intelligence officer flying an unmarked American fighter jet had no business entering Chinese airspace. But he did have business in China, very serious business, and his success might well help avert impending hostilities that could lead to regional war. At that point the chances of it expanding into a global conflict were nearly one hundred percent.

  Preventing that was his mission.

  IN LONDON, ONE WEEK EARLIER, “C,” as the chief of MI6 was traditionally called, had summoned Hawke to join him for lunch at his men’s club, Boodle’s. Lord Hawke had thought it was a purely social invitation. Usually the old man conducted serious SIS business only within the sanctum sanctorum of his private offices at 85 Albert Embankment, the headquarters for Six.

  So it was that a very relaxed Alex Hawke presented himself promptly at the appointed hour of noon.

  “Well, here you are at last,” C said, amiably enough. The “at last” was the old boy’s way of letting you know who was boss. Sir David Trulove, a gruff old party thirty years Hawke’s senior, had his customary corner table at the third-floor Grill Room. Shafts of dusty sunlight pouring down from the tall leaded windows set the table crystal and silver afire, all sparkle and gleam. Above C’s table, ragged tendrils of his tobacco smoke hung in wreaths and coils, turning and twisting slowly in the sunlit space.

  The dining and drinking at Boodle’s was, by any standard, done in one of the poshest man caves in all London.

  C took a spartan sip of his gin and bitters, looked his young subordinate up and down in cursory fashion, and said, “I must say, Alex, a bit of time in the down mode becomes you. You’re looking rather fit and ready for the fray. ‘Steel true, blade straight,’ as Conan Doyle’s memorable epitaph would have it. Sit, sit.”

  Hawke sat. He paid scant attention to C’s flattery, knowing the old man used it sparingly and only to his own advantage, usually as some prelude to another more important subject. Whatever was on his mind, he seemed jovial enough.

  “Most kind of you, sir. I’ve been looking forward to this luncheon all week. I get bored silly sometimes, up in the country. Good being back in town. This is a much-needed interlude, I must say.”

  “Let’s see if you still feel that way at the conclusion. What are you drinking? My club, my treat, of course,” Trulove said, catching a roving waiter’s eye.

  “Gosling’s, please. The Black Seal, neat.”

  Hawke sat back and smiled. It really was good to be here, a place where a man could act like a man wants to act, and do just what he pleased without encountering approbation from bloody anybody.

  “So,” Hawke said after C had ordered another drink and his rum, “trouble, I take it.”

  “No end of it, sadly.”

  “Spill the beans, sir. I can take it.”

  “The bloody Chinese again.”

  “Ah, my dear friends in the Forbidden City. Something new? I thought I was fairly well up to speed.”

  “Well, Alex, you know those inscrutable Mandarins in Beijing as well as I do. Always some new wrinkle up their embroidered red silk sleeves. It’s that abominable situation in the South China Sea, I’m afraid.”

  “Heating up?”

  “Boiling over.”

  Hawke’s rum arrived. He took a sip of it and said, “What now, sir? Don’t tell me the Reds have blockaded one of the world’s busiest trade routes?”

  “No, no, not yet anyway. It may come to that. Still, simply outrageous behavior. First, they unilaterally extend their territorial claims in the South China Sea hundreds of miles south and east from their most southerly province of Hainan. All done with zero regard for international maritime law, of course. And now they have established a no-fly zone over a huge U-shaped sea area that overlaps parts of Vietnam, the Malay Peninsula, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Brunei.”

  “Good Lord. And with what possible justification?”

  “Beijing says its right to the area comes from two thousand years of history, when the Paracel and Spratly island chains were regarded as integral parts of the Chinese nation. Vietnam says, rightly, that both island chains lie entirely within its territory. That it has actively ruled over both chains since the seventeenth century and has the documents to prove it.”

  A flash of anger flared in Hawke’s eyes.

  “Bastards have created a flashpoint as dangerous as the Iranians and the Strait of Hormuz, haven’t they? Clearly global conflict implications.”

  “Spot-on. And now they’ve begun insisting that every aircraft transiting these formerly wide-open routes must first ask permission of the Chinese government. Including U.S. and Royal Navy flights. Outrageous. We will not, bloody hell, ask them permission for any such thing! Nor will anyone else, I can guarantee you that.”

  “The result?”

  “It’s all a ruse to provoke a reaction. The new-generation Chinese warrior is a fervent nationalist, with militaristic veins bulging with pride. And, the Chinese are, as we speak, using their North Korean stooges to probe and prod at our will to prevail in this region, both at sea and in the air. I mean, you’ve got NK coastal patrols ‘bumping’ into the Yank’s Seventh Fleet in the night, near collisions with Royal Navy vessels, that sort of thing, spoiling for a fight. The North Koreans, of course, know China will back them up in a showdown.”

  “An extremely dangerous game.”

  “To say the very least.”

  “And the Western countermove?”

  “It gets tricky. Under President Tom McCloskey’s strong leadership, the United States is taking a very hard line with China. The U.S. Navy is dramatically increasing its naval presence in the region, of course. The Seventh Fleet is en route to the Straits of Taiwan. And they’ve deployed U.S. Marines to Darwin, on the northern coast of Australia. Meanwhile, our own PM, in a weak moment, actually had an extraordinary idea.”

  “He did?”

  “I know, I know, no one believes it was actually his original notion, but that’s the official story coming out of Number Ten Downing.”

  “What’s his extraordinary thought?”

  “He suggests the allies consider a massive convoy, Alex. Warships from the Royal Navy, Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines, Vietnam, and the Yanks with an entire carrier battle group, the USS Theodore Roosevelt, along with seven or eight other countries. Full steam ahead right up their bloody arses and we’ll see what they bloody do about it, won’t we?”

  C laughed and drained his drink.

  “Well, for starters,” Hawke said, “the Chinese may elect to take out a massive U.S. carrier with one of their new advanced killer satellites the CIA was describing to our deputy directors and section heads just last week. It’s not beyond the realm of plausibility.”

  “Hmm, the life of a country squire has not completely numbed your frontal lobe capacity. But you’re right. That is a consideration, Alex. At any rate, right now, the prime minister’s notion is only a good idea. Hardly a done deal, as they say.”

  “Why?”

  “Simple. A few pantywaists in the U.S. Congress are thus far unwilling to go along with the PM’s scheme for fear of losing one of their big billion-dollar float babies. So, alas, our convoy scheme is paralyzed at the moment. But, look, we’re not going to sit around on our arses and let this stand. No, not for one blasted moment!”

  “What are we going to do about it, sir?”

  “You mean, what are you going to do about it, dear boy. That’s why I’m springing for lunch.”

  “Ah, yes, of course. No free lunch, as they say.”

  “Damn right. Never has been. Not in this man’s navy, at any rate.”

  “How can I help, sir? I’ve been sitting on the sidelines for far too long. I’ve got grass and flowers growing up through the soles of my shoes.”

  C looked around to establish whether anyone was within earshot. The aural perimeter thus secured, he said, “We at Six have established a back-channel communication with a high-ranking Chinese naval officer. Three-star admiral, in fact. Someone with a working brain in his head. Someone who does not want go to war over his own government’s deliberate and insane maritime provocations any more than we do.”

  Hawke leaned forward. The hook, having been set, now drew him nigh to the old master.

  “This sounds good.”

  “It is. Very.”

  “Congratulations, sir.”

  “What makes you think this one is mine, Alex?”

  “A wild guess.”

  “Well. Nevertheless.”

  “So,” Hawke said, “the Chinese are well aware that they cannot possibly afford to go to war with the West now. In a decade? Perhaps. But not now. They haven’t got the bottle for it. And, moreover, they haven’t got the arsenal.”

  “Of course not. According to our chaps on both sides of the pond, they are at least five to ten years behind the West in terms of advanced weaponry. And I mean both in the air and on the sea. No, it’s an obvious political ploy, albeit an extremely dangerous one.”

  “To what end?”

  “Simple. They wish to divert attention away from their burgeoning internal domestic turmoil, particularly Tibet, and the daily insanity run rampant in their ‘client state,’ North Korea. Thus this bellicose show of force. Show the peasant population and the increasingly restive middle class just how big, bad, and powerful the new boys are.”

  “Sheer insanity.”

  “Our world and welcome to it. But you, and I do mean you, Alex Hawke, with a little help from me, are going to put a stop to it. Even if it’s only a stopgap, temporary measure. I intend to buy us some time for diplomacy or other stratagems.”

  “Tell me how, sir.”

  “Operation Pacifist. Clever, eh? You’ll be reporting solely to me on this. Any information is strictly need-to-know. I have arranged a secret rendezvous for you. You will be meeting with a high-ranking Chinese admiral, whose name is Tsang, on a small island in a remote quadrant of the South China Sea. An uninhabited bit of paradise known as Xiachuan Island. Tsang wants to talk about a way he sees out of this extraordinarily dangerous confrontation with the West. Then it will become a matter of whether or not we can get the PM and Washington to go along with whatever proposals you come home with.”

  “Why me?”

  “Security. He said any meeting with our side had to be conducted in absolute secrecy, for obvious reasons, and that he wanted a completely untraceable contact. In a remote location known only to him and me. Together we selected Xiachuan Island. Completely deserted for years. It was home to a World War II Japanese air force base, but abandoned because of Japan’s current territorial dispute with China.”

  “How does one visit this island paradise?”

  “One flies. There is a serviceable eight-thousand-foot airstrip there that should accommodate you nicely.”

  “What kind of bus shall I be driving?”

  “An American F-35C Lightning. One of ours. Especially modified for nighttime insertions. All the latest offensive and defensive goodies, I assure you. Kinetic energy weapons and all that. The sort of thing you enjoy.”

  “Lovely airplane. Always wanted another crack at one.”

  “Well, my boy, you’ll get one. First thing tomorrow morning, in fact. I’ve already cleared your calendar. You’ll report at seven to Lakenheath RAF. Three days of intensive flight training in the Lightning with a USAF chief instructor off your wingtip. Courtesy of CIA and President McCloskey’s White House. Then off you go into the wild blue yonder.”

  “Aye-aye, sir. I think McCloskey has shown rather a lot of courage in this Chinese showdown. He’s a hard-liner and just what we need at present. I just hope he keeps his wits about him. These are dangerous waters we’re entering, full of political mines and razor-sharp shoals.”

  “Indeed. The mainstream American press is hounding the president relentlessly, aren’t they? Look at his poll numbers. He just needs to stand his ground against this senseless Chinese and North Korean bullying.”

  “Hmm. One thing if I may. This admiral, how high ranking is he, exactly? I mean to say, is he powerful enough to actually defuse this latest crisis?”

  “High enough. He is the Chinese chief of naval operations.”

  Hawke smiled. “Start at the top and work your way up. Isn’t that what you’ve always told me?”

  “Indeed.”

  “And how much of a gratuity am I going to be transporting to the good admiral in return for all this assistance in defusing the global crisis from the inside?”

  “One hundred million pounds sterling. Cash. In a lockbox you’ll carry in the cockpit with you.”

  Hawke whistled and said, “That’s all?”

  “If you succeed, it’s worth every shilling. Now, let’s order some lunch and talk of more pleasant things. I understand our mutual friend, Ambrose Congreve, is to be wed next Christmas. I assume you’re to be best man?”

  “Well . . . to be honest, I don’t really know. I would assume so. But I haven’t heard from him on the subject.”

  “Didn’t mean to step into that one.”

  “Not at all. Perhaps they’ve called the whole thing off and he simply hasn’t the heart to tell me.”

  Sir David picked up his menu and began to study it intently.

  “Well. You will find an obsessively complete dossier on Operation Pacifist waiting for you when you get home to Hawkesmoor. Motorcycle courier just dropping it off with Pelham now. Memorize it and burn it. Now, then, Alex, what will you be having for lunch?”

  “Not sure, sir. What looks expensive?”
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    The White House

  

  President Tom McCloskey stared at the live feed from the East China Sea. He was, he knew in some secret part of him, in a state of shock. Hell, all of them were in shock—McCloskey himself; his close friend since Annapolis, Vice President David Rosow; his beautiful new and wildly popular secretary of state, Kim Oakley Case; the always reliable secretary of defense, Anson Beard; and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Charlie Moore.

  And all the rest of the crisis team; every one of them had been staring at the Situation Room screens for over an hour.

  What they were seeing up there was real-time terror. Innocent American lives were being threatened half a world away, and there was not one damn thing he or anybody else in the White House or over at State, CIA, or the Pentagon could do about it. Not one damn thing.

  “Shit,” he whispered under his breath. “Shit.”

  China and her increasingly bellicose surrogate, North Korea, as of forty-eight hours ago, were staging joint naval war games in the East China Sea. North Korea had made a big show of it for the press, trotting out their latest warships. According to his most recent CIA naval intelligence briefing, and some help from British intelligence, it was clear that China had long been planning to use the North Korean navy as a pawn in this little game of their own. Test American resolve.

  But how?

  Nobody at CIA, State, the Pentagon, or any other intelligence agency had prepared him for this. This was a goddamn nightmare, and it couldn’t have come at a worse time. The whole country was coming unglued over a few inadvertent remarks he’d made at the G7 summit in Prague the week before. Jesus Christ. The media, no friends of his in the run-up to the damn election, were all over him for a couple of misstatements he’d made to Putin about China.

  The joint press event was over and done with and he’d assumed the mikes were dead. Reasonable assumption.

  They weren’t.

  What he’d said was innocent enough. The once-powerful Putin, now increasingly in danger of becoming China’s bitch, was playing hardball with the United States over China’s currency manipulations. And McCloskey hadn’t come this far to be backed into a corner by the Russian’s trumped-up tough-guy act, and he was planning to draw a line in the sand and call the Russian’s bluff. But he wasn’t going to tell Putin that, no sir. He was going to sow a few seeds of disinformation and let the Kremlin show its cards. His own wife had told him what a shrewd idea it was, f’crissakes.

  So what he said to the Russian was “Prime Minister, just give me a little wiggle room here. Just enough to get through the All-Asia Conference next month. After that, I can show a lot more flexibility. Trust me.”

  And for that, a few offhand comments taken completely out of context, he was paying a steep price. Using up a lot of political capital to hold his fragile coalition together. Had the Senate whip and the Speaker of the House breathing down his neck, wanting him to issue a clarifying statement.

  Hell, he had Tom Friedman and the New York Times questioning his fitness for office. The Washington Post! The Post ran a goddamn editorial in the most recent Sunday edition headlined “Is He Losing It?” Well, so be it. Politics at this level was a game for those who could take the heat, stay in the kitchen, and keep their heads in the fucking oven.

  And now this!

  At 0441 hours GMT, a North Korean fast-attack warship had deliberately rammed and disabled a small and lightly armed U.S. Navy surveillance vessel now taking on water in the disputed international region of the East China Sea. It was a moonless night, there was fog, but there was no conceivable excuse for the USN captain’s behavior.

  In a state of relatively minor duress, he had folded his cards and surrendered his vessel to the North Koreans, for God’s sake. Was the U.S. skipper insane?

  The U.S. boat was CIA, of course, but the captain of the North Korean vessel didn’t know that. All he knew was that his claim of territorial incursion and his demand to board (backed up by overwhelming firepower) had been granted by the U.S. skipper.

  Now, the president of the United States and his team watched as four young able-bodied American seamen, bound and blindfolded, were kneeling side by side with their backs against a steel bulkhead on the foredeck of their vessel.

  The American skipper and his crew were being held at gunpoint up on the bridge. God knew what was going up there, McCloskey thought, feeling a sense of impotent rage come close to overwhelming him.

  An oddly tall and lean Korean officer was screaming at the four captives, bending down, getting right up into their faces.

  “What’s that bastard saying?” McCloskey said to the State Department translator.

  He told him.

  “Son of a bitch,” the president muttered.

  “He’s got a gun!” someone at the table said.

  The NK navy officer stepped in front of one of the Americans and stuck a large black automatic pistol up under his chin. The officer was red-faced and screaming at the sailor now, venting all his pent-up hatred and anger on the helpless sailor.

  Everyone in the room saw the blindfolded youth working his mouth and knew instantly what would happen next.

  “Don’t do it, boy!” General Charles Moore, chairman of the Joint Chiefs said to the screen. “Don’t give that bastard any excuse, son! None, no way, never.”

  “Oh, Christ,” McCloskey said, “no, no, no.”

  The sailor spat, catching the hysterical officer square in the face.

  The Korean officer recoiled in anger, using the sleeve of his uniform to wipe away the saliva.

  He suddenly raised his arm and drove the pistol into the sailor’s face, smashing his nose into a red pulp.

  “Sonofabitch!” the president said, leaning forward, his face twisted in anger.

  Further enraged by the sight of blood, the North Korean officer put the barrel of his automatic between the young American’s eyes . . . and pulled the trigger.

  The dead sailor slumped forward, facedown on the cold wet deck.

  “Tell me I’m not seeing this,” the president said, unable to tear his eyes away from the screen.

  “He’s going to execute all four,” General Moore said in a steady voice that sounded oddly detached.

  And, as they all watched in abject horror, that is exactly what he did. Head shots, at close range.

  A pin could drop.

  “Turn that damn thing off,” the president said.

  “Off, Mr. President?”

  “Isn’t that what I just said?”

  An ashen-faced aide made a throat-cutting motion, and the monitors all went black at once.

  “That’s better, isn’t it?” McCloskey said, propping his polished cowboy boots on an empty chair and firing up a Marlboro.

  No one said a word.

  “It’s a bitch, ain’t it?” the president said to no one in particular. “Four of our boys dead. The goddamn NKs in possession of one of our CIA shit-buckets chock-full of classified information. Damn it to hell. Somebody give me a good reason not to turn North Korea into a goddamn NK-Mart parking lot. China, too, if they dick around with our navy anymore. I’m serious. I’ll tell you all one thing. I’d like to know what Admiral Wainwright has to say about all this. Tony? What the hell am I going to do now?”

  A palpable pall of shocked silence hung over the room.

  “Tony?” the president repeated, swiveling around, searching all the faces in the room.

  Finally, someone had the guts to speak up. Secretary of State Kim Case, which surprised no one.

  “Mr. President?” the slim, attractive blonde said.

  “Yeah, Kim, what is it?”

  “Admiral Wainwright is dead, sir. He died in the terrorist attack on the Dreadnought in Tripoli last May.”

  The president was very quiet for a long time before he looked up, staring at the secretary, his face a stone mask.

  “I know that, Kim. What I said was, I’d like to know what he thought. And I would like to know that, I really would. But he’s dead. Isn’t he?”

  “Yes, Mr. President. He is.”

  A stunned silence descended.

  No one said a word. What more was there to say?

  Emily Young, the president’s lovely young personal secretary, could be heard sobbing quietly in dark corner of the room. Emily didn’t think she could take much more of this. She loved the old cowboy. Actually was in love with him. It killed her to see the boss like this, a wounded stag. And all of them, the press, with their goddamn knives out . . . and, like a mule in a hailstorm, he just had to stand there and take it.

  She heard the president say, “Emily, for crissakes, will you stop bawling? What the hell is wrong with everybody?”

  There was no answer.

  The president stood, looked around at all the upturned faces, and said, “Well, thank you everyone. We’ll reconvene in one hour.”

  After they filed out, he sat back down again, gazing absently into the middle distance, smoking his Marlboro down to a bright orange coal. He’d never felt so lost and alone in his life.

  THE WHITE HOUSE SOUS-CHEF LOOKED beat.

  It was almost midnight on a Friday night and, for Chef Tommy Chow, it had already been a very long week. First thing Monday morning, Matt Lauer and the whole damn Today show crew had shown up early for a live broadcast and wanted breakfast. Then the lavish state dinner for the prime minister of England, the Rose Garden luncheon the First Lady held annually for the Daughters of the American Revolution, and on and on, no rest for the weary.

  And now he’d gotten a last-minute call from the ranking West Wing staffer saying the president had invited a few of his closest cabinet members for an impromptu breakfast in the morning. Talk about China and North Korea, Tommy imagined. Hell, that’s all they ever talked about lately.

  “Go home, Tommy,” one of his guys said. “You look exhausted. We can finish the prep by ourselves.”

  “No. I insist. You guys head out. I promised the boss man I’d take care of this breakfast thing and I’m going to do it. Seriously, get the hell out of here and go home to your families, okay? I got no family. Not here in Washington anyway. Leave the graveyard shift to me. Okay?”

  “You got it, boss. Have it your way,” the pastry chef said, and they all bolted for the exits.

  Chow waited until the last one had left before he began prepping tomorrow’s cabinet breakfast. Huevos rancheros, the presidential favorite, home fries, frijoles refritos with melted Monterey Jack, rashers of bacon and jalapeño-flavored sausage patties, honey biscuits, and hot sauce. Tex-Mex, they called it. Hardly his idea of haute cuisine, but they didn’t care for that much upstairs anymore.

  A rueful smile flitted across Chow’s face as he stirred what he privately referred to as his “secret sauce” into the president’s eggs.

  The graveyard shift, he mouthed silently.

  Truer words would never be spoken.

  Not in this White House, anyway.


  C H A P T E R  6

  
    South China Sea

  

  A loud, keening wail suddenly filled the Lightning’s cockpit. Holy mother of God, Hawke thought, he’d just been painted by enemy radar!

  He whipped his head around and saw the Chinese SAM missile’s fiery flame signature streaking up toward his Lightning, dead on his six, homing in on the afterburner. By the speed of the incoming, he guessed it to be one of the newer Hong Qi 61s. Where the hell had it come from? Some kind of new Chinese radar-proof shore battery on a nearby atoll? None of his so-called sophisticated gadgetry had even picked the damn thing up!

  He hauled back on the stick and instantly initiated a vertical climb, standing the Lightning on its tail and rocketing skyward like something launched from Canaveral in the good old days. He deployed chaff aft and switched on all the jamming devices located in the airplane’s tail section. He was almost instantly at forty thousand feet and climbing, his eyes locked on the missile track displayed on his radar and thermal imaging screens. Its unverified speed, Hawke knew, was Mach 3.

  It was closing fast.

  The deadly little bastard blew right through his chaff field without a single degree of deviation. The Chinese weapon was not behaving in accordance with MI6 and CIA assessments of their military capability. With every passing second, his appointment with imminent death went from possible to probable. He’d have to depend on the Lightning’s jamming devices and his own evasive maneuvers if he was going to survive this attack.

  He nosed the F-35C over and put it into a screaming vertical dive. He was now gaining precious seconds. The Hong Qi would now have to recalculate the target, alter course, and get on his six again. He’d known from the instant the SAM missile appeared on his screen that there was only one maneuver that stood any chance at all of saving him.

  A crash dive.

  Straight down into the sea.

  Hairy, but sometimes effective, Hawke knew from long experience. To succeed, he had to allow the deadly missile to get extraordinarily close to impacting and destroying his aircraft. So close that when he pulled out of the dive at the last possible instant, the nose of his airplane would be so near the water’s surface that the missile would have zero time to correct before it hit the water at Mach 3, vaporizing on impact.

  “You’ve got to dip your nose in the water, son,” an old flight instructor had told him once about the maneuver. “That’s the only way.”

  The missile had now nosed over in a perfect simulation of Hawke’s maneuver and homed in on the diving jet. He watched it closing at a ridiculous rate of speed.

  His instruments and screeching alarms were all telling him he was clearly out of his bloody mind. The deeply ingrained human instinct to run, to change course and evade, clawed around the edges of his conscious mind. But Hawke had the warrior’s ability to erect a firewall around it, one that was impenetrable in times like this.

  It was those few precious white-hot moments precisely like this one that Alex Hawke lived for. At his squalling birth, his father had declared him “a boy born with a heart for any fate.” And, like his father and grandfather before him, he was all warrior, right down to the quick, and he was bloody good at it. His focus at this critical moment, fueled by adrenaline, was borderline supernatural . . . his altimeter display screen was a jarring blur, but he didn’t see it; the collision-avoidance alarms were howling in his headphones, but he didn’t hear them. His grip on the stick was featherlight, his breathing calm and measured, his hands bone-dry and surgeon steady.

  His mind was now quietly calculating the differential between the seconds remaining until the missile impacted the Lightning and the seconds until the aircraft impacted the sea. Ignoring everything, the wail of the screeching sirens and the flashing electronic warnings, the pilot began his final mental countdown.

  The surface of the sea raced up at him at a dizzying rate . . .

  Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . .

  NOW!

  He hauled back on the stick.

  The nose literally splashed coming up, and he saw beads of seawater racing across the exterior of his canopy. He’d caught the crest of a wave pulling out of the dive . . . He felt the G forces building . . .

  You got to dip your nose in the water, son.

  Made it.

  He barely registered the impact of the missile hitting the water over the roar of his afterburners. But he heard it, all right. He was in the clear and initiating a climb out as he visualized it: the SAM vaporizing upon contact with the concrete hard surface of the sea at such speed . . .

  The G forces were fierce. He began his quick climb back to his former below-the-radar altitude.

  And that’s when his starboard wingtip caught a huge cresting wave that sent his aircraft spinning out of control. Where the hell had that come from . . . He was suddenly skimming over the sea like a winged Frisbee. He felt a series of severe jolts as the fuselage made contact, and he instinctively understood that the aircraft was seconds away from disintegrating right out from under his doomed arse . . .

  He reached down to his right and grabbed the red handle, yanked it, and the canopy exploded upward into the airstream and disappeared. The set of rocket motors beneath his seat instantly propelled him up and out of the spinning cockpit and straight into the black night sky.

  Seconds later, his primary chute deployed and he had a bird’s-eye view of his airplane as it metamorphosed into varying sizes and shapes of scrap metal and disappeared beneath the waves.

  Along with the five hundred million in the lockbox, he thought. Not only had his mission just gone straight to hell, it was a very bloody expensive failure.

  He yanked the cord that disengaged him from his seat and watched it fall away as he floated down. Moments later his boots hit the water. It was cold as hell, but he started shedding gear as quickly as he could. He was unhurt, or it seemed that way, and he started treading water while his life jacket inflated. So far, so good, he thought, managing to keep his spirits aloft surprisingly well for a downed airman all alone in this dark world.

  Normally, there’d be an EPIRB attached to his shoulder harness. Upon contact with the water, it would immediately begin broadcasting his GPS coordinates to a passing friendly satellite. Normally, he could just hang out for a while here in the South China Sea and wait for one of Her Majesty’s Navy rescue choppers to come pluck him from the soup and winch him aboard. Normally. But, of course, this was a secret transit and he had no distress radio beacon, no EPIRB. He had exactly nothing.

  He knew the water temperature was cold enough to kill him eventually. The thermal bodysuit he wore would stave off hypothermia long enough for him to have a slim shot at survival.

  He spun his suspended body through 360 degrees. Nothing of note popped out of the darkness. No lights on the horizon, no silver planes in the sky. Nada, zip, zero. Nothing but the vastness of black stretching away in all directions . . . no EPIRB equals NO hope of immediate rescue. He was some fifty miles off the southern coast of mainland China.

  If he was lucky, and he usually was, he was in a shipping channel. If not, sayonara. He looked at his dive watch, whistling a chirrupy tune about sunshine and lollypops. Five hours minimum to sunrise.

  He began to whistle a song his father had taught him for use at times like this.

  Nothing to do but hang here in frozen limbo and wait to see what happens next.

  And maybe pray a little.


  C H A P T E R  7

  
    The White House

  

  It’s the president,” the First Lady said, gripping the phone so tightly her knuckles shone bone white through her pink skin. “I can’t seem to wake him up.”

  “Is he breathing?”

  “Yes, I—I think so. His chest is moving.”

  “Don’t worry. We’re on our way up now. The whole team. Stay calm,” Ken Beer, the White House physician, said, and the line went dead.

  “TOM,” SHE SAID, SHAKING HIM by the shoulders. “Tom, wake up, damn it!”

  Nothing.

  Had he taken something? She scoured the bedroom and medicine cabinet for empty vials. Nothing. She’d seen him depressed before, but the mood swings were getting terrifying lately. Still, suicide? No. Out of the question. He would never do that. Too narcissistic. Far too invested in his place in history and his date with destiny, the showdown with China coming up in Hong Kong next month.

  It had been two days since the disastrous meeting in the Situation Room. The entire household was abuzz with rumors about what had really happened in there. Her assistants and household spies were reporting back to her with everything they were picking up. He was drunk. He was stoned on meds. He was losing his marbles. He wasn’t fit to be president. 60 Minutes was doing a segment called “The Incredible Vanishing President.” He was sick. It was dangerous. He had early-onset Alzheimer’s just like Ronnie Reagan. They had to rally round him. They had to protect him . . .

  Blah-blah-blah.

  And then her reverie was broken as the private quarters was suddenly full of people. Secret Service, medical techs with defibrillators, portable EKGs, and God knows what all. Ken Beer was running the show, which was good; she’d had total confidence in him since that incident aboard Air Force One the year before.

  She tried to read something into Ken’s expression, but he had his game face on. All business. He had taken her aside after his initial examination and asked her if she wanted a lorazepam. She’d refused, but wondered if maybe she needed one. He looked so . . . gone . . . lying there, all the IV tubes and EKG wires taped to his chest and—

  “Okay,” Ken said, taking her by the arm and walking her quickly into the sitting room where they could speak privately. “Here’s the deal. His vitals are good. Strong. But he’s in a coma. I don’t think it’s a stroke. No coronary issues. I’m having blood work done right now, but I don’t want to wait for it. You with me?”

  “Keep talking.”

  “Right. He’s going to Walter Reed right now. Okay? That’s the best thing for him. The safest, most conservative option. I’ve already called it in.”

  “Is he going to come out of it? The coma?”

  “Qualified answer? Yes. He’s going to come out of it. Listen. Don’t you worry. We’ll take good care of him. Do you want to ride in the ambulance with him?”

  “Of course I do, Ken. Do you even have to ask me that?”

  “Sorry. My mistake. The president’s already on his way down to the South Portico. Let’s go.”

  TOMMY CHOW MET HIS U.S. handler at the Capital Grille for drinks the afternoon the president was admitted to Walter Reed Hospital. The Grille was a mecca for secretaries, staffers, lobbyists, and bureaucrats of every stripe and strata in D.C. Tommy knew one of the Chinese waiters, a guy who always made sure they got a quiet table in the back. Even if they were noticed, and it was very unlikely, a low-level staffer from State and a noncelebrity chef from 1600 having a martini or three wouldn’t cause anyone’s radar to light up.

  “Is he dead yet, T?” George, his State Department friend, whispered to him after they’d finished one drink. George (he never used his last name) was tall and thin, with brown hair parted neatly down the middle. He had thick black eyebrows over a large straight nose, thin lips, and a receding chin. He was always nattily dressed in a three-piece Brooks Brothers suit, preppy striped bow tie. Somebody named Tucker Carlson was his fashion muse, he’d once told Tommy Chow. Tucker who?

  George, ex-military, and a semi big shot at State, had one of those thin fake smiles that made you hate him instantly. He had a degree in aeronautics from Stanford and a law degree from Yale. He was also one of those guys who truly believed he was always the smartest guy in the room.

  The kind of guy who usually got caught. Which was fine with Tommy, as long as he didn’t take Tommy Chow down with him.

  “CNN is now saying he’s still fading in the ICU. Matter of hours. True? Or false?” George said with a fake quizzical expression.

  “No. You know damn well he’s not dying.”

  “So. False information. Bad, Wolf Blitzer, bad, bad, bad. Snow White’s poisoned jalapeño pie didn’t do the trick, huh, little Tommy? C’mon. Let’s take a little stroll around the nation’s capital.”

  “It’s raining, George.”

  “Yeah. It does that. Man up, little buddy. You need to get out more.”

  Chow paid the check as always and they left the noisy Grille, now filling up with good-looking girls who’d all come to Washington from the provinces, looking for a job but down on their knees praying every night for a lobbyist or even a senator or two.

  Chow was silent for the first few blocks. Now they had sought shelter under the trees near the reflecting pool. No one around.

  Chow was saying, “Shit. I just don’t know what happened. After the navy taster had approved the president’s tray, I stirred enough bad mushroom puree into that meat sauce to kill both of us.”

  “Maybe it’s your sense of proportion. We know you want to do this slowly and methodically. Diluted to a degree where there’d be no forensic trace. But time is running out. McCloskey is the most hawkish man to occupy the Oval Office since Reagan. He wants his Gorbachev ‘tear down that wall’ moment with Beijing and he wants it before he leaves office.”

  “Ah, the all-important legacy,” Tommy muttered.

  George said, “Look, McCloskey is scheduled to make a major policy statement at the All-Asia Conference in Hong Kong next month. That speech will set the tone for America’s position vis-à-vis China for the balance of his term. My people think McCloskey wants an excuse for a showdown with Beijing. So you need to act. Sooner rather than later.”

  “Okay, fine, sooner. Just give me some time.”

  “As long as you understand our friends have zero desire to see this president’s face at the All-Asia Conference in Hong Kong. It’s next month, for God’s sake, T. They want their mandate executed. As they put it. The operative word in that sentence being ‘executed.’ Got it?”

  “You think that’s news to me? You think I haven’t been trying? What is this? You want me discovered? There are mechanisms in place to protect him, navy culinary experts watching the entire kitchen staff. These are people who know the fucking difference between murder and bad shellfish, George. Is that what you want? I don’t think so. Fingers pointing at me? I’m a fucking Chinese national, remember? High on the list of likely suspects? You think?”

  “I think I’ve got news for you, my friend. Our Mandarin friends grow impatient. They want this over. Not now, but right now.”

  “Listen. What the hell am I supposed to do? He’s in goddamn Walter Reed Hospital. Surrounded by his Secret Service agents. He’s untouchable. Shit.”

  “Listen to me. You’re a goddamn Te-Wu assassin. First in your class at the Xinbu Te-Wu Academy. That’s why you got this assignment. Just do what you have to do.”

  “I will. When and if he gets out of ICU and recovers and comes home, I’ll make sure he doesn’t just get another really bad case of food poisoning. Trust me. Until next time, okay?”

  “No.”

  “What do you mean, ‘No’?”

  “Not good enough, my friend. This op is only a small fragment of a far, far bigger picture. The Mandarins are . . . complicated. And the Chinese military’s hatred for this goddamn country is reaching a feverish pitch. Someone’s got his blood up, and that someone is General Moon.”

  “Yes, I know. General Moon and his grand plan. Spring Dawn and all that happy horseshit. What is it? When is it? Who the hell knows? I’m just a hired hand in the kitchen.”

  “Not at all, T. Your reputation and skills are deeply respected. It’s just that, here, you have no need to know more. You have your mission, I have mine. Accomplish yours so I can do mine. Now. Understand?”

  “Oh, I do, believe me.”

  “At any rate, we like this guy, Vice President Rosow. The veep seems a far more reasonable fellow than the POTUS. Amenable, let’s say. You know, philosophically and politically speaking. We can work with him, is what they think. They want Rosow at that Hong Kong conference. Moreover, and more important, they want Rosow in the Oval, Tommy. ASAP. It took a very long time to get you in position down in that damn kitchen. Now it’s time to act. ASAP.”

  “Don’t be an idiot.”

  “What?”

  “No one says ASAP anymore. It’s embarrassing.”

  “Really, Chow? In that case, I’ll put it in a phrase even you can understand . . . chop-chop!”

  “Does the expression ‘go fuck yourself’ have any meaning for you, George? That’s a question.”

  “Tommy. Listen to me, you stupid sonofabitch. The world clock is ticking down, little man. Tick-tock. They want this done. Take him out. You’ve got until noon Friday. That’s what they said.”

  “How the hell am I supposed to get to him when he’s propped up in bed over at Walter Reed? Surrounded by Secret Service. I can’t fucking do it. And you damn well know it.”

  It was starting to rain more heavily, a hard cold rain. Unlike his friend, Tommy Chow had no umbrella. The tall, thin State Department man stepped into the street and started trying to hail a taxi, talking to Tommy out of the side of his mouth.

  “Not my problem. Thanks for the cocktails, pal. Keep in touch. Oh. Your family back home in sunny Beijing? The PLA guy I work for? He says I’m supposed to tell you they’re doing great. Living the good life. Make sure you keep it that way.”

  “You asshole.”

  “Yeah. Like you. I fit right in at State that way. Being an asshole, I learned early, is the perfect credential for an aspiring politician who’s for sale. Oh, look. Here’s my cab. See you around, T. And don’t forget what I said.”

  He climbed inside the taxi, collapsing his umbrella as he did. As he pulled the door closed, he heard Chow’s voice calling.

  “Forget what?” the round little man said over the heavy rain.

  The thin man stuck his head out the window, smiled, and said, “ASAP.”

  CHOW TURNED AND WALKED BACK to the scant cover of the trees. What he really wanted to do was walk away from the whole thing. Catch a cab to Reagan and board the next thing smoking for Bermuda. He had a bad feeling about this. He had no assurances he’d survive no matter which way this went. He was going to be an inconvenient man when it was over. He should run. Brazil, Argentina. Find a job in a good restaurant and start over. To hell with Beijing and whatever new political catastrophe they were planning . . . he could run.

  And then he saw the floating faces of his wife and child. His mother.

  And he started walking back to the White House in the pouring rain.

  After a while, his step got lighter. He started to smile as the beginnings of the idea took on shape and substance.

  A few moments later, Tommy Chow had a plan.

  AS SOON AS HE GOT back to his apartment in Chevy Chase he’d call his handler in England on his encrypted sat phone. She’d help him figure out the details. Once the deed was done, he’d need a lot of cash and a method to get out of the United States and back to his old apartment in London in a hurry. How?

  Chyna Moon would make certain arrangements for his speedy exit from the scene of this assassination. After the dust had cleared a bit, he’d make his way home from London, back through Hong Kong and Shanghai to Xinbu Island. Back to his beloved Te-Wu Academy. And start training for the next mission.

  Georgie Porgie, that arrogant dickhead, would find out who had the brains around here soon enough.

  ASAP.


  C H A P T E R  8

  
    Near Chongjin, North Korea

    Present Day

  

  She could feel a thousand eyes upon her, and she knew not one of them shone with pity.

  Kat Chase walked, stumbled, and was dragged relentlessly toward the killing ground. Her torn camp shift was ragged and bloody from the beating she’d received upon waking. When they bored of routine torture, they dragged her kicking and screaming from the cell. She knew where they were taking her. Had accepted finally that, after years of hell in a North Korean labor camp, finally, this was the end.

  There was to be no heroic last-minute rescue. No white knights in black helicopters. No. And no U.S. Cavalry at dawn, fast-roping down from the sky to save her.

  The guards, who stank of fried peppers and onions, screamed at her incessantly, telling her to stop dragging her feet. She was so emotionally numb she barely registered the fists pummeling the crown of her head. She thought her nose may have been broken. It was easier not to even try to breathe through it, so she breathed through her mouth.

  There were sharp stones underfoot. Her shoes had disintegrated months ago, and her bloody feet were bound with filthy rags that offered no protection. It was very near dawn, and countless torches flared in the darkness at the bottom of the hill. She could see the heaving black range of mountains rearing up on the far horizon, the sky turning a faint pink beyond them.

  Her last sunrise.

  At least she could take refuge in the notion that she wasn’t going to hell. She was already there.

  Through her tears of rage and frustration Kat could see all she needed to see: three guards were pounding a stout wooden stake into the hard stony earth. It was a wheat field, lying high near the edge of a cliff top a few hundred feet above the banks of the Yalu River. The river that marked the border with China.

  A large group of ragged, emaciated but excited prisoners had gathered in a semicircle, perhaps a thousand or more, all come to witness the execution. It was a rare treat for the inmates of hell.

  The camp commandant’s idea of a class play.

  The labor camp laws, the “Ten Commandments” laid down by “Babyface” as Kat had come to call the chubby, sadistic, cherubic commandant, forbade any assembly of more than two prisoners. This commandment was waived only for certain festive occasions like this one. Attendance was mandatory. Public killings in the labor camp and the fear they generated were considered teachable moments. Murder for the sake of the public good. She’d been in the audience many times before. Cheering and laughing lest she be shot on the spot.

  Now she was the center attraction. The doomed star of the production. And a Caucasian to boot. This was a rare moment not to be missed.

  As she drew
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