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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant Glen Denney paced.

      He’d lost track of how many times he’d walked this circuit in his suite atop the Four Seasons Hong Kong. Bright sunlight spilled through the gap in the curtains, tracing a white-hot line across the tortured geometry of his upset room.

      Glen was scared.

      He didn’t know how much longer he could stay here. He’d already maxed out his credit card on the honeymoon. This suite was supposed to be the capstone. Two glorious nights with his new wife in a room they couldn’t actually afford.

      But he couldn’t leave. Glen didn’t have a phone. His wife only had the room number. If he left, if they kicked him out because he couldn’t satisfy the mounting tab, how would Mia reach him?

      Mia.

      Jesus God.

      Glen ran a hand over his closely cropped hair. If there was enough to grip, he would have pulled it out. He had no idea how he’d explain this to his commanding officer when he got back to Hawaii. Right now, he didn’t care. Getting Mia out was the only thing that mattered.

      They honeymooned for ten days at an exclusive resort in Melati Beach, Thailand, which Mia had gotten thanks to her connections in the hotel industry. They finished in Hong Kong because Mia wanted to show Glen her home. They planned the last three days here, where she’d grown up. Glen wanted to take her home in style, so he overextended himself and got the suite at the Four Seasons. He didn’t worry about it. There was a deployment coming and, with that, extra cash.

      Then came Macao.

      Like Hong Kong, Macao was a “Special Administrative Region,” technically part of the People’s Republic of China but with a separate government and looser restrictions that encouraged foreign tourism and gambling.

      Glen knew she played cards. In fact, he’d introduced Mia to his buddies in the squadron via their monthly poker game. After a couple of demure hands, she’d wiped the floor with the lot of them. He tried to talk her out of spending time in the casino. Glen played, but the speed with which he lost three hundred dollars at a blackjack table suggested he’d be better off watching Cirque de Solei. But Mia insisted and Glen would deny her nothing. He loved that girl like nothing else. She was the sunrise, and Glen would give her the world if it was in his hands.

      Hands.

      Just a couple of hands.

      That’s what she’d asked for.

      A few hours, tops.

      The casino staff told him next to nothing. The Macao police told him less.

      They said she was counting cards, trying to bilk the casino. Glen did his best to give the casino manager every bit of the ugly American, threatening heaven, earth, and the full might of the US Consulate. Casino security escorted him from the building. They said the matter was up to the police when they dropped him on the pavement.

      Glen didn’t know where Mia was, whether she was being held in some gamblers’ jail in the casino (if such a thing existed, but Glen suspected it did) or if she was in police custody. He found a cab driver who spoke English and found the police station. Demands to see his wife went unacknowledged. Hours later, midday perhaps, he’d been awake so long he couldn’t tell time—jails and casinos had a lot in common. When a policeman roughly guided Glen to see her, there was his beautiful wife behind a pane of dirty glass. The only way he could talk to her was through a greasy phone.

      Mia told him to call her cousin, Sze Wai, who went by “Wayne” with Westerners. He was a prominent businessman in Hong Kong who had political connections and could at least explain the government to Glen. He could help Glen free her. Even in his exhausted, agitated, and racing mind, Glen knew what she meant. Who would he have to bribe or threaten?

      He gave Mia the number to the Four Seasons, the only number he had, and told her he loved her. He would not leave until she was free.

      That was yesterday.

      Glen was a Navy P-3 Orion pilot based in Hawaii and met Mia one wild night out with his buddies in Honolulu. They fell in love fast and were married within the year. That was when America had been fighting in Afghanistan for two years and just entered Iraq. No one knew how long they’d be home. There was a frenetic energy in the off-duty time. They packed in all the excitement they could, because they didn’t know how long they had until someone shipped out again.

      It was the same with Mia. The world being what it was, they ran at their relationship at full speed.

      Mia was the daughter of an American hotel manager and a Hong Kong native. Her family had a happy and modest life in Hong Kong when it was still under British rule. But it didn’t last. Her father got ill in 1993 and returned to the United States for treatment, where they found an aggressive, fast-moving cancer. He died within the year. Mia’s mother was not a naturalized citizen and had trouble finding work. Her father was not close with his extended family and they found no help in America. With no other options, they returned to Hong Kong. After university, Mia followed her father’s footsteps in the hotel trade. It was a way to honor him, she’d told Glen once. She was a manager at the Mandarin Oriental when they met in 2002. Mia arranged it so they could have their wedding reception there. Glen could never afford that on his own.

      He met her older relative, Wai, some months before the wedding. Mia called Wai her “uncle,” but in her culture, that was as much an honorific title as it was a familial one. Wai ran an import/export concern in Hong Kong and jetted between there and Honolulu. They’d had dinner with him once on a business trip a few months ago and shared several drunken toasts during the reception.

      They were to have been Wai’s guests for dinner at his home tonight.

      Glen called him in a panic and explained what had happened. Wai told him not to worry, to be calm, he would handle it.

      Glen looked at the phone and willed it to ring.

      When it didn’t, he wanted to throw the damned thing against the wall.

      Glen thought of calling the consulate. In fact, that was long overdue, and he knew he’d have to explain his delay when he finally did. Mia was a dual citizen and therefore under the protective umbrella of the US Consular General here in Hong Kong, which also serviced Macao. But involving the State Department would trigger other events, things that would spin out of his control. The consulate would notify his chain of command. Disciplinary action would follow. He’d already had to get his marriage “cleared” because Mia was a dual citizen. Imagine what they’d do when they found out Macao’s police arrested her for card counting. Glen’s frantic mind already raced down the blind alleys of consequence. They’d strip his top-secret clearance and, with that, his flying status.

      A hard knock on the door ripped Glen out of his mental whirlpool. He stalked over to it, furious and needing to vent his frustration at whoever had the temerity to bother him right now. Glen ripped the door open and there was Wai, wearing a light gray tropical-weight suit, white shirt, and navy tie. He was of average height, shorter than Glen, and still in amazing shape. Wai had played club soccer since he was a teenager and was on a semi-pro team during his university years. He still played in a local club and was a devil on the pitch.

      “I have news,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      “Perhaps it’s better if we speak inside?”

      “Right.” Glen moved aside to let Wai enter.

      Wai walked past him to the large window that dominated one wall. “I have good news and troubling news. We’ll start with the latter. You should have a seat.” Wai pointed to a chair, then walked over to the bar, selected a tall glass, and filled it with water before giving it to Glen. “Mia is in much trouble. The casino intends to press charges.”

      “They can’t do that,” Glen stammered.

      “Of course they can,” Wai said, as though explaining to a child. “She was counting cards.” He held up a hand. “Please don’t argue with me. We have little time. Macao is modernizing quickly, though it still has a way to go. There is a certain criminal element that directs things there. One such element owns the casino where Mia was caught cheating. Macao is a place where much is overlooked and the owner wants this to go away—meaning he wants Mia tried and jailed quickly so as not to attract attention—therefore, he’s made certain financial assurances with the Macao police.”

      “I don’t understand. Just tell me who I have to pay and I’ll do it.”

      “It’s not that simple, Glen. The Macao police are going to try her, and with the casino owner’s donation, the magistrate will certainly find her guilty. There will be a prison sentence, perhaps five years. They don’t want Westerners thinking they can cheat and get away with it.”

      “Jesus Christ, she’s from here!”

      “I am aware,” Wai said flatly. “But she’s also half-American, and that’s how they view her in this case.”

      “You said something about good news?”

      “I have a friend in the Chinese government. He works on the mainland, in Shenzhen. I contacted him and explained our situation. He came this morning to meet with the authorities, see if anything can be done.” Wai walked over to Glen’s closet, opened it, and perused the contents. “Wear this,” he said, and handed Glen a pair of lightweight khaki pants and a blue linen shirt. “I don’t suppose you brought a jacket or proper shoes?”

      “What?”

      Wai closed his eyes and sighed. “Please, just get dressed. Liu Che is waiting for us.”
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        * * *

      

      Settled during the Qin Dynasty, Macao became a Portuguese colony in the sixteenth century and still bore many of the Western hallmarks. Portugal relinquished Macau as an official province following the so-called Carnation Rebellion by a military coup in Lisbon in 1974. For the next twenty-five years, Macao would continue to be administered by the Portuguese government but was officially part of China, similar to Hong Kong’s relationship with the British. In 1999, the Portuguese transferred control to China, though the small island would remain a self-governing Special Administrative Region until 2050.

      Glen dressed as properly as his honeymoon wardrobe allowed and followed Wai to a train, where they made a forty-minute journey to Macao. Wai had a car waiting for them at the terminal. From there, the black car with dark windows took them across another bridge to the northern island and the Public Security Police Force building on the Avenida do Dr. Rodrigo Rodrigues.

      “When do I get to see Mia?” Glen asked as they exited the car.

      Buttoning his jacket mid-stride, Wai looked at him and said, “My friend, that depends on you.”

      Wai led him inside and exchanged words in Chinese with the desk sergeant. There was a nod, and another officer escorted them upstairs. They walked down a peach-colored hall to a room with smoked glass. They entered and sat. Glen couldn’t read the writing on the door. He didn’t know if this was an interrogation room or a police captain’s office, or if Mia was on the other side. Two men were in the room. One was a police officer, and if Macao’s law enforcement followed the same uniform traditions that Glen was used to, he was a high-ranking one. The other wore a simple but well-tailored black suit and tie and glasses with rounded frames.

      There was a fast conversation in Chinese.

      The man in the suit spoke in perfect English with a British accent.

      “Good afternoon, Lieutenant Denney. My name is Liu Che and I work for the Chinese government. I am here to help you.” Liu said a few quick words in Chinese. The police officer stood and moved to the door. Wai followed. “The inspector has graciously allowed us the use of his office for our conversation. Please, have a seat.”

      “I want to see my wife.”

      “All in due time, Lieutenant. May I call you Glen?”

      “How did you know I’m in the Navy?”

      Liu smiled. “Apart from the haircut? Wai informed me, as did the police. You made quite the scene outside the casino yesterday morning. Many of their patrons are also aware you’re a naval officer, it seems.” Liu lifted his shoulders in a nonchalant gesture.

      If he’d slept over four hours in the last two days, Glen might’ve had the energy to feel some kind of shame.

      “I’ll be direct, Glen. Your wife is in a lot of trouble.”

      “Wai told me.”

      “This is an embarrassment for the casino owner and the government. Americans come here and believe laws don’t apply to them. The government wishes to make an example of Mia.”

      “We don’t believe that. Look, Mr. Liu.” Mia taught him in Chinese culture, surnames appeared first in the name. “I just want to get my wife back. I’ll do whatever I have to.” Here comes the price tag, Glen thought. He ran down the mental tally of his accounts. Glen had a few thousand left in savings. He’d burned most of it on the wedding and honeymoon. He might have to ask his parents for a loan. Western Union it here by tomorrow.

      That’ll make an awkward Christmas, Glen thought.

      “I’ll do whatever I have to,” he repeated.

      “That’s good,” Liu said. “First, have you contacted your consulate, or your superiors in the Navy?”

      “No,” Glen said. “I haven’t spoken with anyone.”

      “That’s good,” Liu said. “Please refrain from doing so. I think it’s best that we handle this… locally. Your government can be a little heavy-handed. Mia’s actions embarrassed important people here and the last thing she needs is for the Consular General to throw his weight around, making demands.”

      “I understand.”

      “You must remember, Glen, that Macao is its own government. They are technically part of the People’s Republic, yes, but they manage their own affairs. I, too, am in a precarious position, even intervening on your behalf, as I have no legal authority here.” Liu placed heavy emphasis on the latter part of the sentence.

      Waves of tiredness crashed over Glen. He was weary, but it was the rip current of exhaustion that threatened to pull him under. It was so hard to focus. “So, what are you saying, exactly?”

      “I need a show of good faith from you, a willingness to show contrition. My counterparts here must see how truly sorry you are for this insult.”

      “I understand,” Glen said at length. “How much is it going to cost?”

      Liu smiled. “Oh, I assure you, Glen. It’s nothing like that. You are a pilot, yes? I believe that’s what Mia said you did for a living.”

      “That’s right.”

      “The P-3 Orion, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “I can’t talk about that, as I’m sure you know,” Glen said, finding some steel for his voice.

      Liu looked around the room. “This is…not a nice place. I fear for Mia’s safety here. I have no influence over what happens within these walls.” Liu paused and let Glen imagine the implications. “I think if, perhaps, you would answer some questions, I might affect a release. Nothing of serious importance, just enough to show your willingness to be cooperative.”

      Glen fought to keep his hands from shaking by balling them into fists, and his tongue felt like it had been left in the sun to dry.

      He looked up at Liu’s dark eyes.
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        Macao, S.A.R

      

      

      Glen’s pulse exploded in his veins, accelerating from a sluggish atrophy to hyperawareness as the adrenaline coursed through him. The room was hot and stuffy. Repressive tropical air stomped in from the open windows like a press gang, threatening to drag him somewhere terrible. He could hear mosquitos buzzing in the room, homing in on his scent, and sweat dripped from his forehead. His ears registered a churning ceiling fan, its soft mechanical whir reminding him of distant helicopter blades. The halogen lights above his head buzzed, hot and loud.

      Liu began, “Your wife is in a dangerous position. But she is lucky that she has you. You can help her. I have a wife, and I care for her very much. I can see you are worried. You don’t need to be, because everything you need to do to secure Mia’s release is within your control. We, men like you and me, are good husbands. We don’t need our governments to interfere. I would like to have a very simple conversation with you, Glen. Just ask you some questions. At the end of that conversation, we will let you and Mia go home.”

      Liu smiled, a soft, knowing curl of the lips. On anyone else’s face, it might even look friendly. No one spoke for a long time. Finally, Glen broke the silence. "What do you want to know?"

      Liu gave Glen a notepad and pen and asked him to write some information based on his prompts. Glen wrote his name, his naval rank, and the name of his unit, Special Projects Patrol Unit 2 (VPU-2), Marine Corps Base, Kaneohe Bay, Hawaii. Liu asked if this was true, a Navy squadron at a Marine base. Glen said that was accurate. The Navy transferred control of the site to the Marines in the nineties. Liu asked general questions about his airframe, the P-3 Orion, the Navy’s sub hunter and maritime patrol aircraft.

      Liu wanted to know the aircraft’s range, whether that differed from Lockheed-Martin’s stated range. Glen answered, and Liu nodded, as if Glen had just gotten a test question right and Liu already had the answer key. He asked about the various configurations of the aircraft and current deployments. Glen wrote these down on the notepad. Liu wasn’t even asking about anything highly classified. Sure, this was “confidential,” but that hardly counted. He knew from those god-awful OPSEC briefings he had to sit through that the Chinese were already so thick in the US aerospace industry they almost certainly knew most of what Glen was telling him.

      If confirming a bunch of shit the Chinese already knew meant Mia wouldn’t spend another night in jail, what was the harm?

      After each answer, Liu nodded, saying, “good” or “yes” and encouraging Glen along.

      About an hour and several pages of notes later, Liu took the notepad and said he’d return. He was gone a long time; exactly how long Glen couldn’t tell. He seemed to lose his sense of time. While he was alone, Glen felt a strange sensation of distance to the room. He was apart from it. He was somewhere else.

      Liu returned and said he had verified that the information Glen provided was correct. “This is good. It creates a foundation of trust. Partnerships are built on trust. Trust and openness will keep Mia safe.” Glen heard Liu say these words, though they were distant, like they were shouted into a cave and he only heard the echoes. Liu helped Glen to stand, guiding him with a gentle hand beneath the elbow.

      “We’re going to move our conversation away from the street,” he said, then led Glen down a hallway to a windowless room with beige walls. Glen became aware now. Maybe it was the soundproofing panels on the walls or the scratched wooden table, grooved and dented during the countless interrogations whose psychic echoes were etched into the walls. He could smell desperation and panic sweating out of the tiles. Or perhaps it was the black half-dome drooping down from the corner of the ceiling, a dark cyclopean eye boring into his soul, peeling through the layers of secrecy the Navy taught him to erect.

      Glen knew what this was now.

      And he didn’t care.

      Or rather, he cared less. He needed to save Mia.

      Glen Denney never thought he’d test his marriage vows in the interrogation room of a Macao police station. Doubtless, this was the surest definition of “or worse.” But he would do what was required. That was love, that was honor.

      Liu asked harder questions. Ones that made Glen squirm in his seat.

      He wanted to know about the frequency range of the sonobuoys the Orions deployed to track submarines. Liu then asked about the different patrol squadrons and what their unique missions were. He was interested in knowing about the operational portfolios that were not disclosed. “I already know they hunt submarines,” Liu scolded in response to Glen’s original answer. “Tell me more about the special projects unit. What makes it unique?”

      Glen shifted in his seat. “I would rather not answer that.”

      Liu nodded and waved the question away, as though swatting a fly. “Of course. I understand. I am only trying to help. The better your answers, the more likely my superiors can intervene on Mia’s behalf.”

      Glen felt a bead of sweat roll down his face.

      “Perhaps you could instead tell me about the missions of the various maritime patrol squadrons.”

      Glen described how the aircraft’s mission evolved from maritime patrol and sub hunting to providing airborne command and control and limited attack. He glossed over some of the reconnaissance missions but answered the rest with Liu gobbling up every word, inhaling the knowledge.

      “We can carry weapons in the internal bomb bay and on wing pylons to engage maritime and land targets.”

      “What weapons?” Liu asked. “What are their designations?”

      “The traditional load outs are Mark 46, 50, and 54 torpedoes, mines, and AGM-84 Harpoon antiship missiles. We added the AGM-84K SLAM-ER two years ago.” Glen pronounced it “slammer.” “We can also carry AGM-65 Maverick antitank missiles. Now that we’re engaged in Iraq, we’re using the P-3s to attack land targets from a safe distance. That’s what the Slammers and Mavericks are for.”

      Their conversation on electronic systems went well into the afternoon.

      Glen hadn’t eaten since Mia’s arrest, had hardly slept, and was at his physical limit.

      His head slumped into his hands. At least he caught himself before his forehead smacked the table. “Are we done?” he asked in the weary voice of a desert traveler days without water. “When do I see my wife?”

      “All in due time,” Liu purred. “You have been very cooperative, Glen. This shows me how much you love your wife. I appreciate the humility with which you have answered my questions. You are allowing the people of Macao to save face.”

      There was a knock at the door and one of the Macao police officers handed Liu a bottle of water, which he gave to Glen. The next moments were a blur. They escorted Glen from the room and brought him back to the inspector’s office. The inspector was waiting for him. There was a portable television on the officer’s desk with a built-in VHS unit. Liu entered a moment later with a tape in hand. He inserted the tape and played the first few minutes of their several-hours-long “conversation.”

      Glen asked, “What are you going to do with that?”

      “I will keep this, just for assurances. Please consider this just a helpful reminder of our agreement not to involve your government. I’m sure they would have a different view of your pragmatism.” Liu shrugged, a casual gesture.

      “I just want my wife.”

      “Of course.”

      Liu nodded and the Macao cop ushered him out in a move that was just south of a full frog march. He dragged Glen downstairs and brought him to the main entrance, pointed at a bench, and said “Sit” in English. The room was packed and stifling, a holding cell at the end of the world. Still, people on both sides of the law had loud, animated exchanges. Glen was there an hour before he heard his name called by a scared, tired voice.

      He turned and saw Mia pushed through a pair of smoked glass doors. He had to restrain himself from decking the cop for being rough with her. Glen ran to her, took her in his arms, and said, “You’re safe now.” Mia buried her head in the crook of his neck and said she was sorry. He told her she had nothing to be sorry for.

      Glen took her from the police station. He had just enough money in his pocket for cab fare to the train station and two tickets back to Hong Kong.
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        * * *

      

      Glen ignored the hotel manager when they returned to the Four Seasons but knew he couldn’t put it off for long. He was two days extended on the reservation and his credit card was maxed out. He also didn’t know how they were going to get home. They’d missed their flight back to Honolulu yesterday. He’d deal with the airline after he settled things with the hotel, but for now, he needed to get Mia food and sleep.

      When he’d showered, eaten, and slept, Glen went down to the hotel manager to sort out the situation. When he arrived at the desk, the manager informed him that the matter was resolved. Glen asked what he meant.

      “Your bill is satisfied, sir. Also, your guest wished me to tell you he has arrived and was waiting for you in the hotel bar.”

      “My guest?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Confused, Glen walked into the hotel bar, a contrast of inky darkness from the night outside and dim lights except for the backlit bar. There was Liu Che, wearing a dark suit and glasses, sitting with a whiskey in a lounge chair. He motioned for Glen to sit in the other chair. A server appeared and set a glass down, amber liquid and crushed ice.

      “It’s Johnnie Walker Black. I took the liberty.” Liu lifted his glass. “To our continued collaboration. Gānbēi.”

      Glen left his drink on its napkin. “Continued collaboration? Mr. Liu, I think you are confused. I did what I had to do to get my wife out of jail. That’s as far as this goes.”

      “You and I are partners now, Glen. Together, we worked to free your wife from her circumstances. This is worth celebrating, no?”

      Glen relaxed a little. His mind was tired and jumping into shadows. He thought Liu was talking about something else.

      “I know that you’re eager to return home, but I wanted to see you before you left. I wanted to reiterate that it’s important that you keep our brief chat today between us, between… friends.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your country differs from mine, Glen. I’ve seen what happens when Americans like yourself do things to steer their way out of problems like this. Ones they’ve caused for themselves.” Liu waved his hand and smiled. “I know what you’re about to say. Mia was cheating. Anyway, in these situations, sometimes people feel compelled to go to their government or their employer—in your case, I suppose that’s the same—to explain what happened. I hope you do not do this, for your and Mia’s sake, Glen. They would jail you. Your promising Navy career would be over. Your face would be on the television. They would make up salacious lies about you, invent fictions because that’s what sells newspapers in your country. Am I right? Like you, I am a patriot. We have similar beliefs about duty. Duty to your wife and your nation. I don’t want to see you get into trouble. Especially when you did nothing wrong. Perhaps we can meet again in time. I’m sure we would laugh over all this.” Liu smiled again.

      “No.” Glen shook his head. “I did what I had to, but it was just this once. I appreciate your help, I do, but I cannot meet you again.”

      “Just the same, I’ll monitor you to ensure that you won’t get into trouble. We have access to some information that may warn us if you’re being investigated.” Liu set his glass down. “Perhaps time and some distance will offer you perspective. I wouldn’t mention this arrangement to Mia. I am certain she feels terrible guilt and shame already. We shouldn’t make it worse, yes?” Liu stood. “You are a good husband, Glen. Something tells me your wife will need your… support in the years to come.”

      Liu buttoned his jacket and left.
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        London, England

        Present Day

      

      

      Sir Archibald Chalcroft leaned over the long granite island separating the open kitchen from the dining room to grab his gin. He held it for a moment before taking a slight sip. Then, drink in hand, he turned to face the dining room, picturing the man he’d be speaking to in the morning, and continued his rehearsal.

      Chalcroft lived in Southwark, London, with his wife and their two younger children. Their eldest daughter, Brooke, was in her first year at Cambridge. They lived in a contemporary townhouse of white and gray, black doors and warm wood. It was a wonderful home, a reward—for his wife, Vanessa—for a life of dedicated service to his nation and the Crown. Archie spent twenty-five years as an officer in the Secret Intelligence Service. All but his last years at River House were operational assignments abroad. Upon retirement from a legendary career in MI6, the Queen named Archie a Knight Commander of the Order of Michael and St. George (KCMG). Sir Archie returned to public service after a short stint in private industry, running for and winning a seat in the House of Commons representing Southwark.

      Tomorrow, he would meet with the Prime Minister.

      Hence, the practice. And the gin.

      The Foreign Secretary was about to appoint Archie to be the next chief of MI6. Tomorrow’s meeting with the PM was a formality, a discussion on the nation’s priorities, the dangerous new world they found themselves in, token words on “bold new direction,” and the customary speech on the relationship of scandals and aging to bad wine. Most chiefs of the intelligence service served a four- or a five-year term, but the incumbent had fallen ill—cancer was the word—and was stepping down a year early. Bad luck, that. Archie knew the man and liked him.

      Archie wasn’t nervous. Perhaps edgy was the better term. An interesting sensation for one accustomed to enticing members of the KGB and later SVR into selling out their countries on his behalf. Archie once recruited a Saudi prince on a vice-ridden bender in Bahrain, where the saying was “Allah had an eyepatch” that prevented him from seeing what went on there. Allah might not see, but MI6 did. Archie ran guns to Yemeni freedom fighters, narrowly avoiding being killed himself, but he was still on edge about meeting with the PM about a job he was profoundly qualified for. British humility, he supposed.

      Still, it was time. His service in Parliament was useful, but that had run its course. He needed to get back to River House, back into the service. It wasn’t a back alley in Khartoum, but it would suffice.

      One of the chief lessons he’d learned during his twenty-five years in the service was that he often found himself, simultaneously, as the first and last line of defense. That would not be any truer now. Archie made a note to use that line in his acceptance tomorrow. The PM would love that sort of cloak-and-dagger phrasing, even if he’d miss the deeper meaning of it.

      “You’ll do fine,” Vanessa said, and he paused his delivery at her approach. She rested her gentle hands on his shoulders, kneading the tense muscles.

      Archie turned to face his wife.

      “I was more worried about you,” he said with a smile.

      “I’d rather you were a spy than a politician anyway,” Vanessa countered.

      Archie studied his wife a moment. Her blonde hair was still golden, blue eyes dark and piercing. But she was pale and looked tired. Archie’s eyebrow lifted. “Feeling all right, dear?”

      “Not really. A little run down. The boys brought something back from school, I think.”

      “Sorry, darling. I’d been so focused on tomorrow that I hadn’t noticed.” Jack, fourteen, and Thomas, sixteen, both had their father’s constitution and were rarely ill.

      “Both of them said they were tired and wanted to sleep.”

      Archie checked his watch. It was only nine.

      “God, I hope it’s not another strain. Think we’ve about had enough of that, yeah?”

      Vanessa rested her hand on the long marble island.

      “Why don’t you go lie down?” Archie said. “I’ll check on the boys.”

      Archie set his drink down and walked over to the faucet for some water. His throat was dry.

      A form appeared in the hallway.

      “What is it, Tommy?” Vanessa asked.

      Archie took a step forward before his son even finished speaking. The boy didn’t look steady on his feet.

      “Jack fell, Mom,” Tommy said in a hurried voice.

      “What?” she asked, a mother’s protective instinct rising.

      “He was splashing some water on his face and just…” The boy paused to catch his breath. He shook his head, like he was trying to clear it. “Just, sort of…”

      Archie and his wife both rushed toward their son. Archie reached Tommy first, grabbed him by the arms to steady him. “Sorry, Dad. I just felt a little faint. It’s Jack.” Tommy stopped again to get his breath. “Jack fell.” His breathing was heavy and labored. “He didn’t hit his head or anything, but I wanted to come down and tell you.”

      Archie’s first thought was it was strange that his son didn’t just yell down. But as he looked at him, Archie didn’t think Tommy had the wind to. He could tell something was wrong. The boys were definitely coming down with something. Archie recalled a virus Jack brought home when he was in primary school that went through the family like a brushfire.

      Vanessa was already climbing the stairs, taking them two at a time and calling after her youngest boy.

      “Tommy, why don’t you go lie down? I’m going to check something and I’ll be right in.” Archie went into the hallway to the combination fire alarm and carbon monoxide detector. Loss of breath, confusion, and a quick onset were the hallmarks of silent poisoning. There was no alert on the device, which gave him minor relief. A flu he could manage. Bollocks on the timing, though. He needed to hold out long enough to meet with the PM tomorrow, then his body could collapse for days for all he cared.

      “Archie!” His wife sounded shrill and terrified. She screamed.

      Archie turned and made fast steps to the stairs, rounding them and calling to his wife. Nothing. He bounded up the stairs. Halfway up, he struggled to get full lungs. He hadn’t been this winded since that time in the Hindu Kush. Archie’s hand went to the banister when he was about four steps from the top and he gripped it hard, the edges of his vision darkening. A lance of bright pain shot down his left arm and Archie gasped once, a rush of strained air forced out of his mouth. He felt a brief sensation of weightlessness and the confusion of suddenly seeing his ceiling.

      Blackness enveloped Sir Archibald Chalcroft before he crashed to the stairs.
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      “What a bunch of kangaroo court bullshit,” Colt shouted at the wall-sized monitor in the National Technical Counterintelligence Unit operations floor. Colt, who was standing on watch duty, focused on the TV feed showing the CIA’s head of the National Clandestine Service and Colt’s former boss, friend, and mentor, Jason Wilcox, get excoriated on national television during a Senate Select Committee on Intelligence hearing. According to the committee’s ranking member, Senator Preston Hawkinson of Wyoming, the proceeding’s intent was to understand how the Russian Federation could launch a space-based weapon at an unclaimed atoll in the Atlantic, obliterating it, when neither the Defense Department nor the Central Intelligence Agency had any knowledge of its existence.

      Calling this a circus was charitable.

      The camera feed cut to Senator Hawkinson, who opened this next segment with his tight, nasal invective. “What I’m hearing, Deputy Director, is that the CIA just didn’t know that Russia had a space weapon. One that I’ll remind you was as powerful as a nuclear bomb and could have targeted the US homeland.” The tinny sound drilling out of that man’s mouth could burrow through a bank vault. Colt watched, amazed at Deputy Director Wilcox’s patience, as the senator asked questions without giving his subject the opportunity to respond and then got every technical detail wrong. “Questions” was a generous term. They were more long-winded assaults on Wilcox, the Central Intelligence Agency, and their whole profession. When the senator broke off long enough for Wilcox to answer a question, Hawkinson accused him of incompetence, evasion, willful ignorance, or all three. There was even a charge of insubordination.

      Colt knew that for a fact.

      He’d been there.

      He also knew it was nowhere near as powerful as the nuclear detonation Senator Hawkinson claimed, but why let facts get in the way of a good soundbite.

      On that day, Colt, his partner Fred Ford, two Mossad officers, and their CIA aircrew evacuated on US Air Force Special Operations Command CV-22 Ospreys moments before the island erupted in a fireball. The island was the property of Guy Hawkinson, the raving senator’s nephew, and it contained some of the world’s most advanced research in artificial intelligence and quantum computing. Colt’s organization, the National Technical Counterintelligence Unit (NTCU), mounted an operation, codenamed STONEBRIDGE, attempting to insert an intelligence officer into Guy Hawkinson’s organization. CIA believed Hawkinson stole years of research from an American inventor and businessman named Jeff Kim. CIA also believed Hawkinson was colluding with the Russian government. If the Russians got their hands on that technology, it would advance their own efforts by decades, putting them at dangerous parity with the United States. The Russians were effective at cyberattack, deception, and influence operations, but lagged far behind in terms of pure research and development. Hawkinson and the Russians had some type of agreement.

      Then Hawkinson, it seemed, altered the terms of their arrangement and the Russian president did not take it well.

      Instead, he launched eighteen projectiles from space and sank an island.

      Russia justified the strike by accusing Guy Hawkinson of launching cyberattacks into their country, targeting their infrastructure and economic centers. It was a classic Russian ploy. They invented a fictitious justification to commit an atrocity and then, when they acted, told the world, “We warned you we had no choice.” The Russians blamed Hawkinson for an electronically delivered total blackout of the city of St. Petersburg, which CIA assessed the Russian president had done himself to buttress his justification. Dozens died in the chaos in St. Petersburg. The Russians were, in their own words, simply retaliating with the most expeditious tool at their disposal. There was a sort of grim logic to it. Deploying naval and air assets to attack the island would have been impossible given its proximity to the US.

      And, as the world had learned in Ukraine, Russia’s military was a cruel and clumsy beast, not the hyper-modern war-fighting power they attempted to project.

      Senator Hawkinson took to the airwaves after the event, excoriating the Administration, the heads of CIA, and the Defense Department for not knowing the Russians had such a weapon. Then, he turned his ire on the Secretary of State for failing to find a diplomatic solution that would have prevented the attack. He demanded accountability, and it appeared this would be it. Rumors were already circulating the beltway about “reform.”

      So Colt watched the proceedings and fumed.

      Senator Hawkinson, who for all Colt knew was complicit in his nephew’s crimes, was attempting to dismantle their agency and make one of the finest public servants Colt had ever known a scapegoat.

      Jason Wilcox was the youngest Director of the National Clandestine Service (DNCS) since Alan Dulles and a regarded operations officer. More than that, he’d been Colt’s handler during his nearly decade-long undercover assignment and hand-picked him for NTCU. Wilcox was a legend in the service, a friend and mentor to many. He was a good man who excelled in an incredibly difficult job without compromising his integrity. Watching him get dragged over a fire pit to score political points was as obscene as it was unjust.

      Senator Hawkinson demanded an open, unclassified hearing so that it could be televised.

      Without the benefit of a classified session where they could discuss actual intelligence, Wilcox couldn’t defend himself, CIA’s analysis of the threat, or their response to it. Wilcox couldn’t explain what actually happened. He couldn’t tell the senator that yes, they knew about Arkhangel-2 and that the assessment shared by CIA, the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), and the Air Force Research Lab (AFRL), where the plans had been stolen from, gave it a thirty-percent chance of success. He couldn’t tell the senator that yes, they believed an American businessman, Guy Hawkinson, the senator’s nephew, had stolen research and was trading it to the Russians, and that this appeared to be a retaliation by the Russians. Or at least a kinetic method of covering that collusion up. Wilcox could only dissemble and evade, and each time he said that his appropriate response was classified, Hawkinson accused him of “hiding the truth.”

      Wilcox got in one good shot, however.

      When pressed why the Russians would attack an island both close to US territorial waters and owned by an American company, Wilcox answered, “I don’t know, Senator. Perhaps you should ask your nephew.”

      Colt mashed the remote’s “off” button in disgust. He already knew what was coming. Wilcox, he suspected, did too. Colt tried to refocus his mind on his actual job. Since returning from the island last fall, Colt’s primary case was monitoring the continued deployment of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. In 2013, the People’s Republic announced a sweeping campaign to invest nine hundred billion dollars in infrastructure across the world, following the path of the original Silk Road across Central Asia into Europe, continuing to the Middle East and West Africa. NTCU’s concern was the Chinese deploying 5G cellular and internet technology as a chief component of their infrastructure investment.

      The unit believed that once deployed, the Chinese could monitor every packet of data, every text message, video chat, and phone call that transited its networks. Italy, a NATO member, was a partner, as were Singapore and South Korea, two of America’s staunchest Pacific allies. Colt was speaking with members of South Korea’s National Intelligence Service to see if they would allow NTCU to plant some digital eavesdropping exploits into the hardware, but so far they’d balked and NTCU’s proposed op, PINSTRIPE, was on hold.
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        * * *

      

      Colt’s intuition about his former boss was prescient. Wilcox’s resignation came at the end of the week.

      Jason Wilcox would know that Senator Hawkinson could not let CIA escape without exacting his pound of flesh over the perceived “intelligence failures.” Another man would shift the blame. He’d fire those closest to the problem in the time-honored show of bureaucratic efficacy. He’d start with NTCU’s chief, FBI Special Agent Will Thorpe, and then take out the two officers responsible for the operation, Colt and Ford. That was how risk aversion slithered into the Clandestine Service and convinced officers in the field not to take chances.

      But Wilcox did not.

      Instead, he sacrificed himself and resigned from the Agency he’d dedicated his life to. By offering himself up on the altar of bureaucratic bloodletting, Wilcox spared those below him, knowing that Senator Hawkinson wouldn’t have the political capital to demand further purges. Wilcox’s deeper purpose was clear if one knew where to look—keep fighting, keep looking, bring Guy Hawkinson down. Wilcox served himself up so that Colt and Ford could continue their work.

      On his last day at Langley, as Jason Wilcox was leaving the building, many in the NCS packed into the hallway to see him off. Wilcox walked down the line, shaking hands and giving wan smiles, words of encouragement to his many, many old friends. As he was about to exit, he admonished the assembled officers to give no quarter.

      Jason Wilcox said to the assembly the NCS’s time-honored phrase, which dated back to the days of the OSS, “Good hunting.” His eyes found Colt in the crowd. Then he left.
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        * * *

      

      The director appointed Dwight Carswell Hoskins to replace Wilcox.

      Hoskins was a headquarters mainstay and hadn’t been in the field in fifteen years. He’d aligned himself with the now-director years ago, when the director had been on the senior staff at the Office of the Director of National Intelligence. Hoskins, then a liaison officer to ODNI, recognized the man was rising within the political circles. Hoskins checked the right boxes for the head of the Clandestine Service. He’d been Chief of Station twice, first in the Argentine capital of Buenos Aires and then in Bogota, Colombia. A run of headquarters staff tours and a liaison assignment at ODNI showed a facility for maneuvering within bureaucracy. His last assignment was as Director of the National Counterproliferation Center. His appointment as DNCS was a signal that in the wake of the Arkhangel-2 attack, the intelligence community needed to resurrect its Cold War focus on identifying and curtailing the spread of weapons of mass destruction.

      Hoskins’ reputation was that he’d been a competent operations officer, but he was a political climber and none of the stalwarts in NCS trusted him.

      Hoskins demanded a briefing on STONEBRIDGE his second week on the job. The message was obvious. His predecessor was just fired over this thing and Hoskins wanted to know if it was going to gut him too.

      Colt and Ford had two days to prepare their briefing.

      Ford was a street-savvy operator with a personality as large as his frame and one of the most cunning and daring case officers in the game. But he hid that talent beneath a gregarious, sometimes bloviating exterior that made him seem as much Bluto Blutarski from Animal House as it did James Bond. Over the year they’d worked side by side, Colt believed this was as much an act as a defense mechanism, Ford’s way of hiding in plain sight. Ford liked that the suits rarely took him seriously and felt that gave him the freedom to maneuver.

      Colt, Ford, and Thorpe stood outside the small conference room that connected with the DNCS’s office. Colt stood in the middle. Ford and Thorpe had five years of sour blood running between them, and it was only through that special brand of bureaucratic kismet that they again worked together. It was worse for Ford, because Thorpe was the boss.

      After twenty minutes of awkward queuing outside the conference room, Ford said, “Looks like punctuality is out this year.”

      Thorpe sighed but said nothing. Colt admitted to himself that he allowed Ford’s caustic assessment of Will Thorpe to color his opinion of the man, and their early interactions were difficult. But Thorpe backed them on STONEBRIDGE. His support was grudging at first and required, on one occasion, DNCS Wilcox’s intervention, but he’d done it. Thorpe approved the  operation on the island and agreed with their assessment on the threat Guy Hawkinson presented. He also backed them when the shit hit the fan afterward, and in Colt’s book, that counted for a lot.

      The door opened, and an aide appeared. “Gentlemen, the director will see you now.” He escorted them into the small wood-paneled conference room and told them where to sit at the long table. Hoskins sat at one end, immersed in a conversation that hung over from the previous meeting.

      They waited for another few minutes until Hoskins turned his attention to them. Two of his aides sat on the other side of the table, next to Hoskins.

      “Good afternoon, gents. Thanks for coming by today. Let’s get started.”

      “Thank you, sir. My name is Special Agent Will Thorpe. I’m head of the National Technical Counterintelligence Unit.”

      “FBI? Fox in the henhouse, eh?” Hoskins said, with the obligatory and tired interagency dig. His staff chuckled because they had to.

      “Yes, sir. As you know, the FBI has the statutory lead for domestic counterintelligence, but we staff our organization with officers from across the intelligence community. We have a squad of special agents charged with conducting the investigations, as well as officers from CIA’s Intelligence and Science and Technology divisions. We have NSA hackers, primarily for defense, threat analysis, and damage assessment. And two case officers.” Thorpe motioned to Colt and Ford. “We originally ran the unit out of FBI headquarters under a different name, but we moved it here three years ago after that version of the group’s name leaked. We’re here today to brief you on STONEBRIDGE. Colt McShane and Fred Ford were the operational leads for STONEBRIDGE. Colt?”

      They agreed Colt would deliver the briefing. Ford was very popular and well known among the operational rank and file, but he left a debris field among the senior staff that could be seen from space.

      Colt nodded to the aide manning the slide deck to begin the presentation.

      “Good afternoon, sir. Two years ago, Guy Hawkinson stole sensitive intellectual property from a company called Pax AI, Jeff Kim’s company. Hawkinson contracted to provide private security to Kim’s research lab and used that access to steal Kim’s IP.”

      “So, why is this our problem? That sounds like something for you boys at Justice,” Hoskins said, looking at Thorpe.

      “A year ago, Hawkinson contacted an SVR officer, Colonel Sergei Petrov, and attempted to sell that AI research to the Russian government.”

      “Colt, this still sounds like an FBI problem to me. Now, I want to know why CIA is involved in this thing. I want to know why we’re targeting an American businessman, and I want to know everything we didn’t say at the Senate hearing.”

      “Sir, artificial intelligence is the next battlefield, the next arms race, and the next strategic threat—all rolled into one. And it’s happening now. Our unit’s mission is twofold—first, we are the operational defense against foreign actors stealing technology from our government and from industry. Second, we are here to leverage our most advanced technical capabilities against those adversaries.”

      “Isn’t that NSA’s job?”

      “The NSA doesn’t work in the field, sir. That is why NTCU was created. We have to operate in the digital space as much as in the real world. Guy Hawkinson stealing AI research and attempting to sell that to the Russians is incredibly dangerous. Russia, and their clients, are our most persistent cyber threat with influence operations, cybercrime, and overt hacking. A partnership with the Russians would give them an opportunity to play catch-up.”

      “I don’t understand. You just said they’re the number one cyber threat, but they also need to play catch-up?”

      “Yes, sir. The Russians excel at influence operations—they always have, going back as far as the NKVD. They’ve expanded this in the digital age. In recent years, they’ve executed massive disinformation campaigns, using AI-controlled bots to spread tailored messages on social media—what we call ‘fake news.’ The Russians churned up British nationalistic paranoia during the BREXIT campaign and ran a sustained, in-depth active measures campaign to influence our presidential elections in 2016 and 2020. They have penetrated our critical infrastructure, hydroelectric dams, electric grids, and oil distribution. We think these were test runs for accessing municipal computer networks before the aforementioned elections. They are also quite good at cybercrime, particularly digital extortion. What they aren’t good at is innovation. We believe that active cooperation with Hawkinson started sometime last year. They both attempted to infiltrate Jeff Kim’s research facility the year before. The Hawkinsons were successful; the Russians were not. We believe the arrangement was for Hawkinson to give the Russians more advanced AI and quantum computing technology in exchange for financial backing.”

      “So the Russians were bankrolling Hawkinson, and he was going to give them technology in return, is that it?”

      “That’s correct, sir.”

      “So why’d they try to nuke him?”

      Colt clenched his teeth to keep from frowning. Using terms like that only confused matters. “The purpose for STONEBRIDGE, sir, was to get someone inside Hawkinson’s organization. We knew he was working with the Russians, we just didn’t know how or why. Hawkinson used the money they’d given him, plus he liquidated many of the family businesses to establish a research facility on an unclaimed atoll in the US Virgin Islands.”

      “An island is pretty remote. Logistical challenges,” Hoskins said.

      “Yes, sir. But a quantum computing array generates massive amounts of heat and electromagnetic activity. Submerging it gives them water cooling and shields the EM interference.”

      “I’ve heard of quantum computing and I know we’re doing it, but I’m afraid I don’t know what it is. I’m an operator, Colt. You gotta dumb it down for me.”

      An operator. Hoskins hadn’t been in the field in over fifteen years.

      “In the simplest terms, a quantum computer stores data and performs operations using subatomic particles rather than physical hard drives like your desktop. This gives it unlimited memory and unrivaled computational power. A quantum computer can solve problems of such complexity that it might take a conventional machine years or more to solve. Coupled with artificial intelligence, which is the ability for a machine to learn and train itself in a limited fashion without human input, quantum computing is becoming the biggest advance in technology since, well, fire.” Colt saw the words form on Hoskins’ mouth, saw the cloud of confusion in his eyes, and knew the DNCS was about to ask, again, why this was CIA’s problem.

      “To paint a picture of the threat, our friends at NSA think quantum computing could render all current encryption algorithms useless. It could also hack conventional computer systems, even secured ones, without human input and in ways that humans haven’t conceived of. Which means there aren’t defenses for it today. We also believe quantum-enabled AI could lead to terrifying advances in bio-warfare and genetic engineering.”

      Ford broke in, “And we were worried that Hawkinson was giving this shit to the Russians.”

      “Okay,” he said, holding up his hands. “I get it. So we’ve got an officer in Hawkinson’s organization?”

      Colt continued. “Yes, sir. YELLOWCARD confirmed Hawkinson had built a quantum computing array on his island using the technology he stole from Jeff Kim.”

      “But if he’s partnered up with the Russians”—Hoskins rolled his hand—“why did he launch cyberattacks at them? I read the briefing and I’ve seen the transcripts between POTUS and KOESCHI.” KOESCHI was the IC cryptonym for the Russian president, named after a kind of un-killable boogeyman in Russian folklore. When the Russians launched Arkhangel-2, they justified it by saying that Hawkinson was using his island to stage cyberattacks against the Russian Federation and blamed Hawkinson for blacking out St. Petersburg.

      “No, sir. We don’t believe Hawkinson was launching cyberattacks. Hawkinson tried to change the deal and KOESCHI feared that would expose Russian involvement. When it became clear to the Russians they couldn’t control Hawkinson anymore, they blew up the island. That’s what Director Wilcox wasn’t able to say in that farce of a hearing.”

      Colt caught Thorpe’s eye. Easy, he cautioned.

      Hoskins nodded, and for once he had no rejoinder. He made several notes in his folio with swooping strokes. Without looking up, he asked, “So if he decided not to sell this stuff to the Russians, what’s Hawkinson’s end game?” Hoskins leveled Colt with hard eyes. “And, I’ll ask again, why is this CIA’s problem? Guys, I’m not asking just to be a hard-ass. I need to prepare for tough questions. I also want to make sure we’re the right people to handle this.”

      Colt took a deep breath, knowing this was where they would lose Hoskins.

      “Sir,” Thorpe broke in. “This isn’t just CIA’s problem, and remember, NTCU is an IC-wide unit. We’re not on the level of a fusion center, like the one you used to run, because the community felt it best that our organization remained out of the public eye. But this threat is something that should concern leaders at every level of government. NTCU has an operational mandate and we have broad authorization under FISA.”

      Hoskins nodded, appearing satisfied.

      In their briefing rehearsals, this was the part where Colt told him about Trinity, a group formed in the Manhattan Project to safeguard technological development and to make sure no one like Nazi Germany ever developed an atomic bomb. How that group morphed over time to safeguard mankind’s pathway to developing artificial general intelligence. He was to tell Hoskins about Archon, the group that broke from Trinity because they felt that the only way to keep mankind safe from world-shaking technologies was to control both of them. Guy Hawkinson and his sister Sheryl were part of it.

      Instead, Colt said, “Sir, the chief concern with Guy Hawkinson is that he’s not a nation and, as we’ve already seen, there are a multitude of bad actors willing to bankroll him. Russia looks to be heading for a collapse, but what’s saying that it’s not Iran or the Chinese that come knocking? If his quantum computing technology proceeds as expected, we estimate he’s two years away from rendering all current forms of encryption irrelevant. It can crack the public key infrastructure in seconds.”

      “Okay.” Hoskins slapped a hand on the table. “That’s the information I need. That’s tangible stuff. So, what’s involved in STONEBRIDGE?”

      Thorpe jumped in again. Colt didn’t make eye contact with him. “Sir, we have one officer in place. The cryptonym is YELLOWCARD. This intel is restricted handling, limited to yourself, the director, the Deputy Director for Intelligence, and NTCU. We understand and appreciate the political sensitivities involved. We also understand the position this placed your predecessor, and now you, in. However, we believe the technology Hawkinson is developing, in the wrong hands, presents an existential threat.”

      “All right, this is what I’m willing to do. You may continue STONEBRIDGE for now, but I want regular updates and finished intel. I want you to put the same rigor into those as you would the PDB.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m not done. No activity outside the original CONOP goes forward without my direct authorization. We’ll take it month by month.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well, at least he didn’t shut us down,” Ford offered when they got back to the unit.

      “You went
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